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"We say that believers are insane, and believers say that non-believers are insane.  Let us then 
agree that we are all insane, both believers and non-believers, and then let us examine the 
products of our insanity.

What is it that we believe in?  What is it that we stand for?  Believers say they stand for goodness, 
mercy, justice, love, honor, kindness, charity, obedience, morality, faithfulness.  Is that not what 
non-believers say they stand for as well?

And yet, throughout history, both of the so-called believers and non-believers alike have instigated 
horrific crimes against man and nature.  Millions of people have been slaughtered, both good and 
evil, both educated and simple-minded, both young and old, both strong and weak.

Forests are razed, cities are reduced to rubble, seas and lands are polluted with blood and oil and 
nuclear contaminants, brought about by the machinations of war.  And why?  For covetous greed, 
jealousy, pride, ignorance, hatred, revenge, false honor, and fear.

That is true insanity.  And so the only conclusion that we can make is that human beings are 
naturally an insane species, best controlled at all times by any means possible.  Only then can 
there be peace on the earth.  Only then can war be abolished.

We must act now to save the world of the future.  We must call upon our scientists to design the 
creations of our salvation and then harness us to them for the safety of future generations—for the 
safety of all mankind.  Let us not hesitate, waver or debate any longer.  Let us control our insanity 
as soon as possible."

--Dr. Mort Beelz, Address to the New World Union assembly, August 24, 2032 A.C.E.



Personal Log: July 26, 198

Most people are happy to spend their time improving their class ranks and social 
circumstances, just like they should.  But then there are those stubborn exceptions.  One of 
those arrived in Volcana yesterday.  Teresa Mandrake no less.

If her picture is a real representation of how she looks, without modifications, then 
I've never seen a more attractive woman—a potential Class One if there'd ever been one.

Of course she threw that opportunity away nine years ago.  Too bad, too.  I'd have 
been all over her if she were legitimately a One.  But she's a Ten.  Trash.  Nothing but 
trouble.  A believer in god, too.

Why did she have to choose insanity over logic and sound reason?  Since she 
declared her belief in a god, she's been able to do nothing but run, fight, and hide.  She's 
survived longer than most, but that's only because she's as dangerous as she is lucky.  

Why didn't she choose to erase this insane belief in god and survive?  I don't know, 
but I am determined to find out the answer to this while I have the chance.



CHAPTER ONE: Anonymous

Tens.  The number yelled at him from the scrap of paper like a dirty word.  Mr. Dwango 
crushed it in his hands while I continued to block the nearest hidden camera.  I waited patiently for 
his response to my note: "I want to do a series on the lives of Class Tens."

He dropped it in the wastebasket under his desk, then crisscrossed his fingers and began 
tapping his thumbs together.

Tens made him nervous.  Tens made everyone nervous.  Well, not everyone.  They didn't 
make me nervous.

"I don't want to lose you, Robert," he mumbled.  "You're one of my best reporters, and 
you've only been working here for a month."

I gave him a 'thanks, but I still want to do this' smile, grabbed some paper, and scribbled: 
"I'll be anon.  The series will discourage rebellion—perfectly in accordance with The U.D."  The 
Universal Decree had to be satisfied.  It was world law, immutable, fixed.  

Mr. Dwango seemed a bit placated.  His thumb tapping slowed a bit.
"Your readership will double, maybe even triple."
Dwango's thumbs were again tapping at full speed.  "But if you're in the wrong place at the 

wrong time, You Know Who…"  He barely shook his head, but it was forceful.  "No, I still don't 
like it."

You Know Who, the Department of Class Regulation, was always the biggest fear when 
dealing with controversial topics like this one, and for good reason.  If reporters didn't play 
carefully by the rules, then there was always a child waiting the chance to fill a slot in the 
population quota.

Time to play hard ball.
I quickly wrote: "I want to interview Teresa Mandrake.  This series will open that door."
Dwango's eyes shot to mine, disbelieving, and yet intensely hopeful that I wasn't lying.  He 

knew that if I got an interview with Mandrake, it would be a landmark story.  Historical.
Teresa Mandrake was the third most-wanted Class Ten in the world.  She'd survived nine 

years on the run, killing two hundred and nine DCR agents while being hunted through the South-
Eastern Empire, the Indian Empire, and the Mid-East Empire.  She'd finally disappeared in South 
Europa.  No one had seen her for four years and rumors were that she was dead.

Then a month ago she was spotted on a jet bound from South Europa to the Pan American 



Alliance.  She'd gotten off at New Harbor and disappeared. The DCR had been everywhere 
swarming the airport, but they couldn't find her.

That night she'd shown up here in Volcana at Chuck's Bistro, a popular hangout for DCR 
agents.  Only one agent had recognized her, but he hadn't realized it was her until after she'd left.  
No one had seen her since, but there was plenty of evidence that she was still here.  She was 
leaving a wake of new Tens behind her all over the city.

Mr. Dwango wanted this story as much as I did.
I whispered toward his misshapen left ear, "I've got a good, solid lead on her.  The name's 

Cindy.  A woman at a bar said she'd been doing Mandrake's makeup and hair over at Hemry's 
Salon.  I've checked out the salon.  Cindy's real.  She's there."

I moved back, drew in a deep breath, and fixed my eyes on Mr. Dwango's thumbs as they 
tapped out the calculated risk versus the inflated readership.  I leaned back in.  "I have to get 
Mandrake's life story before the Department finds her, before it's too late—"

I stopped there.  He knew exactly what I was talking about.  I had him.  I could tell from 
the blazing desire in his little gray eyes.  He was wishing that he was a reporter again, and not just 
the managing editor.  The juices were flowing.

His intense gaze suddenly narrowed, and he grabbed a piece of paper and began scribbling 
furiously.  A quick fold over, and he handed it to me.  "Here's your next assignment, Mr. 
Hightower."

"Yes, Mr. Dwango," I said, taking the note.  I walked past the other reporters whose hands 
were flying over keyboards or busily touching links on the interactive viewscreens before them.  
They tried to look as if they hadn't noticed our exchange while they continued gathering and 
reinterpreting the news, but they knew something was up.

I slung myself into my chair and unfolded the paper, mindful of the cameras.  "OK, Anon," 
Dwango's note said.  "Submit your normal quota, too, and don't let anyone know where they come 
from."

I smiled.
#

The beautician at the front counter of Hemry's Salon was a rail-thin wisp of a woman.  Her 
sleek brunette hair flipped off her forehead toward the left in a very unbalanced way, making me 
want to lean when I looked at her.

"Do you have an appointment?" she asked.
"I'm here to speak to Cindy," I told her, flashing my Volcana Daily View ID.  "She said I 

could interview her during lunch."
"One moment."  The beautician stepped gracefully over to a woman cutting hair toward the 

back of the salon and said, "Someone's here for you.  He says he has an interview."
Cindy glanced my way.  "I'll be a few minutes."
The receptionist returned and dutifully gave me the message, and I settled into a chair and 

began watching Cindy as she worked.  She was a stunningly pretty woman with shoulder-length 
auburn hair, flashing green eyes, and deep dimples that appeared in her cheeks whenever she 
smiled.  An excellent, high class woman.

She caught me watching her, so I grabbed a pop up vid-book and flipped through the 
rotating 3D images of what the empire's fashion consultants thought were men's most fashionable 



hairstyles.  That wasn't enough to entertain me, so I began eavesdropping, too.  Most of the 
conversations seemed to be about tonight's Mating Match.

"I always dread entering my name," one woman said.  "All of that standing around, being 
ogled by one man after another.  They only care about one thing, you know.  It's enough to make 
me want to live alone for the rest of my life."  She paused, then added with a sigh,  "Nobody's 
going to want me, anyway."

I looked up to scrutinize the woman.  I had to agree with her; she was rather pathetic.  Long 
face, boring brown hair, big nose.  Not a very good-looking specimen.

But her hairdresser smiled patiently.  "When I get done with you, dear, you'll have a 
hundred men wanting to take you home tonight."

Yeah, right.
I went back to looking at the men's hairstyles, glad that I'd never felt the urge to enter my 

name in the Match.  Work was enough for me.  There was always plenty of work to keep me busy 
and happy.  Women were distractions from the more important things.

As if to prove my point, a pair of glitzy high heels, slender legs and a tight copper skirt 
drew my attention away from the vid-book.  I looked up as Cindy cleared her throat.  "Your ID?" 
she asked.

"Of course."  I drew the bio card from my shirt pocket and handed it to her. 
 She turned it over in her hands, studying it carefully for authenticity before handing it back.  
"Looks real enough," she said.

I tucked it into my pocket and stood.  Cindy ignored my gesture to shake hands.  She 
turned and strode through the salon toward a door in the back.  Unperturbed, I followed her.

"This will be my fifteenth Match in eight years," a woman to the right bragged in a high-
toned drawl.  Pretty, but nothing special.

"Why so many?" her beautician asked.
"Oh, I'm easily bored, darling.  I plan to sample the wares until the day I die."
"Well, if that makes you happy," the beautician said agreeably.  "You only live once."
Cindy showed me into the worker's lounge.  It was a stark room for the most part.  She sat 

at the large round table in the center of the room and looked down at her wrist comm.  "We don't 
have long before the others break for lunch.  I'm taking mine early."

"Okay," I said.  "I'll make it quick then."  I pulled a small metal scrambling cap from my 
pocket and dragged an empty chair over to where the Department of Class Regulation had their 
monitoring camera.  I quickly screwed the cap over the camera lens and pushed a small red button 
on top.

"There," I said, stepping off the chair.  "Unless they watched me do that, which is doubtful, 
they'll never know it's temporarily out of order."

I brought the chair back to the table and sat down.  "So, Cindy, a couple of girls at a bar 
said you might be able to help me."

Cindy nodded once, slowly, and tried not to look nervous.  This wasn't what she'd expected 
to hear.  I was supposed to be interviewing her because I'd said she was the best beautician in 
Volcana.  She was probably thinking that I was a DCR agent now. 

I quietly cleared my throat, trying not to be nervous myself.  I couldn't screw this up.  
"Don't worry, I'm going to do the article on you, but before that happens, I have a favor to ask."



"And that is?"
"Well, let me explain my situation first."  I looked in her eyes to see if she was going to 

stop me, but she didn't, so I lowered my gaze and continued.  "I have a bit of a dilemma.  I think 
my editor is trying to get rid of me.  He's forcing me to do a series of articles on the lives of Class 
Tens."  I nodded at Cindy's sudden intake of breath.  "It's a horrible assignment, and finding Tens 
to interview for the series is next to impossible, especially here in Volcana.  So I'm asking 
everyone that I meet if they know any Tens."

"How could you do this to me?" she said, scooting her chair back to leave.  I held out my 
hands and stood up, pleading for her to stay.

"Please, Cindy.  I know, I know.  I feel the same way.  This is the last thing I want to bring 
up with anyone.  It's risky, not only for me, but for you, too.  That's why I bought the camera 
scrambler on the black market.  I don't want to get caught any more than you do.  Honestly.  It's 
just that, when I overheard the woman at the bar say you knew a Ten, I had to come and ask you 
about it."

Cindy began holding her breath, but she didn't leave.
I sat down again and gave her a grateful smile.  "Thanks for not walking off on me."
"I still might," she said, glaring.
My gaze dropped with regret as I nodded.  "Yeah, you probably should.  But I hope you 

won't.  I had no clue how to find a Ten until I heard that you knew one."
Cindy remained silent for a minute, then asked, "And your boss thinks that some good will 

come from doing a series on them?"  She'd tried to sound haughty, but I heard the wariness in her 
voice as well.

I shrugged.  "Sure.  The series is actually a great idea.  It will increase our readership two 
or three fold, and it'll show everyone how difficult it is to live on the run.  That will discourage 
them from making the same bad choices.  The Volcana Daily View shouldn't have any trouble 
from the DCR with that approach.  But if I can't get a single interview, my editor swears he's going 
to transfer me to the sewers."

My eyes met hers, and I let my voice drop to a whisper.  "You know, Cindy, between you 
and me, I think this is a perfect chance for Tens to speak up for themselves.  If people knew how 
horrible life was for them, maybe they'd have more compassion.  After all, they're our genetic 
brothers or sisters."

I gave her my 'I know that's wrong of me, but I'm sincerely concerned' look.
"I wouldn't tell anyone else that, if I were you," Cindy cautioned.  "If the DCR finds out 

that you're sympathizing with Tens, you'll be one yourself."
I nodded in agreement and began stroking my mustache, a habit I'd picked up when I'd 

gotten it.  "That's my biggest concern.  Writing this series is going to be dangerous."  I glanced 
back at my camera scrambler, then gave Cindy a crooked, playful smile.  "But at least I can trust 
you not to snitch on me."

"You'd better hope that you're right," she said, but the warning in her voice was lost on me.
"I am."  I pulled ten credit cards from my pocket and spread them on the table before 

Cindy.  One hundred credits.  A good month's pay.  "But since we're putting our lives in each 
others' hands, I won't ask you to help me without some compensation.  A hundred credits isn't 
anywhere near the value of your life, but it's all that my editor will let me offer."  I gave her an 



embarrassed smile.  "So, Cindy, back to my obvious question: Will you help me to contact this Ten 
you know, so that I can get an interview?"

She didn't answer, but her eyes didn't leave the credit cards, either.  She bit slightly at her 
bottom lip.  Thinking, but not answering.  I waited until it was too uncomfortable to wait any 
longer.

"I see.  Well…"  My voice trailed off.  "Sorry to have bothered you."  I slid the cards 
together and tapped them into order on the table.  "I guess it's off to the sewers…"

Cindy's hand shot out and rested on top of the credit cards.  Her lips twisted as her teeth bit 
into them harder, and her gaze shot up to me, deliberating.

My eyebrows lifted expectantly, begging with boyish hopefulness.
To my delight, she pulled the credit cards from my hand and slid them into her pocket.  

"These had better not be marked, or some innocent person is going to be in a lot of trouble 
tomorrow—and it won't be me or any of my friends."

"They're not marked.  If a reporter can't be trusted, then nobody gives them an interview."
"Good point," Cindy said.  Then she smiled.
Gnarly frang it, those were cute dimples.
"Okay, I'll try to help you," she said.  "I'd hate to see such a sensitive man working in the 

sewers.  And besides, the person I'm acquainted with is very interested in being interviewed 
anyway."

My hopes fell.  That couldn't be Teresa Mandrake.  She'd never want to be interviewed.  
Too risky.  It had to be some crazy lunatic man seeking one last moment of glory before 
annihilation.

Cindy's face turned thoughtful as she added, "Of course, I could be wrong.  She might be 
furious with me.  But like you said, she has been looking for a way to get her story out, and you'd 
be the perfect person to talk to."

So the Ten was a female.  It could be Mandrake, though I doubted it.  I leaned forward and 
asked, "So why is she a Ten?"

"There are quite a few reasons," Cindy admitted, "but I'd rather not say."
So it could definitely be Mandrake after all.  Most Tens in Volcana were only wanted for 

one or two infractions of the Universal Decree.  Mandrake was wanted for multiple offenses: 
murder, destruction of property, illegal crossing of empire borders, belief in god, unlawful 
consumption of resources…

I supposed she might want to be interviewed after all.  Besides, with her record of two 
hundred and nine Department agent kills, she probably wasn't worried about protecting herself 
from one measly reporter.

"Okay, let's make it happen," I said eagerly.
"Of course, I'll still have to ask her."  Cindy's enthusiasm disappeared, and she began 

nervously twisting a strand of auburn hair around her finger as she looked off to nowhere over my 
left shoulder.  "She might not want to do it after she thinks about it for a while.  It would be stupid 
for her."

I said nothing.
Her eyes refocused and centered on my still hopeful face.  She sighed.  "I'll ask her."
I shot her my most charming smile.  "Thank you."



She nodded absentmindedly, and it made me wonder if she would change her mind once I 
left.  Oh well.  I had to think positively.

"This is great, Cindy.  Call me at the Volcana Daily View, and let me know when and 
where I can interview her.  I'll do your interview right after I do hers.  And I'll make it worth your 
while.  Everyone will know you're the best beautician in Volcana.  Class One clients will be 
breaking down the doors to get an appointment with you."

Cindy nodded.  "Sounds good.  I'll ask her soon, then."
"Perfect.  And tell her that I'll phrase things so that she looks good.  I'll even let her okay 

the article, if she wants to."  I realized what I'd just said, and added, "If she can read, that is."
Cindy nodded, then nervously bit her lip again.  "Okay.  I'll let you know tomorrow."
"Great.  I'll be looking forward to it."
She flashed me an uneasy, deep-dimpled smile as I went to retrieve my scrambler 

attachment.
Gorgeous.

#
At two o'clock the next afternoon, Cindy weaved stylishly through the aisles of desks at the 

VDV in a tight, peacock blue mini dress with a wide black belt, a black hat, and high-heeled black 
boots.  She made her way to my desk, which was strewn with an embarrassing clutter of vid-pads 
and wadded-up food wrappers.  I hadn't expected her to come in person.

In spite of that, I was genuinely excited to see her, and she seemed genuinely relieved to see 
me sitting at my desk.  "Cindy," I said, rising.  I looked around for an empty chair that she could 
use, but there wasn't one.  I gave her my nicest, most apologetic smile and sat down again.

"Robert."  She stood awkwardly in front of my desk for a moment, then said, "My friend 
has agreed to an interview.  She'll contact you soon."

"She'll contact me.  Okay."  That was inconvenient, but not surprising.  "Does this friend 
have a name?"

Cindy looked at me as if I were ridiculous to even ask.  "Don't worry, you won't be 
disappointed.  She's very famous—the perfect interview for you.  Just remember your promise and 
make sure she comes out looking good."

"Of course," I agreed, feeling the adrenaline surge.  This had to be Teresa Mandrake.  How 
many famous female Tens could Cindy know?  And how many were in Volcana?  None that I 
knew of besides Teresa.  I began straightening a pile of vid-pads in front of me.

"It won't be convenient, not knowing when she'll call.  Everyone else usually gives me a 
date and a time."  I glanced up at Cindy, hoping she'd pin it down.

"Well, they weren't exactly the same type of people as she is, now were they?" she said 
with a bit of a sneer.

I gave my head a little shake.  "Sorry, you're right."
"There are other conditions, too," Cindy said.  "She wants to see at least four articles in the 

series published first, and proof that the other people weren't harmed in any way afterwards.  And, 
of course, no one else must know about this interview.  If that happens, you'll find yourself in the 
sewers after all, and not to work there, if you know what I mean."

"Of course," I agreed, holding my hands up in mock surrender.  "I get it.  Like I said, if my 
contacts don't feel safe being interviewed by me, then word gets around and I don't get any more 



interviews."
"Exactly.  You won't get any more interviews.  So be extra careful.  Don't let anyone follow 

you unawares."
"Don't worry," I said.  "I'll take care of everything.  And don't forget, I'll be calling for that 

interview with you right after I get hers.  You'll be Volcana's most famous beautician soon."
Ah yes, there it was.  The dimpled smile.
"Thank you, Robert.  I'll see you later, then," she said.
I stood as Cindy turned and left the office.  I now had one interview with a Ten, and it just 

had to be Teresa Mandrake.  Crazy people who wanted their moment of glory wouldn't have been 
so cautious, nor would they ever live long enough to be famous.

I sat down and ordered some flowers to be sent to Cindy at the salon, and, with new 
enthusiasm, began to look for more Tens.



CHAPTER TWO: The Interview

I looked out over the park below the VDV building and watched the people walking, 
relaxing on the benches, and sunning themselves during their fifteen minute work break.  I was 
tempted to join them to get rid of some of the stress I was feeling today.  Two long weeks had 
passed since Cindy said her Ten—hopefully Teresa Mandrake—would contact me.

It was the middle of September, by Beelz.  I'd done everything she'd asked.  I'd published 
six articles in the Life of a Ten series, and I'd made sure that none of my interviewees were caught 
by the DCR.  I'd even done followup articles proving they were still alive.  On top of that, I'd sent 
complimentary copies of the articles to the salon, to make sure Cindy and her mystery Ten hadn't 
missed seeing them.
 Well, I couldn't stand to wait any longer.  My finger stabbed at my wrist comm as I called 
Cindy's extension.

"Hello, Hemry's Salon, Cindy speaking."
"Cindy, Robert Hightower from the Volcana Daily View.  Remember me?"
"Of course," she said.
"That's a surprise.  I was under the impression that you and your friend had forgotten all 

about me."
"She hasn't contacted you yet?" Cindy asked.  "I was sure she had.  I assumed you weren't 

calling me so you wouldn't have to do my interview.  Well, I'll find out what happened and get 
right back to you."  She hung up without a goodbye.

I quickly ran to my desk and tapped into her line's signal, hoping to listen in on the 
conversation, but she didn't call anyone immediately.  One by one, I listened to all of her calls for 
the rest of the day, but they were all for appointments, nothing like what I'd hoped to hear.  Calls 
stopped altogether after closing time, so I gave up and went home.

Early the next morning, I finished Wednesday's article for the Tens series.  It featured a 
former policeman who'd lost a hand during a Slicer fight with his police partner over confiscated 
booty.  Furious that he'd become a Class Nine, he'd killed his partner and took off running.  I 
found him staying with an old mate who was willing to risk her life to hide him.  I wadded up the 
hand-written article and tossed it into Dwango's wastebasket on the way to the bathroom.

He looked up as I passed.  "Robert?"
"Yes, Mr. Dwango?" I said, turning back around to face him.



"Don't you have your own wastebasket?"
"Yes, sir."
"Then I suggest you use it."  He took a different wad of paper out of his waste basket and 

handed it to me.
"Yes, sir."
I resumed my trip to the bathroom, entered a stall, and read it quickly as I hunched over.  

"You Know Who called this morning.  The series is dead."
The note was shredded and flushed, then I went back to my desk.  One look at Dwango 

and his eyes told me that he hated having to kill the series, too, but he had no choice.  He cleared 
his throat and waved me over to him, so I paused again at his desk.

"Hightower, I received a special request from Commander Hart today, and I want 
something from you that's absolute genius.  The topic is the latest advances in bioengineered 
viruses."  His gray eyes shot over to my area.  "Oh, and clean up your desk.  That's all."

"Yes, sir."
Dwango grabbed his half-full wastebasket and headed for the incinerator. Depressed, I 

wandered the rest of the way to my desk.
So the Department had finally seen and killed the series on Tens.  Great.  Bioengineered 

viruses should scare off my under-educated readership.  I grabbed my wastebasket and began 
tossing in the crumpled wrappers that littered my desk.

Well, Cindy didn't know the series was dead.
Distracted by daydreams of my future interview with Mandrake, I sat on the corner of my 

desk with my foot on my chair and the garbage can perched on my knee, and wondered once again 
if Teresa had modified her face when her last picture was taken.  If not, then she was prettier than 
Cindy—and the distracting, auburn-haired, dimpled beauty was a hard one to beat.

I imagined asking her how she'd stayed alive for nine years, surviving multiple assaults 
from DCR agents around the world, successfully hiding in Volcana for a month and a half.  What 
had that been like?  Why had she chosen her life?  And why in Beelz's name had she come to 
Volcana?

My eyes settled on the portrait of Dr. Mort Beelz hanging on the far wall in an enormous 
gilded frame.  His young intense eyes stared out from under a mop of straight ash brown hair as if 
he were looking boldly into the future.  The picture was taken two hundred years ago during his 
speech at the New World Assembly.  A lot had happened after that day.

The next day he was voted in as the leader of the post-Great Revolutionary world.  He'd 
immediately mandated the Great Quarantine which stabilized and capped the world's population at a 
manageable 600 million, and then he'd established the Universal Decree, the laws upon which our 
world society was built.

His idealistic views had inspired Volcana's founders to design and build this city eighty 
years ago.  Volcana was Beelz's embodiment of a perfect city—orderly and easily-managed.  
Tenless.  Well, at least Tens had been easy to deal with up until recently.  Mandrake had changed 
that.  The DCR was finding more of them every day now.

But it was still easy to find and eliminate Tens in Volcana.  Besides the city's layout and 
flat-faced buildings, Volcana was home to the Academy, the training ground for the world's elite 
peacekeeping forces—the Department of Class Regulation, the Police, the Conformity Officers, 



and more—which was why it was insane for Teresa Mandrake to be here.
But then, everyone knew the religious were insane, even more than the rest.
Oh well, back to work.
I noticed a missed wrapper on my desk and tossed it into the wastebasket.  I had a new 

subject to research today.  Bioengineered viruses.  Commander Hart, the head of the DCR, 
frequently requested articles on that particular subject.  It was an obsession with him.

I set the trash can on the floor and called my boss.  "Mr. Dwango?  I'm going to the city 
library to see if there are any new inter-empire sources on that topic you gave me."

"Okay.  Be back in an hour for our staff meeting."
"Yes sir."  I rose from my chair, set my gray fedora on my head, gave it a tap, and headed 

for the door.
#

I parked my candy apple red jetter and got out.  The library's heavy glass doors and green-
tinted glass dome greeted me like a hothouse in the stifling heat of the day, but a welcoming, cool 
blast of refrigerated air hit me as I stepped inside from the roof's parking lot.

Thank technology.
I made my ritual scan of the spacious, multi-leveled floors below, then proceeded down the 

entrance steps and over to the databanks under the center of the dome.  One touch of the 
information panel on the flat-faced, oval pedestal before me, and the luminescent blue screen 
sprang up and glowed to life.

"Bioengineered viruses," I said, and the list appeared.  My eyes scrolled down the dates.  
Clearly, there wasn't a lot of new information.  All but one of the sources was from last year, a 
biodisc extracted from a recently deceased Norde Europa scientist.  I wrote down the location code 
for the new disc, then typed in "bio-virus incidents."

The same old titles scrolled by me, and I read them until a slight motion to my right caught 
my eye.  I glanced over to see a beautiful young oriental woman staring at me from a databank a 
few yards away.  She flashed me a slight smile as I returned to my work.  Obviously interested.  
Flattering, but I wasn't.

Her persistent, steady gaze became impossible to ignore as I searched the data bank.  I 
finally looked at her again, hoping that confronting her with a stern look might cause her to leave 
me alone.  But it didn't.  Her eyebrows raised slightly, and she said quietly, "Cindy said you 
wanted an interview with me?"

Teresa Mandrake?
I was totally caught off guard.  If it was her, she didn't look anything like the two pictures 

I'd seen before.  This woman's face was different, rounder.  But her eyes were the same lit up, 
almond-shaped eyes as those in Teresa's pictures, and her height and weight were right.

By Beelz, it was Teresa Mandrake.  If Cindy was her beautician, then she was definitely the 
best flesh mesh artist in the city.

I couldn't believe it.  Teresa Mandrake was standing right in front of me.  I'd hoped for a 
face-to-face interview, of course, but I was sure she'd just call me.  It was too dangerous for 
someone like her to be seen in public.  And yet…

I blinked on my Prime ocular detector implants to take a quick look for weapons.  Whoa.  
For a Ten, she was well-equipped, obviously prepared for any possible outcome today, including a 



battle with the DCR.
I wondered where she'd stolen all of her gear.  She wore a very expensive, high-necked 

pants suit made of black Kevlite that would stop all physical weapons penetration, and a full body 
shield was activated, protecting her from wave weapons.  It was stronger than any I'd seen.  She 
was glowing like a super nova gone ballistic.  Okay, that was clearly hyperbole.  But not only 
would that shield protect her from multiple shots by Blasters, Flashas, Slicers, Pulsonators, and the 
like, but I couldn't take any decent optical vids of her with it on.  Smart.

Let's see…  There was an illegal, fully charged Pulsonator in her right jacket pocket.  No 
other weapons.  With a hard blink, my ocular detection enhancements went off.  No need to go 
blind today.

Teresa stood patiently, waiting for my response.
"An interview.  Right.  Yes, I'd love that," I whispered.  "Where do you want to do it?"  

She motioned to a small square table close to the stairs by the door.
"Here?" I asked.
She gave me a nod, so I began walking.  I was still trying to overcome the shock of being 

in her presence, but she walked beside me calmly, as if no one in the world could see her, including 
me, as if the building were entirely empty.  Her calmness surprised me—not that anyone else 
would recognize her today.

I smiled as I realized how smart she was to contact me in the library.  First, our whispering 
wouldn't stand out.  Second, a group of teenagers were clustered around their instructor two levels 
below, which led to the third advantage.  DCR agents were under strict orders to avoid any 
unnecessary, violent scenes in public—snatch the Ten quietly and finish the job in private, usually 
at the Hart Building.  Although agents didn't always follow the rules, this was a safer place for 
Teresa than giving the interview somewhere in private where they could kill her on sight.

I moved my chair back and seated myself across from her at the little table while she gently 
spread a collection of biodiscs before her.  That was unexpected.  It would've taken her a while to 
retrieve that many biodiscs.  I'd only left the VDV a little over twenty minutes ago.  How had she 
known that I was coming here if she hadn't followed me?

Apparently my face gave away the fact that I was questioning this.  She caught my gaze for 
a second and seemed confused, and then looked back down at the biodiscs.  "I've always wanted to 
infuse these," she explained.  "I don't get to a library very often."

I gave her an understanding grunt, then tried to be patient and not examine the biodiscs 
despite my burning curiosity.  What in the world was she interested in infusing?  With a few clicks 
of my optics, I would be able to read the tiny titles etched into the disc cases.  But she might notice 
and leave, and that was unacceptable.

"Mind if I jump right in?" I asked.
"Shoot," she said.
I smiled at her response and kept my arms under the table while I pressed my wrist comm's 

auto link button.  That done, I opened my mouth to ask my first question.  But before I could 
speak, she held a biodisc between us in the air.

"These are the most incredible things, don't you think?" she said.  "A little button-sized disc 
of gray matter infused with someone's knowledge and experience.  I merely insert it into my 
biodisc reader, and that knowledge is directly transferred into my own memory, as if it was my 



own.  Amazing.  Can you imagine what might be done with something like this?"
"Lots of things," I answered.  I cleared my throat and nervously brushed my mustache 

between my thumb and forefinger.  In my flustered state, I'd forgotten what my first question was 
going to be, so I said, "I hear you wanted to get your story out."

"Yes, but before I go into that, I want your assurances that Cindy will be okay."  Mandrake 
caught my gaze with her beautiful green, scrutinizing eyes.  "I don't want her to be in trouble for 
setting this up for you.  Promise me that she'll be okay."

I nodded.  "She'll be fine.  No need to worry.  She told you I was slanting my story to help 
you took good, didn't she?"  Teresa nodded.  "Good, because that is my goal."

"That, and to stay out of the city's sewers," Mandrake said with a smirk.  I smiled in 
agreement as she leaned forward.  She motioned for me to lean toward her, too, then whispered, "I 
admire you for writing those articles.  It's a rare person who's willing to risk their life to encourage 
compassion for Tens, even anonymously.  I think you're very brave."  I shrugged off her 
compliment as we sat back again.

Her expression turned apologetic.  "Now, if you'll excuse me for a second.  Time is short."
Mandrake lifted a patch of silky black hair on the right side of her scalp and pushed a 

biodisc into the connecting slot of her reader.  I watched her, amazed that she felt comfortable 
enough to do such a thing.

Her eyes remained half open as she infused.  Most people closed their eyes while infusing, 
but she was looking around, checking out everything that was happening in the library at the same 
time.  Nervous and cautious, and for good reason.

I stroked my mustache and studied her features.  Golden brown skin.  I could see the faint 
lines where the flesh mesh met the real skin on her face, rounding it out more.  It was still a 
fantastic job, though.  Convincingly oriental, especially effective with the silky black hair that hung 
halfway down her back.

There was a small, dark brown mole near her left ear.  It looked real enough, but moles 
were easy to fake.  Mandrake's ear lobes were attached—no faking that—and even though they 
were faint, there were signs of past earring holes in them, seven on each side, typical of the South-
Eastern Empire's fashions where Mandrake was born.  I scanned across her forehead and noticed a 
smudge of flesh mesh on her right temple, probably hiding a small but obvious battle wound.  That 
wasn't going anywhere or it would have already.

My eyes refocused on her hair.  All of a sudden, it looked like the color might be getting 
lighter, turning from jet black to a deep brunette.  Alternating, color-enhancing, melanin nano-
crystals?

Hmm.
Her large almond-shaped eyes, once clearly green, were growing flecked with tiny 

pinpoints of brown.  Definitely changing.  She was wearing Prime optical implants, like me, with 
color-alternating capacity.

Class Tens couldn't afford screening effects like these.  Perhaps she hadn't stolen all of her 
hi-tech gear after all.  More than likely a rich Class One patron had provided everything for her.  
That was a dangerous thing to do.  That kind of aid was high treason, calling for the most severely 
drawn out, painful and public execution allowed under the Universal Decree.  Luckily, there hadn't 
been any of those punishments meted out during my lifetime.  Everyone was forced to watch, and I 



didn't have the stomach for that sort of thing.
I wondered if her patron was Cindy.  No, it couldn't be.  Though she looked like a One, she 

wouldn't be working at the salon if she had that kind of money.  Class Three at the most.
Mandrake's eyes opened fully, and she removed the disc.  "Sorry, but being here is a rare 

opportunity for me, so I'm taking advantage of it.  Tell me, Robert, why do you care so much about 
people like me?"

She was interviewing me now?
I shrugged, noting at the same time that two of my associates, Zoka and Alex, had just 

entered the library.  They paused at the top of the entry stairs while Zoka brushed some dust off the 
back of his slacks, then headed down the steps and toward the shelves.  I was relieved that they 
didn't look our way.

"I'm a reporter.  I care about everything," I said.  Then I leaned forward and whispered, 
"But I have to admit, I'm curious about you personally.  I know who you are, Teresa Mandrake, 
and I'm absolutely kicked to have a chance to learn more about you.  It's a dream come true."

Her expression went dark with concern for a moment, then lightened again.  An amused 
smile flirted with her lips as she put in the next biodisc.  "I guess we both know who we're talking 
to, then," she said.  "And as you may guess, I'm in a hurry, so I perhaps you should get on with 
your questions."

  How old are you?"
"Twenty."  Her eyes half closed again.
So she was eleven when she'd starting running.  Class ranks didn't begin until age twelve. 

The DCR wouldn't have known about her belief in god until then, if she hadn't told someone.
"Why did you force a Class Ten rank on yourself so early?" I asked.
Teresa opened her eyes and extracted the biodisc, then set it gently back in its case and 

subconsciously rubbed her nose, making a streak where she'd removed some imitation skin 
coloring.  Interesting.  Underneath, the skin tone was a few shades lighter.

She answered, unaware of her error.  "Well, I was actually eight when I first believed in 
God, but I wasn't emotionally ready to live on my own yet, so I waited."

"But why eleven?  Why not just wait until you were twelve?"
"Because when I was eleven,  the Chiliad house where I lived recruited a new teacher."  

Her eyes lowered as she said with respect, "Samira.  She changed my life.  I'll never forget the day 
she arrived.  Her very first lesson was about how we should be true to ourselves and our dreams 
of the future.  It had quite an impact on me."

Mandrake smiled for a second.  "Perhaps I took her meaning to be different than she'd 
intended, but I knew she was right.  By hiding my beliefs, I could never be true to myself or my 
dreams for the future."

I had to ask.  "So what are they?  Your dreams for the future, I mean."
"Sorry," she said, flashing me an amused smirk, "We don't know each other that well.  But 

to continue my story, I decided that it was time to stand up for my beliefs, no matter what the 
consequences."
 "Ah yes," I said giving her a nod.  "The consequences.  You've been putting on a pretty 
good show ever since, haven't you?"

She frowned.  "A show?  Well, I wouldn't call it that.  I just wasn't going to let the 



government force me to do boring, insignificant things all my life.  And why shouldn't I give God 
something exciting to do while he's watching me from up in heaven?"

It surprised me, the way she'd turned my comment around into something like that—a 
show for God?  I'd meant a show for the reporters.

She seemed frustrated as she flipped through the tiny discs on the table, selected a new one 
and pressed it into her reader.  "This one will take some concentration," she warned.  Her eyes 
partially closed again.

"You've never had an ID chip, right?" I asked.  She raised both of her hands in the air.  No 
scar.

ID chips were implanted at twelve, after a child passed through the Test of Acceptance and 
got their Class designation.  Tens would always have a scar on their right hand from removing 
their ID chips to hide from the DCR.  But, fools that they were, they almost always kept them 
somewhere nearby.  Living off of nature or theft was beyond most people's abilities, and if their 
chips were used once a week, they remained active, receiving automatic Class Nine pay deposits.  
Using their ID chips always led the DCR to their hiding places and ultimate elimination, but it was 
a risk that most were willing to take in order to keep food in their mouths and clothes on their 
backs until then.

But Teresa Mandrake had survived without an ID chip for nine years.  And even though it 
appeared that she had a rich patron now, there were no indications that she'd had any support 
before entering South Europa.  She'd survived those first five years on her own.

Amazing.
Teresa said nothing as the infusion continued.  It had to be a powerful disc.  She was 

having a hard time even looking around to make sure she was safe.  I sat back and waited.  As the 
infusion ended she gasped slightly and took a deep breath, then pulled it out of her reader with a 
trembling hand.

"That seemed intense," I commented.
"It was.  But now I know…"  She gave her head a light shake, as if to clear her mind.  

"Never mind."
"Okay, new question.  How have you managed to stay alive for so long?" I asked.
"God helped me."
Of course.  I should've expected that.
She studied me, trying to gauge my reaction, so I threw a new question at her—religion 

wasn't something I wanted to talk about.  I wanted to know how she'd escaped to begin with.
"From what I understand, your guardians at the Chiliad house knew about your beliefs 

before you left.  Why didn't they take care of you?"
She sneered at my terminology, misunderstanding that I meant getting her to recant her 

belief in god.  "Why didn't they 'take care of me'?  They would have, but I didn't give them the 
chance."

"I'm sorry.  That's not what I meant.  But it sounds like you have a fascinating story to tell 
about what happened.  Would you share it with me?"

Her eyes half closed again with a new biodisc infusion, and she signaled for me to wait.  
Her eyes moved to either side, watching and looking around the library more easily this time.  
Finally they widened, and she removed the biodisc.  At least it was a short one.



"I suppose so.  You'll need to keep an open mind, though."  I smiled in agreement, and she 
smiled back at me as if she didn't believe that I could.

"Right after Samira lectured us on being true to ourselves, I was nearly bursting at the 
seams, wanting to share my secret with her.  So after class I pulled her aside and told her that I 
believed in God.  It was such a relief to tell somebody, anybody.  I can still remember how it felt.  
It was like a mountain had been removed from over my head where it was crushing me.  I felt like 
I'd been freed—at least for a little while.  Luckily, Samira didn't drag me off to the authorities after I 
told her.  Instead, she warned me to never tell anyone else.

"Then that night as I lay in bed, some of the workers started yelling, then a woman began 
screaming and crying outside in the hallway.  It sounded like Samira was being beating into 
confessing that she was lying to protect me and my secret."

"They could've been beating her because they didn't like what she'd taught, or for a hundred 
other things," I volunteered.

Teresa shook her head.  "I would've thought that if I hadn't heard them shouting my name 
at her, too.  Anyway, while I was lying there listening to Samira's screams getting weaker, a dead 
friend of mine appeared floating at the foot of my bed.  She told me that Samira was about to tell 
them that I believed in God, and that if I didn't leave immediately, I'd be killed.  She took my hand 
and led me out of the house, and showed me a place where I was able to hide for the night."

Teresa paused to study my face.  I'm sure she could see how ridiculous I thought her story 
was.  The ghost of a dead friend?  Right.  No, there were no such things as ghosts.  Teresa had 
simply figured everything out on her own and snuck out somehow.  Granted, it would've been 
tricky to get past security in one of those Chiliad houses, but Mandrake was clever.  Her survival 
over the last nine years proved that.  I cleared my throat.

"So you got away, and it's been nine years since then," I said, moving the discussion past 
the insanity.  "Even the luckiest Tens don't last more than a few months, but you've traveled across 
empires and continents and survived everything… and everyone."

She knew I was hinting about her murder of over two hundred DCR agents.  It seemed to 
sour her disposition.

"Yes, but it wasn't easy.  I did what I had to do to stay alive."
"So I've gathered.  So tell me, what is a normal day like for you?"
She sighed, as if bored by my question.  "Not much different than anyone else's.  I eat, 

drink, sleep, wash dishes and clothes, keep an eye out for assassins…"
I grunted.  "That last part's not very normal.  You could have recanted your beliefs when 

you were eleven.  Why didn't you?"
Teresa's eyes roamed the library before she stared into my eyes and answered.  "I didn't 

deny God, because there is a God."
My gaze turned cold as I listened to her speak the forbidden lie.
She was clearly frustrated by what she saw in my eyes.  She frowned.  "I was a child, but I 

wasn't stupid, and I wasn't insane.  I had a lot of time to think while I was busy degaussing info-
discs and sorting vidstream player components.  Plenty of time to think about why we're all here—
you know, why we're all alive—and I just knew that there had to be a reason, even if I didn't 
understand what it was.  Even if nobody around me understood what it was.

"The moment that I decided to believe in something larger than what I could see, a 



powerful, overwhelming feeling of light and energy went through me.  And with it came a sense of 
pure peace—a sign telling me that God was real.  I could never deny that there was a god after that, 
not even to save my life."

Her eyes flitted down to one of the biodiscs before her, and she picked it up.  "Luckily, no 
one in the Chiliad house asked me about it, so I never felt the need to lie or run until I had to later.

"After I fled, I was terrified about being caught, but there really wasn't any reason for it.  
God was watching over me.  He has a purpose for me, something that He wants me to do during 
my life."

Her eyes caught mine, and they were intense, filled with a light and fire more striking than 
in her pictures.  It was extremely seductive.  "I know what that purpose is now."

As if it were the end of a discussion on the migration habits of geese, she flipped the disc in 
her fingers over, set it down, then selected a different one and pushed it into her reader.

I waited for her influence over me to pass, then mulled over the idea that she really thought 
that some surge going through her synapses meant that a supernatural being was watching her 
every action, and that killing DCR agents and causing chaos, death and destruction was her 
imaginary god's purpose for her.

Well, I guess it made some sense.  Gods throughout history had always loved bloodshed 
and destruction.  That's why Beelz had finally wiped such fantasies and their propagators off the 
earth, once and for all.

But Teresa Mandrake was trying to bring god back.  I felt the need to exorcise this beautiful 
woman of her insane misconceptions before my job here was done.  It was probably a useless 
effort, but I took a deep breath and dived in anyway.

"Teresa, I know you don't want to hear this, but every form of god was proven to be 
nonexistent over two centuries ago.  No religion has ever survived the scrutiny of science.  I know 
what a powerful organ the mind is, and my guess is that the feelings you had flow through you 
were nothing more than a physical, chemical response from your brain when you desperately 
wanted something to be true, even if it wasn't.  God wasn't really there."

Teresa sat quietly, listening like a cold, chiseled stone statue.
"Sure, I know it's comforting to believe that there's a reason for everything, that there's 

some purpose to life, but there isn't.  It's all a big biological accident, a freak of nature.  Planets 
rotate around suns because of gravity.  Billions of worlds contain life, not just Earth.  Nobody 
created it.  God is the stuff of fairy tales, myths, and fables—pure imagination.  I can’t believe that 
someone with your obvious intelligence could cling to such nonsensical superstitions."

"Hmm," was all she said.
Her eyes partially closed.  They were a deep coffee brown now, just like her hair.  Why 

would she let me see the colors changing like this?  Was she having malfunction problems with her 
implants?  No one would let their hair and eye colors change like this in public.  Perhaps she hadn't 
planned to be here this long.  Well, I was going to keep her longer.

She removed the biodisc, and I began in again.  "If god was real, then wouldn't you be in 
serious trouble?  You've killed hundreds of people.  I’m pretty sure that murder was one of god’s 
taboos."

"Yes, murder is.  But I only kill in self defense.  God’s okay with that."
"But believers are so…"  I wanted to say stupid, but I kept my cool enough to finish the 



sentence well, "…horribly persecuted.  Nobody cares about them.  No one's willing to risk their 
lives to help them."

"That's not true," she countered, then she pointed at me.  "You are.  You've helped 
countless Tens with your articles, and other people have helped Tens because of what you've 
written."

Unfortunately, she had me there.  My articles had had an unintentional side effect.  More 
people were now willing to hide Tens in their apartments, making it more difficult for the DCR to 
find them.  And hiding Tens automatically made them Tens, too.  A death sentence.

"Okay, almost no one helps, but I can’t imagine anyone wanting to embrace God under that 
kind of pressure."

"Well, imagine it," Teresa said.  She looked to both sides without turning her head, then 
looked back at me, her now golden brown eyes lit with sudden anxiety.  "You’d better go, Robert," 
she hissed.

I didn’t want to leave.  I had more questions to ask.
"Now!"
Her left arm shoved me off my chair as her right hand triggered her Pulsonator.  Behind her 

to the right a man crashed to the floor, his weapon skidding uselessly across the large marble tiles.  
Seconds later, she downed another man as he tried to dive behind a sorting shelf.

"Sorry," Teresa said, looking around for more possible assassins, "but I’m out of here."
She fled the library, leaving the biodiscs behind.  Curious, I rose from the floor and 

grabbed the last one she had set aside.  It was titled: "When Dark Matter Matters: How to Maintain 
Equilibrium In a World Without Light."  The rest were all similar: philosophical works couched in 
scientific terms.

I ran up the stairs and opened the door as Mandrake hopped into a waiting jetter, a sky blue 
JZ-200, and flew off.  I then turned to view the two men lying dead on the library floor.

Looks like I’d have to hire a couple more.



CHAPTER THREE: The Search

 Scramble time.
The ID dust Zoka had scattered at the library entrance would only give precise coordinates 

on Mandrake's jetter for another five minutes or so.  I called Quint, my DCR team leader, with the 
direction of her flight.  For some reason, he and his two Threes couldn't locate her, even though 
they were all within a kilometer of her coordinates.  One by one, the three green markers signaling 
Mandrake's location shifted backwards and slowly dropped on the sensor's graph as first her shoes 
were ejected, and then, probably, the floor mat.  Smart.  She'd noticed my men from the moment 
they'd arrived.

I grabbed Zoka's and Alex's weapons from their bodies and ran to the library's security 
room.  I could tap into the city's rooftop surveillance cameras and help Quint and the others to find 
her.  My DCR security override code got me  inside the monitor room within a second, but the 
rooftop vidstream cams showed nothing but black screens.

The security guard's head was down on his desk.  I grabbed his collar and shook him 
awake.  "What are you doing?" I demanded.  "Your security screens are down."

He looked up at me, both startled and defensive.  "They were up a second ago," he 
protested.

Like he would know that.
I scanned his ID chip for my report while delivering a terse, insulting five word lecture on 

staying awake on the job, then ran.  For the next half hour, I flew over the city with Quint and the 
others, scanning the rooftops, hoping to locate Mandrake's sky blue jetter.  There was no sign of it 
anywhere.  She'd probably landed quickly and hidden.

Teresa Mandrake was gone.
I growled and slapped the front panel of my jetter in frustration.  The team should've seen 

her at the beginning of her flight.  How had they missed her?  What a disaster.  All that time and 
effort was wasted.

My wrist comm buzzed.  It was Holden, another one of my DCR team.  "Yeah?" I snarled.
"Garrett?  Hey, yeah, I'm here at the library taking care of Zoka and Alex.  Looks like they 

never turned on their shields.  I guess they didn't figure Mandrake would have a weapon on her."
"No, they assumed they'd be faster than her.  Idiots," I growled.
Holden sighed.  "Well, the Department has my report.  I told them yours would be coming 



soon."
Writing a report was the last thing on my mind; I was too busy thinking about how 

imbecilic Zoka and Alex were for not turning on their shields.  Now I had to replace them.  I 
banked right, impatient to get the process started.  "I'll finish my report after I get things set up over 
at the Academy.  Oh, and Holden, call the Volcana Daily View and tell Dwango I died, will you?  
And get my stuff."

"Sure.  See you later then."
I ended the call.
My disgust over losing Mandrake increased exponentially as I shot through the sky and 

began furiously weaving in and out of traffic.  When I reached the nine buildings of the Academy 
Complex, I dropped onto the Special Ops roof so fast that I was barely able to stop in time.  
Goaded on by my own foolish recklessness, I continued speeding, tipping slightly as I raised my 
wings and rolled my jetter around the parking lot and into a space.

I killed the engine and got out, feeling another surge of anger as the door flew from my 
hand and slammed shut.  Why had they targeted Mandrake before my signal?  Why?  Why?  Well, 
they'd paid the ultimate price for their hastiness.

My feet slapped the pavement.  I understood what they'd wanted to do—hurry and get the 
job done and ensure our reward—but how many agents ever had a chance to interview Mandrake 
like that?  None that I knew of.  And none would ever have that chance again.

Z and A had thought interviewing her was a waste of time, but I knew better, and they 
shouldn't have ignored my commands.  Seemingly insignificant information can open up a lot of 
leads.  Had our interview continued, some of my next questions might have helped identify her rich 
patron, or at least her patron's general location, which could've given me other leads, and finally led 
to an even greater reward, or rewards, in the future.

I let out a great, heavy, frustrated, angry sigh.
Well, at least Mandrake wasn't dead.  There was still a chance to hunt her down and talk to 

her again—if she stayed here in Volcana.  My gut said she would.  There had to be a good reason 
why she'd stayed here this long already.  She had to have some important job to do here, and 
whoever was financing her was probably financing others, too.  I needed to find out what they 
were up to before any significant damage was done.

My report to Commander Hart would make it very clear that Mandrake had to be 
interrogated before she was killed, and that I wanted to be the one to do that.  She wasn't going to 
get away from me again.  I was going to find out everything there was to know about her, even to 
the point of stripping not only the mask from her face but her entire memory from her brain if I had 
to, whatever it took to find out everything she was hiding.

I came out of my thoughts in front of the crisp-uniformed officer at the Special Ops front 
desk.  "I need two new back up Threes," I told him.

His angular face turned to stone as his fingers quickly found the information on his 
vidstream sender.  "Here you go," he said, handing me a sheet.  "These are the times you can 
interview, and the room you'll be in."  Another short flurry of fingers produced three more sheets.  
"Here's the list of upcoming graduates.  Graduation is in a month, and then they'll need to have 
their two months of DCR training, so you'll have to use temps until then."

"Right," I said, taking the papers.  I flipped to the last page.  Seventy-four names.  Great, 



now I had to spend the next few days interviewing, writing reports, and undergoing Department 
inquiries, while everybody else would be out looking for Teresa.

Life wasn't fair.
#

Three days and seventy-four interviews later, I finally walked out of the Special Ops 
Building with two names in my hand: Gregor Humphreys and Charlie Cress.  Gregor was eighteen 
and Charlie nineteen, and both were more competitive and serious than Zoka and Alex had ever 
been.  While both sets of Threes were equally skilled in weaponry, I'd hired Z and A based on how 
well I thought we'd get along, rather than on their propensity to follow orders.  For three years, that 
had worked out all right, but I'd never make that mistake twice.

Gregor and Charlie were proven zombies, completely obedient to their superior's orders 
and open to any infusions that would make them more useful to me.  But, like the man at the desk 
said, it would be another three months before they were ready.  I couldn't use the DCR temps, 
either—being only temps, Hart wouldn't give them clearance for the Mandrake case.  I'd have to 
lean on my team and their Threes until Charlie and Gregor arrived.

On day four, I touched down on the Hart Building and made my way into my office.  Quint 
greeted me first with his usual, "Hunter."  Today, his long black bangs were brushed forward over 
his face, hiding his dark eyes so well that his nose and full lips were the only things I could see.

"Hi, Quint."
Holden greeted me next, giving me a wink and a smile that, if there were such things, 

would look positively cherubic under his blond curls. "Garret."
"Holden."
I went to my desk, which was near his, and set the ID cards with Gregor and Charlie's 

names on them to the side of my vidstream sender.
"Hey, Garret.  I see you found yourself some new Threes," Jerry said, noting the cards.
"Yeah.  They won't be here for three weeks, though.  I'll need you guys to back me up until 

then," I said.  I dropped into my chair and turned on my vidstream sender.  "Any luck finding 
Mandrake?" I asked.

"Not a sign of her," Jerry said, turning himself back to his viewscreen.  "I've been combing 
every apartment from the north, heading south.  If she's here, we'll find her."

"How far have you gotten?" I asked, bringing up a map of the city on my viewscreen.
"Only a couple of blocks, just down to Harvest Street, but you know the Nines," Jerry 

said.
I gave him a sympathetic nod.  I did know the Nines.  Each building had sixteen apartments 

per floor and nineteen floors of apartments for each twenty-story building.  Nines didn't have 
much, not a lot of furniture, not a lot of rooms, not a lot of storage spaces.  So the searches went 
quickly, but there were just so many of them.

"Are you working it alone?" I asked him.
Jerry turned toward me.  "It's hard to say.  Bart says he's helping me, but his cute little 

micro receiver broke yesterday, so he's been no help at all."
Bart's voice floated from the back of the office.  "Technology takes time," he said, his 

standard reply whenever someone accused him of working too slowly.  Jerry and I smirked at each 
other and rolled our eyes.



So no one had found Mandrake yet.  That was good; it gave me more of a chance to catch 
her and get the reward money for myself.  "Well, I'll help you out, but not yet," I said to Jerry.  
"I've got to work the salon angle for a few more days."

"All right," he grunted.
I turned back to my screen and saw an open message suddenly float onto the right hand 

side of my screen over the grid of the city.

Sorry about Z and A.

There was no name attached, but it wasn't unusual for Holden to sent unsigned notes, so I 
looked his way and said, "Thanks."

He looked up, confused.  "For what?"
"The note," I said, pointing to my message on the screen.
"The note?"
I looked again.  It was gone.  "Hmm.  It was there a second ago.  There must've been a 

glitch in the system."
Holden gave me a funny look.  "Yeah, well, I didn't send anything."
"Oh."
I wondered who might've sent the message while I pulled up Mandrake's file to watch the 

library security vidstream of my interview.  I searched for my copy of it, but there wasn't anything.
"Quint, didn't you say that you got the library vidstream of my interview with Mandrake?" 

I asked.
"I did," Quint said.  "I sent a copy to your file.  Isn't it there?"
"No.  Send it to me again," I suggested.
Quint pulled aside the grid he was working on and opened his file on Mandrake.  "Huh," 

he said, confused.  "My copy's not here, either.  Anyone else have the copy I sent to them?"
Jerry and Holden searched their file on Mandrake.  Nothing.  "Nope," Bart called from the 

back.
Quint scowled and searched his files again.  "Where did they go?" he muttered.  His black 

bangs flapped against his eyes as he shook his head.  "I guess I'll have to get another copy from the 
library."

"That's okay," I said.  "I'll get it and pass it along."
When I found the right section of vidstream from the library archives, the vidstream gate 

system flashed the message: "This particular time period has been extracted and locked by the 
Department of Class Regulation."

"Hey, Quint, did you lock the file after you copied it?" I asked.
"Nope."
"Well, it's locked now."
"Commander Hart must've done it."
"Great," I muttered.  I sent Hart a request for a copy, then spent the next few minutes 

finding out who was the manager for Hemry's Salon.  Some woman named Willow.
"Time to party," Quint said, getting up from his chair.  I closed my files and grabbed my 

hat as Holden and Jerry rose to leave.



"I'll be over a little later," Bart said.  He was still hunched over, messing around with the 
mini receiver.  "I'm almost done with this."

We left for the Hall of Life to endure the back-to-back farewell parties that were being 
thrown for Zoka and Alex.  They lasted all day.  There was the usual waiting in long lines to give 
our testimonials, then tons of food and dancing to live bands, and finally the usual psychiatrists' 
solicitations for memory extractions and happy drugs as we went out the door.  I ignored the quick 
fixes, as usual.

I sat alone in my apartment after that, watching old movies, comedies mostly, and tried to 
avoid thinking about the finality of death.

#
On day five, I resumed my hunt for Teresa.  I began where I'd left off.  I flesh-meshed, 

padded up and went into Hemry's Salon as one of Cindy's old girlfriends.  Cindy had quit her job 
the day that I'd interviewed Mandrake, so I knew she wouldn't be there to counter my girlfriend 
claim.

The manager of Hemry's Salon was Willow, the lady with the awkward-leaning hair.  She 
reluctantly gave me Cindy's personal information, but the address and call numbers were no longer 
current.  Searching the city records, I found that even those numbers had been wrong to begin 
with.  They'd never been issued to anyone named Cindy.  I went back to Hemry's and cited Ms. 
Swoopyhair for giving false information to a DCR agent—a fifty credit fine.  That should teach 
her.

Days six, seven and eight, I continued acting the part of Cindy's old girlfriend, searching 
every beauty salon in Volcana to inquire about the red-headed, dimple-cheeked beautician.  No one 
had recently hired her, seen her, or heard of her.

On day nine, I woke up, took one look at the wretched, uncomfortable stilettos on the floor 
by the bed, and finally admitted that I couldn't stand to wear them any longer.  I got up, threw the 
heels and the rest of the DCR borrowed female clothing into a box, and enjoyed dressing like a 
man again.  I was going to pretend to be one of Cindy's old boyfriends, something I would've done 
from the start if I hadn't thought Cindy would warn everyone about a man coming around to ask 
about her.

I finished visiting the last salon in Volcana a little before three o'clock.  Absolutely nothing 
had panned out.  As far as I could tell, Cindy was no longer employed as a beautician, and I had no 
other angle for finding her.

Like Teresa, Cindy had effectively disappeared.
Quint, Jerry, and Holden looked up as I entered the office.  Bart was at his desk in the 

back, tinkering with a wrist comm this time.  He didn't bother to look up.  Quint grunted his usual, 
"Hunter."

"So what's going on today?" I said to no one in particular.
Quint leaned back in his chair and swiveled my direction.  His dark hair was slicked 

straight back this morning, making his widow's peak more pronounced than usual.  His black eyes 
flashed with disgust.  "New cases of Tens have been flooding in all week.  Every team has at least 
ten informant tips to search out and confirm, including ours, so dig in and help us out," he ordered.  
"I'll send one over to you right now.  Deadline for delivery is in three days."

Three days?  Cinch.  Even with people becoming aware that there had been an increase in 



raids, they'd do stupid things.  They knew the odds were in their favor.  It was a city of a million 
and a half citizens, and six hundred agents couldn't watch everywhere.  I went to my desk, turned 
on my viewscreen and found a message waiting for me.

You make a better looking man.

Holden.  As I rolled my eyes at his comment, I was surprised to see it suddenly disappear 
again.  Another glitch in the message system?  That wasn't good.  Tech Support had better get it 
fixed soon.

My eyes automatically locked onto the Mandrake file next.  I moved it to the right top 
corner, trying to pretend it wasn't there for a while.  I'd been so close, so close.

Oh well.
I pulled up the file Quint had sent to my viewscreen and laid it flat, then touched on the 

picture icon.  A holographic view of a man leapt from the surface and turned before me.  Joe Small, 
forty-six, salt-and-pepper gray hair, blue eyes, and a pleasant smile.  Suspected of harboring Tens.  
He worked in City Maintenance, no less.  A trash collector, collecting Ten trash.  I dragged up the 
city grid and quickly located his ID chip in the Class Four section.

Linking to the security monitors in his apartment showed that Joe still had his chip 
imbedded in his hand.  He was home, and there was evidence of four extra people living with him.  
Two were actually there with him, and they were all huddled over the kitchen table, discussing 
what they were going to do next.  Sounded like his guests would be leaving at nightfall.  I'd have to 
get a temp team to raid them before that.

I shook my head.  Joe looked like a nice old guy; too bad he'd chosen to help out the Tens.  
Wasn't surprising, though.  He was over thirty-five.  They were the usual suspects.  People grew 
soft with age.

I isolated the vidstream images, typed in the physical descriptions of Joe's two apartment 
crashers, then touched the Search icon for each.  As the results were tabulating, Quint got a hotline 
call.  

"Ringin' Beelz," he muttered.  He pushed his chair back, rolling out across the white tile 
floor, then stood, his hand slicing us the shut up signal.  This one was important.  I ignored my 
viewscreen to watch him.

"There's a girl handing out religious pamp-discs," he said, relaying the information.  
"About nineteen-years-old, medium height, black kevlite outfit..."

Religion and kevlite.  It had to be Teresa.  I felt a surge of adrenaline as a grin leapt across 
my mouth.

Quint continued describing some other general characteristics that I knew would be 
meaningless if it were really Mandrake, like eye and hair color.  Then  he said that the informant 
would stream us the pamp-disc he'd received—for a price, of course.

After some intense haggling, the duplication image materialized on Jerry's incoming plate.  
Holden, with his curly blond hair and impish grin, gave it a look and burst out in mocking laughter.  
"Look at this title: God Loves You.  What a joke.  Hey everybody, infuse this and you too can find 
out how much god loves you."  He gave Jerry's bald black head a pat, then he molded his fingers 
into the shape of a gun and pretended to shoot him.



Jerry swatted at him, then continued typing up the information on Mandrake's whereabouts 
as Quint relayed them to us.  I moved beside Holden to look over Jerry's shoulder.  Mandrake was 
on the rooftop parking lot of the AAA Apple Factory on Industrial Lane and Fruit Street.

I took the pamp-disc image and instamatched the bio-stats on it with the ones Holden had 
taken from the biodisc covers at the library.  Everything lined up.  "They're a match.  It's 
Mandrake."

She'd been careless both times.  How had she stayed alive so long?
"Is she still there?" Quint asked the informant.  She was.
I ran to the costume room as Jerry took off for the office door, as-is, and without his 

Threes.  If he could get there fast enough, she'd be open-caged and we could all help him grab her 
later, but if he got her by himself, then he'd get the entire fifty thousand credits reward.  Not exactly 
what I'd hoped for, but if we got there in time to help him, it would be split evenly, and that was 
better than nothing.

I searched frantically through the outfits, trying to find the best and easiest one.  Quint and 
Holden quickly joined me.  "Let's go female this time," Quint said as they began to rummage 
through the clothing.  "It'll help us get around her better."

"Not me," I protested.  "I just got out of women's wear."
I came to an old man's disguise and pulled it down.  I loathed the slouching it required, and 

the face and hand masks suffocated my skin and made me sweat, but that was all part of the game, 
and I always played the game as best I could.  I opened the box, pulled on the skin-tight gloves and 
mask, then threw the padded, baggier clothes over my own.

As I smoothed out the edges of my mask lines, I considered the possibility that Mandrake 
wanted us to show up.  It was likely.  Why else would she be out in public like this?

"Mandrake's baiting us," I told the others.
"It's a good possibility," Quint admitted as he pulled a dress over his head.  "She's killed 

agents everywhere she's been.  Holden, have Bart call Jerry and warn him to be careful."
Holden grumbled as he hopped to the door, his pantyhose only half way up his legs.  "Hey 

Bart, warn Jerry that Mandrake's probably baiting us, okay?" he yelled.  A faint okay came from 
the other room.

 "Don't forget," I said, looking in the wide, full-length mirror, "we can't eliminate 
Mandrake.  She's got a rich patron hiding somewhere, and we're going to find out who that is."  
They grunted their acknowledgment.  My transformation was complete.  I ran out of the office and 
headed for the oldest jetter in storage.

In the back corner by the mechanic's shed was a JN-100, a dilapidated old bird.  The green 
and yellow paint was partially peeled away in spots and the windows were pitted from volcanic 
dust.  It was perfect for an old Class Three man.

I puttered out in the clunker, trying to ignore the humiliation of having to be seen flying in it 
by envisioning myself accepting the reward and promotion for being part of the DCR team that had 
hunted down the infamous Teresa Mandrake.

Commander Hart would be at the podium, looking at us with pride, congratulating us and 
pinning our medals on our ceremonial dress uniforms, while the other agents watched on, green 
with envy and angry that they hadn't even been told that Mandrake was in Volcana.  Hart had 
mummed the agent who'd discovered her at Chuck's Bistro, then he'd given us her case and ordered 



us to keep it quiet.  High priority.  Top secret.  But someday, hopefully at the reward ceremony, the 
others would know, and that would be one glorious, sweet day for all of us on Team Four.

Okay, time to concentrate, Garrett.
The airspace over Industrial Lane was crowded with fast moving, colorful jetters, all 

infinitely more agile than the beater I was in, but it looked as if my choice had been a good one.  
My hunch that Mandrake had been baiting agents was right—Jerry's jetter was below in flames.  
He had wrecked in the parking roof of the apple-engineering factory.

Just as with Zoka and Alex, Mandrake had beaten him to the punch.


