
The Invite 

 

“I wish I didn’t have to go without you.”  

 

Mona Oshi shook her head in response and put the invitation down on the table.  

 

“I’ll be too damn big, you know I’ll take any excuse not to socialize.” She was right, as always. 

She’d be about nine months pregnant with our first child on the date of the Mayor’s daughter’s 

official Coming Out at her Debutante Ball. Mona was eight months as of the week before. We’d 

planned to have two by now, but the child taxes had risen the day we married. It was getting 

harder to afford multiple children as the population kept booming. They were already planning 

another street level to make room for the projected growth of the city. “And besides, it’s no 

surprise what her path’ll be.” 

 
“Oh?” 

 

Mona knew damn near everything about damn near anyone. Her deep blue eyes seemed to 

absorb the world, the color popping from the dark skin of her face.  

 

“That girl has been building cities since she’s had blocks, she’ll be sure to announce her 

acceptance into one of those engineering pre-colleges. I don’t care that everyone else thinks 

she’ll be following her father into the law-- you can bet your round little ass on that.”  

 

I smiled. If I was a betting man, Mona would’ve made me rich. I walked across the kitchen, to 

slip my hand around her back. She leaned in, melting her lips into mine, just as the phone rang. 

 

 

Carter Terrence Mason 

The Mayor wanted to see me. 

 

“Mason never could let me have you all to myself,” Mona grumbled as I slipped on my coat, still 

holding me close by my shirtfront. Black with a tight weave to keep out moisture, the coat was 

standard issue for all Senior Detectives. I’d only had it 6 months but it felt like an old friend.  

 

Terrence and me went way back. He was Police Chief when I was a rookie, then the County 

Sheriff before running for Mayor four years ago. He was a good friend, and the best man to 

have on your side. Especially with the way the system was going right now-- was gettin hard to 

know who to trust in this city. 

 



“I need you to find my daughters.”  

 

I’m glad he told me to sit before telling me that. I’d seen a lot in my career, which only prepared 

me for the worst. Vicki’s Coming Out was the date of her fifteenth birthday. Her younger sister 

Brit was only eight. And supposed to be at summer camp. 

 

“When did Brit come back from space camp?”  

 

“She didn’t.” Mason sighed, his eyes wandering around his den–– looking everywhere but me. 

“Cara is my other daughter.” 

 

Nicia Lolani Fiore 

 

“I’m not surprised,” Mona said. “Mason and Nicia were very close.”  

 

Cara’s mother was an activist named Nicia Fiore. She and Mason met at a protest after Nicia 

was arrested at for getting into an “altercation.” No charges were brought against her as she 

acted in self defense, as Mason had witnessed. After she gave her statement against her 

attacker, Mason bought her a cup of coffee and they became lovers soon after. Nicia eventually 

championed an amendment to the Santa Marta Sanctuary City status which eventually became 

part of the California State Constitution’s Sanctuary Amendment. It provided protections for SIB 

(Sentient Intelligent Being) asylum seekers and immigrants. Mason got the support of his office 

behind the bill, which helped it pass and make it’s way to the CA senate.  

 

But, when Nicia publicly came out as a Cyborg they had a huge fight about their relationship 

and the public nature of Mason’s career. Especially his upcoming position as Chief of Police. 

They broke up, never to talk again until she died. She never told him she was pregnant, but he 

knew about her child.  

 

Mason married Dolores shortly after things got rough with Nicia. He didn’t hear from her again 

until she was in the hospital after a third assassination attempt, which was ultimately 

successful. Cara was ten-years-old. Her extended family was in Italy, but Nicia had cut them off 

years before Cara was born for not being able to accept her as a black woman. Because of 

them, Nicia had never been about to make a connection to her Senegalese father before he 

died. Cara had nowhere to go but St. Joan’s Orphanage for the Gifted, affiliated with St. Joan of 

Arc’s Academy. The orphans could go to any private school they wanted for free, except St. 

Joan of Arc’s. No one could attend Joan of Arc’s without “unbiased sponsorship,” which was 

just a way to keep out anyone who didn’t fit into their idea of “elite.” Being just like her 

momma,  Cara didn’t like being told where she could and couldn’t go. So, at age 10 (and a half) 



she marched into the Mayor’s office and demanded that he sponsor her. Mason told me it was 

that moment that he knew for sure that she was his daughter. He didn’t know why he ever 

doubted Nicia--- she wasn’t the type to lie on her deathbed-- other than his own denial. 

 

“So,” Mona asked me, “Mason been too scared of scandal the past 4 years to take care of that 

girl? The worst the headlines could say is ‘Mayor Mason guilty of 13 years Child Neglect.’” 

 

I chuckled a little and shook my head. I didn’t know. I couldn’t understand why he wouldn’t 

have taken her in. As I put my head down next to Mona’s, I wondered if the girls’ kidnappers 

had any idea that they had two of the Mayor’s daughters. 

 

Cara 

 

Cara was one of Victoria Mason’s closest friends and classmates. Cara was only able to go to St. 

Joan of Arc’s on scholarship--- what everyone thought was pure generosity on behalf of the 

Mayor and his office.  

 

“The report I’m going to file will officially list the girls as my daughter and her close friend,” 

Mason told me, clasping his hands together. 

 

“Are you asking me to lie, Terrence?” I stared at Mason’s broad back when he stopped his 

pacing in front of the window. I set my scotch on the table.  

 

“No, you have too much integrity–– I taught you better than that. Just... don’t mention it. If any 

evidence comes up... don’t release it. Or at least warn me before you do. I need time to 

prepare, to tell Dolores.”  

 

I looked at Mason, taking in the panic behind his grey eyes. I nodded slowly, getting up to leave. 

The Mayor himself walked me to the door. As the wind blew into the house, dragging thick 

raindrops with it, he said, “And say hello to Mrs. Oshi for me,” leaving me with nothing more 

than a solid handshake. His hands may have been the color of hot cocoa but they were cold as 

ice. I tipped my hat and retreated into the night.  

 

Lucien Lawless 

 

Lucien. I need your help. 

 



The Mayor’s desperation echoed in my head as I walked into the station the next morning. It 
was supposed to have been my last day before parental leave. I almost spilled my coffee when 

the Chief handed me the case--- along with my new partner. 

 

“I thought I wasn’t getting a new one ‘til next month.” I resisted the urge to grumble. I didn’t 

have anything  against partners, I just didn’t have time for one right now. Especially not with 

the shit Mason wanted me to pull. Wouldn’t do any good to start off a new partnership if I was 

holding back information.  

 

“This is Detective-Inspector Regina Aynh Ngyuen. She just transferred here from Sacramento, 

one of their finest. Regina, meet Senior Detective Lucien Lawless. One of our finest.” The Chief 

smiled at her and glared at me. The look wasn’t lost on either of us. She stuck out her hand for 

me to shake. I took it firmly, staring directly into a pair of brown eyes level with my own. 

 

Regina Aynh Ngyuen 

 

The best hot dogs in the city hovered in a stand outside City Hall from 11:30 to 4. After 

spending the morning going over the case file, I was itching to move. Nothing ever got done 

sitting on your ass. 

 

“Sauerkraut. Grilled onions and relish. Spicy mustard, no ketchup no mayo. Yeah, that’s on a 

polish.” Regina was obviously no nonsense about her hot dogs. Out of the corner of my eye, I 
saw her glare at me for getting ketchup on my kosher frank.  

 

“So... what made you come to the Bay?” Regina put her hot dog on her knee and looked me 

straight in the eye, her piercing irises searching for something inside me–– something 

understanding. The wind blew a piece of her choppy black bangs across her eyes, hardening her 

gaze.  

 

“The department in Sacramento won’t cover any more surgeries. I’ve had too many ‘non 

life-threatening’ or work related augmentations. ” Regina told me how 6 years ago she’d been 

in a bad accident on the job. She was chasing a suspect and his buddy climbed a spidercar over 

her, impaling her body in several places. It took two years for all the necessary repairs. I tried 

not show a reaction when she used such a mechanical word. Although she had legally 

transitioned when she was 14, Regina never felt the need to alter her anatomy surgically. The 

surgeon performing her surgeries didn’t bother to ask what he could change, “...he took what 

liberties he wanted.”  

 

 



Cyborg 

 

“The final straw was my uterus transplant. They said “No more” right when I finally found a 

match. Luckily, my match wasn’t dead. However, he wants to finish his transition. So. long story 

short, I’m a cyborg who changed employers because I need a uterus. And I’m sick of dealing 

with bullshit, so if you’re done with the questions, I’d like to get to work now–– partner.”  

 

I don’t think I could’ve said anything to her if I wanted to. I was impressed; if she was like this 

with me, I’d love to see how she was with a perp. Still, something didn’t sit right with her 

explanation. Bitterness radiated like heat off her body when she mentioned “the Surgeon,” and 

if she’d never wanted surgery in the first place, why get a uterus? He shook his head. Her 

feelings about her own body were none of his business.  

 

As we walked into City Hall, I couldn’t help looking Regina over for tell-tale signs of 

enhancement. Her forearms were bare, the sleeves of her detective’s jacket pushed to her 

elbows. No sign of metal or a discolored skin graft, or any attempt to draw attention away. Her 

movements were easy, with no sign of awkwardly moving joints. I almost missed the glint of 

platinum from beneath her collar, shining through the ends of her short black strands. I couldn’t 

tell if her admission was an expression of trust, or a way to keep me from prying. The more I 
learned, the more mysterious my new partner became.  

 

The Assistant 

 

Regina had the mayor’s assistant squirming within five minutes. 

 

“And you’re absolutely sure you didn’t notice anything until they knocked you out and grabbed 

the girls?”  

 

Paulie’s lip quivered as he shook his head. Regina took a step back and sighed. She reached into 

the compartment on the back of her badge and pulled out a small chip, handing it to Paulie.  

 

“Here’s my card. If you remember anything, you call me. If the kidnappers contact the mayor, 

you call me, whether he wants it or not. It’ll be a chance for you to be helpful.” Then she turned 

on her heel and walked away. 

 

Don’t Call Me Reg 

 

“Big help you were back there,” Regina teased. “Thought you were ‘one of the best.’” I looked 

at her and smirked.  



 

“Wouldn’ta been fair to have all the fun. And besides, I wanted to see how well you handle 

yourself.” She stopped and glared at me. 

 

“If you think–– for whatever reason–– that I can’t do my job, then let me tell you––”  

 

“Look Reg,” I started. 

 

“Regina.” 

 

“Okay, Regina. If I didn’t think you could do your job, that you couldn’t handle a basic interview, 

I would’ve jumped in. I didn’t help because I didn’t need to.” 

 

“Let’s just go talk to the mother.”  Luckily she wasn’t so pissed that she didn’t let me drive. 

 

 

Dolores Santos Mason 

 

“I was supposed to pick her up from the Summer Academy that day.” Dolores took a long drag 

from her electronic cigarette. She sighed, and simulated smoke floated from between the her 

lips. Last time I checked, she was trying to quit. Smoothing down her suit (for the third time so 

far) she rose from the chair and walked towards the phone. It rang as she approached. “Hello, 

you’ve reached Dolores Santos, Executive Director of Green the Bay.”  

 

Regina raised an eyebrow, impressed with her timing. I winked, hoping she’d forgiven me for 

earlier. 

 

 “I’m sorry detectives, but I have to take this. My secretary will answer any additional questions 

you have.” 

 

It was raining when we left her office.  

 

“What’s with the frown?” Regina asked. I shrugged. I hadn’t realized I’d been frowning. 

 

“Doesn’t usually rain this time of year, that’s all. At least it didn’t when I was a kid.” 

 

 

 

 



Harri 

 

We stepped into the station house seconds before a downpour would’ve drenched us, not that 

we were exactly dry to begin with. As we entered the locker room, I caught Officer Harri giving 

Regina a look that I couldn’t quite place. A bit of surprise. A bit of fear. A bit of disgust. Regina 

didn’t even glance at him. As we changed into dry clothes, I waited for her to ask what his 

problem was. She didn’t seemed fazed, other than the slight tension in her jaw. She shoved her 

dipping clothes into a dry-bag with more force than I expected.  

 

“You okay?”  

 

She looked me straight in the eye, a tiny glimpse of grey beaming from beneath the strap of her 

undershirt. 

 

“That glorified secretary Harri better know how to fuck off.” She slipped on a fresh shirt and 

walked towards the door. I followed, trying to hide a smile. The chief was waiting for us outside. 

 

“I trust you and your partner completed all the necessary paperwork, right Lawless?” 

 

Paperwork 

 

I always hated forms. The digital pen we used to scribble on our tablets made my wrists ache. 

But we had to log everything we did that day, everyone we saw and talked to. The State liked us 

thorough, a little too much for my taste. I was showing Regina the department’s shorthand 

when Harri walked up, sneering. He stopped behind us and leaned heavily over Regina’s 

shoulder. There was barely enough space for air to move between them. 

 

“Teaching the bot how to use technology?” He smirked 

 

Regina’s jaw tensed again, but she didn’t respond. His leering smile dripped with contempt. He 

turned his head and breathed into her ear, hot enough for me to feel,  

 

“I know who you are, Reg.”  

 

He slipped away before me or Regina could react. When I looked over, I saw her pen shattered 

in her palm. 

 

 

 



Hazelnut 

 

Regina didn't say a word when we left the station for the night. She just caught the nearest 

tube and went home. I offered her a ride, but she said she needed some time to herself. Mona 

pulled up just as Regina was leaving. 

 

"Your new partner looks like she been through it. She having some adjustment issues with the 

Department, huh?" I nodded, resisting the reflex to ask how she knew. "Maybe I'll bake 

something..." she said to herself as I crawled into our tiny Crawler, the car she’d had since 

before we met. "How does she feel about hazelnut?" 

 

After making dinner and cleaning the dishes to clear my mind, I sat at the table trying to make 

sense of my day. The scent of Mona’s hazelnut bread filled the house like perfume.  

 

Little Lawless 

 

Mona pushed a chair up across from me and put her feet in my lap. I rubbed them on 

auto-pilot. She leaned back and sighed, resting her hands on her belly. I still couldn't quite wrap 

my head around Vicki and Cara's abduction. I wondered if they knew which was girl was which, 

or if they just grabbed them both to be sure. But it was done too carefully. The one day they 

were walking instead of getting a ride home with Doli. And everyone knew what the mayor's 

daughter looked like... There was just something off. I must have been frowning, since Mona 

took my hand and pressed it to her middle. Her smile warmed me. 

 

 "Our little Lawless will be here soon. Remember that when you’re feeling sad." 

 

Insomnia 

 

I couldn't sleep. I was worried about Vicki and Cara... about Doli, about Mason especially. Two 

of his daughters were missing. I was worried we wouldn't find them in time. Either before they 

were hurt beyond repair or if our two weeks ran out. After that, the Feds took over. They were 

next to useless and brutal. They couldn't talk to people like we could and they didn't care. And I 
was worried about Regina. Harri wasn't the only one on the force who had a problem with 

Hybrids, he was only the most careless. 

 

Pertha’s Coffee 

 

I left the house at 3am. I didn't like tossing and turning while Mona was trying to get some 

peace. I walked down 289th for about an hour before ending up at Pertha's Coffee & Tea. It was 



open from 10 to 10, pm to am. About a minute after I sat down with a tall mug of spiced 

rooibos, I saw a familiar face. Doli Santos-Mason came in with a purple shawl wrapped around 

her shoulders and ordered espresso. A triple shot.  

 

"I figured you'd be here." Her red lipstick-she never left the house without it-- was smudged 

with worry, as if put on without really looking at it. "There's... some things, about me... and 

Mason... and Vicki you should know."  

 

Cold Coffee 

 

“You could’ve just told us, Doli.”  

 

She shook her head. 

 

“No, I couldn’t tell you with someone I don’t know staring into me, ready to judge. If Zy was still 

with you...” I leaned back and sighed. My mug was empty. Dolores hadn’t touched her 

espresso, it had to be cold by now. 

 

“You know I’m gonna have to share this with Regina, right?” Doli’s clay-brown skin paled and 

she stared down into her coffee, pulling her shawl closer. It still managed to slip off her right 

shoulder as she pulled her espresso towards her, sniffed it, and gulped it down her throat. She 

chased it with a freshly charged e-cig. 

 

“I just don’t know, Lucien. You’re on this case because we trust you.” 

 

Regina’s Place 

 

Regina answered the door in slippers. And not much else. She rubbed her eyes, holding her 

satin dressing gown closed with one hand. She caught me looking at the solid shine of her nails, 

which were a deep fuschia. Yesterday they were the same bright silver as the other metal I’d 

seen on her. 

 

“Niobium,” she said, ushering me in, “I can change the color with a little anodization-- running 

some electricity through ‘em.” She led me to a small kitchen with deep pink walls.  The wall to 

my right was the lightest, a mild magenta, and the darkest was almost purple. “Ya know, we 

just met yesterday. Isn’t it a little soon for you to be showing up at my doorstep at 6 am?” I 
reached into my coat and pulled out the hazelnut loaf Mona had made the night before, setting 

it on the table. Regina approached slowly with narrowed eyes. “How did you know?”  

 



I shrugged. 

 

“Mona––my partner.  She saw you last night and decided you needed some. I don’t ask her 

how.”  

 

Regina sat across from me and unwrapped the loaf. She set the foil aside. She reached into her 

sleeve, pulled out a knife, and began cutting. I said I wasn’t hungry, but she gave me two slices 

anyway. They were thick like those old paperbacks my Nana used to collect.  

 

“So, you come over just to give me your old lady’s bread?”  

 

I shook my head. 

 

“There’s some things you need to know. About the Mayor.” 

 

Confidence 

 

Regina poured me a glass of grapefruit juice. “How’d you get so close to the Mayor? You guys 

ex fuck-buddies or something?” Her timing was good. I almost choked on my juice. Her smile 

told me she was joking. Mostly. 

 

“I’ve known him since I was a rookie. He was my mentor and captain before he was Mayor.” 

Regina sipped her juice, a skeptical eyebrow casually raised. “Look,” I said, “you aren’t even 

supposed to know this––” 

 

“Then why tell me?” I sighed, drawing my hand down my face as if I could wipe away my 

exhaustion. 

 

“Because I trust you,” I sighed. “More than anyone else right now. I just found out my best 

friend has been lying to me for the past 14 years. If it was up to him, I’d only know half as much 

as I do now.”  

 

Day 2 

 

“Nice sweater, Regina.” The Captain greeted us while sipping her coffee. Regina’s sweater was 

either dark grey and blue, stretching just past the base of her hips. It was so dark at the bottom 

it almost blended into her tapered black pants. 

 



“I like it, your granny make it?” a rookie asked. Regina sat down across from me at her desk, 

draping her coat over the chair. She glanced at the kid–– who was at the next set of desks with 

his partner, a senior officer–– then walked off to get some coffee. She brought me back a mug. 

Shaped like a penguin. The rookie snickered until I shot him a glare and his partner told him to 

get back to work.  

 

“Ngyuen, Lawless. My office.” The Chief’s usual morning cheer was absent. 

 

Ransom 

 

We found Pippa Long, the Santos-Mason family legal advisor, sitting with the Chief. 

 

“The first ransom note came today.” The projector clicked on and suddenly we were looking 

into the faces of two scared young women. Vicki’s brown eyes defiant and Cara’s grey ones 

were cautiously observant. Both were gagged. Cara’s hands were free so that she could hold up 

the newsreel reading that day’s date.  

 

We don’t want your money. A voice said. The sound was distorted, like they were speaking 

through water. You cannot buy us. You cannot own us. We will show you what it means to have 

no control. The recording ended with footage of the girls being dragged off into the dark, Cara 

fidgeting with her now bound hands. 

 

Demands 

 

There was nothing to say. This was new. Who sends a ransom video and asks for nothing? 

 

The Chief was pale, while Pippa was just as stern as ever. Regina frowned, her calculating gaze 

focusing on something that wasn’t in the room.  

 

“I’m not supposed to say this but...” Pippa broke the silence, staring with some suspicion at 

Regina. “But I’m worried. That Mason will do something, and search for the girls himself. Or 

worse yet, that Dolores will.” 

 

The Admiral 

 

Dolores “Doli” Amihan Santos-Mason was ex-military. She was a Navy SEAL Admiral when she 

married Mason. She retired when her second daughter was born, partially to have more time 

with her kids–– but mostly so she could have more time for the Garden. Before the Navy, she’d 

studied botany. After, she put all her energy into a city-wide garden project, starting in her old 



neighborhood, in East Side San Jose. The project later became known as the Green the Bay 

initiative, expanding throughout the San Francisco Bay Area.  

 

There was also her PTSD. She’d been on more rescue missions than one, and there was no 

telling what this reminded her of. Her symptoms were mostly in remission, but she’d never 

been predictable even before the diagnosis. If Doli went after the girls and something triggered 

her, she could kill someone. 

 

Hack 

 

"How was this sent?" The chief's eyebrows furrowed brows betrayed his worry only to me.  

 

"It was playing on their wall screen early this morning," Pippa answered. I could barely hear the 

Chief quietly mutter "poppycock" in place of a real curse, thanks to his two children. Regina 

smirked, winking when I caught her. 

 

"You two." The chief stared us down. "Go check the house, the Internet feeds, the mayoral 

Tech Hub. Don't come back until you find something." 

 

Binary 

 

As we walked to the car, Regina's eyes flitted back and forth, like a cat watching a fly. She took 

out her note screen and began jotting stuff down, pausing only to dart her eyes back and forth. 

I was worried she might trip. Instead, she marched straight to the driver's seat. And wasted no 

time hitting the gas. We scuttled off with a lurch, climbing the first two street stories in 

minutes. 

 

"What were you doing back there?" 

 

"Hmm?" 

 

"With your eyes." 

 

"Oh. I was replaying the end of the ransom." She turned her gaze back to traffic. We'd hit a jam. 

"You know any coding?" I shook my head. Checking her mirrors, Regina took us diagonally 

across a building and onto a side street. "Didn't think so. You remember Cara's hands? She was 

signing binary code." 

 

"You sure?"  



 

Regina gave me a blunt look, one shade away from a glare. 

 

"Her mother was Nicia Fiore. She probably knows every programming and computer language 

back to the 1990s.” 

 

Regina Meets Mason 

 

“So you’re Lawless’s new partner. Welcome to the team, Detective.” 

 

“It’s Detective-Inspector.” 

 

“Ah, I see. My apologies.”  

 

Even though I’d known her for only a few days, I could tell Mason’s usually charming smile had 

little effect on Regina. But she hid it well, behind her own shining white smile. To me she looked 

like a wolf baring its teeth. 

 

Cracked 

 

Regina scoffed when  Mason asked if she could decipher Cara’s message. Instead of answering, 

She pulled a paper pad from her coat pocket and jotted down a string of ones and zeros. She 

added slashes, apparently to separate the letters, then wrote out the letters below 

 

01010101/ 01101110 /01100100 /01100101 /01110010 

U                     N                 D                   E                 R 

 

Under 

 

Mason wiped his brow with the hand that had been wrapped around his chin. We were back at 

the station, staring at the chart we’d made. 

 

“We’ve been staring at this word for over an hour and we’ve gotten nowhere.” He didn’t bother 

to hide the frustration from his voice. “Are you sure that’s what it says?” 

 

Regina didn’t even look at him as she nodded. “With all due respect, Mayor––” 

 

“Call me Mason.” 

 



“Well, if we’re gonna be that casual Mason, I’m gonna tell it like it is. You shouldn’t even be 

part of this process, we are allowing you to be part of this investigation as a courtesy, not to 

mention your history with my partner here.” There was something about the way she said 

“history” that made Mason pause. I doubt it escaped Regina’s notice.  It was in that silence that 

something clicked in my head, something Doli told me. 

 

“It’s not a location or direction. It’s an acronym.” 

 

United Nationwide Defense against Enhanced Robots 

 

“I haven’t heard that name in over fifteen years,” Regina said. 

 

“I’m surprised you recognize it.” Mason’s voice was toneless, his face grave.  

 

“SIB rights have been a personal interest since before my accident.” 

 

“Then you’ll know that particular title didn’t last long. They soon abandoned it for HSL, Human 

Supremacy League.” 

 

The Human Supremacy League were the group responsible for Nicia’s death. The only problem 

was we couldn’t prove it. Members from around the globe all claimed to be guilty. I’d never 

been a fan of Greek myths, but even to me that felt like a stab in Spartacus’s back. 

 

Breakfast on the go 

 

Regina shoved a hot, greasy bag into my hands along with some coffee. I took a sip and winced. 

 

“Too strong for ya, tough guy?” She teased. I shook my head. 

 

“Just hot. Any particular reason you wanted to walk to work this morning?” 

 

“Got some questions for you. Personal ones. And I want you to be able to answer freely.” 

 

I raised an eyebrow before examining the food she handed me. I found egg, bacon, cheese and 

what looked like a combination of syrup and gravy slushing out of what might have been a 

waffle when the sandwich was made. I wondered if the woman ate any vegetables. I sighed. I 
may as well fortify myself for the half-hour walk to the station. 

 

 



Background 

 

It was well after sunrise, but the sky remained dim. The air was thick with the promise of rain-- 

the static clinging to my skin told me to expect a storm by the end of the day. If only I’d known 

there wasn’t just gonna be some bad weather. 

 

“So tell me,” Regina started, waffle grease caught in the creases of her fingers, “how you 

managed to make Senior Detective at the tender young age of thirty-five.  Practically unheard 

of. Other than our friend, the Mayor. I’m thirty-seven, which is even a little young for a 

seasoned Detective-Inspector.”  

 

“What exactly are you suggesting?” 

 

“Not suggesting anything, I would need more information than that.” Regina shrugged and 

licked her fingers. “Make sure to get all of that special sauce, it’s as spicy as it is sweet.” 

 

Answers 

 

I told Regina the whole story, even the stuff left out of my file. I skimmed over the parts that 

any decent detective reviewing a new partner’s file would’ve noticed: my Bachelor’s in History, 

the archival internship with the Santa Marta PD that allowed me to graduate early at age 20, 

that from there I went straight into the Master’s level detective track––which was nearly 

impossible.  

 

“So you’d describe Mason as, what, a father figure?” 

 

“No.” I gulped my coffee so fast it burned, hoping that my “no” hadn’t come off as too rushed. 

“More like a... mentor.” 

 

Regina was silent as she sipped her coffee. The wind swept her bangs over her eyes, almost 

masking her furrowed brow. She pursed her lips. 

 

“Look, I want to trust you, but…” 

 

“But what?” I stopped walking to look her straight in the eye. She didn’t look away. 

 

“But if we’re gonna be partners, we can’t be keeping secrets like this. I know there’s something 

you haven’t been telling me, something that could be affecting this case.” 

 



“Who have you been talking to?” 

 

“What makes you think I’ve been talking to anybody?” 

 

“You said you wanted trust. So let’s start over now. Tell me who’s been tryna make me out to 

be dirty.” 

 

“I think that’s a little dramatic.” 

 

“Tell me.” 

 

“Okay,” Regina sighed. “Veronique.” 

 

Veronique  Zy 

 

Veronique Zy was my old partner, before they resigned. They made Senior Detective two years 

before I did. Other than Mona, they were one of the only people who knew my secrets. We’d 

been partners since I was a Junior Detective. Regina refused to tell me how they’d met. 

 

If my new partner had the same tastes for liquor as my former one, I could guess they’d ran 

into each other at the Uptown bookshop that doubled as a whiskey speakeasy. Veronique had 

been the cynic, I was the idealist. At least compared to them. 

 

They’d given me little warning before resigning, which was more than they gave the rest of the 

department. I could tell they were stressed in the months leading up to it, but they wouldn’t 

talk to me about it. Said they couldn’t, told me it would be too dangerous with me working 

here. Their final words to me were, “When you’re ready, Lawless, you know how to find me.” 

 

I haven’t seen them since. 

 

Harri’s Mistake 

 

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Officer Harri slam a stack of papers in front of Regina with no 

warning. She didn’t flinch, just stared at the stack with disdain. Protocol was to send all 

research digitally, straight to an officer or detective’s notepad. Some preferred hard copies, but 

Regina wasn’t one of them. 

 

“There a problem, Harri?” Regina asked as I turned to walk back toward our shared deskspace.  

 



“It’s Officer Harri to you. Or do you think that it doesn’t doesn’t matter what you call anyone?” 

 

“Officer,” Regina started, chewing the inside of her cheek, “If I’ve done something hurting your 

feelings––” 

  

“Tell me,” Harri interrupted, his balding head reddening, “how is it that you even recognize 

human feelings? Do you still have a heart, or is that the reason you destroyed Tina’s? Hmm? 

What do you have to say for yourself, Reg?” 

 

Not My Name 

 

I had to hold myself back from stepping in. All eyes were on Regina. She alone could prove her 

grit. I stood just behind her, leaning against the wall with my coffee, casual, but ready to back 

up my partner. 

 

Regina stood.  

 

“I have nothing to say to you.” 

 

Regina grabbed the foot high stack of papers and headed to the lab, brushing within a couple 

centimeters of Harri’s body on her way.  

 

“By the way, that’s not my name.” 

 

Even though she was facing away from him, her voice was loud enough to fluster Harri. He’d 

expected to rile her up, but she acted like he didn’t matter. I caught his eye as I laughed into my 

coffee. 

 

Midnight 

 

Everyone else had gone home three pots of coffee ago. I felt like I was in college again, 

spending the entire day pouring over all the police records, news clippings and general history 

of UNDER and HSL. I can’t remember the last time I’d had to take this many notes for a case, 

but time was against us. We had a kidnapper who wanted nothing. An old friend with secrets 

even I didn’t know. And the lives of two girls who had nothing to do with any of this at stake.  

 

 

 

 



 

2am 

 

Tie loose, sleeves rolled up and my jacket and hat hanging on the rack in the same position they 

were ten hours ago. I’d nearly chewed through my pencil. I hadn’t smoked in years and I wasn’t 

about to start again now.  

 

“You need to relax,” Regina said, tossing my coat and hat at me. “Let the information stew a bit. 

Whiskey’s on me.” 

 

Whiskey  

 

I should’ve suspected that Veronique was behind this early morning drink break. Whenever 

we’d worked late on a case we’d end our shift with a few pours of Kentucky rye. I suggested our 

old joint out of habit, it was the closest place that wasn’t a cop bar. Most of those were bein 

taken over by mid-level gangsters. Still, I should’ve at least known something was up when 

Regina asked for two glasses, the House Special and sat us in the darkest booth in what was 

already a gloomy bar. 

 

“I’m only helping because I don’t want you to get hurt, Lucien.” 

 

Served Straight 

 

“I haven’t seen you in two months, Zy. Only to find out you’ve been trying to turn my new 

partner against me. Is this your way of trying to get me to go independent?” 

 

“To be fair, I met Regina a month before you did. And most of what I told her was pillow talk.” 

 

I poured my whisky straight down my throat. Regina was right, the burn helped calm my 

nerves.  

 

“Do you talk about me to all your lovers?” 

 

“Only out of habit,” Veronique shrugged. “They gotta know where my priorities lie.”  

 

Veronique always had a way of making me laugh. It’s a shame we had to reunite like this, but 

they’d been off the grid for a while. They were following a lead they’d got right before they 

resigned, something they’d been wanting to tell me. But they needed to be sure. 

 



 

 

Confrontation 

 

I should’ve shared a cab with Regina and Veronique. I probably wouldn’t have ended up drunk 

at Mason’s doorstep. He had the house to himself, Doli and Beti were staying at a safe house in 

a location only the Chief knew about. Mason had to stay put in case he received more ransom 

notes. He was barely more sober than I was, not that that said much. He invited me in, serving 

me fresh coffee, brewed with cinnamon and nutmeg. I hadn’t realized my old habit had worn 

off on him. 

 

“I don’t know if I can stand another minute alone, waiting like this.” Mason held my gaze, 

looking at me in a way he hadn’t since he ran for mayor. 

 

“I’m sorry. I can’t stay.” I headed out into the early morning downpour. 

 

Who Sees All 

 

“I’m glad you came home.” Mona sat between my thighs as I rubbed her shoulders. She hadn’t 

been sleeping well lately. I’m sure I wasn’t helping. 

 

“I will always come home to you, Mona.” 

 

“I’m happy for your sake, not mine.” 

 

“What do you mean?” 

 

“I know how Mason is, how he can be with you. You made the right choice to leave.” 

 

I buried my face into her fresh braids, kissing her still tender scalp. She had a way of reading me 

that I just couldn’t respond to with words. She woulda made a damn good detective. She chose 

social work instead. 

 

Mona leaned into my bare chest as I started massaging her pecs. I heard her sigh softly as I put 

my hands down the front of her dress. She turned, grabbing my hair to pull my face down to 

hers and she kissed me. Hard. I wanted to take it a little slow, but the way her tongue pushed 

against mine told me she was hungry. And you don’t make a pregnant person wait to satisfy a 

craving. 

 



I pulled her housedress up over her head. She took off her underwear and pulled off my sweats 

before pushing me back onto the couch. 

 

“Hold on tight, baby,” Mona said as she lowered herself onto me. I wrapped my arms around 

her, one hand gripping underneath her belly and the other cradling her breasts. I hung on while 

she took me, but not as fiercely as she held onto me. 

 

Hangover 

 

I handed Regina a mug of tea as we headed to the Chief’s office. 

 

“You sleep?” she asked. 

 

“No,” I shook my head. “Are you as hungover as I am?” 

 

“Nope. Got an iron gut,” she winked, patting the side of her ribs. I couldn’t tell if she was being 

serious or not. I opened the door to the office to see Mason chatting with the Chief. 

 

“Good to see you Mason,” Regina said, closing the door behind us. “We need you to tell us 

about SB 484, Article 6.” 

 

Article 6 

 

Article 6 was the most controversial piece of SB 484. SB 484 was an act by the the California 

Legislature largely inspired by additions to Santa Marta’s Sanctuary City status, which provided 

specific protections for SIB asylum seekers and immigrants. Mason’s support of the bill helped 

make his political career. And ended his relationship with Nicia.  

 

All sides of the issue wanted SIB statuses legally defined. Nicia organized for full rights and 

recognition for all Sentients, human or not. Moderates wanted a limited definition of which 

sentients had full human rights but comprehensive legal protections for those who were not 

considered fully human. Conservatives wanted no “special protections” for Sentients and 

advocated for as broad a definition as possible.  

 

A compromise was reached:  Anyone with majority (51% or more) human DNA (not including 

genetic experiments, those are not currently defined by any federal statute) is considered a 

Human Person. HP’s legally have full rights within the US constitution. Cyborgs are between 

50% and 10% human, with the caveat that the brain must be 95% unmodified, not including 

medical devices or artificial nerve cells. Cyborgs fall under the category of Augmented Persons 



(a category in which some states include clones and results of genetic experimentation) whose 

individual freedoms as citizens are the most severely limited and often ignored. Androids are 

artificially intelligent beings that appear completely or mostly human. They are not considered 

people, and therefore cannot be citizens, however they have similar rights and protections to 

animals and full rights as laborers. Robots are considered to be machines with either 

sophisticated computer programmed functions or low AI. They are not considered sentient 

beings, and “Bot” is often used as a derogatory term for Cyborgs, Androids and Robots alike. 

Their umbrella term for themselves is Sentient Intelligent Being or SIB. 

 

SB 484 

 

“So you’re the one responsible for that---” 

 

“You don’t understand. Regina, calm d--” Mason started. 

 

“Do not tell me how to feel. I am calm. You are lucky this is the chief’s office or I would would 

be breaking things.” Regina was also lucky that the chief had stepped out to let us interview 

Mason alone.  

 

“You just seem to have a lot of feelings for a legally classified HP.” Regina glared at him, 

clenching her fists. Mason was still a better detective than I was, even after all these years off 

the force. I reached over and put my hand on her shoulder. She turned to look at me. I 
expected Her eyes to be filled with rage, but instead I saw exhaustion.  

 

“Regina,” I started, “why are you really here?” 

 

Tin Woman 

 

“It’s true that I left for medical reasons. But not because I want to bear children. After my 

accident, I became an experiment. The surgeon that ‘fixed’ me decided he could do whatever 

he wanted with my body, replace any part he deemed incompatible with my upgrades. He paid 

for most of it out of his own pocket or through research grants. He kept telling me I wasn’t 

better yet, and for a while I believed him. My fiancee had left me after my second round of 

surgery. She ‘just couldn’t love a machine.’  

 

“I wasn’t one yet, but I almost wanted to be just to spite her. I convinced myself that I was okay 

with all the changes Dr. Soong made to me, that it was part of my healing process. Tin woman 

was his pet name for me. Officially, I’m 53% Human and 47% Inorganic. I thought he respected 

me enough to be completely honest. Then I found out he rebuilt some of my organs and other 



tissue with nanites, giving them faster regenerative capabilities. And that was only the 

beginning. He had plans to integrate computer processors into my brain and even an internet 

feed. I ran as soon as I found out. I left most of my stuff behind, told my roommate to pretend I 
still lived there. I came down from Sac with just my cat and my car two months ago. I let 

everyone think I was still up there for a month before announcing that I’d got a new job down 

here.” 

 

Justification 

 

“Nicia urged me not to. She thought coming out publicly as an Augmented Person would keep 

me from doing it. They named me the ‘great compromiser.’ She called me a coward afterwards, 

saying I’d sacrificed my integrity for my career. But she was the only one I ever put before it. I 
bribed those legislators to save her life.” 

 

Bonding 

 

Regina and I were both uneasy after our chat with Mason, and the Chief could tell. Breakfast 

was on him. I guessed he didn’t want the rest of the force to know how shaken we were. We 

were trying to keep the case low profile, per Mason’s request, but it was only so long before 

we’d need to start a manhunt, all hands on deck.  

 

Turns out my new partner and I had the same taste in pancakes. Chocolate chip, with bacon 

and a shitload of butter. And we’d found more about each other in three days than was natural. 

It wasn’t uncomfortable. I had to admit, Regina was growing on me.  

 

“I’m not used to him keeping secrets from me. This whole case has me shook.” 

 

“Usually been the other way around, hasn’t it?” 

 

Okay, to be honest I think she was the only person in the force I could fully trust. 

 

“I’ve known Mason a long time, seen all his sides. He’s a man that makes mistakes because of 

love and then hates himself for it.” 

 

A grubby child approached the table. About thirteen, and probably lived in one of the 

Communal Homes in the neighborhood.  

 

“Y’all Lawless y la nueva?” 

 



Regina and I exchanged a look. I nodded at her. 

 

“Might be,” Regina said. “Who wants to know?” 

 

“I have a message from Cara. She used to watch me at the Home.” 

 

 

The Caverns 

 

The Caverns were smuggling tunnels beneath the city. Not much was there other than some 

unregulated manufacturing and illegal trade. But lately it had been growing, groups that we 

tried to keep a watch on began settling down there. Every time the Chief tried to start a task 

force, the members ended up dead or on a second payroll. It didn’t used to be dangerous, but 

now it was becoming deadly. How Cara manage to sneak a message out without getting caught 

was a mystery. 

 

Loveless 

 

I still couldn’t believe he had Mason in his pocket. Mason had known enough about enough 

people to blackmail some of the legislators himself, but there were others he’d needed extra 

funds to secure. So now he owed the fastest rising gang in this city a favor. I just hoped I 
wouldn’t have to owe one to find these kids. 

 

“Hello Yulduz. Where’s Gregori?” 

 

Regina and I stood, facing a seated man shrouded in shadow. He removed the cigar from his 

mouth to speak.  

 

“Gregori is no longer in charge, and I am no longer going by Yulduz. Dwight Loveless now runs 

this… organization.”  

 

“Some name,” Regina remarked. 

 

“It’s what they called me when I was with the Kurds. Loveless, a man without passion. 

Passionless men are neither cruel nor sympathetic, qualities that suited me well as an assassin. 

And suit me even better in my new position. Dwight I just like the sound of, it is mundane.” 

 

“Is your lack of sympathy the reason you hire kids to be your runners?” If I found out he put 

those kids to any other kind of work, I would end him. No matter what it cost me.  



 

“Actually, no. It helps them earn extra money, gain some street smarts and of course they’re 

under my protection. You see, I have a child, a two-year-old. One of my few joys, other than 

robotics––” Dwight paused to look at Regina, “so I can’t say that I approve of exploiting 

children. You’re expecting, aren’t you Lucien?” 

 

“If you’re threatening my family––” 

 

“Oh, not at all. If there is anyone in this city I do not want to cross, it would be Mona Oshi.” 

 

“What do you know about my life-partner?” 

 

“She is a woman who has burned many bridges, often with people on them. I do not wish to be 

one of those bridges.” 

 

“We don’t have time for this.”  

 

I was learning that Regina didn’t like banter, she liked things clear and to the point. Her 

impatience was refreshing. 

 

“No time to get to know each other? I was looking forward to gaining more intimate knowledge 

of such an advanced cyborg.”  

 

Regina wasted no time walking up to Dwight and lifting him by the throat. On second thought, 

her impatience and temper might get us both killed. 

 

“Something you should know about me, Loveless, I am not a piece of technology and I don’t 

appreciate being appraised as if I’m someone’s project.” She only put him down when he 

nodded. Dwight rubbed his neck, looking calm for a man who had almost just passed out. 

 

“If I hadn’t already decided to help you,” Loveless started, “that would’ve convinced me. I’m 

impressed with your restraint Regina, especially given your experiences with Dr. Soong.” 

 

The Map 

 

Turns out the Caverns were quickly becoming the sight of a turf war. Some of the gangs were 

willing to share with each other, but given that many of their members were oppressed people 

with few other options in life, they didn’t take too well to bigots.  

 



I knew the tunnels pretty well, but it could take us a week to search the whole place. And 

within a day the HSL would hear we were looking and either move or kill one of the girls. Regina 

volunteered to stay down and keep an eye on things, but I wouldn’t let her before talking to the 

Chief.  

 

Rescue Plan 

 

“You can’t!” Mason pleaded. The Chief sighed. He already had to deal with one detective ready 

to stakeout the Caverns with no backup. Now the Mayor was trying to hold him back. I don’t 

know that I could’ve stayed calm if I’d had his job. 

 

“To be fair,” I said, “Regina’s face isn’t familiar yet. And Loveless has taken a liking to her.” 

 

“Is that what Yulduz is going by now? Suits ‘im. How’d Regina make such a good impression?” 

The chief’s raised eyebrow told me he was impressed. Mason’s face was blank. 

 

“I held him up by the throat and told him how not to talk to me.” 

 

“And lived?” Mason’s jaw dropped. “I heard he had a soft spot for dangerous women, but I 
didn’t know that applied to ones that could kill him.” 

 

“What can I say? It’s part of my charm.” Regina shrugged.  

 

“Well it sure isn’t part of Lu’s.” Both Mason and the chief laughed at my expense. Regina was 

studying Mason’s face. My old nickname made me smile, Mason hadn’t called me that since the 

day he told me has running for mayor. 

 

The Campaign 

 

“So you’re marrying Doli.”  

 

“And I want you to be my best man.” 

 

“Won’t that be kind of… weird?” 

 

“I know we’ve been alotta things to each other over the years, but I’d say we’ve been more 

friends than anything. And besides, Doli loves you as much as I do. You’re family to us.” 

 

“And family is the center of the Campaign.” 



 

“I knew you’d understand. I’m glad to have you at my side Lu.” 

 

Compromise 

 

In the end, the Chief agreed to let Regina scope out the Caverns for the next 24 hours, with one 

of the undercover officers who knew their way around. Loveless’s map showed the location of 

the HSL hideout, but we needed to be aware of all exits and escapes routes plus find the exact 

room where Cara and Vicki were being held. They only needed one girl alive for leverage, and 

I’m sure they considered Cara an abomination, something that never should have been born. I 
was hoping Regina would find her outside the compound. If Mason would be open from this 

point on, we might actually be able to save them. 

 

“Why didn’t you tell us about the second message?” 

 

“You know I couldn’t.” 

 

“Did you respond to them?” 

 

“No. How could I pick who would stay down there? Nicia’s blood is already on my hands. I can’t 

be responsible for Cara’s death. Nor can I leave Vicki down there. My hands are tied.” 

 

“Why do you insist on trying to do this alone?” 

 

“Because I am the one responsible! Don’t you understand that all this is about me? About my 

power? Imagine how much influence they could have if I become governor. The most useful 

thing I can do is take the rope that binds me and strangle myself with it.” 

 

“You know I won’t let you do that.” 

 

“And you know it wouldn’t really save them.” 

 

Expecting 

 

Mona called to tell me I was bringing Mason home. She said she didn’t have time to worry 

about Mason getting into trouble. Her sister Hanae came up earlier that day to be Mona’s doula 

since  Mona was insistent she would give birth tomorrow, even though  her OB/GYN said she 

had another three weeks. Hanae never doubted Mona’s intuition, and had driven up from San 



José the night before. She was fine sleeping on the couch while Mason stayed in the guest 

room.  

 

“I like Mona,” Regina said as she checked the tightness of her bulletproofing. We didn’t 

regularly carry weapons, but Regina had at least two stunguns and a knife in discreet holsters 

positioned around her body. “Sounds like a tough broad.” 

 

“She is.” I sighed. I didn’t really want to to watch over Mason, but Mona was right. He needed 

to be somewhere safe and familiar. I worried that if he stayed alone in his house any longer 

he’d go after the HSL by himself.  

 

When I pulled my coat out of my locker I felt something in the pocket. I pulled out a paper 

wrapped package with For Regina, From Mona scrawled across it.  
 

“Here this is for you. From Mona.” 

 

Regina reached out and unwrapped the paper from around a small, silk bag with gold 

embroidered kanji. She stroked it softly with her fingers. 

 

“What is it?” 

 

“A type of Omamori, a Japanese luck charm. That one specifically is Yaku Yoke, protection 

against evil.” 

 

67 289th Street 

 

Mona sat on the couch with Hanae, patting her itching cornrows. They shared inside jokes in 

both English and Japanese while watching their favorite anime “Kuro no Keiyakusha.” Mona 

told me that they had been close as children, but there were times when they acted like 

strangers. In the four years that we’d known each other (we’d been married for three), Mona 

had barely talked about her past, let alone her family.  

 

“You understand any of that?” Mason asked. We sat at the kitchen table sipping from Mona’s 

stash of Hukushu whisky.  

 

“Not a bit. I may speak French, Wolof and a bit of Madinka, but Japanese just hasn’t caught on. 

That and they have a unique sense of humor.” We sat in silence for a couple minutes before 

Mason spoke again. 

 



“Thank you. For having me over.” 

 

“You’ve had my back my whole career. It’s the least I could do.” 

 

“Ya know what Lu,” Mason said, smiling sadly, “Sometimes I feel like you’re the one who’s been 

helping me stay on course.” He lifted his hand like he was gonna reach for something, but put it 
down after a moment. It rested barely a centimeter away from mine. I felt my palm tense, but I 
resisted the urge to jerk away. 

 

“You should get some rest,” I said. “If Mona’s right, it could be a long night.” I stood up and 

grabbed his empty glass, brushing his fingers on accident. It felt like a bolt of lightning passed 

between us, and I could tell by Mason’s face that it wasn’t just in my head .  
 

“Goodnight Lucien.” 

 

Labor 

 

Mona and Hanae already had the candles lit and the bath ready when Mona’s water broke. 

Hanae and I helped lower her into the bath, while Mason called Dr. Ng, Mona’s OB/GYN. Home 

births were cheaper, and with the advances in medical technology over the past century, even 

emergency C-sections could be conducted anywhere a portable sterilized unit could be set up. 

Mona had no plans to receive painkillers, and she wanted to be mobile as long as possible 

before giving birth. Dr. Ng was to bring the birthing stool and help Hanae massage her with 

soothing oils and coach her through the exercises. I was there to help in any way I could. I was 

actually glad Mason was here, he’d been through two childbirths. Despite all the classes Mona 

and I had taken, I was anxious. There was so much that could go wrong, but I had to keep calm 

for her.  

 

The Call 

 

Mona and I were alone when I got the call. We’d found them. 

 

“Mona I will make it back in time, I promise.”  

 

“No, you won’t dear.” 

 

“I––” 

 

“I have already forgiven you. It took me a couple years, but I did. Now go.” 



 

Tail 

 

As I headed to the rendezvous point, I could tell someone was following me. I did my best to 

shake them, but it was almost as if they anticipated my every move. I suspected they were 

doing more than just keeping tabs on me. I ducked into a cramped alley with only one way out, 

taking my place among the shadows.  

 

Surprise 

 

I jumped out from a doorway, forcing my tail against the alley wall. Adrenaline burned my 

veins, but I remained calm. Calm enough to notice that the man pinned between me and brick 

wasn’t a stranger. 

 

“Mason, I don’t have time for this shit right now. We can talk after your daughters are found.” 

My heart pounded, my instincts refusing to calm. I was sure Mason could feel it, but I didn’t pull 

away.  

 

“I have to be there. For Cara. I was never a father to her and I never will be if I can’t even show 

what I’m willing to do for her. That I love her.” 

 

“Mason, you know it’s against--” 

 

“Protocol. I know. But how many people have I hurt because I put my own reputation, my own 

image first? This is all my fault.” 

 

I held his face in my hands as he began to cry. He was in my arms by the time he was sobbing. 

 

“Terrence, you can’t think this way.” 

 

“Why not?” He asked, wiping his eyes.  “You know it’s true. Think about us.” 

 

I thought I’d left “us” behind years ago. “Us” started as a subtle flirtation when I was in college 

and Mason was still a senior detective. “Us” was Mason encouraging me to apply to the 

Detective program. “Us” was Mason insisting we keep our relationship secret, so that no one 

would think I slept my way ahead--- even though he was really just protecting his own ass. “Us” 

always meant Mason’s needs over my own.  

 

“I just want you to know I still love you. I might not make it through this.” 



 

It wasn’t romantic-- more like desperation, really-- but the way Mason kissed me was the more 

intense than anything I’d ever felt with him before. I could tell he was ready to die today, not 

just because he would sacrifice himself to save his children, but because he hated himself 

enough to think it would spare his loved ones from him. I could feel that after this, nothing 

would be the same.  

Cara’s escape 

 

“She told them she was me. So they killed her. Cut her open in front of me, to try to convince 

me what a monster they thought I was. She was conscious. The whole time we were down 

there they tried to brainwash us. I only got through it by thinking about ways to escape. We 

weren’t well guarded, and they were in a really run down section. It was easy to find a way out. 

But I promised Vick I wouldn’t leave her, so I came back. As they were cutting her open she 

whispered for me to go.” 

 

Found 

 

I opened my eyes for a second-- that’s when I saw movement out of the corner of my eye. I 
pulled away from Mason, a finger to my lips. I turned to see dark eyes peering at me above a 

trash heap. I’d recognize the color anywhere. The same cool-brown grey as Mason’s. 

 

Under 

 

Mason didn’t speak a word to me as we followed Cara into the tunnels. Cara refused to speak a 

word to Mason. To say it was an awkward twenty minutes would have been an 

understatement. Regina was the one who broke our silence. 

 

I heard heavy footsteps ahead of us and signaled for Mason and Cara to stop. Mason tried to 

protect Cara by standing in front her, but she chose to step out in front of us. I was losing my 

patience. They could figure out how to deal with each other after we finished the case. For now 

we needed to concentrate on catching Victoria’s killers before they disappeared. Bu all I could 

do was watch the tunnel bulbs flicker as we waited for the person approaching us. 

 

“Why did you bring Mason down here?” Regina’s voice reached us before we saw her.  

 

“He didn’t,” Mason defended me. “I followed him, which Lawless here didn’t take long to find 

out.” 

 



“I see.” Regina eyed the mayor warily, before she turning her attention to Cara.  Extending her 

hand, she said,  “I’ve been rude. I should’ve introduced myself. I’m Detective-Inspector Regina 

Anh Ngyuen. You must be Cara.” 

 

“Nice to meet you,” Cara shook her hand, appraising Regina with bright but tired eyes. “Can I 
hold one of your guns when we storm the hideout? It doesn’t have to be loaded.” 

 

Me, Regina and Mason all spoke at once. 

 

“Absolutely not, young lady. You will stay safe and out of the way with Senior Detective 

Lawless.” 

 

“No, but you can hang on to my boot knife.” 

 

“You aren’t an officer, you can’t have a weapon.” 

 

Storming the Castle 

 

The Chief put his foot down and made Mason and Cara stay behind in a protected area.  

Regina and I led the charge through the back-- near the entrance Cara had been using to sneak 

out-- with half the squad, while the Chief headed to the front. Protocol insisted that we give 

them the option of giving up peacefully and coming out on their own before storming in. When 

the front of the compound blew up Regina and I rushed in. 

 

Young Blood 

 

Their weapons were limited to scrap metal, secondhand rifles and cheap explosives. They 

fought us like men ready to die. But that just wasn’t in the cards. Most of them were just kids 

anyway-- it looked like the leaders left their greener recruits here as a distraction. I was 

disturbed at how warped their view was. They were more scared of what would happen in 

what they called “government thought control rehabilitation” than blowing themselves up. 

They even tried to get us to offer leniency if they told us where Vicki’s body was. It felt like we 

were going in circles. Mason and Doli deserved closure for their first-born, and I needed to get 

back to Mona to welcome mine into the world.  

 

“Hey Lawless, think I found one with a conscience.” Regina waved me over to where she was 

speaking to a scrawny redhead. “Sean, this is my partner, Senior Detective Lucien Lawless.” 

 



“I never wanted to be here.” Sean’s voice was nearly as choked with tears as his face drenched 

with them. “But my dad introduced me to the Colonel, and he-he’s just the kind of person that 

makes you want to impress him ya know? To be worthy of his kindness. But the things he made 

us to, the stuff he told us about Bots---” 

 

“We use the term SIB,” Regina said gently, but firmly. Sean’s eyes opened wide. 

 

“Y-you, you’re a…” 

 

“An abomination?” She offered. 

 

“No!” the boy blushed, turning his eyes to me for help. “I’m sorry. I just never knew another 

word.” 

 

“Well, now you do.” 

 

“Tell me, how old are you Sean?” 

 

“Sixteen.” 

 

I let out a low whistle as Regina and I exchanged looks. 

 

“I-is that bad? Am I gonna be tried as an adult?” 

 

“How bout you help us find Vicki and then we’ll talk about what’ll happen next.” 

 

Sean nodded, swallowing. 

 

“We really didn’t know she wasn’t the bo-- the mayor’s other daughter. They made us watch 

th-the dissection, as they called it. When they couldn’t find any synthetic parts some of us left, 

were fed up with all of it. I tried to but the Colonel… he said I was the only new recruit he could 

count on. Couldn’t I understand that they’d made a mistake?” Sean’s voice grew bitter. “He said 

it was a plot, that the real Cara had made us do it, tricked us and her friend. If I wanted to 

atone, I should help bury the girl. So that she could be at peace. She’s under the garden, I’ll 
show you.” 

 

Sean led us to a corner of the compound where Sunlite™ shone on a mound of dirt filled mostly 

with dying weeds. Victoria’s bare body lay under a bed of freshly planted tulips, her body parts 

placed as close as possible to where they had been before they’d cut her apart. 



Out 

 

We watched as Cara gave her statement. Mona had given birth fifteen minutes before we 

emerged from the tunnels. I had a gut feeling that missing my child’s birth would determine our 

relationship. I just didn’t know if that was a good or a bad thing. 

 

“Mason, I can’t do this anymore.” 

 

“What do you mean?” 

 

“I’m resigning. I know when to walk away from something that isn’t as dedicated to me as I am 

to it. I’ll still be around, but not how I used to be.”  

 

I’d already told the Chief and Regina. Regina had nodded in understanding, we’d only known 

each other a week but we’d started to get each other. The Chief sighed, saying he knew what 

this job had cost me, he’d been there himself. He urged me to think it over, but I knew if I did 

I’d lose my nerve and myself to this. I handed him my badge and walked over to Mason. 

 

“Lu, you can’t… The city needs you right now. I need you.” 

 

“Mason, I missed my child’s birth for this job, for you. I don’t want to be that.”  

 

“I just lost my daughter, I can’t lose you too.” 

 

“You can’t lose what you’ve never claimed. Goodbye Terrence.” 

 

I walked towards Cara and handed her my coat, helping her wrap it around her shoulders. She 

was only a couple inches shorter than me, taking after her mother. 

 

“I don’t want to go with him, not yet” 

 

I understood. 

 

“Come with me then.” 

 

 

 

 

 



The Waiting Room 

 

Mona was resting when we arrived, while the doctors ran routine tests on our baby. I hesitated 

before entering her room. 

 

“What’s the matter?” Cara asked. 

 

“It’s just… She already said she’s forgiven me, but I don’t know if I can forgive myself.” 

 

“Is this about you kissing my Daddy?” 

 

“Sort of.” I don’t know why I was opening up to this girl, maybe because we understood each 

other in a way no one else could. “Not the kiss, we have an arrangement, but what it meant. 

That he was sucking me back in.” 

 

“Will he ever acknowledge what we are to him?” Cara asked. 

 

“No.” I shook my head. 

 

“Then why do you still hang around?” 

 

“Someone has to. He can’t lie to himself completely if I don’t let him.” 

 

“Did you know about my mother?” 

 

“Yes. We have all known about each other. Mason thinks he kept it all secret, but he forgets we 

all knew his subtleties. The first time I met Nicia… we knew. We didn’t care, but Mason did. 

He’s always fought so hard not to be himself.” 

 

Facing the Future 

 

Seeing our child for the first time was overhwhelming.  As I held the tiny bundle in my arms, I 
felt the stress of the past week fade into background noise.  

 

“Cara, would you like to help name our child? Lucien and I have figured out everything but the 

first name,” Mona asked. 

 

“My mom’s middle name was Lolana. How about Lola?” 

 



 
 

 
 


