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Dead Download
By Patrick S. Tomlinson

I hated these midnight runs. My girlfriend and I had just gotten the sheets nice and warm when the phone rang.  Plus the cloak-and-dagger obsession of a certain type of cop could be really annoying.  

This inspector, Damien Wynn, was a great example. He wouldn’t tell me ahead of time who he was bringing in, or why.  He even blocked the video feed on his end of the call.  The last time I had an audio-only call was three years ago; a prank call from some idiot kid too young or too stupid to understand caller I.D. All Wynn would say was to meet at my office in an hour.

As a result, I didn’t even know what manufacturer the body’s memory implant was, much less a model number. I didn't like working blind.

It was a little after midnight when the ambulance and its police escort pulled into the clinic’s parking lot. The ambulance driver and a policeman walked the gurney into our receiving bay.  

They were half an hour late. That was strange. People were usually early for downloads, and eager to get started. In all cases, the sooner the recently departed found their way onto my table, the better.

The body was wrapped in a black vinyl bag slick with the evening’s rain, so the victim wasn’t visible. Whoever it was hadn’t been very tall. The officer alongside the gurney looked too junior to be the inspector I had spoken to on the phone a little over an hour earlier.


“Are you Nigel Hanson?” asked the young officer.


“Yes,” I replied, “Except for Tuesday nights. Tuesday is kinky role-playing night with my girlfriend.”

“But, today is Tuesday.”

“Then you can imagine my annoyance. Where’s Inspector Wynn?” 


“He’s in the alleyway grabbing a smoke. He should be inside shortly,” said the smooth-faced kid. I’d seen his type at crime scenes before, always so eager to look steely and confident. Always the first to hit the bushes when the blood and guts turned up. 

If one of my techs had been with me, I would have bet them that Baby-face there would go white and make a beeline for the bathroom once the zipper was pulled back.

Not that I could blame him. My first autopsy back in college had ended with a trip to the can followed by a fresh lab coat. Then again, I hadn’t preened about my cast iron stomach before the Y-incision, unlike some of my classmates who had joined me in the stalls.

There were as many reasons someone might want a reconstruction as there were ways to end up dead. But wanting and getting were two different things. I don’t work for free. My customers usually fell into one of three categories: relatives fighting over a will, suits trying to recover trade secrets from a CEO whose heart couldn’t take his new secretary, or murder victims whose final moments could provide the very evidence needed to catch a killer. 

The most common reason, ironically enough, was the one I couldn’t honor. All grieving spouses, parents, or children have always wanted the chance to say goodbye before their loved one passes beyond the veil forever. Thwarting these hopes is the fact that death is habitually inconsiderate of everyone else’s schedule. 

In the early days, people would pay any sum to have their dearly departed’s memories downloaded into an android with hopes of life returning to normal. But they quickly found that memories were not the same as personality, and the emotionless eyes of an android provided cold comfort. 

Congress had banned reconstructions for “sentimental reasons” a few years ago.  A reconstruction could only be performed if the deceased possessed information that could not be obtained through any other method, and once completed the reconstruction could exist only so long as was necessary.  For heirs and partners, this meant a single interview. For victims, it meant long enough for the android to testify at their murder trial.  

Mem-plant files weren’t infallible, but they were tamper-resistant.  They were certainly an improvement over old-fashioned eyewitness testimony, paradoxically the most compelling and least accurate kind of evidence allowed in court.

There was one good thing about working with cops.  Most of them had seen a reconstructed android on the witness stand, speaking in even, detached tones about the violence surrounding their death, often at the hands of someone they had loved in life.  It was an unnerving experience. Cops knew I wasn’t some sort of shaman, voodoo priest, or miracle worker. They knew I was just a glorified, overpaid computer geek who hacked your final emails.

By then I had guided the officer and the body into the recovery room on the third floor.  Recovery room had a slightly different connotation here than at your typical hospital.

“Well, get it up on the table,” I said.

“Um, shouldn’t we wait for Inspector Wynn?” said Baby-face.

“Sure, if you don’t mind my fee going up every minute we spend waiting for the Inspector to finish paving his lungs with a fresh layer of tar.”

“Really?”

“Ah, yeah. Really. And I’m sure this EMT would like his gurney back.” The EMT nodded agreement while I waited for the gears in the cop’s head to grind into place.

“Okay, let’s get the body on the exam table.”

“Good idea,” I reassured him. We worked together to heave the corpse onto the table. Even though the body was short, it wasn’t exactly light. Probably male, and it was still pretty fresh.  Rigor hadn’t set in yet.

“Alright, let’s unwrap this present,” I said with a grin born of long experience.  Baby-face was already looking clammy as I reached for the zipper. The plastic teeth parted with a ripping sound, revealing the gruesome scene beneath.

The head was a mess, rivaled only by the look on the young officer’s face. On cue, he threw up on his own black tennis shoes. He’d had Mexican for supper.

“I’m sorry,” he said through watering eyes. “I’ll clean it up.”

“Don’t worry about it kid, there’ll be worse than that on the floor by the time I’ve finished.” That didn’t go over well. He located the fried ice cream he’d had for dessert.

“Have a seat officer. Wait for your stomach to settle a bit, then get a glass of water to sip. You’ll feel better in a few minutes now that you’re empty.”

“Thank you, doctor.” He grabbed a chair just as his knees went weak. “What’s that awful smell?”

“Feces,” I answered levelly. “Most people lose bowel control right before death.  Nature’s last little indignity. Make sure to take a good dump before each shift kid.” He looked white as a sheet, and his forehead was sweating.

I returned to the body and started typing notes into my pad. Still warm.  Male, middle-aged, Caucasian, short brown hair graying at the temples. He was short and slight of build, but his heft meant that he was probably muscular under his clothes. That hadn’t dissuaded the bullets from tearing through his face and neck. There were no apparent powder burns. The shots hadn’t been at close range.

Someone who knew their way around a gun had been very cross with this man.

“Are you Nigel Hanson?” asked a gruff voice, most certainly not Baby-face.

“Yes, except on Tues … oh, never mind. Yes, I’m Dr. Hanson.”

“What are you doing?” the voice demanded. It was a voice accustomed to authority.  Fortunately, I was used to ignoring authority.  I looked up from the preliminary exam to get a look at the newcomer. 

He was middle-aged, taller than me, and much wider. Fat, in fact, but his posture was good. He didn’t slouch like a person accustomed to corpulence. No, he was an athletic type who hadn’t adjusted to the cliff his metabolism had dropped off ten years ago. He was still a very fit man under the dark gray suit, and all the extra donuts.

I lazily adjusted my horn-rimmed glasses. “Inspector Damien Wynn, I presume?”

“Yes. Why did you begin without my supervision?” he demanded.

“Because you hired me to do a reconstruction on this man, not waste time standing around while you're off promoting lung cancer.”

“Why, you arrogant little…”

“Please, Inspector,” I cut him off, “If you could do this job, you wouldn’t be paying me. Let me do mine so that you can do yours.”  

His face contorted in righteous fury for a moment before relaxing. Good, he could recognize the truth when it was laid bare in front of him.  

He turned to the young officer. “Spalding, you look terrible. I don’t think he’s going anywhere,” he pointed at the corpse. “Why don’t you call it a night.”

“Thank you Inspector.” Relieved, the young man got up, tipped his hat and sprinted out the door.

“His first murder scene?” I asked Wynn.

“His first shooting, but I doubt you’ll find any of his rounds in there. Too jittery.”

“This isn’t a victim then?” I asked, confused.

“How insightful of you. No, this is …” he corrected himself, “was the suspect.”

“That’s pretty irregular,” I admitted. I’d been at this for quite a while, and I’d never had a suspect on the slab before. It was practically unheard of, mostly because the Fifth Amendment prohibition against self-incrimination extended to mem-plants. The synthetic memories of an accused were inadmissible in court. Besides you didn’t often find a suspect with a mem-plant. Few criminals were eager to record their crimes.

“Is there a problem?” asked Wynn in a dark baritone.

“Well, to be blunt, yes,” I answered. “You won't be able to use anything we find in a trial, even if he is dead. You can’t have a warrant for his memories since he isn’t a victim. And I’m pretty sure you can’t provide me with a Reconstruction Authorization form signed prior to the ventilation of his head.” 
I set down my pad next to the body. “I’m sorry, but I don’t think I can help you.”

I could see he was about to blow. “The use of a suspect’s mem-plant data post mortem has never been tested in court,” he snapped.

“Which is not the same thing as being legal right now,” I said. “Maybe a court challenge would work, maybe it wouldn’t. There’s probably a good reason nobody’s pushed it in fifteen years.” He opened his mouth to respond.

“Look, I refuse reconstructions all the time,” I said before he could start.  “Usually for grief stricken widows. If I can turn down people I sympathize with, I can sure as hell turn down some guy who tore me away from a hot date in the middle of the night,” I crossed my arms and glared at him.

“If you really expect me to help you, you need to give me a good enough reason to risk an unauthorized reconstruction charge,” I finished.

He stared me down; I stared him up.

“Tick Tock, Inspector.”

“Fair enough,” he said in a softer voice. “I appreciate your position.” 

Then, he hardened again. “But appreciate this. I’m here with the man who just pushed my partner off a bridge. She’s in the ICU across town, with a fractured skull, shattered pelvis, and internal bleeding. She may not survive the night.”

“But instead of riding with her in the Med-flight chopper, I had to rush here with this piece of scum in the dim hope that his twisted little mind can bring an end to years of suffering for God knows how many families.”

“That bad, huh?”

“Worse.”

It was a good show. He seemed sincere in his delivery. His eyes were exhausted; like a man who had just finished the long march home from war, only to find his house had burned down. I picked the pad up to continue and his frame relaxed.

“I count six gunshot wounds to the face and neck.” I looked up. “Nice grouping, by the way. Shots are usually all over the place.” I went back to my pad. “On to the back of the cranium…” 

I turned the head to the side. It moved easily, partly because of how much lighter it was than an intact head, and partly because of how the exit wounds had almost severed the spine. That was a little much, even for me.

I took a moment. “Okay. The back of the skull is shattered. Much of the cranial cavity is empty. Good thing we don’t keep the mem-plants there, huh?” I turned the head in the opposite direction, and sagged a little. “Well, there’s a problem…”

“What’s wrong?” Wynn asked.  

I pointed my finger. “The universal jacking port behind the left ear is gone.  I don’t even see the leads.”

“What does that mean?”

“That means I need to grab a scalpel,” I said grinning. “Hope your stomach is tougher than Spalding’s.” 

I looked back at where the jacking port had been and something jumped out at me. The left ear was torn almost in half, but there was no blood. I tugged at the dangling bit and it came off easily. It was prosthetic.

“Subject had plastic surgery to replace the top half of his left ear. Synthetic flesh, no apparent attempt at stem-cell regeneration.” 

That wasn’t surprising. Stem-cells were still expensive, and in the ear lobe where a prosthetic wouldn’t mean any loss of function, many people decided that… Suddenly, bits of evidence lined up for me like tumblers in a lock. Something Wynn had said, coupled with a short man with half an ear. A cold hand clamped down on my heart. 

“This is the Swing Set Strangler,” I said to Wynn, my voice hushed.

“Very good, Dr. Hanson. Got it in one. We learned three weeks ago that this monster’s real name was Harold James Gearing. Just a no-name software engineer, working for one of the big corps,” he replied.

I stood there holding the earlobe of the most feared serial killer in living memory. 

He had over two-dozen suspected victims, spanning almost a decade and three continents. All children under ten. He got his gruesome moniker from his first seven victims. They had been kidnapped, strangled, and their hands tied to the chains of playground swings, leaving them like tortured scarecrows for children and parents to find in the morning.

Tips by the thousands swamped every law enforcement agency in North America. Some terrified parents went so far as to attack playgrounds with hack saws and angle grinders, as though that would stop the Strangler from preying on their children.  

Four years ago, a lucky break came from across the pond. Constables watching a suspected drug dealer at a playground in London's East End caught the Strangler in the act and almost nabbed him. Some say he was drawn to the dark history he and the city shared.  

He was cornered two days later by INTERPOL. He was injured in the ensuing shootout, but managed to elude capture. All they found were a few shell casings, size nine shoeprints, and the top half of a Caucasian male’s left ear. An alert was sent out to plastic surgeons throughout the world, but to no avail.

His M.O. changed after the close call in London. He stopped returning victims.  No one really knew which ones he was responsible for after that. As awful as dead kids in playgrounds had been, the ever-growing list of missing children was worse.  

Wynn moved to the head of the table.  He ran his finger over the scared surface of the ear. “If only my aim had been as good back then,” he said.

“You shot him four years ago?” I asked.

“Yes. Jessie and I had already been chasing him for two years, as soon as the first victim was found out of the country. He wore a vest that wasted my first couple rounds. I tried a head shot as he turned to run, but only managed to graze his ear.”

Wynn had a haunted look as he continued to speak, “Even disfigured, even with a DNA sample, we never came that close again.” Wynn looked up, “Until tonight.”

“You’re INTERPOL then?”

“I wear different hats, but I assure you I have jurisdictional authority.”

“Good enough for me,” I said. “I assume you won’t be lounging in the waiting room while I dig in then?”

“No,” he said.

“Alright, you may as well help. Put on a pair of gloves.”

He reached for the glove dispenser mounted on the far wall. “What are we doing?” he asked.

“The standard jacking port behind the ear is gone. That means rooting around in his abdomen.”

“Why can’t it be done wirelessly?” Wynn asked. I shot him a sideways glance.  He put his hands up, “I’m not saying you’re doing this the hard way for kicks.  I’m genuinely curious, because I don’t know.”

All right, I could understand why the answer wasn’t obvious. Living people could access their mem-plants wirelessly after all. Many of them synched up with their home computer at night. Having a machine that could remember all your appointments for you was half the attraction of the hardware.

“You know the jack behind your ear?”

“Yes,” he responded.

“Well, it acts as a data link, but also as a power cord, just like a USB port.  Mem-plants are usually bio-electrically powered. Your body provides juice for these things.  Once a person dies, that goes away. So since the jack port is missing, I need to plug it into a power source directly.”

“That makes sense,” he said. “Have you done this before?”

“We were trained for it in college, but I’ve only done it for real once.”  

Wynn’s brow furrowed with an implied question. “Shotgun suicide," I answered.

“I see,” he said. “What’s the next step?”

“Grab some scissors and cut open his jacket and shirt.” I reached into a drawer and pulled out a portable scanning tool I hadn’t used in years, then unrolled the clear plastic screen.

“What’s that?”

“Ultrasound,” I said. “I have to find his mem-plant so I know where to cut. I don’t suppose you know what make and model he has?”

“No such luck,” Wynn said as he went to work on the  jacket.

“Figures.” I turned on the scanner to run it through some quick calibrations.

“What sort of mem-plant do you use, if I may ask?” Wynn said.

“None.  I’m all natural,” I answered.

“None?  That’s a little strange for a man in your line of work.”

“Not as strange as you’d think.  First, I never thought there was anything wrong with my real memory. But more importantly, I find the whole idea of reconstruction a bit…creepy.”

“Like a sausage maker turned vegetarian.”

“I did that too, but only after seeing what red meat does to a colon,” I smirked.

Wynn finished cutting back the corpse’s clothes, only to reveal a thick black panel conforming to the muscles underneath.

“I thought as much,” Wynn observed.

“What’s that?” I asked. “Bullet proof vest?”

“Bullet resistant, but yes. It’s proof enough against handgun rounds.” Wynn ran his fingers over two small depressions on the upper chest near the heart. “Prick’s still wearing the same vest.”

“What, from the last time you shot him?”

“Yes,” Wynn confirmed. That explained the headshots this time. There’s something to be said for experience.

“Well, if it’s any consolation, judging by where your shots landed, you would have torn the aorta wide open. He would have been dead in seconds without the vest.”

“Thank you,” Wynn replied. He seemed resigned.

“How did you get him this time?”

“Luck, mostly. But we had help. He's been overconfident recently, sloppy. That’s what undoes most criminals in the end.”

We removed the Velcro straps that held the vest in place, exposing a bare chest.  Immediately, I noticed surgical scarring.

“Whoa, that’s interesting.” I ran my fingers over the pair of lines. “Two parallel scars on the abdomen, left side. A third scar running diagonal of the center line just below the ribs on the right.” 

“What are they from?” asked Wynn.

“I don’t know yet,” I handed one edge of the scanner to Wynn. “Hold this taut.”  The scanner came to life with a buzz just on the upper limits of my hearing range. The false-color image on the thin plastic display showed the expected; ribs, motionless heart, diaphragm, the hollow sacks that were the lungs. Then, I found them.

“What the hell?” I exclaimed. “There's three of them?”

“Three of what, exactly?” asked Wynn. I pointed to the three solid contacts on the display.

“Those are all mem-plants,” I said. “But I’ve never heard of three of them in the same body before.”

“Maybe he upgraded.”

“Plenty of people upgrade, but doctors don’t leave the old units inside.” I took more time to study the image. “Good God. The lower lobe on his right lung was removed to accommodate the third module. That’s insane.”

 “Serial killers often exhibit obsessive-compulsive behaviors,” Wynn said. “This could be a symptom of it.”

“I don’t think you understand,” I shot back. “Any medical review board would rule that procedure blatant malpractice. There’s no doctor in the country who would risk their license to do that surgery.”

Wynn smiled. “Well, no offense, but you’re being naive. Where do you think doctors who lose their licenses go? They don’t exactly take a night job stocking shelves.  There are hundreds of black market doctors willing to do anything you want, so long as you can find them and pay their fee,” Wynn lectured. 

He was probably right. It was more his territory than mine.

“Alright, but it still doesn’t explain why. They even look like they’re networked, see the connecting lines?”

“Can you think of any reason to do that?”

“Nope. But I’m keen to find out.”

***

It was two hours and three pots of coffee later. Opening the abdomen had gone easily, but the module in the chest cavity had required a bone saw and rib spreaders. That had been messy, but Wynn held his composure admirably.

I had all three of the modules powered up and feeding data into the reconstruction queue, which was taking much longer than usual because of the extra storage.  

Wynn's phone rang. His expression went blank when he saw the caller I.D.

“Inspector Wynn,” his jaw set as he listened to the caller. “I understand.  Thank you for calling.”  Calmly, he put away the phone and walked over to the head of his deceased nemesis.

The air around me seemed to jump ten degrees. That was impossible of course, but my brain told me it was so anyway. Then, Inspector Wynn just…went away for a moment. He was replaced by a doppelganger that appeared to be at least a foot taller, twice as strong, and had a face twisted in incoherent, murderous rage. He grabbed the corpse’s head and smashed it into the exam table so hard that the stainless steel dented.  And again, and again.

“Inspector!” I moved to interfere, but it was like holding back a particularly determined piece of construction equipment. “Inspector, stop!”

“WHY!” 

The raw power of it rocked me back against the desk. It was an English word, but not a human sound. I had to fight the urge to find a dark place to hide.

“Because…” I answered in as placid and non-threatening a voice as I could manage. Now his attention was on me, which wasn’t necessarily a good thing. 

“Because we’re still transferring data, and the equipment is very sensitive.  Smashing his head into even smaller pieces could cause read errors and power spikes.  Whatever info you want to get out of this guy could be compromised”

Reason seemed to return to his face.  His hands slowly, deliberately, relaxed their grip.

“Right then.”  His eyes started to well up with moisture. “I’ll leave you to it.  I just need to…” He looked around, as though seeing the room for the first time.  “I need to grab a smoke,” said a wavering voice.

The man had fully returned as Wynn stepped out the door. What was the old saying about fighting monsters? His partner must have died in the hospital.  It was the only thing that would make sense.

The download was nearly complete. I had already loaded the necessary emulators and drivers into the interface android, and started transferring the mem-plant files.  

Several more minutes passed before the status bar finally flashed, letting me know that the download and transfer was complete. I booted up the android and waited for Inspector Wynn to return. I waited a while.

Eventually, I went outside to get him. I found him sitting on the bench beneath the receiving area’s awning. A half burnt cigarette protruded from between his clasped hands. The ashen remains of two of its pack mates mixed with rainwater on the bricks under his feet.

“I’m sorry about your partner,” I offered.

“That obvious?” he said without looking up.

“Well, I doubt you would fly into a rage over a wrong number. And it’s too early for somebody calling for political donations.” I thought I saw one corner of his mouth tick up just a fraction.

“True enough.” He sighed. “I’m sorry for the outburst, it was unprofessional.  They called to tell me Jessie didn’t wake up from surgery. Just one last notch for that sick bastard’s belt.”

“But it is the last notch,” I said. “C’mon, it’s time to wrap this thing up.”

“It’s ready?”

“Yeah. Are you?”

He threw the cigarette to the ground and watched as it extinguished with a hiss of steam. “Yeah.”

The recovery room was quiet now, eerily so. I had thrown a green surgical sheet over the body. The android sat in a chair on the opposite side of the room, awaiting start-up.

Androids were still used in reconstructions for a number of reasons. Primarily, people found it easier to engage in conversation than read through lines of code.  Androids also acted as a kind of privacy screen for the deceased. Questions were asked in full view of many witnesses, usually either family or jurors, which generally put enough social pressure on the interviewer from looking for dirty laundry.

Certain restrictions applied, however. Reconstruction androids had to be generic models. The idea was to discourage people from getting emotionally attached to the reconstruction. No good ever came of it.

The one I used certainly fit the bill. It was generic in every way imaginable. It looked like the old crash test dummies, except with simple eyes. It was identical to tens of thousands of other mass production models used in everything from heavy industry to maid service. People living in any modern city probably saw a hundred of them each day.

“You know, we have an interview room on the second floor. We could move down there,” I suggested.

“Not necessary. Let’s get this over with.” Inspector Wynn set his videophone down on the edge of the exam table and turned it to face the android. A small red light shone to indicate it was recording.

I grabbed my pad and entered the start-up commands. The android jolted to life and sat up straight as a prep school student. Camera eyes took in the room and settled on Wynn.  It turned to face him.

“You may begin the interview,” it said in a dry, synthesized voice.

Wynn squared his shoulders. “Are you the reconstruction of Mr. Harold James Gearing?”

“Yes,” it answered promptly.

“And do you contain the complete mem-plant records of that individual?”

“Running diagnostic…running…running…yes,” it replied. “Mem-plant records were transferred with ninety-eight point three percent integrity.” I raised my eyebrows.  Wynn noticed.

“Is that good?” he asked.

“Yeah, anything over ninety-seven percent is just gravy,” I said.

Wynn returned his gaze to the android. “How far back do your memories go?”

“Individual’s first mem-plant file is dated eight years, three months, two weeks…”

“Okay, fine,” Wynn interrupted. “Do you remember the murder of Isabelle Gavoni?”

“Yes.”

“Was Harold James Gearing responsible?”

“Yes.”

“Where is her body located?”

A moment passed in silence. Then, “Insufficient data.”

“Ninety-eight point three percent, huh?” Wynn said. “How about Bobby Clifton.  Remember him?”

“Yes.”

“Was Gearing responsible?”

“Yes.”

“And where is Bobby’s body?”

A pause. “Insufficient data.”

Wynn’s nostrils flared, “You worthless…”

Now, I had seen this pattern before in other clients. It tended to escalate unless you nipped it in the bud. 

“Inspector,” I said. “It’s not alive. It’s not going to be intimidated or offended.  Don’t let yourself get worked up.”

He stood up straight and let out a long sigh. He adjusted his tie and went on.

“Right.  How about Mohamed bin Ishtar?  You remember him?”

 “Yes.”

“And?”

“Insufficient data.” No pause this time.
“Aaah!” Wynn turned around and tried to regain his composure. "Such convenient places for gaps in a better than average reconstruction. Something's not adding up."

He had a point. I looked up from my notes to see the eyes of the android tracking Wynn as he paced a groove in the floor. This was not a programmed behavior. I blinked and shook my head to look again. 

The unit was staring straight forward, as it had been at the start of the interview.  Wynn did not seem to notice under his rising ire. I must have been seeing things.

“I remember many more,” the android said absently.

“Yeah, I bet you do,” Wynn murmured.

“Like Stacy.”

Damien Wynn spun around on his heel. “What did you say?”

“Stacy Wynn. She is the next item.”

“Who’s that?” I asked, very worried about the answer. Something was off.  Androids responded to questions, but I’d never seen one offer up information without being asked for it.

“My daughter,” Wynn said without breaking eye contact with the android.  “What do you mean, ‘next item’?”

“She will be the next victim,” it reported with a voice cold as the space between galaxies.

I opened my mouth to say something was wrong, but it was too late.  Wynn’s train came straight off the rails. He lunged at the android with hands outstretched and aimed right at its neck.

Then, the impossible happened. The android stood up with blinding speed and intercepted Wynn’s arms. With a pivot of its hips, it threw Wynn into the chair, still griping his wrists like a vice. A very different voice spoke up.

“Temper temper, Damien,” said the android, like a parent correcting a petulant child.

“Shut it down!” shouted Wynn. “Kill it!”

I frantically pressed the shutdown command on my pad. To my horror, nothing happened. Then an error box appeared. Wireless connection disabled. I tried to reestablish the connection. Nothing. Somehow my link to the android, and therefore my control, had been severed. 

 “You there,” it said. Artificial eyes turned to inspect me like a can of vegetables.  “I trust you’ve discovered this body has dropped off your wireless network. Sorry to disappoint, but I couldn’t have you spoiling my debut with a premature shut-down.”

A cold snap ran down my spine. Wynn struggled mightily against the metal monstrosity pinning him. Oh God, I thought, this couldn’t be happening. This had to be a nightmare, the sort of thing that happens on bad sci-fi shows. Not for real.

“Still, you look like a clever sort,” said the android. “Be so good as to go stand against the far wall, back turned, and with your hands plainly visible.”

Despite the shock, or maybe because of it, I managed to maintain a shred of poise.

“Your hands look pretty occupied,” I said, my voice wavering. “What if I refuse?”

“Oh, well now, that would be regrettable.” It twisted Wynn’s arms ever so slightly in a direction they weren’t designed to go. Wynn screamed out in pain. 

“I guess you’ll have to watch while I rip this man’s arms off and then run you down,” it said.

That was not bluster. An industrial android was drastically stronger and faster than a human. If it wanted to catch me, there wasn’t anything I could do about it.

By now there was no mistaking what was happening. It seemed impossible, yet despite the fact his body lay not two feet from me, head hollowed out and chest cut open, Harold James Gearing was staring straight at me.

“Alright. You win,” I said.  I turned around to walk towards the wall, thinking wildly about what to do next.

“There’s a good boy,” said the plastic and metallic monster. Wynn struggled against his grip as I walked. The red light on the Inspector’s phone caught my eye. I needed a distraction. Luckily, I didn’t have long to wait.

Wynn’s foot lashed out to kick Gearing in the crotch. The artificial man let go of one of Wynn’s arms reflexively to protect testicles that had never been there. 

Seeing the opening, I reached out a finger and pressed the redial button on Wynn’s phone, without cutting the video feed.

Wynn ripped the latex glove off his freed hand with his teeth and grabbed for the gun in his shoulder holster, but Gearing caught his wrist before he could draw it.

“Oh, very good Damien, you almost had me,” said the mechanical man. “Too bad about your fingerprint-coded gun trigger. You would have gotten a shot off if not for the glove. But I like where your head is at.” 

Gearing adjusted his grip and laid his hand overtop of Wynn’s, forcing him to pull the gun out of its holster. Wynn struggled with incredible tenacity. Even with newfound inhuman strength, Gearing needed both hands to leverage the gun to point at Wynn’s stomach. He laced his own finger over Wynn’s trigger finger.

I’d never fired a gun before, so I wasn’t ready for it. Movies get the sound of a gunshot all wrong. The sound of the .40 caliber automatic came from every direction like a tree snapping in the wind. I could feel the shockwave pass through my entire body.  Everything was muffled after that, like I was wearing earplugs.

“Oh my,” Gearing said in a taunting voice. “I do hope you were wearing a vest.”

Wynn’s eyes squinted and he started going pale. His breathing was suddenly very labored. I could see crimson blossoming on his undershirt.

“No vest? That was silly of you, Damien,” Gearing cackled. “But never fear, I think I have one to loan you.” He looked at his vest lying on the table, “It’s slightly used, I’m afraid. Someone had the poor taste to shoot me some years back.”

“Put pressure on it Inspector!” I shouted out as loudly as I could.

“Yes, listen to the boy. We wouldn’t want you to faint,” said the horrible mannequin.

“You’re an abomination,” hissed Wynn, his eyes struggling to focus. “I swear, I’ll kill you this time.”

“You already did, just as I’d hoped. I really must thank you for it too. I couldn’t have done all this without your help.”

“Help?  Look at yourself on the table over there. Get a good look at your ugly mug,” Wynn did a little taunting of his own.

“Yes, let’s,” said Gearing. His vinyl face was actually smiling. He pulled Wynn to his feet effortlessly, never releasing his grip on Wynn’s hand or the gun, as the Inspector cried out in agony. Gearing bodily dragged Wynn to the exam table and ripped off the green sheet covering his body. Insanely, his smile only grew.

“See, Damien. You don’t mind if I call you Damien, right?” Wynn didn’t answer.  He looked like he was going to pass out. 

“Damien, you’re being rude. I’m going to have to insist that you pay attention when I’m talking.” 

Gearing turned back to look at his own ruined corpse. “As I was saying, Damien.  You were really, really good. You were closer than you knew more than once.  But I don’t resent you for it. We both have jobs to do after all. I realized a few years ago that with a stubborn, resourceful fellow like you on the job, my capture was inevitable.” 

He looked back at Wynn, who was holding his free hand over the wound in his abdomen as I’d told him to. He was in bad shape, but his eyes weren’t drifting off anymore.

“Damien, I just paid you a compliment. You could at least pretend to be appreciative. Anyway, I decided to stop fighting the inevitable just go with the flow. So I came up with this.”  He swept a hand across the three implants visible in his body’s stomach and chest.  

“I’ve been tinkering with it for years now. Worked like a charm, wouldn’t you say? But now that I’m out here…” he raised the gun still in Wynn’s hand and pointed it at the corpse, “I can’t have you squirting out copies.”

The gun fired three more rounds. I was able to cover my ears in time.

“It’s like printing money, you see. Drives down the value. Now I’ve cornered the market."

The story came together for me in an instant. This wasn’t some big fluke. It was no accident, or miracle, or curse. This monster was a trained programmer. He had somehow concocted a way to transfer not only his memories, but his personality, into his trio of networked mem-plants.  That's why he had worn the vest; not to protect his body, but the hardware inside it.

But he had needed help. There were only two-dozen reconstruction labs in the whole country, each one heavily regulated. It might be an exaggeration to say buying uranium would be easier, but not by much. He needed Wynn to kill him. And he needed a tech like me to download him into an android.

He had played Wynn’s determination like a grand piano. Now he was a step away from being released onto a vulnerable public who thought he was dead, wearing a face that everyone had learned to ignore. 

This creature had to be stopped. I remembered the videophone. All we needed was time.

Gearing started up again, “So, thank you for your tenacity Damien. It was very helpful.  But what sort of friend would I be if I didn’t return the favor?” Gearing turned the gun onto Wynn’s forehead, point blank. “Now I know what you’re thinking. You don’t have the right hardware. Well, to be blunt, it’s not my fault you didn’t come prepared. But don’t worry, I’ll swing by the old Wynn homestead and let your wife and daughter know what happened.”

Tears ran down Wynn's cheeks. I couldn't tell if it was from the pain of his wound or fear for his family. More time, I thought. All we needed was more time. 

“I wouldn’t be in such a rush if I were you, dickless,” I shouted to Gearing.

“Oh, was that the sound of someone entering puberty?” His icy gaze fell on me, spilling a bit of the wind from my sails. “You have something to add, young man?”

I pushed through the fear, “Kill him, and I won’t help you.”

“Maybe you don’t understand bargaining,” his rubber lips mouthed. “For a trade, we both have to possess something the other wants. And since I don’t need your help…” He raised the gun back to Wynn’s head.

“Your memory will wipe automatically if you leave this office!” I shouted. That got his attention.

“Ahhh, now that's a proper bargaining chip,” Gearing said. “Why would it do that?”

“I installed an autowipe,” I replied. "Just in case anyone got any funny ideas about walking off with a reconstruction." 

It was a lie, but there would be no way for him to know for sure. Certainly not when his life was at stake.

“What’s your name, boy?”

“Dr. Nigel Hanson,” I answered without really thinking about it.

“Excellent. Well, Dr. Nigel, why should I believe you aren’t bluffing?”

“Step through the door and find out for yourself.” 

He regarded me with a shark’s grin. “And I suppose you have an override?”

“Yeah.”

He turned the gun on me. “Then I suggest you execute it, or I will execute you.  Oh, I’m sorry, that pun was truly tasteless. It just came out.”

“Leave him alone, asshole. Shoot me if you need to get your rocks off,” Wynn said.

“Wait your turn, Damien.”

“Don’t do it kid!” shouted the Inspector, his voice in a panic.

“I’d listen to the person pointing the gun at you, Nigel,” Gearing chided, still holding Wynn’s trigger finger in place.

“I am pointing the gun at you, Nigel!” barked Wynn. I looked at his face. His right eye stared back at me through the iron sights of the automatic. He moved his hand from the wound in his gut to reinforce his grip on the gun.

“I’m sorry kid, but I can’t let you disable the wipe. He’ll just kill you and escape anyway,” Wynn said desperately.

“Oh.  Now this is interesting. The noble defender of the public clamoring at the chance to kill an innocent,” Gearing said. “You really do have a nasty streak in you, Damien.”

“Shut up!” Wynn screamed. “And I swear to God in Heaven, Gearing. You so much as twitch, I’ll pull this trigger and end your reincarnation real quick.”

The two of them stood resolutely, both pointing the same gun at me with lethal intent. It was at this point that I started to question the wisdom of my plan.

“Well then. We have ourselves a bit of an unorthodox stand off,” said the tin man.  “But I don’t think you’ve really thought this one through, Damien. At the rate you’re leaking blood, I figure you have about five minutes before passing out completely.”

“Go into the hallway, Nigel,” Wynn ordered.

“Go to your computer, Nigel,” cooed Gearing.

The job paid well, but not well enough for this shit.

“Tell you what, guys,” I said. “I’m going to wait this one out.”

“He doesn’t have the fortitude to shoot you, Nigel,” Gearing said flatly.

“The hell I don’t!” Wynn said with a vicious snarl.

Good, keep them arguing, run out the clock.

“Like you said, mister. He’ll pass out soon. I’m just going to sit here until that happens.”

“I’ll have to shoot you before I black out.  Don’t you see Nigel?  He’ll wait until you’ve disabled the wipe, then shoot you dead.  He’ll kill me with my own gun, my own bloody trigger finger! We won’t be found till morning. Then the local cops will waste hours thinking I shot myself after killing you. He’ll be four states away serving happy meals before they even know he’s loose.”

“Oh, now Damien, that wounds me deeply. To think my own friends don’t trust me. I must admit though, it isn’t a bad plan. It’s the sort of thing I might dream up if I were a more sinister person.”

“I said shut up!” screamed Wynn with the same bestial growl as before. “Go to the damn door Nigel!”

“He’ll shoot me Inspector,” I protested.

“Yes, I will.”

“No he won’t. Without you, he’s just as dead as before. I’m sorry kid, but you have to choose.” 

My eyes wandered to the ravaged head on the exam table and the expert grouping of shots. The odds of Wynn missing at this range weren’t encouraging.

I looked at the videophone. What was taking those idiots so long? I wished there was something I could do to let Wynn in on the ruse. If he knew there was no wipe, I wouldn’t have to risk death to go sit at the computer and spend a couple minutes updating my online profile. Something like; brb, hld hstg by srl klr & cop.

That would go viral.

Wynn’s face hardened, like he just made a decision. 

“Tick Tock, kid.”

Out of the corner of my eye, I spied salvation. In the glass of one of the pictures hanging in the hallway, I could barely see red and blue lights flashing rhythmically. It was a beautiful sight.

“Alright!” I shouted and threw up my hands. “I’ve chosen.” I looked at Wynn and shook my head slowly. I put one foot towards the computer desk. He tightened up. I took another step.

“No, Nigel,” he sagged, his voice just above a whimper. “It’ll start all over again.  Kids just disappearing, parents never knowing for sure what happened. Don’t let him do it.” He let his left hand slip back to his wound.

“It’s alright, Damien,” I said. “Everything will turn out fine.”

“Yes, Damien. See what we can accomplish when everyone is reasonable?” the killer mocked us.

I sat down at the desk and brought up the security camera feeds. There were at least thirty cops surrounding the building on all sides, some of them in some pretty heavy gear. There was an entry team flowing silently through the front door and up the stairwell.

“By the way, Tin-man,” I said humorlessly. The monster’s head perked up. I pointed at the videophone. “I was bluffing. Could you hang up the phone for me?”

His lifeless button eyes went wide as they swiveled down to Wynn’s phone.  There were the sounds of footsteps in the hall.

 Wynn, still clinging to consciousness, surged for control of the gun with all his remaining strength. Man and machine struggled. There was a snap of metal hitting marble. Everyone looked at the floor to see the magazine from Wynn’s gun lying on its side. Wynn smiled like a pouncing tiger as he kicked it under my desk.

“One shot left, Harold,” Wynn said. “What’s it going to be?”

“In here!” I shouted as the footsteps grew louder. For the first time, Gearing’s arrogant self-assurance was shattered. He screamed like a desperate, cornered animal as he turned the nearly empty gun on Wynn’s head. He pulled back on Wynn’s finger, and therefore the trigger.

Click.


He pulled it again.


Click.


“Hmm,” said Wynn. “Must have accidentally tripped the safety catch.  Sorry about that, old boy.”


Gearing was incoherent with rage. He fumbled with his other hand to release the safety as the SWAT entry team reached the doorway. Little red pinpricks raced across the tiled floor in search of a target. The monster barely managed to release the safety in time for the shield man to shout, “FREEZE!”


Gearing looked at Wynn with a hateful bloodlust that managed to shine through even his limited facial servos. But then he looked to the plate glass window.  Lightning punctuated the sky on the other side. 

He twisted so fast that it knocked Wynn off his feet, his index finger still pinned between the trigger and Gearing’s hand. The single bullet flew from Wynn’s gun and punched a hole in the window. A maelstrom of rounds followed it from the officers at the door.


Propelled by unnatural speed, Gearing was able to keep just ahead of the SWAT’s tracking as their rounds tore through drywall and tile, leaving little eruptions of dust in their wake. You don’t have to outrun bullets so long as you can outrun the gunman’s aim. 

He dove head first through the wire-reinforced glass like it was sugar crystal.  Even broken, that would have been impossible for a human. But a human doesn’t weight close to four hundred pounds. Fortunately, the extra mass that helped him through the window would probably be factored against him at the end of the thirty-foot fall.

The entry team commander squeezed the microphone over his larynx, “Shots fired. Suspect jumped out a window, west side.  He’s on the deck.” He looked at Inspector Wynn, “Man down, third floor. Call med evac.”

Outside a handful of seconds later, the crack of rifles mingled with sharp thunderclaps, and the bullets fell like rain.

***

Harold James Gearing was recaptured that night. Apparently it’s hard to completely destroy an android, but easy to immobilize them when their torso and pelvic chassis is bent like a potato chip. He was incarcerated in a prison of sorts; a pair of external hard drives not connected to anything.

Inspector Wynn eventually recovered from his physical wounds, and the ones that were harder to see. It was just as well the lab was closed for renovations after being so badly shot up. I wouldn’t have had the time to work for the first year anyway. 

I had been right about the legally gray area. The next twenty-five months of my life were spent in a seemingly endless procession of depositions, trials, and appeals on what could be done with the data we recovered that night. 

Our story snaked its way up to the Supreme Court itself. It was a full blown, three-ring, media circus. Apparently the irony of a monster without regard for human life being the father of immortality was irresistible to newsies and bloggers.

Gearing’s accomplishment left many questions. Was he dead, or did he now reside in his digital prison? Would it violate the Fifth Amendment to use his synthetic memories to find his victims? Could two hard drives be put on trial for his crimes?

Once the lawyers were all done trying to answer questions best left to philosophers or prophets, the Justices made their ruling, five to four. The big decisions were always split five to four.

Because Gearing's synthetic memories were not being used to convict him of a crime, police were able to use them to recover the bodies of his missing victims. Further, although the death penalty had been outlawed years before, Harold James Gearing had already died as far as the Court was concerned. Therefore, existing laws governing the fate of all reconstructions still applied. The court decided to leave the question of what legally constituted a person for another day.

At the end of the journey, the last genuine argument I had with my friend Inspector Damien Wynn was which one of us should push the Delete button.

On an overcast day in late February we walked up the steps of the county courthouse where Gearing's hard drives were held. In the end, we decided to push the button together.

