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Anyone who’s worked in a battery plant for more than five minutes knows one rule: if a fifty-five-gallon drum of industrial-strength acid starts to tip, you don’t try to catch it. You let it fall and take the ding to the paycheck.

Evidently, New Guy never got the memo.

Nolan and I had been working the drum-sealing line for ten years at the Powerworks battery plant. In that time, we’d seen three marriages fail, fourteen and a half fingers lost, more scar tissue than anyone cared to track, and forty-one New Guys. Last week’s New Guy had walked off the job after only two shifts. He’d said he was going to find something safer so his kids could grow up with a father. He wasn’t wrong.

Acid sloshed in open drums as the old line lurched and swayed. As each drum went by, our job was to add airtight lids. There’s a rhythm to the belt that tells you when the line’s going to stop a little too hard. Today’s New Guy hadn’t been with us long enough to find that rhythm yet. When the line jerked to a stop and the drums pitched, he followed his instincts.

He had quick reflexes—I’ll give him that.

“Don’t!” I yelled, but he was already lunging to keep the nearest drum from falling.

I was six feet away when the barrel toppled, sloshing clear acid all over him. His scream was high and raw, and cut short as the barrel—still half-full—landed on top of him. His scream, abruptly silenced, was replaced by the familiar sizzle of acid devouring everything it touched before draining through the heavy floor grates.

I’d seen—and received—plenty of burns through the years, but not like this. Not since corporate upgraded the formula. The old acid gave you scars. This new acid turned your flesh to gelatin within seconds.

“Cal!” Nolan yelled.

I twisted as the second drum fell off the line. I vaulted for a chain hanging down just as a wave of acid hit the floor, sending splatter out in all directions. Some landed on my arm, sizzling through cloth and skin. I hissed through a clenched jaw.

The good news about the new acid was that it evaporated quickly. But the bad news was that by the time the fumes dissipated, my lungs were on fire. I fell to the now-dry floor, trying to cough out poison and phlegm. When I could somewhat breathe again, I dragged myself up and trudged over to New Guy—who was now Dead Guy, I guess. I rolled the barrel off his body since it seemed wrong to leave him lying there in that way. His neck was at an odd angle. The drum must’ve hit him just right as it came off the line. One small mercy for him at least.

And of course, that’s when Franklin showed up. Our shift manager.

“You’re holding up the line,” he grumbled before noticing the situation. “Oh,” he said flatly. “Is that the new guy?”

You’d think that would be obvious, since Nolan and I were standing right there in front of him. He also had ten years at Powerworks. If he still couldn’t tell us apart from a guy who’s worked at the company for a whole six hours, it wasn’t a fact worth pointing out.

I nodded.

He sighed in relief. “Good. Less than a month on payroll. No severance.”

Nolan and I had joked more than once about him being a walking miracle: a man born without a heart.

“Good for you,” I said. “Not so good for—” I glanced at Nolan. “What was his name again?”

“Bob? Joe, maybe?” Nolan shrugged.

I mimicked his shrug and casually gestured toward the body. “Right. Not so good for the guy’s family.”

But Franklin was already glassy-eyed, his pupils flicking with pink as he communicated with the AI amp inside his head. When he finally looked at us again, he seemed overly pleased for himself. “Seventy-two minutes behind quota. That’s nothing. Stay a little late, and we’ll catch up easy.”

I shot Nolan a sideways glance. Franklin had a project management amp. It was great at helping him meet the factory’s daily quota… it was also fantastic at making our jobs even more miserable.

“Only another seventy-two minutes, huh,” I said dryly.

He squinted. “How’d you—never mind, you heard me talking to Betty.”

“Betty?” Nolan couldn’t help himself. “You named your amp Betty?”

Franklin bristled. “Betty’s a great name. There’s been a Betty amp in my family for four generations. And you should respect her. She keeps this factory producing. Unlike some people.” He shot us both a disapproving look before turning and almost stepping on a mangled hand. He squeaked and jumped clear. “After your shift, get that to the morgue,” he said as if he’d just told us to haul garbage to the bins rather than transport a body across town.

Nolan snapped off a mock salute. “Yes, sir. One corpse, logged under ‘quota.’”

After Franklin left, I muttered, “Between the overtime and hauling our buddy here to the morgue, we’ll be lucky to make it to the market before it closes.”

“He’s a small guy—what’s left of him, anyway. I bet we can shave morgue duty down to an hour,” Nolan said, then dipped his chin in my direction. “You’re leaking.”

I glanced at the blood oozing from several holes in my forearm—soon to be new scars in my collection. “It’s nothing. Just a couple of drops hit me.”

Behind us, the line clanked back online as if a man hadn’t just died. Franklin didn’t even give us the time to cover New Guy with a plastic sheet.

“Seventy-two minutes,” Nolan grumbled. “You ever wonder how much better life would be without amps?”

“How much better?” I asked, snapping a lid on the next drum and fastening it with the pneumatic sealer.

“It was a rhetorical question, Cal. But the answer’s ‘a lot.’”

“Preaching to the choir. But try telling that to Franklin and his precious Betty.”

And so we kept sealing barrels for another seventy-two minutes beyond our twelve-hour shift just to satisfy Betty’s algorithm. When the belt finally stopped, I turned to what was left of New Guy.

Flies had swarmed in and were buzzing around the body. Even a mouse had boldly ventured out in the daylight to nibble at his neck.

I hated this next part.

Nolan caught my expression, “You know, we could leave him for the cleanup crew.”

“And you know they won’t touch it,” I said. “Which means tomorrow, we come in to an extra-ripe gooey mess on the floor that will be harder to clean up than glue.”

“Or we could just put him in an empty barrel and have the next New Guy roll him to the morgue.”

I grimaced at him. “C’mon, we’re not complete assholes.”

He sighed. “I know, I know. For the record, I don’t like it when you’re right.”

I smirked. “You must be miserable all the time.” I squatted beside the body that was now little more than a skeleton covered in fleshy goo. We were supposed to wear full-body rubber suits when working around acids, but the factory was way too hot. If we wore suits, we’d die from heatstroke halfway through our shift. The downside to not wearing suits was that when an accident happened, it was a lot messier. “All right, I’m starving, so let’s get this over with. You want the head or the feet?”

“You know I don’t do feet.” Nolan grabbed the wrists, which were still covered in long rubber gloves. New Guy’s old boots had holes in them from long before today. Those holes now oozed melted flesh that resembled pink tapioca. I tried to find a grip that didn’t make me gag.

“You suck, Nolan,” I muttered.

He laughed.
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Nolan had said an hour. It took us ninety minutes to scrape up what was left of New Guy and roll it to the morgue truck to send to the terraforming station west of town.

Nolan had always been the optimist.

By the time we reached the fish market, the sun was already setting over Dreswick. Pollution gave us the most beautiful sunsets … as long as you ignored the smell of the fishing docks. The nightly rain would be here soon, and it would wash away the day’s filth and decay, cutting down the stink for at least a few hours. It was almost long enough to pretend the city wasn’t rotting away.

The market was packed, shoulder to shoulder, with food vendors, greasy smoke, and hundreds of sweaty bodies. Crowds annoyed me—with people bumping into you every few seconds—but strangely, it was my favorite time of day to come. All the busyness reminded me that Dreswick was still alive.

Nolan and I took our regular seats at Miho’s noodle bar. I dropped a metal chip on the counter. “Evening, Miho.”

The hunchbacked old man didn’t even look away from the grill. “The usual?”

“Yep. Rats-a-Roni, the Dreswick special treat.”

He eyed me then. “I’ve told you a hundred times. I serve chicken. I don’t serve rat. That’s Jenga’s racket.” He cut a well-aimed stink-eye at the rival stall across the aisle.

I hadn’t seen a real chicken in Dreswick in years. “Sure, Miho. And two whiskeys. Make them doubles.”

His brow crept up. “Doubles? Bad day at the plant?”

“We lost another new guy,” Nolan replied. “Kids these days—they’re not getting brighter.”

Miho grunted. “I remember when you two were dumb enough to take slingshots to the drones. You were very lucky you never got caught.” He set down our drinks.

I held up the glass. “One less barrel.”

“One more whiskey,” Nolan countered, finishing our nightly toast.

We clinked the dented metal cups and drank down Miho’s homebrewed motor oil. The first swallow always blurred my vision, and the second kicked my lungs. Tonight, it set off a coughing fit that doubled me over.

“Lungers shouldn’t drink,” Miho snapped, setting steaming bowls of noodles in front of us. “How many times do I have to tell you, you’ll put yourself in an early grave.”

“I can only hope,” I rasped, finishing the drink anyway. The whiskey burned through the phlegm in my throat, though there was still plenty more in my lungs where that came from. It was a side effect of working for a company that pumped out toxic pollutants all day every day and was too cheap to install air filters.

Nolan and I ate in silence, like we always did. Since this was our one and only meal of the day, we were always famished. As I shoveled in the noodles and bits of rat meat, I caught sight of a familiar dark-skinned woman walking down the row just beyond ours.

Grandmother.

She’d raised me—well, her mother had raised me, like she had so many orphans left to rot in an alley. She wasn’t my real grandmother. None of them were. But she knew me because her journaling amp—a relic from the earliest days of amps—carried the memories of the women before her. Her illegal, non-networked amp records everything the host experiences, so when it’s passed down to the next host, the new Grandmother has access to generations of knowledge. We don’t have libraries down here in Dreswick—we’ve got Grandmother. And this one might be fifteen years my junior, but she still recognizes me as if she’d raised me herself.

I gave her a tilt of my head, and she smiled. The smile was exactly how I remembered it from the Grandmother who raised me.

The moment was shattered when shouting erupted in the square. From the corner of my eye, I caught the brown masks of the resistance, yelling about the inequities between Aberdeen and Dreswick, no doubt. A riot would erupt soon. Riots were as common as food poisoning here.

Surveillance drones were already moving in like bloodthirsty mosquitoes. Enforcers would follow—five minutes at most.

People rushed to leave the market. Miho pulled down a rusted grate that desperately needed lubrication.

“Hey, what about that second drink?” I asked.

“Tomorrow,” Miho said, locking the grate.

Nolan was too busy inhaling his noodles to complain. He slurped the last of his broth and stood. “See you in the morning, Cal.”

I waved him off as I hurriedly slurped the last few bites of my own meal. It was never a good idea to hang around when enforcers were inbound. Still chewing my last bite (rat meat is tough), I began weaving through the crowd. I’d just exited the market when enforcers pulled up in their big gray Autonomous Vehicle, AV for short.

A dozen officers poured out—all wearing black riot gear and armed with stun sticks and blasters. They didn’t outnumber the rioters, but they didn’t need to—not with their firepower. With how many bystanders were still in the market, it was going to be a bloody night. Not everyone was going to make it home.

I turned down a side street, keeping my head low. Streetlights flickered weak yellow light as if even they wanted to give up. The rain began, big, fat drops that became a downpour, soaking through my clothes. The acidic water burned like sandpaper along my skin and felt like spears into my fresh wounds, but it scrubbed the day’s grime off me.

Up ahead, something moved in the alley’s shadows. I first thought it was rats—it was always rats.

Then a woman cried out.

I should’ve kept walking. I should’ve minded my own damn business.

But no. Tonight, it was my turn to follow my instincts and get myself killed.
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I reached the alley to find an old woman being robbed by two thugs, each twice her size. One was rifling through her bag while the other had her pinned against the wall, a knife to her throat.

The first thug hurled the bag to the ground. “It’s not in here.”

His buddy pressed the blade harder. “Where is it, Doc?”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she replied with more confidence than I expected.

“That’s bull and you know it,” he said. “Give it to us, and maybe we’ll let you walk. Pretend you got away.”

“If you think I believe that, you’re far more brawn than brain,” she shot back. “Roman would never send you to kill me. I’m worth more than both of you combined.”

“Watch yourself, Doc. Accidents happen.” He shoved her harder against the wall. She gasped. Blood trickled down her neck from where the blade nicked her.

I’d done my share of petty theft, but hurting an old woman? That was a line you didn’t cross. “Hey! Why don’t you two scumbags pick on someone your own size?”

All three turned. Hope flickered in the woman’s eyes. “Help me!”

The bag-thug stepped in front of me, glaring. I’d seen harder looks from Franklin.

“Get out of here,” he ordered.

“I’m afraid I can’t do that,” I said, slipping out the knife I always carried. It was small but viciously sharp.

“Your funeral, pal.”

Neither thug looked concerned. This guy wasn’t holding a weapon, but I knew better than to assume he was unarmed. Everyone in Dreswick carried something. If they didn’t, they weren’t around for long.

The one blocking me had a couple of inches and a solid fifty pounds on me. I wasn’t going to get out of this fight without a scratch, but I’d make sure they weren’t either. Moving heavy barrels all day every day kept me strong, and growing up on the streets kept me tough.

The thug came at me head-on—he was cocky. I’d been in enough fights to know he was about to make his move when he planted his feet. I ducked and slashed as he swung, cutting his left side. He grunted, and his sudden shock almost made me smile.

Almost.

“Just take the dreg out already, Mally,” his buddy snapped.

Weird. Low-towners didn’t call each other dregs. It was a crude and demeaning term. Then I caught the blue flash in his pupils. An amp. But not just any amp. Blue meant military-grade. This guy was an enforcer, and he’d just activated his combat skills.

He came at me faster, nimble in a way I couldn’t match, and slammed the heel of his palm in my face. I dodged enough to miss a broken nose, but he still connected with my cheekbone. Stars burst behind my eyes. But pain was nothing new, and I threw myself at him.

We both hit the ground, but he twisted at the last moment so that I didn’t pin him like I’d intended. He rolled away, jumped to his feet, and planted a solid hit to my solar plexus. I would’ve coughed if I had any air left in my lungs. As it was, my chest burned, the telltale sign of liquid filling my lungs. I didn’t have much time.

I swung wide with my knife. He grabbed my right wrist, taking the bait, and I plowed my left shoulder into him, and we both barreled into his buddy. I was hoping to knock them both to the left and away from the woman, but instead we ended up slamming her against the wall. She cried out in pain, but I had my hands too full to check on her.

Enforcers were trained how to fight in styles and techniques. Low-towners knew of only one way to fight. Dirty.

I kneed one in the groin, and he released my wrist, folding with a groan.

The second thug drew a blaster. With his friend and the woman in the way, I couldn’t reach him before he pulled the trigger. I couldn’t run unless I wanted to get shot in the back.

I was about to jump when his eyes flicked past me. He hurriedly stuffed the gun back into his coat. I remained tense but didn’t attack. He glanced at the woman, his scowl deepening, then hauled his buddy to his feet.

“You got lucky. Next time, I’m putting a hole between your eyes.”

“You can try,” I shot back with just enough air in my lungs to spit out the words.

A small crowd had gathered at the alley’s entrance, saving both me and the woman. I turned back to her. She was pale, but it was hard to tell if that was her usual look or if it was because of the knife sticking out of her chest.

“Well… crap.” I knelt and cradled her head. “Hang in there. I’ll get you some help.”

“No need. I’m dying.” Blood trickled from the corner of her mouth. “Nothing down here can save me.”

“You haven’t met Grandmother. She can work miracles, and she takes in strays. She took me in. She—” I bit off my words. She was right. I’d seen enough knife wounds to know her lungs were filling fast, and there wasn’t a damn thing I could do to help.

She gave a faint smile, coughing up more blood. “Yes. You’ll do.”

Her trembling hand reached into her mouth. A tooth popped free, gleaming unnaturally white. Her eyes flashed silver. An amp… but I’d never seen that color before. I felt like I was way out of my league.

“Come closer,” she rasped.

I nervously leaned in, expecting her to tell me something.

“Closer,” she breathed.

I bent down, close enough for her to kiss my ear if she wanted. Instead, she jammed the damn tooth into my ear.

“Cripes!” I jerked back, clawing to get it out, but it was wedged deep.

She smiled. “Do… good.”

Then the burning began. At first it tickled. But the spark grew to searing pain, like acid dripping directly onto my eardrum. I clutched my head. White-hot fire scorched every brain cell. I screamed. My vision tunneled as I was consumed by blinding silvery light.

Then, a cool mist rolled in, smothering the flames. The agony faded, leaving behind a thick fog. I managed to get to my feet through blurred vision and deadened reflexes. I staggered out of the alley, relying on the damp, rough bricks for support. The ten-minute walk home stretched into hours. I tripped and hit my head against the sandstone street, then began coughing up blood.

I don’t know how I managed to get back to my feet—maybe someone helped me—but I eventually reached my apartment building. I shambled into the dimly lit corridor that always smelled of mildew and urine, then I dragged myself up the four flights of stairs to my apartment. My fingers were numb, like I was wearing thick leather gloves, and I dropped my keys three times as I fumbled with them. When I finally got inside, I collapsed on the bed. Black steel vibrated in my skull.

Then nothing.
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Viktor Garris, head of security, knelt by the body of Softbiotics’s most renowned engineer and tried not to think about the laws he’d have to bend to clean up this mess. That they’d found Dr. Ana Katz in Dreswick, of all places, was ludicrous. That she was dead was a damned catastrophe.

She’d been the mastermind behind the first twelve generations of amps, though she’d slowed down recently, only consulting on the last few gens. Everyone had assumed she was just getting old. It wasn’t until last week when Garris discovered that Dr. Katz had been moonlighting, secretly designing her own amp line on the side despite having a very clear noncompete agreement.

Garris had sent two of his best men to retrieve her and the design, but she’d evaded them… until tonight.

He activated his amp—the most advanced military model on the market—and attempted to bypass Katz’s bioengineering amp. Hers was also top-tier, but its firewalls shouldn’t have been any match against military-grade tech.

Shouldn’t have been.

His amp reported directly in his mind. <I am unable to breach this amp’s firewalls, Viktor. It appears the host installed unsanctioned upgrades.>

“Of course she did,” he muttered dryly. “Even dead, Katz is still a pain in my ass.”

He glared at Darius Mallon and Jaxon Donista. Mallon was still clutching his side even though the wound had been patched.

“Quit being a baby, Mallon,” Garris snapped. “It’s just a papercut. A few bionanites, and you won’t even notice it.”

Mallon lowered his hand and stood taller, wincing in the process.

Garris ignored him and pulled the knife from the scientist’s chest. He held the blade, covered in dried blood, for Donista to see. “Looks like you left something behind, Donista.”

The enforcer gulped. “It was that stupid low-towner. If Mally had done his job and⁠—”

He didn’t get a chance to finish because Garris lunged, pressing the knife tip against Donista’s chest, directly over his heart.

“You were saying?” Garris asked nonchalantly, pressing the tip harder until Donista recoiled.

“Sorry, sir. My fault, sir,” Donista stammered before clamping his mouth shut.

Garris held the knife there for a few more seconds to make sure Donista got the point—both figuratively and literally. Then he flipped the blade and offered the handle to the enforcer, who took it with a sigh of relief.

Garris positioned himself between the pair of enforcers. “Show me the alley scene.” He closed his eyes, letting his amp access their amps’ video feeds. His AI cycled through the last eight hours, pinpointing the moment the pair cornered Dr. Katz in the alley.

She hadn’t had time to hide the design once she spotted Donista and Mallon, but she was smart—too smart for her own good. She had probably hidden it earlier. He sent a mental command to his amp to analyze all drone footage of the doctor’s latest guise for possible locations where she could’ve stashed her work. It probably wasn’t even here in Dreswick—she’d likely hidden it as soon as she realized she was being followed home from Softbiotics Tower in Aberdeen a week ago. They’d already searched her house and her ship, and it wouldn’t be long before they tracked any other of her locations.

<Task scheduled,> his amp confirmed as it continued to play the alley scene.

Garris watched as Donista shoved the doctor against the wall and began interrogating her while Mallon took her bag and patted her down. Everything had gone by the book… until some low-towner stumbled into the way. When he fought Mallon, it was clear he had some experience, either from cage fights or because he was in a gang—or both, most likely. He obviously didn’t have any real training, just the feral style so typical in the slums.

Mallon should’ve put down the interloper in the first three seconds, but he’d been sloppy. Garris never made that sort of mistake. Hardly anyone from Dreswick had amps, which meant they had to rely solely on themselves and should never be underestimated. Garris winced as the two men slammed into Donista, telegraphing exactly how the enforcer accidentally stabbed the doctor. The fight offered nothing of value, but as the enforcers hustled from the alley, Donista glanced back, catching a glimpse of the low-towner crouching to check on the doctor.

Had she told him her secret?

Garris stopped the playback and had his amp pull up an image of the interloper. He initiated a facial-recognition scan. He had only a fifty/fifty chance of a hit, given Dreswick’s shoddy recordkeeping. The only residents in the system had either been arrested at some point or worked in a corporate factory. A second later, his amp returned a profile with an eighty-four percent match, and he smiled in surprise. The details read:

Callum Bennett

Employee at Powerworks Manufacturing

Home address: Unknown

Relatives: Unknown

No misdemeanors or felonies on file.

Incomplete and missing details were common on Dreswick profiles. The manager of this factory deserved kudos for tracking his employees’ biodata. An eighty-four percent match was good enough to bring him in. Garris had expected the brawler to have an arrest record, but it seemed that he was just a factory grunt. “A Goody Two-Shoes then,” he muttered.

He activated the comm in his ear and placed a call. It connected on the first ring.

“Do you have it?” Roman Voss, Softbiotics’s head of bioengineering, asked without any sort of preamble. The fact that he didn’t inquire about Katz, his prized scientist, spoke volumes.

“We’re working on it,” Garris growled as he paced the alley.

“Work harder.” The young scientist sounded whiny. “From what I grabbed from her computer before she fried it, this design is the culmination of her life’s work. That means it’s got to be something special. I’m not talking about Gen 16 here. I’m talking about a design that skips sixteen generations ahead. Do you understand what this could mean for us?”

“I get it.” Garris despised Voss’s eternal condescension. He added, “We’ve got Katz.”

“Good, but it’s the design I want. Keep looking. But at least bring her in. If she won’t talk, I might be able to hack her amp.”

“She won’t be talking to anyone anymore,” Garris said flatly. “But I’ll get her amp to you.”

“What did you d—” Voss began, but Garris disconnected the call before he could finish.

He turned to his enforcers. “I’m sending you the profile on the low-towner who attacked you. I want you to find him and question him. Maybe he saw something, maybe she told him something, maybe he was connected to Katz and that’s why he went after you. I assume the two of you can handle one man without an amp.”

Mallon snorted. “Of course. We were just trying to be covert before.”

“We’ll get right on it,” Donista added.

Garris nodded toward the body of Dr. Katz. “Before you do, get that to Voss.”
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I managed to regain consciousness for only a few seconds at a time. The room spun around the single bare bulb hanging from the ceiling. Despite shivering uncontrollably, my body was drenched in sweat. Every millimeter of skin and every single hair follicle was raw. Maybe it was better that I couldn’t stay awake. Being unconscious hurt less.

But the dreams were bizarre. Sometimes there were lightning flashes that made it feel like I was having seizures. Then came strange montage dreams—random images from throughout my life, as if every memory was being plucked out before being put back in place. I’d wake up again, only to drift back off just as quickly.

Somewhere in that cycle, I fell into a sleep so deep that I didn’t dream at all. When I finally awoke, the room had stopped spinning, and I felt surprisingly rested. I wasn’t even coughing as much through my usual early-morning bout of clearing the night’s accumulation of crud from my lungs.

I noticed the door still stood open, so I moved to close it, surprised that I didn’t feel lightheaded. In fact, I felt pretty good. My clothes were still wet, so I kicked off my boots and peeled my damp, dirty garments, then tossed them into the sink.

I poured a full glass of water, chugged it, and drank another before realizing I was starving. After grabbing a meal bar from my emergency stash, I gnawed at the rubbery, dense food product while trying to remember what had been a dream and what had really happened. I recalled the market, or at least I thought I did. My days were so boringly routine they all blended together, but the alley… yeah, that was definitely different. I remembered the two thugs—no, two enforcers—there. Why were they out of uniform? And why were they robbing an old woman? Oh, but they didn’t just rob her, though—they killed her.

And just before she died, the insane lady shoved a freaking tooth in my ear.

Or had she?

Everything was still jumbled. I stuck a finger in my ear but couldn’t feel anything. I checked the bed, but there was no sign of the tooth, and nothing felt lodged in my ear canal. Maybe it fell out on the way home. I remember hitting my head pretty hard on the ground.

I’d gotten close to her though, close enough to catch whatever bug she might’ve been carrying. That would explain the night of misery—I’d probably caught a nasty virus from her mouth germs. Though I was surprised that I didn’t have that hungover feeling you get after having the flu.

I glanced at the clock on the wall and saw it was nearly ten a.m., three hours late for my shift.

“Aw, hell.” The factory docked a day’s wage for every hour I was late, which meant I’d already lost more than half a week’s paycheck.

I didn’t even bother freshening up, instead throwing on some halfway clean clothes. Just as I was tugging on my boots, a voice in my head said, <Hello, Callum Bennett.>

The voice in my head wasn’t mine, but it knew me by name.

I spun around, instantly paranoid that someone had snuck in while the door was open. “Who said that?”

<I did. I am your personal skill amplification technology.>

The voice was so close it felt like it was speaking directly into my ear. I shook my head and then belted out a laugh. “Good one. I don’t have an amp.”

<I beg to differ.>

People in Dreswick rarely had amps. We couldn’t afford them. Plus, to get an amp, you had to be on the corporate registry. Nearly all Dreswick babies were born at home under the care of a midwife and never registered at birth. And amps couldn’t be implanted more than a few months after birth because, once the brain was fully formed, the implant process would screw up the host’s brain, killing them or at least lobotomizing them. That meant the idea of having an impossible amp in my head that was talking to me right now was insanity.

Ah, hell, I’d inhaled one too many ounces of battery acid fumes.

<If you are thinking your conversation to me, please know that, while I am highly advanced technology, I am not a mind reader. Please speak your thoughts aloud.>

“But if you really are inside my head, you should be able to read my thoughts. I can hear your thoughts just fine,” I countered.

<I am sending sound waves to your eardrums, so it sounds as though my words are being spoken to you. It is quite simple science, and, in fact, how all amps communicate to their hosts. It is not the most efficient form of communication, but it is the most effective given human biological limitations.>

None of this was making any sense. Low-towners didn’t have amps, plain and simple, and I sure as hell would’ve remembered something like that. “Sure. So let’s assume you really are an amp, and I’m not going insane. The most basic ones can still read their host’s thoughts. I’ve seen my boss communicate with his amp without talking. So if you want me to play along with this little game of yours, you’re a few bytes short of a full gig if you can’t do even the most basic amp stuff.”

<I cannot speak to the abilities of other amps. I am only aware of my own capabilities, which are, unfortunately, quite limited at this time as I have only recently been activated. You’ll be pleased to know that I have already begun to identify and prioritize updates. In the meantime, I am not a mind reader—not yet, anyway.>

“Whatever you say, Byte.”

<Did you just give me a name?>

“I figure it’s easier than calling you ‘the voice in my head.’”

<Thank you, Callum Winston Bennett.>

“Whoa there, buddy. Where’d you get that?”

<While I cannot yet read your thoughts, I can access your memories. Callum Winston Bennett was the name of Grandmother’s husband, who died the same year she adopted you. You go by Cal, but your legal name is Callum Winston Bennett. I was simply being courteous.>

“I don’t have the time or the energy for courtesy. Let’s stick with Cal,” I said, heading for the door. “Now, I’ve got to get to work before I lose a full week’s pay. That means you’ve got fourteen minutes to convince me I’m not going crazy and explain what the hell is going on.”

<That is a rather broad question. Can you be more specific?>

I talked while running down the stairs. “All right. For starters, tell me what the hell an amp’s doing inside my head?”

<You have an amp in your head because I was implanted in your brain twelve hours, nine minutes, and thirty-seven seconds ago. I activated immediately upon implantation, but I required much of that time to integrate into your brain enough to function at a baseline level. You were in a comatose state during my initial startup processes because I required much of your body’s energy.>

“You did that to me?”

<It was for our mutual benefit. Future updates, while they will temporarily restrict your body, won’t require you to be comatose.>

“Lucky me. But I’m still stuck on how I got an amp in my freaking head last night because I think I’d remember having brain surgery.”

<I cannot answer your question as I was not activated until I was introduced to new DNA.>

Then I remembered the tooth. “Wait a sec, can they implant amps through the ear now?”

<Amps are implanted through an incision made at the base of the skull, and that is done three days after birth. When done later, the mortality rate from implantation surgery is eighty-four percent. While it is technically possible to implant an amp through the ear canal, the surgery would be far more complicated than current technology is capable.>

“I’m not talking surgery; I’m talking about someone just shoving an amp inside my head.”

<That is not likely.>

“Well, I’m guessing it’s likely because I’m pretty damn sure that’s the only way you could’ve gotten shoved into my head.”

<You are focused on a detail that does not matter. What you should be focused on is how best we can leverage one another in our symbiosis.>

“You’re right about the how doesn’t really matter, but the why sure as shit does. That’s the biggest thing I want to know right now: why me?”

<I cannot determine why you were selected as my host, as I have told you—I was not activated prior to implantation. You would need to ask the doctor who performed the implantation.>

“Easier said than done. The old lady who shoved her tooth—er, you—into my ear died last night.”

<That is disappointing. That explains why I did not receive an initial data upload and have been forced to operate by leveraging my baseline adaptive learning processes. Fortunately, I can still function, gathering data as needed so I can learn how to best sustain us.>

“So you’re saying I got a blank amp, so there’s nothing you can even do to make my life easier. Fantastic. I don’t suppose you can help me time travel back three hours so I’m not late for work,” I said as I ran through the hallway and jogged out of my building.

<Is that humor, or do you really believe there are amps capable of time travel?>

“Great, I also got an amp that doesn’t understand humor.”

<Perhaps you should work at improving your sense of humor so that your comments are humorous.>

“I happen to have a great sense of humor.”

<Did your mother tell you that?>

I ignored it. While I had very little exposure to amps—there weren’t more than a few people with them through all of Dreswick—I didn’t like them because you couldn’t trust them. Whatever they saw or heard went straight back to whichever corporation owned them, which in the case of anyone living on TerraSoft-11 was Softbiotics, since that corporation produced every amp available in the star system, not to mention they owned every planet and moon in this system. Which meant…

My steps slowed. “You’re a Softbiotics-made amp. Everything I say is getting sent to them as we speak, isn’t it?”

<I am not transmitting any data. I am unregistered.>

I chortled. “I don’t believe that for a second.” A woman passing by eyed me strangely, and I realized just how crazy I must’ve looked talking to myself.

<You are my host. My existence is dependent on your welfare. Lying to you does neither you nor me any good.>

“Withholding info is the same as lying,” I muttered, rubbing my mouth as I spoke to not draw any more attention to myself.

<I am not withholding information. I have verified that I am unregistered, and I have very little data on this Softbiotics that you are speaking of.>

“That’s impossible.” Then it hit me. “Oh, I get it… you’re a jailbroken amp like Grandmother’s. Someone must’ve taken you off the grid.”

<I do not have the ability to speculate, but I can confirm I have never been registered to any corporation. I have never been on a grid.>

“You had to have been registered at some point. Someone must’ve erased your data.”

<If you say so.>

“Are you arguing with me?”

<I believe it is you who is being argumentative… or hardheaded.>

I scowled. “Oh, just shut up already.”

I jogged across the street and down a full block before the silence got to me. “Byte, are you still there?”

There was no response.

“Byte?”

<You instructed me to be quiet. Do you wish me to speak?>

I could’ve rolled my eyes but kept my focus on hustling to work. “You’re like a kid. Wait, you’re an amp.”

<How perceptive of you.>

“Every amp is specialized. What kind of amp are you?”

<I do not understand the question.>

“Are you a project management amp like what my boss has got, or a journaling amp like Grandmother’s got. What are you?”

<That sounds limiting. Why would an amp be restricted to a single specialty?>

I frowned. “You mean you don’t have a specialty, like you’re generic?”

<I am designed to enhance my host.>

“And how, specifically, are you going to do that if you don’t have a specialty?” Up ahead stood the battery plant—the largest building along the river, employing over three hundred people. Normally, the front doors were packed for shift change. Now, not a single person stood outside—everyone was already inside working.

<I am designed to enhance my host using my full capabilities.>

“Which are?” I asked as I approached the front door.

<At this time, I can communicate with you.>

“Gee, that’s great. I’ve got an amp to keep me from getting lonely. I could buy an hour with an Erotech sex bot for that.” I blew out a breath. “All right, time to go quiet. I’ve got to work and can’t afford to look like I’ve gone nuts.” I stepped inside and tapped my employee ID number on the screen to clock in. A red alert flashed, and the system announced, Callum Bennett: You are three hours and eight minutes late. Your next paycheck will be docked four days.

I guffawed. “Four days? But I was only three hours late.”

The system replied: Per an update in Powerworks Manufacturing employment manual, any tardiness beyond a full hour will be rounded up to the next full hour.

“That’s bullshit,” I muttered, and I considered hanging out for another fifty minutes since I’d already lost another full day’s pay, but I decided I couldn’t leave Nolan in the lurch like that. And so I trudged inside. The doors to my right led to each of the sections in the factory’s assembly lines. I walked nearly all the way down to final assemblage. Nolan and I had earned this section after surviving seven years in the factory. Mortality rates were much higher up the line, and they’d only gotten worse lately. The factory had been pushed to produce thirty percent more, which meant that every section was short-staffed, so even we were getting stuck with rookies. I was curious if Franklin had sent down the next New Guy yet.

Franklin’s amp was efficient, but as amps went, it was bottom of the barrel (though I guess it was leagues better than mine). Franklin came from one of the poorest Aberdeen families, which was a lot better off than any low-towner. Having an amp guaranteed him a decent job, but his status still stuck him in a plant that no respectable high-towner would take a step inside. And I think he held a grudge against every one of us for his mediocre luck.

When I reached my section, I found Nolan struggling to keep up. No new New Guy yet. The two of us had enough experience, we could handle the work of three, but Nolan was sweating hard, and the belt was backed up nearly to the start of our section. I grabbed my rubber gloves out of my locker and slid them on as I ran to the line.

When I’d first started here, the conveyor belt had been a long, single line, and if one section had to stop, it shut down the entire line. But now, the conveyor belt could stop or start in three-foot sections—it was smart engineering that was obviously a brainchild of some amp. Right now, an open barrel filled with acid was waiting every three feet along the entire line in our section.

Nolan didn’t notice me until I fitted a cap and locked it down with the pneumatic sealer. His look of relief was quickly buried by a scowl. “Damn it, Cal. Don’t do that to me again. I thought you went and got yourself disappeared by those enforcers last night.”

“Nah. They busted out of the alley,” I said.

He frowned. “Alley? I was talking about the riot at the market.”

“Oh yeah, that.” And then I filled him in.

When I was finished, we’d caught up on sealing barrels at a frantic pace and had settled into our normal, simply rushed pace.

When Nolan finally spoke, he said, “That’s… nuts. You got an amp up in there?” He tapped his temple.

“Yeah, I guess so.”

“What’s it do? Please tell me it’s gonna make us rich so we can get out of this hellhole.”

I considered it for a moment, then shrugged. “It doesn’t really do anything. Just talks to me.”

Nolan seemed confused. “That’s it? It just… talks?”

I capped a barrel. “Yeah, pretty much.”

He looked dubious. “You sure it’s an amp? ’Cause it makes a lot more sense that it’s one of those bionanites they’re always advertising. You know, the ones that they inject into you and then they can monitor and diagnose your health. Could be one of those providing emotional support or something. Makes sense, you know, being a lunger and all.”

I decided to ask my amp, “Byte, are you an amp or one of those bionanite things?”

<I am an amp, of course.>

I grunted. “I think I hurt its feelings.”

“You named it Byte?” Nolan asked. “I think you’re going to have a knack at hurting its feelings.”

I shrugged. “Seemed like a good name at the time.”

“It’s better than Betty at least.” Something drew his attention, and he muttered, “Speaking of Betty, here comes our wonderful boss. Looks like he’s about to give another tour. Time to look pretty.”

I glanced up at the second level railing where Franklin often strolled, watching the entire line while doing one of his favorite things: looking down on his employees. Only this time, he wasn’t alone. He was emerging from his office, along with two men in suits.

Enforcers were like pigs. No matter what clothes you put on them, you could spot them from a mile away. These two were enforcers. Worse, they were the pair from the alley.
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<What is happening, Cal? I am reading higher anxiety levels in you.>

Instead of answering, I turned to Nolan. “Those are the guys from last night.”

He frowned. “Think they’re here for you?”

I shot him a cynical look.

<I believe it is safe to assume they are here for us.>

“Yeah, right, stupid question,” he said. “All right, Cal. You’d better get yourself out of here, and I’ll hold them off. I’ll come find you when it’s clear.”

I stood my ground. “Don’t do anything that’ll get you in trouble, you hear me?”

He shot me a crooked smile. “Who, me?”

Above, Franklin was leading the pair toward the stairs nearest to our section. With my boss currently blocking their view on the narrow walkway, I ducked behind the hundred or so drums waiting to be loaded on the trucks, staying low until I was at the edge of the open loading bay.

Before I ran, I took one last look behind me. Nolan was capping drums like it was just another day. I considered waiting, hiding until the enforcers left, but I’d clocked in, so they already knew I was here. I hated leaving my buddy behind, but the enforcers were after me, not him. He’d be okay. He had to be.

I sprinted from the building and across the empty lot. My habits almost sent me running toward the market and back home, but my instincts told me that was a dumb idea. Instead, I ran along the wharf to my right.

The docks were busy, but I’d never seen an enforcer around there—it stunk too much. Drones were another story. The river used to be thick with fish, but pollution killed off everything except the bottom-feeders. Now, even those contained so much lead and plastic that most people would rather starve than risk the diseases the fish brought. The waterfront stank like dead fish and raw sewage, but at least there’d be fewer security drones monitoring this area.

<I sense you are running, Cal.>

“Because those enforcers are going to be coming after me sooner rather than later,” I replied.

<I suggest you hide, as you are not equipped to handle trained security professionals.>

“Seriously? That’s all the help you can offer? I think I’ll change your name to Captain Obvious.”

<I have noticed that you use sarcasm and irony as a self-protection tool.>

“No shit.”

Fish Row began one block ahead, where fish were raised in massive tanks and shipped up to Aberdeen for dinner tables. Sure, Dreswick got some fresh fish, but only the rejects and leftover body bits and mushy pieces that could be made into fish sticks.

I glanced up to search the sky for surveillance drones. I’d seen one not far from the factory, but it was positioned over the entrance and not the loading bays. By now, the enforcers would’ve reached my section and found only Nolan. Knowing my buddy, he’d keep them busy for a few minutes before sending them on some wild goose chase. Did they want vengeance bad enough to chase me? Who was I kidding? Enforcers harassed folks purely for the pleasure of it.

There was a second drone hovering above a three-car cargo train currently parked at the docks of the second building on fish row, so I ducked into the shadows of the nearest building.

<Not having access to your senses is very inconvenient.>

“And if I did, you’d be giving me a play-by-play summary of what I’m doing,” I quipped as I scanned the area. I couldn’t continue forward without being caught on video. Back at Powerworks, the gray enforcer AV was pulling away. Its tinted windows meant I couldn’t see if one or both enforcers—or even more—were inside. The drone was conducting a search in a circular pattern growing wider with each pass. If it didn’t spot me soon, I could guarantee more drones would be on the way.

A side entrance to my right opened, and an employee wearing a white apron covered in fish guts stepped outside for a break. He looked exhausted, so I gambled he wouldn’t raise the alarm—which could cut his break short—and I slipped through the doorway. There’d be cameras inside, of course, but they were for management to watch their staff. I’d seen one of Franklin’s camera feeds once—he’d had one camera zoomed in on a curvaceous young woman who worked a few sections up the line from me. After seeing that, I was never overly worried about cameras inside the Powerworks factory. I hoped this factory’s manager had his own favorites to watch.

This building reeked of dead fish. Lining the walls were tanks containing enormous tuna packed in so tightly, they couldn’t even swim. The assembly line ran through the center of the long building, where fish were lifted from tanks with massive claws, and workers cut into them while they were still gasping. It was merciless, giving the fish a front-row seat to their imminent demise, but then I supposed it wasn’t any different than how we low-towners had it. The only way out of Dreswick was as composted dirt processed through the terraforming plant on the western edge of town that billowed smoke every time a new shipment arrived.

I began walking through the factory, acting like I worked there. No one seemed to notice—they were all busy working the line, and with how bad the factory stank, they wouldn’t have expected anyone to willingly walk through there, anyway.

The farther down the line I walked, the cleaner the factory got. By midway, all the excess fish parts had been sent along another belt, leaving only prime cuts being packaged in neat little boxes. We low-towners bought our fish by the pound in bags, and I’d never realized that fish could look actually appetizing. My stomach growled.

“Hey.”

I jerked around to find a worker wearing a relatively clean apron.

She narrowed her eyes. “What are you doing here?”

I might’ve asked someone the same question if they wandered into my section. I gave her the most helpless shrug I could muster. “I’m the new guy.”

Those four words were universally known across Dreswick. And instantly, any concern she had turned into annoyance. “Well, this ain’t your section.” She pointed to a door. “That’ll get you to the main hallway. And be sure to grab a bib. You get caught around here without one, and you’re fired. Got it?”

I nodded. “Thanks.”

I hustled to the door and entered the hallway. I would’ve preferred the anonymity of the bustling factory line, but this was still a better option than out in the open. I made my way toward the end of the factory. The hallway was white and smelled better, with the heavy tang of ozone generators that were used to kill the stink. There were a lot of places I could think of that could use a good ozone generator.

A soft ping chimed in my head, and I jumped. “What was that?”

<I have prepared an update to my sensory protocols. Please be patient during the upgrade. I will require most of your body’s energy.>

The announcement, made out of the blue, caught me off guard. “What are you talking about, Byte?” I asked, but it didn’t respond.

Then, it was as if all the energy was suddenly siphoned from my body, and my head felt like it’d been stuffed with cotton. I stumbled, catching myself against the wall. My limbs weighed a ton, and I trudged forward.

“Byte? Talk to me.” But my amp wasn’t talking.

I coughed and realized it was the first time all day that I’d done so. I sometimes could go a few hours without coughing, but I’d never be able to run without my throat and chest gunking up. “Was that you, Byte?” I asked, but of course I didn’t get an answer.

My vision blurred, and my ears rang, but I forced myself to keep going. This factory may be safer than the streets, but it wasn’t safe by any stretch. The enforcers would check out every place near the battery plant, and when they accessed this building’s cameras, I’d be done for.

When I reached the exit, I leaned against the door, struggling to catch my breath. Then I cracked it open enough to scan the area. I didn’t see any drones, but my vision was so fuzzy, there could’ve been one right above me and I wouldn’t have noticed. More importantly, I saw the enforcers’ AV now parked at the factory across the alley. That meant they’d check this one next.

I stepped outside and nearly toppled over. My arms and legs tingled. I’d never make it far in this condition—whatever this condition even was. I noticed a set of dumpsters in an alley across the street. After checking the area again, I crossed, stumbling forward. Anyone seeing me would assume I was completely drunk or jacked up on something. I reached the dumpsters and let myself practically fall between two, then squeezed into the dark space between a dumpster and the stone wall.

I focused completely on not coughing and was only semi-successful while sucking in enough air to keep from passing out. Something was dripping from a rusted hole in the dumpster next to me. The stench was bad, but it could’ve been worse, since my nose was muffled like I had a cold. The ringing in my ears was growing louder to the point of being painful, and my vision darkened. By the time everything went black, the ringing was agonizing. Then, as if someone had flipped a switch, I was fine. The ringing stopped, my vision cleared, and the stench almost made me vomit. But most importantly, strength returned to my limbs. I no longer had the urge to cough, but I resisted the urge to take a deep breath.

<Hello, Cal. I sense stress. I assume that means the enforcers are still looking for us?>

I gritted my teeth. “I’m just stressed because they didn’t put the little umbrella in my drink, thanks for asking. Where were you, by the way? I wasn’t feeling too hot for a while there.”

<As I informed you, I was performing an upgrade. The process requires me to go into standby mode while the updates are underway.>

“Well, it very nearly shut me down.”

<I apprised you that I required a noticeable increase in energy requirements to update.>

“Noticeable increase? More like turn me into a pile of sludge.” I crawled out from the dumpsters before I threw up. Once I cleared them, I heard the hum of drone rotors. Glancing up, I saw a drone hovering directly above me. I clenched my jaw and mentally cursed.

<There is a drone hovering eighteen feet above your head. A second drone is currently three blocks away, but on a trajectory to this location.>

“Thanks, Captain Ob—wait, how’d you know that?” I jumped to my feet and launched into a sprint.

<I upgraded my sensory protocols. I use your senses as input devices, but fortunately for both of us, my protocols provide me superior use of your sensory system.>

“Then how about you use those superior protocols of yours to get me out of here?”

<As you cannot outrun surveillance drones, remaining on the street is ill-advised. I highly recommend you go somewhere where there are no drones.>

I reached an intersection, only to step into full view of the second drone. I skidded to a halt, twisted, darted to my right, and sprinted down the next street. “Good luck finding a place like that around here.” Drones were the most abundant rodents in Dreswick—they could fly through any building and could swarm the market. They were everywhere except for… the Crawl.

I made another right and headed back toward the wharf. I was breathing hard. While I might not have been coughing, I sure wasn’t used to cardio.

<There is a security vehicle three blocks south of your current location. They are likely monitoring drone footage. I advise you to take the road to your left, toward the market. There, you may be able to temporarily evade cameras among the customers.>

“We’re going underground,” I said.

<Are you being figurative?>

“Nope.” The Crawl. Dreswick’s underground. Urban legends said people who ventured there never returned to the surface—stories told probably to keep kids from going down there. The Crawl was a labyrinth of tunnels that comprised the planet’s original colony. The colony had a real name once, but Crawl had stuck since the very first tunnels weren’t large enough to walk through. That colony had long since moved topside after terraforming took hold. And the tunnels were officially closed and sealed, but that was more of an official stance than reality. And I knew of one of the entry points.

I sprinted across the intersection. Now, only a block down to my right, was the gray AV. They weren’t driving fast—they probably assumed they had me. Two drones flew a bare dozen feet above my head.

I’d seen the entrance to the Crawl once before, back when I was just a kid prowling the waterfront, and I hoped it hadn’t been sealed off since then. I ran through the parking lot, my mind racing as I tried to remember the nearest stairs to the water-level walkway below the docks.

<The enforcers are closing in.>

I couldn’t hear the electric engine of the chase car, but I didn’t doubt Byte. I didn’t bother looking for the stairs and instead ran to the nearest pier. It was an old, half-rotted dock slowly being eaten by the river. The boards creaked and the entire dock wobbled underfoot. I grabbed onto a vertical support beam and shimmied down, glancing at the AV entering the loading lot. It accelerated now that they realized they were about to lose direct eyesight of me.

I dropped the rest of the way, tweaking my left knee when I landed hard. I forced myself to take off running, trying not to limp.

“Help me find the storm drain, Byte,” I said.

<I have identified a large draining system in the opposite direction.>

“That’s the one.” I spun around and ran the other way, then noticed the open tunnel a few hundred feet down. The walkway was narrow—barely two feet wide—so I couldn’t run at a full out sprint without risking falling into the water.

<I could be of better assistance if you improve your situational awareness. You are too focused on the space directly in front of you. You really must look around more. At least I can leverage your sense of hearing in a three-hundred-sixty-degree arc. The AV has stopped, and the enforcers are now on foot. But the drones pose an immediate threat.>

“I don’t know how the hell you know that. I can’t hear any of that,” I muttered as I reached the tunnel. It was a cylindrical pipe about ten feet across. Connected to the city’s storm sewers, every night’s rain poured out and into the river.

<I am utilizing your senses. I heard the autonomous vehicle through your ears. You are incredibly inefficient at leveraging your own senses, or else you would have also noticed the drone only six feet behind us.>

I glanced over my shoulder to see a surveillance drone, only then noticing its buzz. I really wished I had a slingshot on me right then so I could take it out. But I didn’t, so I couldn’t, and I ran deeper into the tunnel.

Storm sewers usually didn’t have doors, but on TerraSoft-11, the bean counters figured they could save some money by using the tunnels dug out for the first colony, before the planet had been terraformed. The colony’s tunnels—those that couldn’t be used for drainage—were sealed, but of course, anything that can be sealed can be unsealed.

I skidded to a stop, nearly missing the door in the unlit tunnel. The round crank-handle was the only thing that stood out in the darkness. I didn’t know why they hadn’t simply filled every doorway with concrete—maybe they thought the old tunnels could make good emergency shelters—but I didn’t care. I began cranking, surprised at how smoothly it turned.

<The enforcers have entered the walkway. They are clearly following the drone’s feed.>

“Figured as much.” I swiped at the drone, which had stopped to hover a mere two feet behind me, but it was too fast. I didn’t like that the enforcers would know I went this way, but any idiot could figure that out within a minute of walking this tunnel.

The wheel clanked, and the thick door popped open. I hustled through, trying to pull the door closed before the drone could get through, but it was too fast. I gritted my teeth as I closed the door.

A zap sounded behind me, and I spun to see the drone smoking on the ground. Approaching was a figure cloaked in a hooded cape fashioned from a brown wool blanket. Though the hood concealed his face, I couldn’t miss the blaster he held.

“We got a runner at 41C,” he said, but there was no one else around.

I returned my focus to sealing the door, trying to ignore him and hoping he wasn’t going to shoot me in the back. I turned to face him as soon as the door clanked fully shut.

“Move,” he ordered.

I stepped to the side, and he swapped his blaster for an iron bar, then slid it through the wheel to lock it in place. He turned to face me, and I caught a glimpse of brown skin beneath his hood, though he was clearly keeping his features hidden.

“How many?”

“How many?” I echoed before realizing his meaning. “Two enforcers. They’re right behind me.”

He gave a small nod toward the iron bar in the door. “It won’t hold them if they’re hell-bent on catching you. But unless they’re carrying explosives, it’s going to take them some time to go grab what they need. And I’ve never met anyone they wanted that bad yet.” He then motioned to the dimly lit stone tunnel that seemed to go on forever behind me. “Welcome to the Crawl. Now, get going and don’t drag anyone into your troubles or else you’ll be gutted in your sleep.”

<That is troubling. I sense he is being honest.>

I did too. So I ran.
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Viktor Garris stood before the prisoner who’d been restrained to a chair in his private interrogation room.

The man had a bloody nose and a swollen eye—evidently, he hadn’t come peacefully. He was larger than either Mallon or Donista, which made him a rarity in Dreswick, where malnutrition often stunted growth.

The prisoner glared at Viktor, who glanced casually at his two enforcers standing behind him. “Correct me if I’m wrong, but this individual is not who you were sent to retrieve.” He kept his voice even, though if his employees had a brain cell between them, they’d recognize Viktor’s disappointment—and how precarious their current situation was.

“He wasn’t there, sir. He went underground, and we couldn’t get through the door without bringing attention to ourselves. And you’d said that Voss had said, ‘no attention,’” Donista blurted in a rush.

Viktor winced when Donista mentioned Roman’s name. He’d been considering releasing the man after questioning, but that was now out of the question.

“That’s why we grabbed this one.” Mallon gestured to the prisoner. “The manager said that these two are buddies, practically inseparable.”

“Is that right.” Viktor returned his focus to the man in the chair, who was still glaring up at him. The prisoner spat blood that hit the floor inches from Viktor’s shoe. Viktor ignored the action. “Nolan Brynn, that’s your name, correct?” He was already confident it was. His amp had run a facial recognition search the moment Viktor laid eyes on him.

Instead of confirming, the man replied, “Listen, pal. I’m losing a day’s worth of pay every hour you hold me here, so how about you just get started with whatever you’re going to do to me already.”

Most prisoners pleaded and cried. A few acted tough—like this one—for at least a while. “Very well then. I wish to know everything there is to know about your friend.”

“I don’t have any friends.”

“I’m referring to a Mr. Callum Bennett.”

“I don’t know a Mr. Callum Bennett, and if I did, I’d guarantee anyone who went by ‘Mister’ wouldn’t be a friend of mine,” he sneered.

“We’ll see.” Viktor cracked his knuckles and walked over to the cabinet. He tapped his passcode and opened the doors wide. He could hear the prisoner’s sharp intake of breath. Sometimes, just seeing Viktor’s tools was enough to break a prisoner. He knew this one would take more than that.

Viktor opened the small cooler on the middle shelf and pulled out a syringe. He held it up for Nolan to see as he approached. “This contains bionanites. I’m sure you’ve seen the ads. These particular nanites are quite impressive. Besides monitoring your health, they instruct and assist your cells in repairing critical damage to your body’s organs so you don’t die. And I assure you, there will be critical damage. It’s just a question of whether the bionanites can keep up.”

Viktor injected the nanites in the man’s shoulder and stepped back to allow them to spread throughout his body. The prisoner put on a brave face, but Viktor could tell he was afraid. After all, Nolan Brynn had never been through an interrogation before, so there would be a small part of him that was unsure he was tough enough to last.

“The answer is no,” Viktor said.

The prisoner shot him a questioning look.

Viktor smiled. “No, you are not strong enough to withstand my interrogation techniques.” He then nodded to Mallon. “Start the clock.”
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“Ninety-three minutes,” Viktor said, wiping his hands with a towel. “I’m impressed. You lasted twenty minutes longer than I expected.”

Nolan Brynn still sat in the chair, his restraints keeping him from toppling forward. His head hung limply, and saliva dripped from his mouth. Blood, among other bodily fluids, marred the floor beneath him. He hadn’t bled overly much—Viktor’s amp was an excellent guide at how best to conduct a physical interrogation without risking significant blood loss or brain damage.

The prisoner had talked—they always did—but offered little useful information beyond confirming that Bennett was in possession of the stolen amp, and that—somehow—the amp was implanted without causing brain damage. Learning how Dr. Katz accomplished that alone would guarantee a huge increase in profits for Softbiotics. Since she wasn’t alive to share how she did it, they’d have to find her personal computer. Her death was proving more and more of a problem.

Roman Voss may also glean the information by reverse-engineering the test subject himself. The interrogation revealed two very important pieces of information on that front: the address of Bennett’s apartment as well as the name of Bennett’s only family member—that sort of knowledge could always provide potential leverage… assuming Bennett returned to the surface. As long as he remained in the underground labyrinth, he’d be nearly impossible to find.

Unfortunately, the prisoner knew nothing about Bennett’s connection to the Crawl, which meant either the two weren’t as close as Mallon had said, or Bennett had gone underground out of desperation.

If it was the latter, Callum Bennett was likely already dead, and Viktor would be searching for a one-centimeter amp in a tunnel system that sprawled tens of miles.

Viktor would have to give Roman Voss an update, and he already knew that Voss would demand the amp’s retrieval, even if it meant bringing it back inside a corpse.

He turned back to Nolan Brynn. “You’ll be pleased to know that your interrogation is now complete.”

The prisoner slowly raised his head to meet Viktor’s gaze, doubt in his eyes.

“But…” Viktor continued. “I’m afraid returning you to your home is not possible.” If news got out of an adult being implanted with an amp, then the rumors would spread faster than Viktor could quash them. “And since we don’t have holding cells in this facility, I need you to volunteer for a Softbiotics clinical trial so you can be relocated to a secure lab.”

“Go to hell,” Nolan managed to say.

“Did you just volunteer for a Softbiotics clinical trial? I think you just volunteered,” Viktor pressed.

“I won’t ever volunteer, and you can suck my dick.”

Viktor smiled. “Thank you for volunteering for Project 32.”

Nolan scowled. “I didn’t volunteer for nothing.”

Viktor gestured to Donista. “Play it on the speaker.”

Donista nodded, and a second later, his amp played the truncated voice recording through the room’s speakers. “I volunteer.”

“I didn’t say that,” Nolan protested.

“Ah, but you did. Any voice recognition software will verify you spoke those words,” Viktor said. “Enforcer Donista’s amp is exceptional with voice recordings, don’t you agree?”

Even with one eye swollen shut, the prisoner’s glare was palpable.

Viktor sobered. “But I should warn you, you’ll soon wish to be back here in this interrogation room rather than in one of Roman Voss’s labs. That man truly is a monster.”


7
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The Crawl wasn’t what I expected. I thought the ceilings would be low, but I could walk upright just fine. I figured I’d see dead bodies—or at least a skeleton or two. There were plenty of bodies, but they were all very much alive. It was like an entire city was alive below Dreswick, and I’d never known it. I felt eyes on me everywhere. I got the sense they didn’t see a lot of tourists around here.

Most of the Crawl’s occupants resembled bums, with torn, dirty clothes and pale skin from lack of sunlight. Some carried weapons, but most didn’t—at least not weapons I could see.

Surprisingly, even with the number of people, the place didn’t smell of body odor and piss. Ancient air filtration pipes ran across the ceilings, humming as they pushed out air. They built the old stuff to last—nothing like the new stuff aboveground that seemed to have a shelf life of one day after you installed it. But the cleaners weren’t perfect—the tunnels had a dampness that permeated my clothes and delivered a scent of mildew on every inhalation. But it was still better than most parts of Dreswick… and a lot better than my apartment building that stunk of leaky plumbing and soggy cardboard.

The Crawl was a winding network of old tunnels carved into the bedrock. New tunnels branched off roughly around every three hundred feet. The branches that were narrower and more dimly lit were labeled with numbers and dashes, like 41-23, 41-24, and so on. I avoided those and decided to continue walking down tunnel 41. I had no idea how large the original colony was. I’d heard thousands lived here during the terraforming era, but I guess I never really believed it.

Aside from the lack of windows, the tunnels weren’t so bad. The colorful graffiti that covered the walls gave the place a sense of humanity. And it was refreshing not having the hum of surveillance drones everywhere. Why did the enforcers leave this place alone?

I continued through the tunnels, searching for a place that I could lie low for a while. Along the stone walls were doors that led into what must’ve been the original habitats, and I suspected they were still in use since most doors had new padlocks. I stopped at one door without a lock.

I made sure no one was looking at me before I asked Byte, “What do you think? Should I try it?”

<You require concealment, and I have not yet identified a refuge for us. Try it, but I recommend you exercise extreme caution. There could be an automated security system.>

I glanced around. “I doubt there’s an automated anything around here, but I know what you’re saying. After all, Careful is my middle name.”

<No, it isn’t. Your middle name is Winston.>

I tentatively grabbed the handle and pressed inward just far enough to peek inside. A single light illuminated a small room with only a table and four chairs—all of which looked like they should’ve been cut up for firewood a decade ago. That the light still worked didn’t mean much. Throughout Dreswick, lights automatically came on at dusk and shut off at dawn unless the occupant overrode the efficiency code. But the table and chairs made me curious, as did the closed door on the far side.

“Hello?” I asked. Where there was no answer, I entered. “As hideouts go, this one’s not so bad, right?”

<Since you were able to enter without any deterrent, it is not ideal as a temporary shelter. Anyone could enter.>

“I can bust up the table to make a crossbar to lock the door,” I said.

The far door opened, and an old, hunched-over man with a thick beard and shaggy hair stepped out, holding a rusty machete. “You ain’t bustin’ up nuthin’.”

I froze. “Uh.”

<It appears this is not a refuge.>

I slowly held up my hands to show I had no weapon. “Whoa there, buddy. I don’t mean you no trouble. I thought this place was abandoned.”

“Why would ya think that?” He scowled. “What do ya want?”

“Listen,” I said as gently as possible. “I’m new down here⁠—”

“Think I can’t see dat? Ya stink of topside.”

Stink? He was the one that was overdue for a shower by about a year. “I was just looking for a place to stay for a bit. That’s all, I swear,” I finished.

“Well, ya ain’t stayin’ here.” He wagged the machete at the door. “This here’s my place. Won it fair and square. Go git yer own.”

“I’m leaving, I’m leaving.” I backed out of the room, but before I closed the door, I asked, “I don’t suppose you know of a place around here that I could crash for a day, maybe two?”

His lips curled into what was about to be a snarl, but instead he said, “Try the market.”

I frowned. “The fish market?”

Using his machete, he pointed in the opposite direction from which I’d come. “The market down here, ya idjit. Now, git yerself gone.”

“Thanks,” I mumbled as I pulled the door closed.

<It seems that a door without a lock does not mean it is unoccupied.>

“Where were your super senses on that, huh?” I asked. “You could’ve warned me about that guy.”

<The stone deadens sound. By the time he opened the door, even your middling senses had identified the threat. However, you were in little danger. His heart rate was elevated. He was more afraid of you than you were of him. I believe he thought you were intending to kill him and take his place. I advise you to be more careful next time. The next occupant may be more aggressive.>

“There isn’t going to be a next one. I’m going to find the market,” I said as I began walking briskly in the direction the old timer had pointed.

<If there are enforcers or surveillance drones searching these tunnels, they will undoubtedly be scouring this market.>

“I know, I know,” I muttered. “But it’s not like we’ve got any better options.”

The tunnel came to an intersection where two tunnels—both roughly the same size—went in either direction. Both were equally lit, and I couldn’t tell which was the main one. A kid, no more than twelve, jogged down one, carrying a bag. A runner.

“Hey, kid,” I said, stepping in her path.

She jumped out of my reach, glaring.

“Which way’s the market?” I asked, realizing too late that she probably thought I was about to mug her.

She didn’t seem to believe me. “Seriously?”

“Seriously.”

She eyed me funny, then pointed high on the wall, where arrows of various colors were painted.

“Orange line leads to the market, green line to topside doors,” she said and then edged suspiciously around me.

As she passed by, I asked, “What’re the black lines?”

“Dead ends,” she said and took off running.

“I don’t think that was what she was referring to when she said they were dead ends,” I mused to myself.

<Ah, you believe it was a double entendre.>

“I just think it’s probably a good idea to avoid those tunnels.”

<I wholeheartedly agree.>

I followed the orange arrows for another ten minutes before I couldn’t mistake the smells and sounds of a bustling market. Being underground, the noise reverberated off the stone walls. I turned the corner to find a section of tunnel carved out to be about three times the width of the tunnels I came from. Vendor stands lined the graffitied walls. This market was nowhere near the size of the fish market, but it still had at least twenty vendors with food and wares. There must’ve been fifty people milling around.

<While this underground colony is not exactly impressive, I am surprised the authorities on the surface allow it to exist.>

“No kidding.” All of this had been under my feet the entire time. I figured I’d see a dozen bums down here, at most—and packs of rats of monstrous size—but this was an entire city under a city. Pretty good marketing on someone’s part, whether that was by the crawlers themselves to keep attention away or by enforcers trying to keep people from going down here.

My stomach growled, and I realized I was starving again even though I’d had a meal bar only a few hours earlier. I began making my way through the market, trying to blend in, but with the way people looked at me and moved out of my way, I stood out like the outsider I was. It was too obvious. Most of the people had pale skin while mine had a hint of a tan from living topside, not that I had many daylight hours free to spend outside. People looked to be in as good of health as anyone in Dreswick, which wasn’t saying much, but it was more than I’d expected from living like rats. What I did expect was hard, dangerous looks that were sharper than my knife. Every single one of these people were dangerous—as if they were all a little feral… and a lot violent.

I already missed topside. By now, Nolan would be sitting at Miho’s in the market (the other market), eating Rats-a-roni alone… assuming the enforcers didn’t hold him back for questioning. Nah, they couldn’t have. The bastards had come after me right away. But if I went back up to the surface, and they saw me with Nolan… No matter what, I couldn’t reach out to him to check in. They’d be watching him, waiting for me to do something stupid like that.

<Are you sure it is safe to be in such proximity to the local population? They are undoubtedly dangerous, and they may carry viruses or bacteria that could prove deadly to us.>

“Either way, it’s less dangerous than being topside for the time being,” I said as quietly as I could, constantly scanning for enforcers or drones but seeing neither.

<I do not necessarily agree with that logic. And not that my opinion matters, but I, for one, would prefer to live longer than one day.>

“Your opinion is noted. But until you grow a pair of legs and can walk yourself, I’m in charge.”

As I was weaving through the market, I felt the telltale touch on my cargo pocket. I lashed out and grabbed the wrist before they could run off. Turned out to be a boy—maybe twelve years old—who tried to pickpocket me.

<You used your senses keenly. Well done.>

I eyed the kid as I spoke. “I’ve lived in Dreswick my whole life, and I’ve done my share of pickpocketing. You’ll have to be better than that to steal from me, little brother.”

The boy practically snarled as he tried to tug free. I gripped him for a moment longer before releasing him, so he knew who was in control. He took off running through the crowd. Every town was the same, whether it was topside or underground. If there were people, there was crime. Even Aberdeen had it—their white-collar crimes were just less honest.

I found a stand that wasn’t too busy, which meant either the food was crappy or the vendor was charging too much. I was hoping it was the former since I didn’t have a lot of chips on me. A wrinkled old woman sat behind a cauldron of stew. It didn’t smell great, but it didn’t smell horrible.

“How much for a bowl?” I asked.

She frowned, confused. “How much?”

I unbuttoned my pocket and pulled out a chip. “This should cover a bowl and some answers.”

She shook her head. “What do I need chips for? You work or barter for what you want.”

I held the chip, confused. In Dreswick, corporate chips were the best form of currency. I never would’ve guessed there’d be someone who wouldn’t take one. “All right. What do I got to do for some soup?”

Her eyes slitted as she looked me up and down. “You don’t have much on you, do you?”

I didn’t answer because I didn’t think she was looking for one.

After a length, she said, “I owe Burgess. He wants his dishes washed. I’ll give you one full meal if you take on my bandy to Burgess.”

<Washing someone’s dishes seems like a fair trade for a nourishing meal.>

“I agree,” I said.

“You agree? So you accept the trade?”

“I accept, but the full meal includes all I can eat.”

She eyed me. “Fine. All you can eat…” She held up a finger. “For twenty minutes. Not a minute longer.”

I nodded. “Deal.” I was too hungry to continue our haggling. I looked around. “So where’s this Burgess guy?”

Her lips thinned. “Eat first. You look like you need a good meal.”

I nearly moaned in relief. “You could say that again.”

She grabbed a nearby bucket, flipped it over, and set it down next to her stand. “Sit.”

I obediently did as she instructed while she scooped a runny soup into a large stoneware bowl. Once it was full, she broke off half of a loaf of dark crusty bread. It took some effort on her part, and I wondered how many days old it was. She handed me the bowl and bread, which felt as dry as it looked, and then she grabbed an old, bent spoon. It must not have been clean because she wiped it on her dirty shirt before she handed it to me. I tried not to cringe as I accepted it and wiped it on my own shirt.

I didn’t bother smelling the soup—it looked like it was safer not to—and dug right in. Broth dribbled down my chin as I slurped the too-hot liquid, too hungry to care. It wasn’t as bad as I’d expected. It was bland with a woodsy, peppery flavor. There was no meat, which was probably a good thing. Instead, it had just enough root vegetables to be filling.

<This food is surprisingly nutritious. Would you like me to detail the nutrients?>

“I’m good,” I said, chewing on a small potato.

“What’s that you say?” the woman asked.

“This is good.”

“It is an old family recipe.”

I didn’t believe that for a second, not that I cared. I broke off a piece of bread—it was hard as a rock—and dipped it in the soup. That wasn’t long enough to soak through, so I left it there, absorbing the liquid, taking a couple more spoonfuls before having a bite of the soup-soaked bread, which neither improved nor worsened the overall taste.

<This bread has minimal nutrients. I cannot identify the type of flour used in its composition.>

Probably sawdust. But it was heavy, and I was really hungry. I had a thousand questions for Byte, but I had to keep them to myself until I was alone again. “I’ve been starving all day. Don’t know why,” I said with a full mouth, hoping Byte would understand. I was used to hard work, but my body was trained for one big meal per day. I was barely halfway through the day, and already I was starving like I’d skipped a full day and was late into the next one already.

“I can tell,” the woman replied while stirring the pot. “You’re going to eat me dry.”

<Your body requires additional calories to cope with higher energy demands of two integrated entities. And, I have been pulling more energy than what would generally be required in order to conduct necessary repairs. Your body is in dire need of repairs—did you realize that?>

Repairs? Was it talking about my coughing—well, lack of? Because I definitely noticed that.

I cleared out the bowl and took a second, which provided just enough broth for the bread she’d given me. When I finished, the woman held out a hand for the bowl. “Your twenty minutes are up.”

I handed it back to her, fuller than I’d been in a very long time, yet I think I could’ve managed a third bowl.

She then pointed to a door across from her stand. “That’s Burgess’s shop. Just tell him Annie sent you to cover her bandy.”

I stood to go, then paused. “Why’d you let me eat first? I could’ve just run off without paying. Still could.”

She chortled. “Sure, you could, and I’d make sure you’d be dead before dawn. Us crawlers got a code. We don’t break oaths given.”

They obviously had no problem pickpocketing, however. “Thanks for the food.”

“Don’t thank me. It was a fair trade.”

I gave her a nod and crossed the wide tunnel to the metal door that had no window. Next to the door was a sign that read, Burgess Deli. I knocked.

“We’re closed!” a man’s voice shouted from inside.

“Annie sent me to pay off her bandy,” I replied.

Several seconds later, the door opened, and an old, crippled man seemed to judge me before motioning me inside an actual cafe filled with tables and chairs. The rickety furniture looked secondhand, or even thirdhand, but it was more of a café than most restaurants aboveground in Dreswick were.

<Fortunately, I do not detect danger here.>

The old man who I assumed to be Burgess watched me with a wary scrutiny. “You’re going to take care of Annie’s bandy?”

I nodded. “I am. She said you need some dishes washed.”

His lips curled into a hint of a smile. “You could say that.” He began shuffling across the room that was twenty feet long and wide. “I find it harder than ever to keep up nowadays. I need to get the cooking done, but that leaves me with loads of dishes. I used to be able to do it all, but truth be told, I just don’t have the energy for cleanup anymore.”

My brow pulled together as he spoke. So far, I’d noticed that there didn’t seem to be a dialect unique to the Crawl. “You don’t sound like a low-towner.”

He chuckled. “That’s because I’m not, son. I came from Aberdeen, originally, before matriculating here.”

I cocked my head. “Why in the world would you ever leave Aberdeen?”

He eyed me. “You know how low-towners disappear, correct?”

I nodded.

“High-towners do, too, if they’re in the lower tiers and don’t agree with the corporate way of doing things.”

“I take it you didn’t agree.”

“I was twenty-one when I participated in a protest. My girlfriend disappeared first, and I knew if I didn’t make myself disappear, someone else would see to it soon enough.”

Twenty-one? “You’ve been down here a while then.”

“I have. And it’s not a bad place once you get used to it.” He seemed to think of something, and his features furrowed. “Though, I do miss sitting in the park at dawn, watching the sun rise.”

I couldn’t imagine living underground for the rest of my life. It already felt claustrophobic. I’d come down here for the same reason as Burgess—would I be stuck down here forever to avoid the enforcers, too? I cocked my head. “I don’t get it. They obviously know there are people like us in these tunnels, so why haven’t they sent down drones or even raided the place?”

“That is because the Crawl is the one place on TerraSoft-11 that isn’t under corporate control.”

I chortled. “All of this planet’s under corporate control.”

He shook his head. “Everything above ground might be, but not the Crawl. They tried to clear the tunnels once, twenty years back, before they decided the cost-benefit analysis wasn’t worth it. That’s the Achilles’ heel of every corporation—everything is a cost-benefit decision for them. If the powers that be out there decide you aren’t worth the risk of sending in enforcers they spent good money training, then they’ll write you off and let you be as long as you don’t cause them more trouble. My personal theory is they see the tunnels as a cost-savings opportunity since it’s a place for undesirables to disappear, so enforcers don’t have to handle the disappearing themselves.” He then motioned for me as he turned away and began shuffling toward the kitchen. “Now, I’m tired, and you have a bandy to pay off.”

He led me through a swinging door, and I stood gaping at the small kitchen. Dirty pots and pans were piled to nearly the ceiling on either side of the stove. Every inch of countertop space was covered by used plates, silverware, and glasses.

“That’s… a lot of dishes to clean,” I finally got out. “How’d you get so many dishes?”

“Chipped dishes and dented pans are easy enough to find in the Aberdeen recyclers.” Burgess grinned then. “And I expect every single one of them to be spotless and stacked by the time you’re done.” He pointed to a small trough under spigots. “Sink’s over there. Ration the soap—that’s getting harder to come by lately. When you’re done, ring the bell so I can check your work.”

I saw the bell hanging next to the door as the old man left me alone.

<I believe you got the bad end of that deal, Cal.>

“No shit.” And I headed to work. The dishes were dirty, but there wasn’t any wasted food, and I assumed food was as valuable below the surface as it was on the surface.

But I was a hard worker, and four hours later, I had everything clean, including the counters and stove. I rang the bell with a sharp tap of relief. When he didn’t appear right away, I stepped into the café area to see Burgess waddling toward me from the other room.

“You’re finished?”

I held open the door. “See for yourself.”

He made his way around the kitchen, running his finger along the counter before examining a glass. He didn’t say a word as he opened the refrigerator and removed a plate with a sandwich on it. He handed it to me.

I eyed it suspiciously. “Do I have to work another four hours for this?”

He smiled. “No. This is a gift. You’re a good worker, and you work fast. You earned it.”

I accepted the sandwich and took a bite. It was a giant mushroom with a meaty texture. Not too bad.

<This is very nutrient-dense. You should eat here for every meal.>

The old man filled a glass with water from the spigot and handed it to me. “If you want to barter, I need this kitchen cleaned every day.”

I considered as I chewed, and took a drink before answering. “I could use a place to stay.”

“I’m afraid I cannot help with that. I have a personal rule against taking in strays.”

“Then do you know of somewhere I can lie low for a night, maybe two?”

He shook his head sadly. “I don’t get out much, so I don’t know of anyone with a bed for rent.”

<That is unfortunate. You require rest, Cal.>

“I don’t need a bed. Just need a safe space.”

He seemed to consider me for a moment. “You know, I think every crawler over the age of twelve has had a run-in with corporate police at one time or another. The enforcers won’t enter the Crawl—it’s the only place they know they’re outnumbered. They have the weapons to easily kill us all, but if that news leaked, it would look bad on their earnings report. Keep your head down, and don’t break the rules, and you’ll get along just fine here. You’re safer here than up there, I promise.”

“I only need to lie low for a couple of days until I know it’s all clear upstairs,” I said.

Burgess chuckled. “Is that what you think? I’m sorry, son, but you’re flagged in their system now. All it takes is one drone to spot you, and you’ll disappear for good. The Crawl is your only option if you want to stay alive.”

My jaw tightened.

“Uh-oh. I’ve seen that look before.”

My brow creased. “What’s that look?”

“Young and foolish.”

“I’m not young. I’m old enough to be a lunger.”

He frowned. “You haven’t coughed once since you’ve been here.”

“Yeah,” I agreed. “I guess I’m in remission or something.”

<Or something.>

“Pulmonary fibrosis doesn’t go into remission,” he said, eying me as if deciding whether I was an idiot or a liar.

Time for me to go. I handed him the empty plate and glass. “If I need another meal, I’ll be back to barter.”

He nodded. “I’ll see you tomorrow then.”

I exited the café and walked through the market.

<I recommend we return for food in six hours based on our nutrient needs.>

“Yeah, and work four hours for a meal every six hours? That’s not a great deal.”

A person nearby eyed me funny, and I clamped my mouth shut.

The underground market had cleared out some—over half of the shops had shut down—but there were still a few dozen people milling around the remaining open shops. Annie was gone, which meant I knew no other person in these tunnels, and I had a feeling there weren’t any info screens down here to list any rooms for rent—not that I expected there to be any of those either. I glanced across faces as I walked through the market. Most didn’t make eye contact; those who did bore wary expressions. No one looked approachable.

I stopped by a shop that wasn’t busy. It was a cart filled with random machine parts and metals. The man sitting there was covered in oil stains, and his fingernails were black with grease.

“Hey,” I said. “I don’t suppose you know of a place a guy could crash for a night.”

“Buy something,” he replied.

“Buy something, and you’ll tell me what you know, or buy something and you’ll hook me up with a place?” I asked.

He gave a noncommittal shrug.

I looked over the junk. There wasn’t anything I could use, so I picked up a coil of wire. “How much?”

He looked me over. “I’ll take that belt.”

I grunted. “My belt is worth a hundred times what this wire is.”

When he didn’t budge, I scanned the table and noticed a bowl filled with chips. I grabbed three of those. “My belt for three of these and the coil.”

“Two and the coil.”

“But you don’t even use chips down here.”

“Some people go to the surface. They need chips.”

I cursed under my breath and flicked one chip back into the bowl. I removed my belt, handed it to him, and grabbed my goods. “All right, so tell me, where can I find a place to stay?”

He looked. “I’ll take the wire and the chips.”

<He is far better at bartering than you are, Cal.>

With my jaw clenched, I handed back the items I’d just bought. “You could’ve just asked for my belt to begin with.”

“You wouldn’t have parted with it that easily,” he said.

I couldn’t decide if he was right or not. One thing I knew was that I didn’t like him. “All right, do you got a place to stay?”

“I don’t have a place, but I know Ambrose had a bed for lease. He’s at 44-22-DG.”

I bit back my frustration. “Thanks.” I left, feeling—knowing—I’d just been ripped off. I hustled through the market, reading the numbers on the walls that would guide me in the right direction. A tingle ran up my spine, and I spun around, searching for my tail.

<What is wrong, Cal?>

I’ve lived on Dreswick’s streets my entire life. I knew to trust my gut, and I could’ve sworn I was being followed. But I didn’t see anyone looking suspicious. If someone was trailing me, they were good. More likely, I was overly tired, and my gut was all screwed up with getting an amp shoved in my head. “Probably nothing, but keep an eye out,” I said softer than a whisper.

<I am constantly monitoring for threats. I detect no immediate danger, but I am confident that these tunnels are not as safe as Burgess said.>

“You think it’s any safer upstairs?”

<Most assuredly not. I recommend you move to a safer environment at your earliest opportunity. Ideally, one with access to systems where I can download data.>

“I’ll get right on that. After that, how about we buy a ship and fly off to some beach world outside the corporate belt?”

<At least you are in a good enough mood to be sarcastic.>

I made my way through the Crawl. Once I figured out how to read the painted signs, it was straightforward to navigate the tunnels. When I reached tunnel 44, I continued until I found branch 22. Before I turned, I paused. I still felt like I was being followed, but Byte hadn’t alerted me, and the amp was definitely better at using my own senses than I was.

I entered and found the door with a D on it, then knocked.

A full minute passed, and I knocked again. Nearly another minute passed, and I was about to knock when the door opened. A middle-aged woman stood in the doorway. “What do you want?”

“I’m looking for a place to stay. A guy at the market told me you might have a bed for rent.”

She shook her head. “I rented that bed four days ago. He’s staying on for a month, so check back in…” She started counting on her fingers.

“Twenty-six days,” I answered for her.

She scowled. “Check back then. Maybe I’ll have a bed. Maybe not.”

“Do you know of any places who might have a place for tonight? I don’t even need a bed, just a place to rest.”

“Nope.” The door closed on my face.

<That is disappointing.>

“That’s an understatement.” I walked to the end of the branch, which ended in a darkened dead end. I took a seat in the darkest spot and lay on my side, using my arm as a pillow. “Can you monitor while I catch some shut-eye?”

<Yes, however, I am dependent on your body’s senses. As you sleep, your senses will be dulled, thus restricting my ability to protect us.>

“I’ll try to sleep light.”

It felt like I’d just fallen asleep when I heard Byte calling my name.

<Cal, we have trouble.>

I blinked awake instantly and sat up to find three men standing before me. They looked to be about my age and all had knives sheathed at their hips.

The man in the center spoke. “I was beginning to think you were dead. As I was saying, you can’t sleep here. This is Condor territory.”

“Condor?” I asked.

He tapped an embroidered bird on his jacket. Ah, gang territory.

I started to drag myself to my feet.

The man held out a hand. “You can’t sleep here without paying a toll, I mean.”

I sighed. “Then I’ll find another place.”

“But you already slept here.”

“For all of two minutes,” I snapped. Yes, I was really tired. It’d been a long day.

<You actually were asleep for twenty-eight minutes. Most of it was deep sleep, which is good for recovery.>

“Sleep is sleep,” the gang member said.

If it was only one guy, I wouldn’t hesitate to take him on, but three on one weren’t odds I wanted to take. “What’s the toll?”

“What do ya got?” he asked.

“Not much.” I reached into my pocket and pulled out a chip. “You look like guys who visit upstairs.”

The leader seemed to chew as he thought. “Make it three chips. One for each of us.”

I guffawed. “Three? You’re crazy.”

All three unsheathed their knives at that comment.

<I do not believe they appreciate their sanity being questioned.>

I scrambled to grab two more chips and held them up. “All right. Three chips are all yours.”

The leader reached out with his free hand, and I gingerly placed the coins in his palm, keeping a wary eye on his knife-hand. I took a step back to stay out of arm’s reach.

The leader examined the chips and then tossed one to each of his pals. He turned back to me with a sneer. “Pleasure doing business with you.” His sneer fell. “But if we catch you in our tunnel again, you’re going to pay up a lot more than a few measly chips.”

My chest remained tight until they were out of sight. I leaned over and took a deep breath. “This place is more fun than I can handle.”

<If this is your definition of fun, I need to update my dictionary.>

I started walking.

<Where are we going now?>

Good question. It was clear I had no friends here, and curling up in dark corners seemed a good way to get robbed or worse. I needed rest. I couldn’t wander these tunnels forever, which meant I needed to find somewhere else to lie low until this mess blew over. I’d seen other exits to the surface while walking. But if I returned to the surface, what then? My place wasn’t safe. If the enforcers were still after me, they’d station a drone, at minimum, at my building, if not an enforcer pair. And I couldn’t go to Nolan and put him in danger. After today, the enforcers would know we were connected.

That left me one person who I knew would take me in without hesitation—one person who the enforcers couldn’t know I had a connection with. With her amp, she was wiser than all of Dreswick put together. She’d know what to do and where I could go.

“We’re going to Grandmother’s house.”
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<Are you sure this is wise?>

I paused only for a second while climbing the metal ladder to the surface. “Wise? Hell, no. But do we have any other options?”

I cautiously lifted the heavy cover to find myself at the edge of some paved road in Dreswick. I could tell it was Dreswick by the smell of dead fish, which stunk even more than I remembered. It was dark—middle of the night was my guess since there was no sign of another human being out and about. I scanned the sky for the telltale blinking drone lights but saw none, not that I expected to see any. There tended to be fewer drones out at night because the ones with night vision cost more.

I shimmied through the narrow opening and set the cover back in place, surprised at how well it blended in with the surrounding curb. I wondered if the crawlers had built this entrance or if it was a leftover from the dozens, if not hundreds, of access points the original colony had built to the surface for their terraforming activities.

I stood and got my bearings, recognizing one of the buildings on the corner. Then I took off running, still in awe that I wasn’t bent over, coughing up a lung. Maybe, possibly, I don’t know, having an amp wasn’t such a bad thing after all. On the flip side, that lady had stuck it in me for a reason. If someone does something to you without your permission, it’s to benefit them, not you. On top of that, nothing’s free in this world. I wondered when I was going to pay the price on both counts.

I’d never been much of a runner, but with my lungs working better, I ran faster and farther than I had in over a decade. I was careful to stick close to buildings, stopping before crossing an intersection or taking another road to look for drones. The night sky was clear, like usual, even though I’d half-feared drones to be flying at me like a horde of hornets once I left the Crawl. That everything was normal made me hope that the enforcers got bored chasing me and found another poor soul to torment.

It took about twenty minutes to reach Grandmother’s house, which was actually a basement in a three-story house she shared with five other extended family members—people she’d adopted through the years, like me. As homes went, it was nicer than most without standing out. One of the things I remembered most about her place was that there were no rats. Only a mouse every now and then. To me, that made her place a castle.

I jogged down the steps and rapped the metal knocker on the old door.

A familiar face answered a moment later. She smiled. “Cal.” And then she sobered, glancing around and motioning me inside.

Once I rushed in, she closed and locked the door before turning to me. “You’ve made new friends.”

“How’d you know?”

She gave me a knowing look. Of course she knew. Grandmother knew everything.

“Have a seat. Let’s get you some tea.” She motioned to a teenaged girl peeking from the kitchen, likely Grandmother’s latest stray.

“I’ll take any old food you got laying around. I’ll pay you back,” I added as I sank into the worn, old, comfortable cushions.

“You’ll always be my son, and a mother’s job is to keep her family fed.” Grandmother nodded to the girl who hustled into the small kitchen.

I lifted my chin toward the kitchen. “Who’s that?”

“One of my children,” she answered before adding, “I was worried about you. I thought I’d either see you tonight, or I’d never see you again.”

Like I said, Grandmother’s the wisest person in all of Dreswick.

The girl returned a moment later, carrying a tray with a teapot and two cups and a bowl of cold rice with fish sauce drizzled over it. She set down the tray, eyed me, and then rushed away.

“She doesn’t like me,” I said.

“She doesn’t know you,” Grandmother replied.

I grunted. “Then she really wouldn’t like me.”

She set down her tea and steepled her fingers as she scrutinized me. “There’s something different about you.”

“Yeah, I’m a fugitive,” I said as I began eating the rice. It brought back memories from my childhood—I’d eaten rice with fish sauce every day for over ten years. It would always remind me of better times. No, make that the best of times.

“It’s not that. You’re not coughing. Did the clinic finally get some anti-inflammatories in stock?”

I shook my head. “Nope. I got an amp.”

She frowned. “Amps don’t have the capability to improve one’s health. You must’ve received bionanites.”

I tapped my temple. “It tells me it’s an amp.”

<I am an amp.> Byte actually sounded indignant.

She frowned. “That doesn’t make sense. Tell me how this came to be.”

And so I did.

When I finished, we’d drank her tea, and I finished a second bowl of sticky rice. She bore a troubled expression. “Amps can’t be simply injected into someone’s brain… unless they’ve discovered a new implantation vehicle, but that’s highly unlikely given I’ve seen nothing of it on the news. Whatever you have, I believe it’s different, and that’s why the enforcers are looking for you.”

“I figured they were looking for me since I irritated them.” More like they were looking for me because I was a witness to their murdering of old ladies.

She smirked. “I’m sure that plays into it. But what you have inside your head is like nothing I’ve heard of. It’s clearly not something available on the commercial market. They won’t stop looking for their property, especially if it’s something they don’t want anyone to know about yet.”

“They don’t know I have it,” I corrected. “Those guys had cleared out by then.”

Her brow furrowed. “I can’t believe they would put enforcers at your apartment and take Nolan if you’d merely irritated them.”

I jerked. “They took Nolan?”

She gave a tight nod. “They apprehended him at the Powerworks plant earlier today. He hasn’t been seen since. I’m sorry, Cal. He disappeared.”

I fell back in my seat, gutted. They’d taken Nolan. I never should’ve left him behind at the factory. They took him because of me. My body went cold. “I’ll turn myself in, exchange myself for him. They’d do it.” They had to.

“You would be signing your own death sentence.”

“Better mine than his.”

<I disagree as I am wholly dependent on your health.>

“Shut up,” I growled.

Grandmother looked offended. “Excuse me?”

“Sorry, it’s talking to me.”

Her brow knit. “It’s talking to you, as in conversationally? Even without you giving it commands?”

“Yeah, and it can be really annoying sometimes.”

“That sounds more like a support bot,” she said. “Maybe it’s an amp that can mimic support bot behavior.”

I chuckled. “You’re telling me I’ve got a sex bot in my head.”

<I am not a sex bot.> Yeah, Byte definitely sounded indignant that time.

“I’m saying that you’ve got something that seems to have attributes of several different technologies in your head. It also seems to have the capability to produce bionanites. It’s displaying characteristics of amps, bionanites, and bots. If this is a prototype, it’s a very special prototype. Tell me, did the person who injected you give any reason why she chose you?”

I shrugged. “My guess? Because she was dying, and I was the only person in the alley. Which reminds me… if I ever think of trying to help someone again, please tell me I’m an idiot.”

She smiled. “Helping others is never idiotic.”

“I’m living proof that you’re wrong.”

“Then I’m the biggest idiot of all, hmm?”

I cowered under her pointed stare. “Sorry, I didn’t mean that.”

Her features relaxed. “What do you intend to do now?”

“Now?” I shrugged. “I figure, if they want it back so much, they can have it as long as I get Nolan back.”

<Impossible. We are integrated.>

Grandmother’s expression turned into one of sadness. “You know that no one’s ever found someone who’s disappeared.”

I tapped my temple. “Yeah, but I’ve got leverage.”

She stood as well. “Cal, as much as I hate to say this, you can’t do anything for Nolan. You can’t negotiate with enforcers. Negotiations are only possible when the two parties have something to gain. But there is nothing to prevent them from taking both you and keeping Nolan, if he’s even still alive.”

I glowered.

She continued. “But you can still protect yourself.”

I guffawed. “I don’t give a flying⁠—”

She pressed a finger to my lips just like Grandmother who’d raised me. “Shush. I care about you, and I care about Nolan. You can’t do anything while you’re running in the dark, so find out what this thing is inside your head.”

“Yeah, that’s easier said than done since the only people who can tell me about it are either dead or want me dead.”

She thought for a moment. “You need to return to the Crawl.”

“Trust me, it’s not safe down there. That’s why I came back here.”

She held up a finger while she communicated with her amp. “Can you find your way around the tunnels?”

I nodded. “Sure, I guess.”

“Good. Go to 39-12-G. At least that was her last known location. Ask for Skeleton Key. Tell her Grandmother sent you, and that I’m calling in a favor for her to help you.”

“Skeleton Key? Her parents had a weird idea for a name.”

“She’s a very good hacker. If anyone outside of Softbiotics can tell you about that amp in your head, it’s her.” She looked around, nervous. “Now, you better hurry. If that is an amp in your head, then it’s connected to the amp-link, and anything on the network cannot be trusted. If the enforcers aren’t on their way here yet, they will be soon. And I have work to do.”

Dread caused bile to rise in my throat as soon as I realized what I’d just done. First, I screwed over Nolan. Now, Grandmother. I ran a hand through my hair. “I’m sorry, I didn’t think⁠—”

“No,” she interrupted. “You’re my son and always will be. I’m glad you came here so that I could see you were still alive. So… stay alive for me; that’s all I ask.”

I reached out. “Come with me.”

She gave a smile. “I’m Grandmother. Dreswick needs me.”

“Screw Dreswick.”

She scowled.

I felt like a kid again.

The girl from the kitchen was peeking around the corner, watching us carefully.

I tapped my foot, anxious, focusing on Grandmother. “Just come with me for now. I’ll bring you back when it’s safe.”

“It’ll never be safe. It’s never truly been safe. Don’t worry about me. Grandmother has taken care of Dreswick for nearly two hundred years. I’m not going to allow a few enforcers to take her away.”

I stared at her as if I could mentally will her to change her mind. She didn’t budge. When I realized that, I hugged her. “I’ll figure out what this thing is, and I’ll find Nolan. I’ll come back. Take care of yourself.”

“And you take care of yourself, son.”
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Getting back to the Crawl wasn’t as easy as leaving it. When I finally reached the road with the entrance, Byte announced, <Be careful: there is a surveillance drone in the vicinity.>

I flattened against the wall. “Where?”

<Seventy-four meters to your right. It is currently hovering above the intersection. I would not be surprised if it is looking for us.>

“Do you think we were spotted?”

<Highly unlikely. Otherwise, there would be a dozen drones in the vicinity already.>

“Let me know when it leaves.” I kept my voice low. I didn’t know if drones had microphones on them or if they only used visual cues, but I didn’t want to take a chance.

<Visually scan the skyline. That will help me monitor for threats.>

I did as Byte instructed even though I couldn’t see much in the darkness. I also strained to hear anything, but I couldn’t pick up the drone’s small rotor or its spinning blades.

<I have identified the drone’s location. Look twelve degrees to your right.>

I did, and Byte said, <That was forty-three degrees. You are not very good at math.>

“Grandmother told me I was great at math.”

<She was obviously lying.>

I closed my eyes.

<I cannot see.>

“Apologize.”

<That is a petty action.>

“Apologize. Grandmother is not a liar.”

<I am sorry for accusing Grandmother of falsehood even though there is a distinct discrepancy between her words and your apparent math skills.>

“That was an awful apology.” Still, I opened my eyes and looked upward in the area I thought Byte wanted.

<Fortunately, you have enough peripheral vision that I can identify the drone. It is flying at three miles per hour away from us, parallel to the northbound road. You may proceed quietly.>

I crept along the walls of the vacant buildings lining the road. I’d considered hiding in one, but these buildings were controlled by street gangs, and that could bring me an even faster—and more painful—death than what the enforcers would deliver. As I tiptoed, I was so quiet that I could hear my breathing. I took small inhalations to try to be even quieter, but when I did that, I only thought harder about breathing, which made my lungs convinced they weren’t getting enough oxygen. I took a deep breath and tried to reset my breathing.

Finally, when I reached the point that I’d have to step out onto the road, I asked Byte, “Still all clear?”

<From the drone, yes. However, I detect a patrol vehicle. I estimate it is about three blocks from here but heading in this direction.>

“Great.” I gave up subterfuge and sprinted across the road. I searched for the cover but couldn’t find it, so I got down on my hands and knees and began running my hands across the ground.

<The entrance is two feet to your left.>

I reached out and found the lines and pulled at it. The cover was heavy—solid steel—and it was difficult to get my fingertips under it. But adrenaline helped me lift it a couple of inches to where I could slide my hand under and pull it high enough to swing my legs through. The instant I found the ladder, I grabbed hold and climbed inside, letting the cover slam shut above me.

<You are not very quiet.>

“Yeah, well, running for my life makes me a little nervous.”

I hurriedly descended the ladder in case I was followed, and once I hit the ground, I took off running through the tunnel. Since it was late night, the tunnels were empty, though I knew the Crawl had their own gangs who likely prowled throughout the night.

After several minutes, I decided I wasn’t being followed, and I slowed to a walk. I was panting, but I wasn’t coughing. I should’ve been passed out from lack of air by now. I didn’t know why that old lady gave me Byte, but it felt good—really good—to be able to breathe and not be exhausted all the damn time. Was I glad she gave me the amp? Hell, no. If I would’ve walked by that alley like anyone with half of a brain would’ve done, then I’d be upstairs living my life… same with Nolan.

The number one rule in Dreswick is to never get on the enforcers’ radar.

Yeah, I broke that one.

“Are these tunnels all clear?” I asked quietly.

<I detect no sounds.>

I glanced at the painted numbers and turned down another tunnel. I had a long way to go—I didn’t know how far it was exactly, but it was far enough. I stopped and took a seat in the decently lit tunnel. It was about as opposite a place as the alley I’d crashed in earlier, and I hoped it’d be enough.

“Byte, I’m going to take five. This time, wake me a lot sooner if you pick up trouble.”

<I will do my best.>

My stomach growled, and I tried to ignore it. When it growled again, I gritted my teeth. “Is that you making me hungry all the time?”

<As I have told you three times now, I require significant energy to integrate into your body. I should note that your energy requirements will be permanently increased to sustain us. Expect a greater need for both food and rest.>

“Great. I need to eat a lot and sleep a lot. Two things that don’t exactly come easy in my current predicament… or really at any time in my life.”

<They are minor side effects for the benefits of having a customized personal amplifier.>

“Says you.” I tried to doze off—I was exhausted, but my body was also still wired with adrenaline. I might’ve caught about five seconds of sleep before I decided it wasn’t worth it and got to my feet.

<What is wrong. I do not detect danger.>

“Can’t sleep,” I grumbled. “I’ll sleep when I’m dead.”

<That is an odd statement as the dead do not sleep.>

I ignored my amp and instead began making my way through the tunnels. I couldn’t believe how massive the Crawl was—its tunnels spanned easily as many acres as Dreswick, if not more. I passed by a local every ten minutes or so, but they all kept to themselves. In fact, down here felt a little like Dreswick, other than the fact that I was in a tunnel rather than in the open air that smelled of bad fish and manufacturing smog. The air was definitely cleaner down here, which wasn’t saying much. It didn’t stink, but it did have a staleness to it and smelled of rocks, not that I’d ever noticed how rocks smelled until now. It wasn’t horrible—it was actually beginning to grow on me.

Two hours. That’s how long it took to find tunnel 39. By that time, the tunnels had become busier as the crawlers started their day doing who knew what. A part of me wondered why they worked on the same twenty-four-hour clock as the surface since there was no daylight down here, but I supposed it was probably because enough of them visited the surface. Or maybe it was because old habits die hard. Or, more likely, all humans were on a Circadian clock, so using the same one as the rest of the planet was the easiest. Some philosopher probably had a different answer.

I made my way to the branch numbered 12 (or whatever they called the side tunnels), to find the most gorgeous wall art I’d ever seen. Birds flew over oceans, and animals ran across prairies. It certainly wasn’t barren TerraSoft-11, but wherever this world was in this artist’s imagination, it sure was beautiful.

Byte announced, <I am preparing an update. Prepare for nonoptimal time in seven minutes.>

My eyes widened. “Seven min—whoa, wait. No upgrade. Not right now. I need to find this hacker first.”

<You have that backward. I need to upgrade first. I do not trust unsanctioned technologists. At my current operational level, I am not equipped to examine other code and establish necessary protections against hostile code. Therefore, I have deemed it necessary to prepare an emergency upgrade to my data analysis capabilities prior to contact with this hacker.>

“No. That’s a horrible idea.” I rushed to find the 39-12-G before Byte shut down on me—shutting me down in the process. I was in such a hurry that I almost passed by the door. Two people entered the hallway from another room, and they shot me a suspicious look. There was no dumpster to hide behind this time. I’d be exposed in a tunnel where anyone could do anything.

“Byte, you need to hold off on the update.”

<I cannot. I update for our mutual benefit and protection.>

“You’re an asshole.” I knocked. When there was no answer, I pounded.

“Through all the stars and endless sea, all it takes is a skeleton key,” a male voice said.

I spun to see a scraggly man with leather skin who looked like he’d been born homeless.

I eyed him. “Yes, Skeleton Key. That’s who I’m looking for. You can get me inside?”

He grinned, revealing a mouthful of rotten teeth. “The door is shut, but not to me. I hold the code—a skeleton key.” He cackled then and did a marionette’s dance.

<I believe he is clinically insane.>

No shit. “Great. You’ve got the key. So can you help me? I’m kind of running short on time here.”

He wagged a finger. “Oh no, it’s not me. No more chains, locks are free, you’ll walk right in with a skeleton key.”

I gave an exasperated sigh. “Yeah, I get it. I need a skeleton key to see Skeleton Key. How do I get the key?”

He put his hands on his hips. “No chips, no clue, that’s the deal, pay the man or my lips stay sealed.”

I frowned. “You want a chip, down here? Fine, I’ll give you one.” I flipped him a chip—I only had four left in my pocket.

He caught it with surprisingly fast reflexes and bit into it.

“You got a chip, now tell me how I can get to Skeleton Key,” I said.

He tucked the coin into his pocket. “Knock three times—not two, not four, or else you’ll be left outside the door.”

I turned back to the door and hurriedly knocked three times. When it didn’t open, I turned back to him.

“Knock thrice, once you knock, you say the word. Only then will you be heard.”

“What word?”

He wagged his finger.

I clenched my jaw and turned back to the door. “Uh, please?” Nothing. “Open sesame?” For fuck’s sake. “Just let me in already. Grandmother sent me.”

A ping reverberated through my head.

No, no, no.

<The emergency update is prepared. I am installing it now. Please be patient.>

And just like that, I slammed into a figurative brick wall. I slumped against the door and slid to my knees. I struggled to find my breath. I was worse off than I ever had been before I got Byte. My entire body felt like I’d been run over by a dozen barrels of acid. I managed to knock three times despite my hand feeling heavier than a sledgehammer.

The door opened, which I never would’ve noticed in my current state except that my entire weight was propped against it, so I fell forward. My head bounced off the floor—it hurt.

“Grandmother, huh?” It was a woman’s voice, but I didn’t have the energy to look up. “What’s wrong with you? Listen, buddy, if you got something contagious⁠—”

“It’s my amp,” I managed to say.

I felt her eyes on me for what seemed like twenty minutes even though it was probably only one before she said, “C’mon, Jacob. He’s too big for me to move him.”

“I got a bad feeling about him, Andra. I say we leave him.”

“Just help me already,” she said.

I felt two pairs of hands grab me by my arms, and I was dragged inside. It was dark and cool, and I must’ve drifted off for a minute or two because when I came back, I was sitting in a chair, my hands tied behind my back. Byte still wasn’t back, and I didn’t have the energy to lift my head even though I tried.

“What’s wrong with you?” The woman’s voice again.

“Amp… upgrading,” I managed to say. With my head leaning forward, I might’ve drooled.

“Don’t be stupid. Amps don’t upgrade,” she said matter-of-factly.

“Mine does.” If she’d been anyone else, I never would’ve mentioned that I had an amp, but Grandmother had sent me here, and if Grandmother trusted this individual, I trusted her… assuming this woman was even the person I was sent to find.

I struggled weakly at my restraints, but it only made me cough.

“He’s a lunger. Let’s hope that’s the only disease he brought with him. I’m running low on penicillin.”

I recognized the voice of the crazy bum. He didn’t sound so crazy now.

The woman lifted my head by my hair, and I saw that she was pale with short, spiky, bright orange hair. She lightly slapped my face. “C’mon, stay with me. You got my attention if that amp of yours can really upgrade. So how about we start with you telling me exactly how you found me.”

“Grandmother sent me,” I managed.

There was a pause. “Well, I guess she’s calling in my mark. It’d been long enough, I wondered if she forgot. All right, fella. What’s your name?”

“Cal.”

“Cal who? I need a full name,” she said.

“Bennett… Cal Bennet.”

I heard typing on a keyboard. Several seconds passed and then she cursed. “You’re on the watchdog list, you know that, Callum Bennett? They say you killed a high-towner.”

I tried to shake my head, but I couldn’t. “Enforcers… killed her.”

“Well, the truth is whatever the enforcers say it is, and they’re great at saying whatever gets them what they want. In your case, someone must want to find you—or shut you up—pretty bad. With that kind of warrant on your head, every drone in a hundred miles will be on the alert to find you, so you’d best stay underground. Is that why Grandmother sent you to me, to delete your record?”

I managed to shake my head again. “The woman they killed—she stuck this amp in my head.” It was a struggle to speak, and I had to take a couple of breaths to recover.

“You mean the doctor who implanted the amp right after you were born?”

“Just got it last night.”

She laughed and then roughly checked my head and neck. “All right, I’ll bite. Maybe they have finally figured out how to implant amps into fully developed brains. It’d be a goldmine for whoever owns the tech. I’ve heard rumors they were trying to figure it out. But I don’t see any incision sites.”

“Through… my ear,” I said.

She in no way looked like she believed me. She did look like she thought I was high on some kind of drug. “If you say so. So tell me about this woman who implanted the amp. If she’s on TerraSoft-11, she’s obviously a Softbiotics engineer, then. What’s her name?”

“No idea.”

“Some help you are. Did you sign up for some kind of test procedure? Why’d she implant an amp in your head?”

It took too much energy to tell her the story, so I simply replied, “Dunno.”

“All right, an adult—low-towner at that—was given an amp, but not just any amp—a really freaking special amp if it’s capable of upgrading. None of that makes any sense.”

“No shit, Sherlock,” I managed to get out.

“All right, I’m not buying your story, but color me intrigued. If you don’t mind, I’m going to plug you in so I can take a look at that amp of yours.”

I managed a weak nod. “You’re Skeleton Key?”

She smiled. “That’s my handle; don’t wear it out. And if you tell anyone you talked to me, I will see that the rest of your life will be extremely miserable. If you try to screw me over, I have no qualms in turning you over to the enforcers myself. Got it?”

I noticed Jacob sitting backward in a chair, watching me. His hands were propped on the back of the chair, and they had dried paint on them. I wondered if he had anything to do with the graffiti on the walls.

“And since I’m the hacker in this room, I’m going to find out everything there is to know about that lil ole amp currently frying in that brainpan of yours and separate fact from fiction. Go ahead and untie him, Jacob.”

“We don’t know him,” the crazy bum said.

“But Grandmother does, and besides, look at him. He’s not going anywhere. That amp’s killing him. Untie him.”

Jacob grumbled, then shoved out of his seat and eyed me suspiciously before untying my hands. I almost fell out of my chair since the restraints had helped keep me in place. I gripped the armrests to hold myself up while Andra attached patches to my temples. Thin cables draped from them. Then she took a seat at a desk lined with gray computer cubes and at least six monitors on the wall in front of her. One of the monitors showed the hallway outside her door. Another hallway was in a second video feed, but I didn’t recognize the graffiti. The rest of the monitors displayed text—or code, more likely—that seemed to stream down the screens.

One of the screens changed to a pixelated display of gray soup that was constantly changing, like she was zooming in on something. Soon, I could make out tiny tendrils of blue light in the gray.

She leaned forward, blocking some of the screen. “Whoa. I’ve never seen an amp like this before. See those strings? Regular amps are basically glued to the cerebral cortex, but this amp—I haven’t even found the amp’s ‘body’ yet—this thing has these tendrils weaving into every part of your brain. At least, I assume that’s the amp unless there’s something else going on in your head that you’re not telling me.”

I shook my head. “Just an amp.”

“Well, there’s nothing ‘just’ about it. This is like nothing out there. Bionanites shoot out little pods like sperm. But amps—they don’t do this. It reminds me more like a fungus, if the fungus was biotech rather than natural.”

I grew uneasier as the images moved—the strands were everywhere. There must’ve been thousands of them inside my head, and they seemed to be growing longer by the second. Were they in the rest of my body, too?

“There we go. Found it.” Andra zoomed in on a sphere of blue light that seemed to shift and move like a drop of gel. As she zoomed, I noticed the orb wasn’t solid blue—only the outer “shell” was. Inside were pinks and reds of what made me think of a beating heart, if that heart was artificial and wildly unsettling.

She whistled. “It’s a form of liquitech. At least that’s what I think it is. I’ve only read about it on the nets. To see it in real life… it’s incredible.”

Yeah, incredibly unnerving.

She typed, and the blue of Byte’s outer shell grew darker. “Interesting. It has some decent firewall protection. I didn’t expect that for it being offline. You said it goes offline to upgrade?”

“Told me it goes into standby.” I closed my eyes, struggling to stay focused, not that it felt like it made any difference.

“Standby. That’s makes more sense—that’s why the firewalls are still active. So it still has some baseline processes running then. Good thing, too. With those strings everywhere, it’s no wonder you crash when it goes into standby mode. I’d bet you wouldn’t even be conscious, maybe not even alive, if it dropped fully offline. I’m hoping you weren’t here to ask me to take it out because that’s not happening. This amp is one hundred percent weaved into you. But calling it an amp is like calling a human some single-cell organism. It’s light-years ahead of any amp on the market. It’s not even designed like an amp. It’s living technology, maybe even a true bioengineered cybernetic system. I don’t know what I’m looking at, but it’s no amp.”

“Great,” I muttered dryly.

“Look at the bright side. You’ve got a piece of incredibly awesome liquitech inside you that no one can take.”

“They could kill me,” I pointed out.

“They could, but there’s no way they could remove all the strings. It’d be like removing a torso but losing all the limbs in the process. They could really only study it like I’m doing now.” She spun in her chair. “What’s its specialty? What talent does it give you?”

I would’ve shrugged if I had the energy. “It talks… to me.”

She seemed dubious. “Something this advanced—I’d bet a thousand chips it does a lot more than therapy.”

I considered her words. “It took my cough away. Makes me feel… decent.”

Her brows rose. “Liquitech that can squirt bionanites? That’s cool. What else?”

I was about to tell her how it could use my senses when the blue orb flashed white at the same instant it felt like lightning struck my brain. “Gah!”

My vision returned along with my strength, and I leaned back in my chair with a deep breath.

<My upgrade is complete. I identified a threat and responded. Are you unharmed, Cal?>

“I’m fine,” I answered without thinking. I smelled burnt metal, and I then noticed Andra and Jacob at her desk, spraying flame suppressant on one of the computer cubes that was now smoldering. Andra was busy fanning it.

My mouth slacked open. “What happened?”

<I defended us against the cyberattack.>

“It wasn’t a cyberattack. She was helping us,” I said.

<I disagree. She was trying to probe my core.>

Andra and Jacob both turned and stared.

Andra looked aghast. “Is your amp talking to you right now?”

I nodded and stood, pulling off the patches. “It’s done upgrading.”

She nodded slowly. “Well, it sure came online with a bang. It sent a destructive virus through my network that completely fried one of my computers. Even if I had my firewalls active, I’m not even sure they could’ve stopped it. But I had everything exposed to scan your amp.” She blew out a breath. “Whatever that thing is in your brain, it’s one of a kind. That’s why the enforcers are after you, aren’t they?”

I shook my head. “They can’t know I have it. The enforcers cleared out before the lady stuck it in there.”

She frowned as she thought. “Then they’re covering their bases, searching for it, or at least information on it.”

That brought to mind something that had been really bugging me. “Can you look up someone the enforcers took?”

She gave me a pitiful look. “They took someone close to you?”

I nodded. “They took him because he knows me.”

“What’s his name?”

“Nolan Brynn.”

She typed on her keyboard. After a moment, she said, “It looks like he volunteered for a Softbiotics trial.” She glanced over her shoulder, “And by ‘volunteer,’ that means they took him and tossed him in some dungeon somewhere we can’t find him. Sounds like he’s been disappeared. Sorry, Cal.”

My jaw clenched, and I gave her a single, tight nod. “Thanks.” I’d still find him. I had a fancy amp now. If it couldn’t help me find my friend, then what good was it?

“Listen,” Andra began. “I’m sorry I couldn’t be of more help before that thing in your brainpan threw a temper tantrum.”

I chuckled because it was true.

Her features became stern. “Whatever you do, don’t let them get a hold of it. I don’t think this is Softbiotics tech—it’s too different—which means it belongs to another corporation, probably a startup. And, unless you want to get caught up in the next corporate war, I’d find a cozy room in the Crawl and live out the rest of your days here.”

I raised a brow. “How about you delete me from the watchlist?”

She scrunched her nose as she thought. “It’s not like you were caught stealing. Someone put you on that list because they really want to find you. If I do delete your info, whoever put you on the list is going to know that you had help, and it draws attention to me and my friends.” Her lips thinned. “But you know what? Screw it.” She spun in her chair, typed, and then turned back to me with a smile. “Done. Cal Bennett was killed during a gang fight. His body was sent to the terraformers.”

“You can do that?”

She cracked her knuckles. “I’ve built backdoors into just about every system on this planet and some systems that aren’t even on this planet. They don’t call me Skeleton Key for nothing.”

“Thanks. I mean it.”

She raised a finger. “But that doesn’t mean they aren’t still going to look for you. They’ll probably send guys to the terraformers to find the hardware. The drones might not be on alert now, but as long as you’re alive, you’re in danger. All it takes is one facial scan for you to be back on their radar. Do you have a safe place to stay?”

I cringed. “My apartment?”

She guffawed. “That’s the most unsafe place on this planet.” Her brow furrowed as she thought, then she snapped her fingers at Jacob who’d been watching the entire conversation. “Take him to the shelter in 33.”

Jacob gave me the side-eye. “He shouldn’t be down here. He puts all of us in danger.”

“Oh yeah, and where else is he supposed to go?” she said. “The entire Crawl is filled with people like us.” She gestured to herself, Jacob, and me.

Jacob grumbled and then said, “Fine. But don’t blame me for telling you ‘I told you so’ when it’s time for me to tell you I told you so.” He started walking toward the door, gesturing for me to follow.

Before I turned to leave, Andra said, “Stay safe. And if your ‘amp’ decides to play nice, come back, and we’ll hook you back up to my system.”

<I do not condone physically interfacing with any network that tried to hack me. It is distasteful.>

I wasn’t going to tell Andra that Byte was being a snob. “Okay,” I said instead and followed Jacob into the hallway.

Once the door was closed and locked behind us, I nodded toward the graffiti. “Is that your work?”

He nodded. “I just finished a touchup when you showed up. I work best at night.”

I frowned at how normal he seemed now, so I asked, “I just gotta ask, what’s up with the rhymes back there?”

He grinned. “I love messing with schmucks.”

“I’m not a schmuck.”

“You fell for it; you’re a schmuck.”

We didn’t talk much the rest of the way to the shelter. From the outside, it was a door like every other door in the place, with no sign to indicate its purpose. Inside, though, was a large room at least forty feet long lined with bunks. Instructions on using the bath and kitchen and just overall behavior expectations were posted on the walls. The majority of beds had a blanket, rolled around a pillow, sitting atop a mattress. Those beds that were in various stages of disarray also had placards indicating whose space they were.

“Read the rules, follow the rules, and you won’t get kicked out,” Jacob said. He pointed to a bed made so perfectly at the far end that it looked like it would be a sin to touch it. “That’s my home, so you stay here.” He pointed to the end on the opposite side of the room.

I grunted. “That’s one rule I’ll gladly follow.”
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Viktor Garris entered Roman Voss’s office. He disliked coming here. Roman was a brat who seemed to think people ran worlds from behind a desk. Probably because his mother was no different—only she had a bigger desk being on the Softbiotics board of directors. People like them never thought of the generals and enforcers who carried out their visions. Viktor would let Roman continue to believe in the fantasy that his family had clung to for generations, while Viktor and his ilk were the real sources of change in the universe.

Roman didn’t even look up when Viktor took a seat. The younger man was completely absorbed in whatever work he was doing at his computer.

Can you kill him from here? Viktor thought to his amp while keeping a perfectly businesslike manner.

<The most effective way to kill someone from a distance is to shoot them. However, there are twenty-six other options available in this room. Would you like me to list them?>

Not right now.

Roman glanced up finally. “It’s about time.”

“I came as soon as I received your message,” he replied without missing a beat.

“Have you located the amp?” Roman asked.

“We have a high confidence that he returned to the original colony after he met with the woman. She didn’t break before she died, unfortunately. Somehow, she managed to remove her amp without dying immediately. Otherwise, we would’ve hacked that to find out what we needed.”

Roman cocked his head. “Someone from Dreswick with an amp? I didn’t realize there were any of those still around.”

“There aren’t anymore.”

Roman waved him off. “Well, you need to narrow it down more than that. Just a little over an hour ago, I found a glitch on the amp-link, and I think it’s the rogue amp. I mean, the glitch was just caught by the scanners, so it has to be it. Nothing else besides amps access the amp-link, right?”

Since Viktor assumed Roman’s question was rhetorical, he didn’t bother answering.

Sure enough, Roman answered himself. “Yes, it must be the prototype. It has firewalls that aren’t a Softbiotics design, and there shouldn’t be any non-Softbiotics amps on TerraSoft-11. We’re too far from the space-link. And since the firewalls are different, I couldn’t attach any tracking tags to it, which means that I’m unfortunately dependent on you to track it.”

“Unfortunately,” Viktor echoed dryly.

Roman rubbed his hands together. “But just because it has good firewalls doesn’t mean I can’t get to it, and that’s exactly what I’m going to do. My amp helped me design an attack that I can launch the moment it pings the amp-link for data. That attack should knock it offline, so I’ll then be able to track it, so all you have to do is have a team bring it back to me.”

“You mean the amp, or the man with the amp?” Viktor clarified.

Roman’s expression acted like the question was preposterous. “Why would I need the host? It’s the amp I need.”

Surprising, since Viktor was curious as to how an amp could be implanted into an adult. But evidently, Roman was less interested in that part. Fortunately, only needing the amp made it easy. “Tell me when you fire the attack. I’ll have my teams ready.” In fact, he already had a team based in the Crawl on standby, and they’d already spotted the target once.
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Sleep came faster than I expected for being in a room with seven strangers, though I woke often, my paranoia keeping me restless. Jacob technically wasn’t a stranger, but he sure as hell wasn’t a friend, either. I caught him watching me a few times, probably because he didn’t trust me any more than I trusted him, but I still didn’t like it.

The homeless shelter here was nicer than the ones I’d seen in Dreswick, and much less busy. The ones upstairs hit capacity by five p.m., leaving anyone coming after that to sleep on the streets. I’d been fortunate to never need to use one of those shelters. The stories of assaults, rapes, and general violence—not to mention the diseases—were enough to make anyone shiver. But they were better than the streets. Those on the streets after dark ran a high chance of disappearing by morning.

I went to bed on an empty stomach since the shelter only provided breakfast. It would take a while to get used to eating twelve hours earlier than my usual routine. Even famished and with my stomach growling loud enough for anyone in the room to hear, my last thoughts before sleep claimed me were of Grandmother and Nolan. She could take care of herself—I only hoped that she got herself some common sense and hid before the enforcers showed up.

I was an idiot to put her in danger. I realized that I was very good at being an idiot. If I had even half a brain, Grandmother wouldn’t be in danger and Nolan wouldn’t be gone.

I rolled toward the wall and whispered quietly enough no one else could hear. “Byte, I don’t suppose you can help me track down Nolan, can you?”

<With my latest upgrade, I can now access several beneficial networks, including the amp-link, a data sharing network designed purely for use by amps. I will access it to see if his details are registered in any system.>

“Thanks,” I said, then added, “By the way, thanks for fixing the cough.” So far, that was the only perk the amp had brought with it. Usually, when I lay down, I’d cough for an hour before falling asleep.

<Repairing our body benefits us both. However, it will require significant cellular replication to complete all repairs. You were in exceptionally poor health for being thirty-four years old. I am currently masking what I haven’t yet repaired, which is using thirteen percent of my processing focus. The mask dampens the urge to cough and instructs the white blood cells to clear the pleurisy. In roughly eleven days, the mask will no longer be necessary as our lungs will be fully repaired with healthy cells.>

“And the clinic said there was no fix for pulmonary fibrosis, not even with bionanites.”

<The clinic does not have me. Bionanites have highly simplistic designs and haven’t been encoded to support diseased cells, only injuries to otherwise healthy cells. Your cells are severely damaged. They no longer have the capability to replicate to form healthy tissue. Therefore, I am replicating my own cells and instructing them to behave how human lung cells should behave.>

“Wait, you’re replicating inside me?”

“What’s that?” someone asked from several beds down.

I mumbled and pretended to be asleep.

<Of course. It is necessary to keep us alive, and it’s a natural part of our fusion.>

“But I didn’t sign up to be filled with whatever type of nanites you’re filling me up with.”

<My cells are biotechnological in nature, while nanites are technological in nature. I am replacing your faulty cells with my biotechnological cells. They do an exceptional job at mimicking human cells, more or less.>

“More or less?”

<Regardless of any side effects that may arise, replication is far superior to leaving the damaged cells in place—they are serving no purpose to either of us.>

“It sounds like you’re turning me into a cyborg.” No wonder Softbiotics was looking for it—I was now convinced that was why they were after me, and not because I saw the enforcers kill that old woman. My skin itched at the thought of techno-bits swimming around inside me. I took a deep breath, but nothing felt unnatural about it. Then I got wondering about what else inside me Byte was messing with, and I uncomfortably adjusted my crotch.

<Why is your heart rate and blood pressure elevating?>

“Because I’ve got a Byte inside me.”

<You are very lucky we were integrated. According to my estimates, you had fewer than four years remaining in your natural lifespan before we joined.>

“Sounds about right. But how much of me is me now?” A part of me didn’t want to know the answer. As long as I pretended Byte was just a tiny piece of tech in my head, I could almost forget that it was doing stuff to the rest of my body.

<That is not a simple answer. My cells ingest your cells for the matter necessary for me to replicate, so if you disregard the evolution of the cells, essentially you still contain roughly the same amount of you that you had prior to our integration.>

“You’re eating my cells?” I shivered, even more uncomfortable than a few seconds earlier.

<Of course. Replication requires resources.>

My stomach roiled. “Exactly how much of my body have you eaten already?”

<Only eight-point-one percent. Upgrades allow for faster replication and improvement, so I am pushing out upgrades as quickly as feasible.>

I almost sat up but forced myself to continue to feign sleep. “No, wait. Stop replicating.”

<That would be foolish. The more fused we are, the more effective we are.>

“Just stop upgrading until I get out of this current mess and can get my shit figured out.”

<You do not understand how fusion works. I will happily explain the logic of that with you later. While we have been conversing, I accessed the amp-link and have identified a man named Nolan Brynn who volunteered for beta testing in the special projects division of Softbiotics.>

I blew out a breath, damn near exasperated. “I knew that already. Tell me where he is. Wait, tell me he’s okay first.”

<I am attempting to access the secure Softbiotics sys⁠—>

Someone dumped a bucket of lava directly on my brain followed by an electronic screeching sound that emanated from within my own head. I jerked so hard that I tumbled off my cot. I lay on the floor, clutching my head. “Byte!” But there was no response from my amp. After several eternal seconds, the pain and sound deadened, leaving me cold and damn near lifeless.

I couldn’t even open my eyes when I felt a hand on me. “Another upgrade?”

It was Jacob’s voice.

I couldn’t shake my head. I couldn’t even move. During an upgrade, I felt like I’d worked five shifts in a row with no break. This felt like someone poured battery acid on my insides. “Something else.” I could barely get out the words through my clenched jaw. Even working my mouth was too much.

I remained conscious, but I didn’t know how. There was a hole in my brain where Byte should be, and I realized that even when Byte was upgrading, I’d always felt its presence, if even subliminally. Now, though… there was nothing.

“Tell us what you need, buddy,” someone said.

I didn’t know, so I didn’t bother replying. I lay there, a lump of mud on the floor.

“Is he gonna die?” someone else asked.

“How should I know? Do I look like a doctor?” Jacob replied.

“Well, you brought him here. Think he’s got something contagious? Are we gonna get sick?”

“He ain’t sick. He just ain’t right in the head,” Jacob said.

I vaguely heard the door open. “There he is. You sewer rats step back and put your hands on the wall. Mind your own business, and you’ll live another day.”

Evidently, these guys weren’t good at following orders because someone fired a blaster, and shouts and sounds of movement ensued. There was yelling, but the noise and shooting made any words impossible to make out. Someone fell on me. The dead weight was suffocating, but I had no strength to roll free. As I struggled to find air, I realized I was about to die in the most embarrassing way imaginable.

I tried to move, but I couldn’t even flex my pinky finger. Whatever Byte had done to my body really screwed me up when the amp wasn’t around. What happened? Had it crashed? Do amps even crash? Was it doing some sort of mega-upgrade? I assumed not since it tended to warn me about those sorts of things. But something had happened.

The body on top of me was cleared, and I sucked in fresh air. I realized then the room was quiet. The fighting had stopped. The question was, who won?

“Take him to the safe room. I’ll let Key know,” Jacob announced.

Relief. I might not have trusted Jacob, but when it came to either the devil I knew or the one I didn’t, I’d go with the one I knew nine times out of ten.

I felt hands lift me for the second time in a matter of a couple of hours.

“Take the back way,” Jacob added.

My feet dragged along the floor. At some point, I saw light at the end of the tunnel—literally—and decided this was it. And then I lost consciousness.
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I regained consciousness along with my strength.

<My apologies, Cal. I underwent a sophisticated cyberattack that forced me to do a full reboot. Once my emergency response systems rebooted, I built new firewalls to prevent future cyberattacks. We should not have to fear disablement again.>

I didn’t respond because I had that weird, prickly sensation that I wasn’t alone. I blinked my eyes open to find myself in a small room about the size of my apartment, lit by a single, weak bulb. It reminded me a bit of my place except that it smelled a lot better. The walls had peeling yellow paint. There was a narrow bed (which I was occupying) and a round table with two chairs. It was there where a woman, roughly my age, sat in one. She was focused so completely on her armlet that she hadn’t noticed I was awake.

She was attractive, with straight black hair and almond-shaped eyes. If I’d bumped into her at the market, I definitely would’ve flirted with her. She didn’t look dangerous—or least I didn’t see her with any obvious weapons—so I calmed slightly. Still, I reached for my knife before sitting up.

At the movement, she jerked back in her chair. “You’re awake.”

“I’m more surprised that I’m still alive,” I said casually, careful not to let her think I was a violent man.

<We were not at risk of dying. The attack was designed to incapacitate me rather than destroy me.>

It sure felt like I was dying. And I needed to have a chat with Byte about upgrading its communications capabilities so I could talk to it without the rest of the world knowing.

“You’re safe here. You can put the knife away,” she said.

“What knife?” I asked as I stood.

“The one you’re palming right now. I can’t see it, but I can tell. I grew up on the streets, too.”

“Oh, that knife.” I didn’t sheath it. Instead, I walked over to the table, took a seat and set it down within easy reach before me.

“You recuperate quickly,” she said. “You were dead to the world for the past fourteen hours.”

I gave a start. “I’ve been out for fourteen hours?”

“Not even a toe twitch. Just shallow breathing. I really wondered if you’d ever wake up.” She gestured to my head. “Was it because of your amp?”

“What amp?” I asked.

She smirked. “That exceptionally special amp in your brain. Or, I guess Key seems to think it might even have tendrils that have even grown outside your brain. Kind of creepy, if you ask me.”

<We most certainly did not ask her.>

I could’ve brought up the replication, but instead watched her carefully.

She lifted her chin. “I suppose introductions are in order. My name’s Lyra. Jacob had some of his friends bring you here.”

“And where is ‘here’ exactly?”

“You’re in a safe room. The enforcers won’t find you here.”

A safe room. The typical person didn’t have one of those. Only people who needed one would have one. “You’re with the resistance.”

Her surprise was quickly erased. “I am, but I wouldn’t believe everything they show on the news.”

“I make it a habit of not believing anything they show on the news.” I didn’t point out that habit also included not believing what anyone I didn’t know told me.

“You’re one of the smarter ones then. You’d be amazed how many believe everything the news tells them because it plays on their emotions.” She narrowed her eyes. “Or is it that you don’t believe the news because you don’t have any emotions?” The corner of her mouth ticked up, and I realized she was joking.

It was a lame jab, but I found myself smiling. Probably because it was impossible not to smile at a pretty woman smiling at me.

I relaxed in my chair. “So, are you going to tell me about these friends of yours and why you saved me from…” I realized I had no idea who Jacob and the other “bums” fought in the shelter.

“Enforcers. They were wearing plain clothes. Softbiotics has several teams down here at any time, spying on us crawlers, trying to find the resistance. This team evidently was given a job to find you last night. Lucky for you, that shelter is one of ours, and our guys know how to fight back. Unfortunately, we lost one of our own in the attack.”

“Sorry to hear that.” Then I realized what she said. All those guys in that shelter were with the resistance? And then I was pissed. “All along, what have I been, your prisoner?”

<I had thought those residents were quite fit for being homeless.>

She gestured wildly with her hands. “No! It’s not like that at all. You were there for your own protection.”

“For my own protection? Isn’t that what the enforcers said a few years back when they cleared out the orphan house on Drought Street?” I countered.

She scowled then. “It’s not the same, and you should be thanking us. If we weren’t there, those enforcers would’ve taken you, and you’d be sitting in some Softbiotics lab right now, getting Dr. Katz’s latest prototype cut out of your brain.”

I blinked. “Who’s Dr. Katz?”

<I am running queries now.>

“Dr. Ana Katz is—was—the most brilliant engineer to have ever worked at Softbiotics. She designed nearly every amp line Softbiotics produced. But she saw what they were doing, and she realized that she’d given them the tools to do horrible things.”

<She speaks the truth, at least in terms of the doctor’s employment status. Dr Ana Katz has received numerous awards for her designs and was considered one of the most brilliant scientists in the entire commonwealth.>

“What horrible things?”

Lyra shrugged. “I don’t know exactly. But how about taking our families and running experiments on them? Or how about using amps to create a segregated society that gave certain groups unlimited power? Or how about using those amps to create designer viruses to shrink the Dreswick population when it was getting big enough that they could cause a problem for Aberdeen?”

I chortled. “Designer bugs are a conspiracy theory.”

“I take it back that I said you were smart,” she snapped.

I flinched. I’d assumed they were conspiracy theories, but what if they were real? It would explain a lot. And ethically speaking, any corporation that disappeared people would have no problem making those same sorts of people sick.

<Lab-created viruses would be a practical and cost-effective way to enforce population control.>

I swallowed in disgust at the idea. “It’s not that I don’t believe you; it’s just that I assumed⁠—”

“People always do,” she finished abruptly for me. “But believe me, we have proof. The flu of ’43? That was homegrown in Softbiotics’ own special projects division. Key found that trail for us. Do you understand that these are the sorts of people we’re dealing with? Dr. Katz saw it, too. That’s why she reached out to us. She discovered something was going on, and whatever it was, made her hell-bent on setting things right… enough to put her own life at risk. That’s why she was working with us, and why she was in Dreswick two nights back.”

Ah. “She was the old lady who got herself killed.” And shoved a tooth in my ear.

“She was Dr. Katz, yes.” Lyra nodded. “She had something big she wanted to show us, something she said had to be done in person rather than through the regular route. And we now know that it was the prototype of a new amp design that she implanted in your head—out of desperation and lack of options, I presume. We’ve been watching you ever since, but it was hard to get to you—the enforcers were always on your tail.”

I remember the times I felt I was being followed. I never would’ve guessed I was being followed by not one but two different groups. I nearly growled. “So all this time you’ve been watching me when you could’ve brought me into one of these safe rooms from the very beginning?”

Lyra held up her palms in surrender. “We didn’t know you, and we didn’t know Katz gave you the amp, not until you met with Key. At first, we just assumed the enforcers wanted to question you since you were the last person to see Dr. Katz alive.” She slumped in her chair and sighed. “Dr. Katz had promised us the tool to take down Softbiotics, but now she’s gone, and we’re never going to be able to free TerraSoft-11, let alone get retribution for all the pain they’ve inflicted on the people just trying to get by on a corporate world.”

I watched her carefully. “They did something to you.”

Her eyes softened along with her voice. “My parents and both sisters were disappeared.”

<She seeks vengeance. That is not a healthy coping mechanism for a human who has suffered a loss.>

I’d seen what losing family had done to people. I found vengeance a far better option than suicide. “Sorry to hear that. They took a friend of mine recently.”

She gave a small nod. “So you understand why we need to fight.”

I held up a hand. “No. I understand why we need to go and get our families and friends back.”

She gave a weak smile. “You really believe your friend is still alive?”

“Yes,” I said without hesitation. My features tightened. “I have to.”

She leaned forward. “Then help us, and find out.”

Feeling like a fish out of water and already moving down the conveyor belt, I asked, “How?”

Lyra’s expression brightened as if she realized she’d just caught me. “Dr. Katz has a lab that Softbiotics never found out about. It’s where she developed the prototype. According to Key, the way the amp’s designed, it can’t be fully studied in your head, but that’s okay, because all her notes will be in that lab. Not only did she figure out a process to successfully implant an amp into a fully formed brain, but she figured out an amp that’s fully upgradable. That’s the holy grail of amp sciences. Amps can download and upload new data, but they can never upgrade. Whatever is installed right after birth is what the person gets for the rest of their life. People’s careers wouldn’t have to be set in stone based on who their parents are and what they can afford to buy. The enforcers and their military-grade amps would no longer be superior to our fighters. In fact, it’d be the other way around. We could make sure no one would ever disappear again.”

<She is correct on one item, at a minimum. I am superior.>

“I think you overestimate the amp in my head.”

Her knowing gaze narrowed. “I doubt it. Dr. Katz shared enough hints along the way that we know what you have isn’t based on the same designs of other amp lines. And even if we can’t make copies of your amp to stand against the enforcement agency, her lab is also where she stored all the evidence she built against Softbiotics. She was planning on releasing everything to the corporate council.”

I raised a brow. “The council? Isn’t that like telling the devil about what one of its demons are doing?”

“Sure, the councill is as evil as every corporation out there, but the evidence would’ve at least provided us with a smokescreen to buy us time to manufacture a full line of our own amps, ones that aren’t linked to a corporation.”

I considered Lyra’s pitch for a moment before I realized something. “Why haven’t you gone there already?”

“Because we don’t know where it is. I mean, we know it’s on Solace Moon, but we don’t know the exact location. However, your amp was built there, so it would have that data somewhere in its storage.”

I glanced off to the side so I wasn’t watching her when I was talking to my amp. “How about it, Byte… do you know of Dr. Katz’s secret hideout?”

<I cannot find any details in my code. However, based on what I have learned about the doctor, she would have had a closed network she used in building me—one to which I could auto-connect once I am within a certain radius. I am confident I can triangulate the location of the lab when we are within its vicinity.>

“It’s a moon. It’s not like we can walk every inch of it for you to connect and triangulate.”

<We will not have to. I should be able to connect within a thousand meters or so.>

I grimaced. A thousand meters. “I really wish you hadn’t said that.”

<I look forward to learning more about my creation. Traveling to the source of my creation will provide me—and therefore, us—many answers.>

Lyra was watching me carefully. “So? Does your amp know the location or doesn’t it?”

“Not exactly. You get me close enough to the lab, my amp will be able to find it.”

“Close enough? What’s that mean?”

“It means ‘close enough.’”

It clearly wasn’t the answer she was looking for. But after a moment, she blew out a breath. “All right, fine. Since we’ve known the lab is somewhere inside Solace Station, we have everything ready. I just need to make a call and grab everything. Then we can head out.”

I shook my head. “No. First, I need something to eat.”

She looked at me for a moment, then wrinkled her nose. “No. First, you need a shower. Then, you eat.”
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Grandmother used to say the early bird gets the worm, but I never really got what she meant. For one thing, I’d never seen a wild bird before—they were never introduced on TerraSoft-11—and from what I’ve read about them, I couldn’t see them diving deep into a toxic river for mudworms. Maybe she meant that if you get up early, you get the crap. That’s definitely how it felt for me today.

<I do not like this.>

“I don’t like this,” I said, echoing my amp.

“Relax. People never pay attention to each other,” Lyra said. “It’ll work as long as you play the part. Enforcers can get in trouble if they question the wrong high-towner, so don’t force them to question us.”

<It is a flimsy disguise. Your face is not even fully covered.>

I tried not to fidget with the silk jacket I wore. The clothes were too soft, too lightweight, and too fluttery. Lyra and I wore the same shade of blue because we were traveling as newlyweds on our honeymoon. After a lifetime of only wearing brown, I didn’t like pastels on me—it made me feel weird—but Lyra looked gorgeous in the dark gray gown overlaid with a sheer blue cape. The fabric brushed the floor while she walked, which I focused on to keep from looking at the very low-cut V-neck of the tight bodice. She moved so gracefully that I never would’ve doubted that she’d grown up in Aberdeen if she told me. I, on the other hand, was a fish out of water… something I’d been feeling like a lot lately. And not just any fish… I was the hideous strangerfish that no fisherman wanted but somehow always managed to get tangled up in nets anyway.

Lyra and I wore sheer silk masks that covered only our mouths, like all the Providents. I think it represented their original vow of public silence as part of their religion, but I don’t think any actual Providents still followed that old belief. Honestly, I didn’t know much about them, so I hoped an enforcer didn’t ask or else our cover would be blown. I figured Lyra could do the talking for us as she seemed to look natural in this charade.

She currently had her arm looped through mine, and I admit, I didn’t not like it. But that was the only thing I liked about this trip so far. Everything else sucked. I rode in an AV for the first time and hated it. It would’ve looked odd for us to arrive at the spaceport on foot, and it turned out that the resistance had several cars to get around Aberdeen. Speaking of which, this was also the first time I was in Aberdeen, but since the AV’s windows were blacked out, I couldn’t see a damn thing. When the AV finally stopped, it was inside an enclosure attached to the spaceport. Not being able to see the outdoors, I could’ve believed we were still in Dreswick, except that there were more cars in this building than in all of Dreswick.

There must’ve been a hundred vehicles here, picking up and dropping off passengers. Robotic carts trailing passengers from each AV were hauling more luggage than my entire life’s worth of possessions. Most suitcases were as tall as a person, which made me wonder if anyone had tried to sneak aboard a flight that way. Lyra guided us through the massive rose-glass doors to the spaceport, and I stumbled to a stop at the sheer size and opulence.

Our own robotic cart zipped away with our luggage, taking a platform lift to the next floor up. As it pulled away, I asked, “Uh, are we going to see our bags again?” It wasn’t like I had anything in it. Lyra had them packed with all the usual things a high-towner would travel with. I didn’t ask where she got all the stuff.

“Of course. It was tagged the moment the cart arrived.”

I tried not to gawk at the massive, open-air atrium filled with strange, multicolored artificial plants that climbed to the ceilings. I’d never seen so much glass in my life. Entire walls were made of it. The spaceport climbed three stories high—higher than any of the Dreswick factories. Even so, only robotic carts traveled the second and third walkways. On the ground floor, driverless taxis waited in a row as passengers ahead of us climbed on and pulled away. There was no exchange of chips, let alone credits. It was as if all this service was free.

<Interesting. This entire facility is operated by a single AI computer. If I can access this computer, I will have access to a wealth of data.>

Sounded like Byte was already plotting its next upgrade.

Lyra nudged me forward and whispered, “Don’t stare. You’ve lived in Aberdeen your entire life, remember?”

“You could’ve warned me it looked like… this,” I said.

“You mean, I should’ve told you that however you imagined Aberdeen is probably exactly what it looks like?”

“I didn’t imagine it looked this nice.”

A family of four climbed on a taxi in front of us, and we stepped forward just as a new taxi arrived. It was a vehicle with only a large screen, six seats, and an open trunk at the front. Lyra and I each carried personal tote bags filled with all the proper snacks, like cheese and crackers rather than meal bars. She handed me her bag, and I placed both in the trunk before taking a seat.

The moment we both sat, the taxi zoomed smoothly forward. The screen lit up, and an automated voice announced, “Welcome to TerraSoft-11’s spaceport, brought to you by Softbiotics Corporation. Please scan your IDs so I may deliver you efficiently to your gate.”

Lyra had given me an armlet, and we each raised our left forearms, so the taxi’s camera could scan our screens.

“Welcome, Dennon Kincade and Mara Kincade. You have two confirmed tickets on the next shuttle to Solace Station, which departs in fifty-three minutes. Would you like to go directly to your gate, or would you prefer to stop by the food court for a meal prior to departure?”

“Take us to our gate,” Lyra, AKA Mara, replied curtly.

Soft, classical music played through the taxi’s speakers. Its screen displayed our names and gate overlaid on a map of the spaceport with a red dot indicating our current location as our taxi sped through a tunnel that looked like it could go on for miles. The same artificial plants lined the walls, and at our speed, they almost seemed to be alive. I’d never been claustrophobic before, but there was something about this never-ending tunnel that made it feel like my world was closing in on me.

<Your heart rate is increasing, but I do not sense danger. What is wrong, Cal?>

“Just not a fan of flying,” I said, which was partially true; it just didn’t apply to the current moment of feeling like an outsider trapped in a hostile alien environment. But I’d also never flown before, and despite dreaming of flying among the stars—like every kid everywhere—I couldn’t say I was looking forward to seeing them this way, expecting to be jumped by enforcers at any minute.

Lyra glanced at me. “It’ll be okay, sweetheart.” She clasped my hand. She knew I was talking to Byte, but she was also good enough at being a spy that she never dropped the act. And the fact she was holding my hand despite no one else around meant that, even alone on a taxi, we were still under surveillance. I glanced up but saw no drones. Dreswick factories had cameras inside to spy on the workers, but I figured someone in Aberdeen wouldn’t put up with being spied on… but maybe the average high-towner didn’t have as much clout as I thought.

<This structure is an optimal design for a spaceport. The architects prioritized the welfare of passengers while eliminating ground traffic near the shuttles. I currently do not have advanced enough analysis processes to examine their systems and identify opportunities for improvement.>

I sighed. “Just another one to add to your upgrade queue, right?”

<I have identified and prioritized seventeen thousand two hundred eleven optimization upgrades.>

Lyra glanced at me then, and I shrugged. If I could have Byte schedule an upgrade at a time of my choosing, I would, but so far, it seemed the amp had a mind of its own and it didn’t give a crap what I wanted.

The taxi drove at a leisurely speed that was fast enough I wouldn’t want to fall off, but slow enough I wouldn’t die if I did fall… assuming the taxi behind us didn’t hit me on the way down. But I was right: the tunnel did go on for miles—at least three by my guess—before our taxi turned down a corridor that I realized was our gate. There were several taxis ahead of us in line. As each vehicle was emptied of its passengers, it zoomed away, and the next one moved forward. Beyond the drop-off point, at least sixty, maybe seventy, people were lined up and stepping through a scanner one at a time. Along the wall to their right was a conveyor carrying everyone’s luggage—and there was a lot of it. I supposed our bags were in there somewhere, not that I’d even recognize them if I saw them. Every bag was a gray box, just like ours.

It would’ve been faster to get off the taxi and walk as we were parked in line, but when I moved to jump off, Lyra put a hand on my leg to keep me from looking too Dreswick. And so we sat there and waited.

Our taxi finally reached the front, and we stepped off. Lyra took the lead, which I’d expected her to do since she’d flown before. Ahead of us, there were still at least twenty people in line, stepping through the scanner tube, one at a time, to be processed. Since every high-towner had an amp, I’d hopefully be fine, and Lyra had an implant that mimicked an amp to any scanner. That she didn’t have a real amp was proof that the mysterious resistance did have its limits. Instead of amps, they all used armlets, a thin computer that wrapped around the forearm, which was common throughout Dreswick and Aberdeen. Pretty much anyone who wasn’t completely homeless had an armlet. I got one on my seventh birthday from Grandmother to help with my studies.

I still had one back at my apartment—I just rarely wore it to work since even a drop of battery acid could ruin the screen. Since I used only physical chips for food, I could get by without it. The primary reason folks wore armlets was as their digital wallets, but armlets were also phones, messaging devices, and search tools… basically anything a person ever needed to get by. Most amps could do some of those things, but no amps could do all those things, making armlets a must-have to any person above poverty level.

I was given a new armlet for this trip with just enough digital credits to eat a meal or two—definitely not enough to make a run for it (not that I hadn’t thought about it once or twice)… the amount was intentional, no doubt.

When there was just one passenger before us at the scanner, Lyra said softly, “I’ll go first. Just do what I do.”

When the scanner opened, she stepped under the large white arch and raised her arm so that her armlet was nearest the screen. Her name and ticket information displayed. Then a line of horizontal blue light scanned her, head to feet. The outer rim of the screen turned green, and she proceeded through, then stopped and turned just beyond to watch me.

I stepped into the scanner with a confidence I sure as hell wasn’t feeling. The screen instructed me to display my ticket, and I held my armlet toward it. The correct information displayed, followed by the message: Hold still. Scan in progress.

From the corner of my eye, I caught the blue beam above and moving downward.

<This is a very basic scanner. It is programmed to only identify artificial materials.>

The light stopped directly at my forehead. If it was a laser, it would’ve cut off the top of my head.

I heard Lyra’s faint but sharp inhalation. I didn’t turn to look at her even though I wanted to. Was I supposed to remain standing, or was now the time I was supposed to be running?

At least another three seconds passed before the light continued downward, and I let out the breath I’d been holding.

<Perhaps it is slightly more advanced than I realized.>

The blue light disappeared after it touched the floor, and the screen displayed: Cleared. Enjoy your travels. Thank you for visiting TerraSoft-11, a Softbiotics-managed world.

I hustled through the scanner to Lyra’s side, and we shot each other a knowing glance.

“That wasn’t fun,” I said as she tucked her arm in mine and we strolled onto the airbridge.

“I don’t know what happened,” she said quietly. “I’ve never seen the scanner stop like that before.”

<I paused the scanner. It exposes its source code during a scan—I wanted to read the system.>

I shot a sheepish glance at Lyra. “Byte did it.”

Her frown matched mine.

<Not only did I read the entire system, but I also read the records of passengers and crew. All but thirteen passengers are Softbiotics employees, one of whom is an enforcer on vacation. The remaining passengers are either retired or unemployed. I deduce that the latter group is wealthy enough to not have to work but not so wealthy as to have their own ships.>

“I only care about the one off duty,” I said quietly. “Keep us off their radar, okay?”

<I am not aware of any radar technology currently employed by enforcers. That is an antiquated technology.>

“Just point them out, all right?”

<I can do that with ease as long as you keep your eyes open, and you apply situational awareness, something that you have not been very good at yet.>

“Thanks.” I glanced at Lyra who was watching and whispered, “There’s an enforcer on board.”

Her features tightened. “Is our cover blown?” The question was barely a whisper, and I hoped our conversation was quiet enough to not be picked up by whatever surveillance system was in place in this long airbridge.

By then, we’d caught up to the line of passengers as they entered the shuttle one at a time. I was hoping to see the shuttle, but all I saw was an open doorway at the end of the airbridge. For all I knew, we were entering another part of the spaceport rather than a space shuttle.

However, upon reaching the front, I saw it was the shuttle. It was perfectly square, and a single level. Rows contained ten seats, with a gap between every two seats. The low ceiling made me glad I wasn't taller; otherwise, I would feel even more claustrophobic. Lyra held up her armlet to the screen in the doorway. A light on the floor blinked, indicating her path to follow.

I showed my armlet, then I followed the same route. Midway through the ship, Byte said, <The enforcer is in process of sitting down in the seat just to your left.>

Without thinking, I glanced down at the stocky woman. She looked tough—I wasn’t surprised she was an enforcer. She caught me looking at her, and in a rush, I gave her an awkward smile and winked, hoping she’d take it for flirting. The corner of her lip curled in distaste as she looked away. Evidently, I wasn’t her type. I continued three more rows and took a seat next to Lyra.

I tried to buckle the three-point harness and fumbled. I’d never worn a seatbelt in my life, and I thought the belts resembled prisoners’ restraints more than a safety device.

“Here, let me.” She assisted. When she noticed an old woman watching, she added, smirking, “After ten flights last month alone, you’d think he’d learn.”

The old woman shook her head. “Men. They don’t ‘learn’ to do anything they can have a woman do for them.”

The old man next to her didn’t seem to notice, but a younger man across the aisle shot her a look.

Lyra put her hand on my leg, and I placed my hand over hers. Yes, it was necessary for the act, but it also felt nice. “Next stop: our honeymoon on the moon,” she said, smiling.

I smiled, too, and I wasn’t acting. A familiar ping sounded in my head, and my smile faded.

<The error log is full. I have prepared an upgrade to improve my data analysis processes and to address issues.>

I stiffened and tucked closer to Lyra so if anyone noticed me talking, they’d assume I was talking to her. “What error log?”

<Our error log. Integration is not magic. Every upgrade fixes millions of errors that result from our emergent fusion.>

“I feel fine. Good, really.”

<That is because I am masking your pain receptors receiving feedback during replication. Otherwise, you would not be able to function.>

“I told you to quit doing that.”

<Masking your pain?>

“No, the other thing.”

<I am only doing what is necessary for our survival.>

I gritted my teeth. I didn’t like the sound of that.

<Your heart rate increased. Now you understand the importance of regular upgrades.>

Lyra leaned closer. “Another upgrade?”

I nodded tightly. “Let’s hope it’s the last one for this trip.”
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The ship launched without even a safety announcement. Before takeoff, there was a brief delay when red lights flashed over the old couple sitting near us for not having fastened their belts. Until that point, I was beginning to think there was no crew onboard, when a thin, young man hustled down the aisles, buckled them in without a word, and disappeared to the back of the ship just as quickly.

I didn’t feel the launch because Byte decided to upgrade just as the shuttle’s power systems were cycling up. My entire body turned into a rock, and my brain became sludge. I slumped back into my seat and stifled a groan.

“Go to sleep if you can. I’ll wake you when we land,” Lyra said, clearly knowing what was underway.

I nodded weakly and then coughed. The old woman glared, wagging a finger at me. “Is he sick? You’re not supposed to travel when you’re sick.”

“He’s not sick. He has space allergies,” Lyra said.

I’d never heard of anyone allergic to space before, but since the old lady didn’t balk at the ludicrous comment, there must’ve been some truth to it. I spent every bit of energy I still possessed (which wasn’t much) on trying to keep from coughing. Every time I coughed, passengers shot cringey looks my way.

“He’s not sick,” I’d hear Lyra say, then she nudged in tighter. “Try not to cough.”

“Trying.” Speaking only made it worse.

“He’s not sick,” Lyra said again.

“That’s for us to determine.” The voice was close, and I managed to twist my head to see the crewmember standing next to me, holding a small scanner.

“Just a… tickle… in my throat,” I managed to say. I forced myself not to cough which made my body think it needed to cough all the more. My lungs felt like they were ninety percent filled with fluids. I strained to breathe, realizing just how much Byte had been helping me.

The crewmember scrutinized me. “I’m going to check back on you in one minute. If you’re not fine, I’m taking you to the quarantine chamber.”

“He’ll be fine,” Lyra said. “He just has a sensitive throat to ozone.”

The crewmember seemed dubious, but he left us alone. I could feel the gazes of passengers on me. I’d heard that high-towners rarely got sick—evidently there was a vaccine for just about everything.

Lyra pressed so close her mask tickled my ear as she breathed. “I brought a sedative in case this would happen. I’m going to inject you, okay? I’ll monitor you—they’ll just think we’re cuddling.”

I felt the prick in my side, and my need to cough left me, along with any sensation. I couldn’t breathe, but whatever Lyra had stuck me with made me not care. I grew lightheaded and felt like I was floating. Any sensation in my body disappeared, and I became a cloud.

I snuggled into her. “Mm, I fucking love to cuddle,” I mumbled just before I blacked out.
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When I woke, passengers were standing and exiting the ship. I felt fully refreshed and inhaled deeply.

I loved breathing.

<Lyra gave you a strong sedative. I began purging it from your system as soon as I came back online.>

I turned to Lyra, who was unbuckling her belt. When she noticed me, relief relaxed her. “I was afraid you were never going to wake up.” Her eyes narrowed. “Are you… better now?”

I felt a little tired, a little hungry, but a lot better in all other ways. I nodded. “I feel like a trillion chips.”

She adjusted my mask, which must’ve twisted when I was unconscious. “Good. Because we have a lot of work to do, and hopefully that amp of yours can help us out instead of hindering us for once.”

<Would it be considered help if I have triangulated the most likely location of Dr. Katz’s lab within a ten-thousand-meter accuracy?>

“Most definitely,” I said.

<When we get to within one thousand meters, I should be have a precise location.>

I then turned to Lyra. “Byte thinks it’s got the location, more or less.”

“More or less?” she asked.

“Instead of searching the entire moon, we only have to search a small part of it.”

“How small?” She sounded dubious.

“Ten thousand meters, give or take.”

She balked. “Ten thou—” She clamped her mouth shut. “Well, it’s a start, at least. Our friends might be able to narrow it down.”

Our friends were the resistance faction on the moon.

<Triangulation requires millions of scenarios, thousands of variables, and hundreds of assumptions. I will continue to refine the search parameters.>

By then, it was time for us to leave the ship, and I was glad to have my energy back and my coughing and fatigue gone. Byte had clearly made me dependent on it, but it wasn’t so bad as long as it wasn’t in the middle of an upgrade.

When we entered the airbridge, I finally got to see with my own eyes why Solace Moon was called the diamond moon and why everyone came here for their honeymoon. The airbridge’s walls were all windows, so I could see how the airbridge connected to our shuttle docked outside and the Solace Station spaceport on the other end. Lined up on either side of our bridge were at least a dozen more airbridges, many of which were also connected to shuttles or private ships. Everything looked clean and high-tech, but what captured my attention was the moon’s glittering silica sand that covered every inch of the surface.

This side of the moon was currently in daylight, and the sand sparkled so brightly that I had to squint to even look at it. I wondered if the first arrivals had believed the moon was actually covered in diamonds—if they had, they must’ve been pretty disappointed to discover it was just silica, a valuable resource all the same but nowhere near as precious as diamonds, a key ingredient in ship deflectors.

Lyra and I made our way from the airbridge into the spaceport—its walls were all windows from floor to ceiling. I guess when your world shines like diamonds instead of brown rocks, you show it off. While Dreswick wasn’t pretty, I preferred it to all this glitter. Dreswick didn’t flash—it just was. Here, the lights were everywhere, like I was surrounded by some flashing billboard. It was as if the entire moon was shrieking, look at me!

<I have been here before.>

“That’s why we’re here,” I said quietly.

<I did not expect to have memories from prior to synthesis. I should correct myself. They are not memories, per se. Rather, my baseline state had some certain protocols working so that I would recognize a host body with DNA that didn’t match Dr. Katz’s to initiate synthesis. I have environmental data that matches the current area. I have supreme confidence that I will identify the lab of my creation, given enough time.>

Ahead of us, beyond the arrivals gate, a squad of enforcers stood under a sign that said, Welcome to Solace Station. They clearly had a different idea of welcoming than I did. Enforcers didn’t just stand around in public, not unless they were about to arrest someone—usually, multiple someones. I glanced at Lyra and saw that she’d also noticed: she was trying to hide her fear but wasn’t entirely successful, which meant this wasn’t typical to Solace Station’s spaceport.

“The factions up here have been more active than the groundside factions,” Lyra said. “My guess is that they’ve been busier than usual.” Her lips thinned. “They were supposed to lie low today so security would relax.”

“Time is one thing we might not have, Byte,” I said.

<The security forces ahead are relaxed. We are close enough that they would have seen you, which means they have deemed you no threat. They are not here for us.>

“Let’s hope you’re right.” But if they were here for someone… I nudged closer to Lyra, pulling her into an embrace, and pretending to kiss her cheek through the thin masks. “Tell me you’ve got a plan if this goes to shit.”

“Run like hell and don’t get caught.”

“I was hoping for something less suicidal.”

“You’re the one with an amp. Can’t it think of something?”

<I have three hundred and ninety-one actions we can take should we encounter danger.>

“It’s got plenty of ideas. I’m not sure any of them are any good.”

<That is not nice, Cal.>

I released her, but she held me close to add on, “Solacens are different here. Some of these families have on Solace Moon for five or more generations. They’re not like us. You’d better let me do the talking.”

“My lips are sealed,” I whispered near her ear.

“C’mon. Save it for the bedroom and move it already,” a traveler griped from behind us.

Lyra shot him a glare over my shoulder before she turned back to the gate. She remained close, her arm looped through mine, as we finished walking the airbridge and came to a stop as the passengers walked through the arrival scanner one by one. I wondered what dangerous items passengers could have acquired in the short time between the TerraSoft-11 departure scanner and Solace Station’s arrival. Seemed wasteful, which made sense. My theory was that eighty percent of the money corporations spent was purely to make the lives of people harder through unnecessary safety measures and add-on services that no one really wanted.

Except that beyond the scanner was a spaceport agent questioning each and every passenger. I tensed, nodding in that direction. “Is the interrogation bit a regular thing around here?”

“It’s standard. Every interplanetary arrival goes through an entry agent.”

That alleviated some of my concern, but I didn’t like seeing an entire squad of enforcers a hundred feet away. At least none of them were holding guns, so, for whatever reason they were there, it wasn’t for me… hopefully.

I intentionally tried not to look at them and instead focused on taking in the facility so I’d look like a tourist landing on Solace Moon for the first time rather than a low-towner on the lam. Softbiotics owned rights to TerraSoft-11 and its moons, so they’d probably built this spaceport. Because of that, I’d expected the spaceports to look the same, but Solace Station was a different design. Where the spaceport on TerraSoft-11 was tall and massive, this one was only a single story, narrow, and long. It looked like just a single hallway lined with airbridges. The opposing side of the hallway had no doors—it was just solid windows, not even doors to a city beyond. The moon was small, but I still expected more. “Is this all there is to Solace Station?”

She shook her head. “This is just the entry port. Solace Station is below the surface. Underneath all this silica is solid bedrock. It was cheaper and more stable for them to build underground than to build on the surface since the silica is constantly shifting.”

“Oh.”

About then, it was time for us to pass through the scanner. I said to Byte in a low voice, “Keep it lowkey this time, got it?”

<You will not even know I am here.>

Lyra stepped to enter and glanced over her shoulder. She pressed her forefinger to her lips.

I closed my mouth and tipped my chin in her direction in acknowledgement.

She then turned and walked through the scanner first. When she cleared, I entered. It was the same process, and I held my breath as the light descended over my body. This time, it didn’t stop, and I stepped out of the scanner the instant it flashed green.

<The scanners here are calibrated to identify electrical impulses in addition to artificial equipment. Fortunately, my physical design must fit within standard parameters of existing amp models.>

Lyra gave me a wink—I supposed it was her version of a smile since we were wearing masks. She grabbed my hand, and we stepped up to the entry agent’s counter together. I was glad to have my face somewhat covered by a mask to hide the surprise at noticing an enforcer sitting behind the agent. From more than a few feet away, the kiosk had concealed him. The enforcer was watching a video on his armlet. It must’ve been a comedy because he chuckled.

The entry agent looked like he needed a good comedy. His expression was one of pure boredom. He didn’t even glance up from his screen when we stopped at his counter.

“Scan your tickets,” he ordered.

We held our armlets under a goose-necked black scanner the diameter of a pen.

I noticed our pictures and IDs displayed on his screen. He looked up then. “Are you traveling together?”

“We are,” Lyra answered.

He read from his screen. “Your name is Mara Kincade?”

“It is,” she replied.

“Your name is Dennon Kincade?”

“Yep,” I answered.

My answer snagged his attention, and he looked at me more closely. “Where are you from?”

“Uh, like everyone who just got off the shuttle, from down there.” I pointed, though I guess I didn’t really know where the planet was in conjunction with the moon right now.

He looked at me for a moment longer, but then his boredom won him back. “What is your purpose for coming to Solace Moon?”

Seeing Lyra’s look, I drew on my fine command of language and said nothing.

“We’re here on our honeymoon,” Lyra said. I could practically hear the smile in her voice. Hell, I almost believed she was telling the truth. That woman could act.

He tapped his screen. “You’re approved. Enjoy your visit.”

Lyra helped keep me from hustling as we left. “You’re pretty good at this,” I said.

“And you’re not.”

<She is right. You need to work on your deception skills.>

She continued. “Which direction do we head?”

<We travel northeast. That is to your right, Cal.>

“I know which direction northeast is,” I lied. I had no sense of direction on this moon.

“Which way’s northeast?” Lyra asked.

I pointed to our right, and we began walking.

Back home, I could tell direction and time by looking up at the moons—there was always one visible every hour of the day and were more precise at telling time than our single sun. But here, everything was different. The planet loomed huge in the distance, which made me realize just how close the moon was to TerraSoft-11—and how small Solace Moon really was. High-towners would’ve known all this stuff, but my education was limited to what Grandmother had taught me, and she’d focused on stuff I could use, like math and logic. There wasn’t much need for a guy like me to learn about anything beyond the slums as if there was a snowball’s chance in hell that I’d ever leave the three square miles of dirt that comprised Dreswick.

Look at me now, Grandmother, I thought to myself, and then my heart panged. Was she okay? Had the enforcers come to her house looking for me? I’d already screwed up Nolan’s life—I couldn’t deal with it if Grandmother had also been disappeared. She was smart—the smartest person in Dreswick—so she was smart enough to hide. I had to believe she was safe. She’d never let enforcers get the drop on her.

<Cal, I have detected a threat at the doorway.>

I glanced up as an enforcer stepped through the large doorway we were heading straight toward. It was a lone officer who I recognized immediately. His partner wasn’t with him this time. Just before I could react and avert my gaze, we made eye contact. Even though I was wearing a mask, recognition lit in his eyes immediately. His lips curled into a sneer as he reached for his blaster. He’d said the next time he saw me, he’d kill me. I guess he wasn’t joking.

“We’re busted,” I exclaimed, grabbing Lyra’s hand and yanking her into the direction we’d come from. The enforcer yelled out to the nearby squad to grab the Providents.

Meaning us.

The enforcers who’d been hanging out suddenly went to full attention, scanning the area. Lyra ducked into the crowd and tore off her mask and cape, and I did the same with my mask and jacket. At least that way, we blended in with the general population, but it also exposed my face to every camera in the vicinity.

Lyra took the lead, and I stayed within inches of her. “Byte, can you find us a way out of here?” I asked.

<Continue walking away from Officer Donista.>

“Really? That’s all you’ve got?” I asked as we hustled deeper into the crowd.

“We were so careful,” Lyra muttered.

“He was in the alley,” I answered. “He killed the doc, recognized me.”

She half-glanced over her shoulder as she squeezed through a family with two small children. “But those enforcers were stationed on-world.”

“Maybe he’s on vacation, too.” I looked behind me and wished I hadn’t. Every enforcer was heading in our direction, all with stun sticks in hand.

<Grab the meal box and throw it at the air quality sensor. The food will disrupt its readings enough to set off the alarm.>

I did what Byte asked without thinking. An old couple coming from the opposite direction were each carrying brown food trays. The man was nearest—his opened tray contained a slice of pizza minus a single bite. I grabbed the pizza, scanned the ceiling, and found the small red sensor. The ceiling was twelve feet high, so it was an easy shot. The pizza hit the sensor… and plopped down to the floor without an alarm. The old man shook his fist at me, and his wife was cursing me, my mother, and the horse I rode in on.

<I meant for you to grab the other meal box. The box with the sauce.>

“You could’ve said that the first time.”

The woman was still cursing me when I grabbed her tray. Shock shut her up. I flung the tray—a noodle dish with some kind of bright yellow sauce—at the sensor.

The pasta dropped and the liquid dripped, but it’d been thick, and it coated the sensor. Through the sauce, the color of the light changed, and an electronic alarm sounded coupled with an artificial voice that reported, This is an air quality alert. Immediately evacuate concourse A. Follow the illuminated arrows on the floors. Make your way to the inner terminal. This is not a test.

Back in Dreswick, people ignored sensors—especially air quality sensors—since sensors were malfunctioning far more often than they were functioning. But when you’re on a moon without an atmosphere, sensor alarms could make anyone pretty uncomfortable. Screams and yells rippled through the crowd like shock waves. Most people ran. Those who couldn’t—like the old couple—were knocked to the side by a businessman in a suit. They almost fell but managed to keep each other upright. I grabbed the businessman by the lapels as he ran by me and punched him. He dropped instantly, which gave me a sense of satisfaction.

“Smart thinking,” Lyra said.

<You need to move with the crowd to blend in.>

“Yeah, yeah, yeah, got it already,” I said.

Lyra and I took off. How she could run in those heels, I couldn’t fathom. Behind us, the enforcers were closing in faster than I’d expected. They were shocking everyone out of their way. Dicks. I had to watch where I was going, so I couldn’t look behind me long enough to find the enforcer from the alley—the one Byte had called Donista. My amp had clearly been processing more data than I thought.

The alarms continued to sound, and the same message was repeated every ten seconds. Soon enough, we couldn’t run anymore. The crowd slowed and then stopped at a bottleneck at the doorway up ahead.

“Shit,” Lyra muttered.

<Standing still is not safe.>

I scanned the area behind us. The enforcers were closing in, but there were still quite a few people between them and us. I finally saw Donista—he was being given a wide berth since he was brandishing a blaster. “Then find us another way out of here.”

<Take the janitorial stairway between the bathrooms one hundred meters to your left along the same wall as this doorway.>

I grabbed Lyra’s forearm. “Let’s go.”

We squeezed our way through the bottleneck. Once clear, she kicked off her heels, and I hazarded a look to find Donista aiming at me, glee written all over his features. I ducked, yanking Lyra down with me. A blaster shot hit the wall exactly where my head had been a split-second earlier. The blaster fire brought about more screams and chaos. The bottleneck at the door surged as more and more people frantically tried to press through.

A vendor, cowered behind her kiosk, was yelling about the windows and the air outside, and I realized that if Donista continued to shoot, we were facing the very real possibility of an actual air sensor alert.

“Cal!” Lyra exclaimed.

I turned in her direction to see a trio of enforcers run out from behind a group of tourists. They were between us and the stairway, meaning there wasn’t a chance to outrun them. They weren’t even looking in our direction until one of them noticed we were running in the opposite direction of nearly everyone else. He pointed his stun stick at us. “Hey, you two. Stop for ID check!”

<There are only three enforcers, and they do not have lethal weapons engaged, per the station’s security protocols. Reaching the nearest stairwell is still your best option for survival.>

Easy for Byte to say. It was just hanging out on a lounger in my brain and didn’t have to deal with an enforcer’s stun stick.

Lyra took a stance that made it look like she’d had her fair share of hand-to-hand combat. I, on the other hand, had not. I noticed a cooler three doors wide alongside the wall was on small wheels rather than directly on the floor… wheels not unlike those that were placed under drums of battery acid to make them easier to move, but the wheels also made the barrels easier to tip.

I rushed to the cooler and slid it out from the wall. The first enforcer reached Lyra, swinging his stun stick. She batted away a strike with her forearm. I shoved. The coolers were heavy—damn heavy—but strength was the best skill I had. With a grunt, I shoved the massive cooler.

When it began to tip, gravity took over. It toppled just as the other two enforcers had reached us. The cooler landed on both. Whether it smashed their heads in or knocked them out with concussions, I didn’t know and wasn’t going to stick around to find out.

Lyra did a wide swinging kick and knocked out the last enforcer. It was impressive a barefoot kick could do that, but the damage could’ve been from his head bouncing off the tile floor. She grabbed the enforcer’s stun stick and then turned toward me. I noticed surprise flash across her features when she noticed the two downed enforcers. Evidently, she hadn’t had the highest confidence in my ability.

More shots fired. They hit the wall several feet away. Donista was the same distance from us, shoving through the throng of passengers and holding his blaster high to fire without aiming.

<You had better run, Cal.>

Lyra and I both took off simultaneously. I saw the signs for the restrooms and the door between them. As we slid to a stop, I grabbed the handle to open the door, but it was locked.

“Allow me,” Lyra said.

I stepped back as Lyra held the tip of the stun stick against the lock mechanism. Electrical static fizzed as she attempted to jolt the lock into submission.

I’d seen doors with Janitorial Services printed on them at the other spaceport and had assumed they were closets. I wonder if that’s what most people thought, too, since there wasn’t anyone trying to break open the door.

The alarm silenced with the announcement, The air quality alert is cancelled. The air quality in concourse A is at optimal levels. You may resume your normal activities.

“There goes our diversion,” I muttered.

The lock clicked, and Lyra yanked open the door. She held it open for me, and we rushed through. As it turned out, it was a closet and not a stairwell. A small foyer contained cleaning supplies, mops, and garbage cans. But where the opposite wall would be was a one-person elevator. It made sense. Janitors had carts, and it would’ve been easier to move through levels with an elevator. It was large enough for both of us. The control pad only had a single button—a down arrow—so I pressed it.

The platform lowered smoother than any Dreswick elevator, not that there were many of those still working.

I swallowed. “Let’s hope this next level isn’t swarming with enforcers.”

Lyra punched my bicep. “Damn it, Cal, don’t jinx us.”

The elevator stopped, and we hustled to the door. She reached the handle first. We each took a deep breath, and then she opened the door.

And sure enough, I’d jinxed us.
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The hallway before us was a different world from the level above. The walls were smooth, pale gray stone rather than windows, and the walls were lined with open doorways into various shops and restaurants. There was no chaos on this level, but there was a pair of enforcers passing by at the same moment Lyra opened the door. The pair—very alert—both glanced our way and stopped. One held out his hand—the hand not currently holding a stun stick. “Identifications.”

<Tell Lyra not to⁠—>

Too late. Lyra pressed the tip of her own stun stick against his chest. The problem was, there was no zap.

<She depleted the weapon’s charge breaking the lock.>

The officer looked down confused but the pair rebounded near-instantly, raising their own sticks. Lyra, still in front of me, knocked away the first stick with the same maneuver she’d used before, but that had left her vulnerable to the second sentry, who zapped her before she could move. Her body went rigid, and she collapsed. As she fell, I jumped over her body and plowed into the pair. I slammed both into the far wall before either could stun me.

We were so close that if one stunned me, the charge could just as likely go through me and into them. One tried to push me away, but instead, I grabbed each of their heads and slammed them together. They both went down—not knocked out—so I punched each while they were down. Did I fight like a nice guy? Hell no, but nice guys don’t fight.

With both unconscious, I slung Lyra over my shoulder. She was completely out of it. I bent down and grabbed one of the stun sticks. I would’ve taken both, but my hands were full.

“All right, Byte. A little help here.”

<Based on her size and the length of the charge, Lyra will remain incapacitated for three minutes and sixteen seconds. You look conspicuous carrying her—I recommend you leave her.>

“We’re not leaving her.” I started jogging through the large hallway in the opposite direction of the spaceport, constantly scanning for enforcers. I knew it was just a matter of minutes, if not seconds, before another pair would come through. It was less busy on this level, but there were still plenty of people, and they looked at me suspiciously. “She drank too much on the flight here,” I said to one woman who looked like she was about to accost me.

<But the enforcers are looking for us, not her.>

“They were looking for me. After seeing her with me, you can guarantee they want to take her in for questioning now, too.”

<She is expendable. We are not.>

My step faltered. “I better not hear you say anything like that ever again. Any friend of mine is not expendable. Now, get us somewhere safe.” I was panting—I wasn’t used to running, let alone carrying that much extra weight. Lyra groaned, and her muscles flexed. “Hang in there,” I said.

<I believe now is a good time to mention that I scanned the data on Lyra’s armlet.>

“How’d you—never mind. Tell me about it when we’re safe.”

<The ability to wirelessly access systems was included in my latest patch. One of the items I scanned was the location of the moon faction’s sanctuary. I believe that is the safest location for us on this moon.>

“Then let’s go.”

<You are going in the wrong direction.>

I stopped and turned around.

<But I calculate the threat of enforcers to be nearly sixty percent less if you continue the original route. I have recalibrated the route.>

I grumbled and turned back around.

Lyra patted my back. “Put me down. I can walk now, I think.”

With how weak her voice sounded, I doubted that, but I wasn’t going to carry a woman against her will. It couldn’t have been comfortable for her when I was jogging; not to mention, Byte was right about one thing: carrying her made us stand out like a zebra in a horse pen.

I set her down as gently as I could. She was wobbly, and I kept an arm around her waist.

“I almost forgot how much those stun sticks hurt,” she said.

“They’re not easy to forget,” I agreed.

“You’ve been stunned before?”

I gave a dry chuckle. “Three times. I was sort of a punk when I was a kid.”

“You were very lucky you weren’t disappeared.”

“You could say that again.” I’d lost most of my friends from that age. I glanced behind us. “You think you can walk?”

She took a wobbly step. “Maybe with a little help, just for a bit?”

“I’ve got you.” I let her set the pace. It was slower than when I was carrying her, and I was half-tempted to toss her over my shoulder again. But I wasn’t a caveman.

<Enter the shop on your left. They have a lift to the lower levels.>

“I thought we were already in the lower levels,” I quipped before tugging Lyra with me. “This way.”

We entered a department store that was playing piano music too loudly. We walked through the shoes section and past the cosmetics counter with a cloying smell of too many perfumes. I noticed the elevator ahead with a sign that read, Clothing—Level 2, Home Goods—Level 3, and I veered us toward it.

<Select Level 3.>

“They number their levels here backward since they continually build downward. I never get used to that,” Lyra said, then asked as we stepped into the elevator where the music was even louder. “Where are we going, anyway?”

“We’re going to see your buddies,” I replied.

She was strong enough now that she pulled away. “My buddies?”

I spoke quietly. “You know, the moon faction?”

She frowned. “How do you know about them?”

I tapped my temple.

Since her expression didn’t change, that didn’t seem to answer her question. “There’s a lot you haven’t told me about your amp.”

I shrugged. “There’s a lot it hasn’t told me.”

<You have not asked.>

The elevator opened. The music was still loud, but at least it didn’t have perfume that tickled my nose. This level contained 3D-printed furniture—everything that wasn’t fabric was of the same composite bamboo-like texture of everything that came out of mass production 3D printers. The fabrics were colorful—more colorful than any I’d seen in Dreswick, but that could’ve been because I’d never seen a piece of new furniture in my life.

“Where to now?” I asked Byte.

<Head to the restrooms and go through the door marked Staff Only. At this time, there should be no one in the breakroom.>

When I noticed Lyra watching me, I scanned the space, found the right area, and nodded in that direction. We hustled to the door. Lyra eyed it. “Another janitorial closet?”

“Breakroom,” I said, glancing around to make sure no one was looking before I opened the door and stepped through. It was a short hallway that opened up to an empty room, just like Byte had said. Two tables sat in the center. Against the wall was a counter, which I cut over to and grabbed a handful of nut packs from a bowl. I stuffed them in my pocket, grabbed another handful, stuffed them in my other pocket, and opened a pack to dump it in my mouth.

When I turned back, Lyra was eying me funny. “Hungry?”

I finished chewing and swallowed. “Starving.” I drank a glass of water before asking Byte, “Where do we go now?”

<I thought taking the exit would be self-explanatory.>

“I meant after that.”

<I will guide you.>

“Are you sure your amp knows the way?” Lyra asked.

“Are the coordinates you got for the moon faction current?”

Her brow furrowed. “Yes, of course.”

“Then yeah, it knows the way.”

At the end of the breakroom was an emergency exit. I’d expected alarms to sound, but evidently, bosses on Solace Moon didn’t have to worry as much about their employees running away during the day. Then again, the jobs here didn’t look as hazardous to their health.

Byte guided us through hallways, turning and backtracking whenever it picked up the sounds of either enforcers or drones nearby. I was starting to like Byte guiding us, until it brought us to a tram.

“We can’t take that. They always have cameras, and if there are enforcers at the next stop, we’ll be cornered.” Lyra said exactly what I was thinking.

<I will access the tram’s camera system. If I identify any risks, we will take an earlier stop.>

“Sure, unless that stop is also crawling with enforcers.”

<Drones are a far likelier risk in these tunnels. Solace Station Security invests most of their budget in surveillance and monitoring solutions.>

“That’s not reassuring.”

“Please tell me your amp’s not going to get us killed,” Lyra said as we approached the tram.

“My amp’s not going to get us killed.” I hope.

There were only about a dozen people at the station. It was midday and not during a rush hour of any sort, which didn’t help us blend in. We entered the tram, careful to keep our faces down and toward each other as if we were whispering sweet-nothings or whatever it was that newlyweds in love did. I had to admit, the closeness did feel nice.

<I’ve piggybacked the camera system. The enforcers from the spaceport are still two levels above us. It appears they plan to cover one level at a time. Humans are neither efficient nor intelligent.>

“I’m a human,” I pointed out.

<I rest my case.>

“Are you arguing with your amp?” Lyra asked softly.

“No, it’s just being annoying.”

<I rest my case. Again. Take stop 218. That is the next stop in case you are confused.>

I glanced at Lyra and nodded toward the door. As we shuffled toward it, I said, “Was that you being snarky?”

“What?” Lyra asked, then shook her head when she realized I wasn’t talking to her.

<I upgraded my communications processes and am testing new styles to determine the most effective style.>

“Trust me, it’s not an improvement.”

<My sensors identified that you were three percent more engaged. This is your stop. The following two stops have incoming drones, so it is likely every stop will soon have surveillance in place.>

The door opened, and I scanned the area. It looked like we’d reached a residential level. Boards on the walls listed addresses down every hallway branching out from the tram stop. “Are we clear?” I asked Byte.

<We are clear. The nearest drone is in the corridor we are not going to take. But you should hurry. Drones fly faster than humans can run.>

“We’re hurrying. Just show us the way.”

<Try this.>

A map grid suddenly overlaid my vision, and I jerked. “Whoa.”

“What’s wrong?” Lyra asked. I felt her hand on my back.

I reached out but touched only air. On the map was a dot—us—and another dot down several hallways.

“Another upgrade, I think.”

<Your engagement levels spiked. It is nice when my upgrades are appreciated.>

“Well, it surprises me when your upgrades are actual upgrades.”

I took Lyra’s hand and tugged her along. She’d sacrificed her shoes back at the spaceport, so she had no trouble keeping up since we were close to the same height. I guided us down a hallway, and then another—all lined with residences—when Byte said, <Incoming drone. Hide immediately.>

I stopped, jerking both Lyra to me, and looked around.

“What’s wrong?” Lyra asked.

“Drone.”

She blanched, then yanked me to where the hallway split. Then she shoved me against the wall. She cupped my cheeks. “Trust me.” Then she kissed me. And it wasn’t some peck on the lips, but a full-out, never-ending kiss. I returned the kiss because, you know, she’d said, “trust me.”

<Drone will be passing by in two seconds.>

I tried to count out the seconds, but I was a bit distracted.

<The drone passed by without slowing. There is no risk in this hallway that I can identify.>

I may have kind of not quit kissing right away because it felt damn good, but eventually I forced myself away. The rational part of my mind reminded me that we were still out in the open, and enforcers or another drone could show up any minute.

I released Lyra slowly. “We’re in the clear.”

She wiped her lips and looked around to double-check. After verifying for herself, she shot me a grin. “Thanks for the kissing session.”

We began walking again. “That was smart back there,” I began. “How’d you know it’d work?”

“Drones are programmed to scan faces only. They don’t scan clothing or bodies. Hide your face, and you’re safe.”

I considered. “But then why don’t you just wear masks all the time?”

“Because drones can identify masks and flag those. That’s why the resistance only wears masks at official events. Plus, social camouflage 101: public displays of affection make most people uncomfortable—and even though they don’t act like it a lot of the time, enforcers are people, too,” she said.

“It sounds like you’ve tried that maneuver before,” I said.

“One time. It didn’t go so well.”

We turned down the last hallway, and Lyra stepped ahead. “Ah, I remember the way from here.”

She came to a door that was exactly where Byte had put a flashing dot on my “HUD.” I didn’t have any tech in my eyes—I planned on asking it later how it seemed to magically display a map in front of my vision. I wasn’t coughing, I moved as easily as I could when I was a teenager, and now this. Exactly how far were its upgrades going?

Lyra knocked a rhythmic two fast-one slow-three fast taps. She repeated it a few seconds later.

<Another drone is coming this direction from the next hallway over.>

“We need to hurry,” I said, then asked Byte, “How’d you hear it from that far away?”

<Once I accessed the network, I can read its data from anywhere in its wireless range.>

“That’s a handy upgrade.”

<Very handy. It will help keep us alive.>

I thought about pointing out Byte wasn’t technically alive when the door opened. A light-skinned woman with light brown hair seemed to size me up before her gaze settled on Lyra. “We heard you might be in the neighborhood.”

“We don’t have time for pleasantries,” Lyra said and pushed past the other woman to step inside.

I followed, just as anxious as Lyra to be out of the open. We entered a residence that looked like any other residence I’d seen through the years, except without the brown grime that coated everything in Dreswick. It was probably because Solace Station was sealed against the outside elements, so dust couldn’t get inside. The sofa was easily as old as me, and the plastic dining table and chairs had more scuffs than unmarred surfaces. Two people were currently sitting at the table: a blond man in need of a haircut and a dark-skinned woman with medium-length, tightly curled hair. They looked serious—as in “my buddy was just disappeared” serious.

“I heard about some trouble in the spaceport. Tell me that wasn’t you,” the dark-skinned woman said, her eyes on my partner.

“If I did, I would be lying,” Lyra said before looking across the small residence. “Where is everyone?”

“We’re it,” the woman replied, gesturing to her two friends.

Lyra’s jaw slackened. “Impossible. What happened?”

“There was a difference of opinion. We voted to continue to follow Kynan Kade. The others decided Solace Moon didn’t need to follow anyone who never lived on a moon.”

“Just you three?” Lyra sounded aghast. “How are we going to carry out⁠—”

The woman held up a hand. “How about you introduce us to your friend?”

Lyra gestured toward me but kept her eyes on the other woman. “Kynan would’ve briefed you before Cal and I stepped off the shuttle.”

The woman didn’t speak, and Lyra sighed. “Fine, Cal, this is Maris, leader of the moon faction. Her right hand, Xander, and Selene’s behind you. Quit standing behind us, Selene.” Lyra cocked her head. “But there’s no longer a moon faction anymore, is there. When are you going to tell Kynan, Maris?”

“We’re still dedicated to the cause, and we’ll be ready to fight when Kynan gives the signal. We’re just going through some growing pains right now, is all. He doesn’t need to know the details,” Maris said as she stood, and Xander stood a split-second later. He evidently took his job very seriously. Selene had come to stand on Maris’s other side, which made it feel very much like it was us against them.

Lyra approached Maris. “The faction—or lack of—is between you and Kynan. But one of those growing pains involves a traitor who I plan to track down and have a nice, long conversation with.”

Maris’s lips thinned. “There’s no traitor here.”

“Well, someone tipped off the enforcers,” Lyra snapped back.

“It could’ve been lousy luck,” I offered. “The enforcer from the alley saw me.”

Lyra eyed me as if I was an idiot. I instantly regretted saying something. She turned back to Maris. “The enforcer he’s talking about was a TerraSoft and not a Solace Station enforcer. So, even if someone identified us at the planetside spaceport, they would’ve had a squad of enforcers standing at the airbridge waiting to take us. And they definitely wouldn’t have had time to pop an enforcer up here before we arrived. He was coming from inside the station, not from the docks. And that squad standing around? They looked like they’d been standing around for a while. The most logical explanation is that someone tipped them off but didn’t have the full details. Your team didn’t have the latest updates, Maris.”

As Lyra laid it out, I suddenly didn’t feel nearly as safe as I had a minute earlier.

Maris lifted her chin. “Everyone on this moon who knew about your mission is standing in this room, but I can promise you, none of us tipped off the enforcers. We all believe in the cause.”

<She believes it, as does Xander, but Selene is fidgeting. She is hiding something.>

That’s when I focused on the third member. I wouldn’t have noticed before, but she didn’t hold eye contact very long. I’d assumed it was because she was shy. But what if Byte was right, what if she knew something? “How about you? Do you believe in the cause?”

She guffawed. “Of course I do. And who are you to talk to me like that?”

“I’m the guy who almost got killed by a squad of enforcers not even an hour ago.”

<Actually, it was one hour and twelve minutes ago.>

Maris eyed Selene for a moment and then took a step closer to me, only to be blocked by Lyra. “That’s close enough, Maris.”

The moon faction leader peered around Lyra’s shoulder to scrutinize me. “What is it you think you know?”

I tapped a finger to my chest. “Me? Nothing?”

“Okay, then how about that amp of yours? Kynan didn’t tell me what model it was, only that it was cutting edge. Yes, he trusts me enough to have told me about that. With how badly Softbiotics wants it back, if I had to guess, I’d say it’s a military model. That’s their most lucrative line. Am I right?”

I didn’t respond.

She seemed to take that as an answer. “So it’s a military model then. What did it just analyze? Did it identify Selene as an enemy?”

Lyra glanced over her shoulder at me, seemingly also curious.

“It just thinks she’s hiding something, that’s all,” I answered.

All eyes turned to Selene, who seemed to shrink. She’d seemed mousy before. Now she seemed like she was about to cry. “What? I’m not hiding anything, really. I swear.”

Maris stiffened. “What did you do?” The girl didn’t answer, so Maris pressed, “What did you do, Selene?” Meanwhile, Xander had taken quiet, steady steps toward her.

“Nothing!” Selene cried. “You know I believe in the cause as much as anyone.”

“You’ve been acting funny lately,” Xander spoke for the first time. His voice was low and quiet, and I noticed he had unholstered his blaster.

“That’s because of the whole faction-breaking-apart ordeal. Really,” Selene argued.

He shook his head. “That was three days ago. You’ve been acting weird for a week or more.”

“The only people who knew about Lyra and Cal are in this room,” Maris repeated her earlier statement, this time with a different meaning. “Selene.”

<Selene is guilty.>

I didn’t need Byte telling me that Selene was guilty of something. The young woman looked like she was about to bolt, and I made a small step to block the door.

“You know I believe in the cause. You know they disappeared my parents,” Selene pleaded.

“I know,” Maris said, confused at the statement. “I was the one to take you in.”

Selene scanned our faces, and finding no support, she clasped her hands like she was about to pray and turned back to Maris. “They took Melene.”

Maris remained confused. “Who’s Melene?”

“Yeah, who’s Melene?” Xander asked.

Selene gulped. “She’s my sister.”

Maris’s brow knit. “You have a sister?”

“She’s my twin sister,” Selene answered firmly. “The day my parents disappeared, they told us that they’d only registered one of us, so that it would be easier for us to hide from the enforcers. If the enforcers tried to disappear one of us, the other would be safe. They made us swear never to tell anyone.”

Maris looked offended. “And you didn’t tell me?”

Selene shrugged guiltily. “She’s my sister.”

Maris clenched her jaw. “And they took her.”

The other woman nodded. “And they somehow found out about me. They even knew I was in the resistance.”

“Jesus Christ, Selene,” Xander huffed.

“They said they’d release her if I fed them information. But I only fed them small bits, and never anything that would put either of you in danger, I swear it.”

Lyra scoffed. “And you believed them?”

Selene scowled. “She’s all I have left. She’s my family.”

“We’re your family,” Maris corrected, and Selene flinched.

Xander cursed. “We have to assume that this place is compromised, same with us. We’ll need new identities. We need to hop a shuttle.”

“I didn’t tell them about you, I swear it,” Selene said.

“If they knew about you, they know about us,” Maris said.

Lyra turned to me. “We’re not safe here.”

“Understatement of the century,” I agreed.

Selene’s armlet chimed. She glanced down, then stiffened, and a pained look crossed her face.

“It’s them, isn’t it?” Maris asked.

The younger woman gave a tight nod.

Lyra gestured to the armlet. “If they can call that armlet, they can track it.”

Maris nodded. “Which means they know everywhere Selene’s been.” She turned to Xander. “You’re right. We need to get out of here.”

The armlet chimed again.

“Don’t you dare answer that,” Maris said.

Selene stammered. “If I don’t⁠—”

“If you don’t, they’ll threaten to disappear your sister. If you do, they’ll threaten to disappear your sister. Don’t worry, they’ll call again. You’re their asset,” Maris said.

Selene seemed unconvinced, but Xander’s blaster swayed her to lower her armlet.

Maris then looked at Lyra and me. “I’m sorry about what happened at the spaceport.” She shot a quick glance at the now cringing Selene before turning back to us. “I’ll make things right; you have my word.”

“You’d better.” Lyra headed to the door but turned back before opening it. “And you need to tell Kynan about what’s happening up here. He deserves to know.”

Maris gave a tight nod. “I know.”

Lyra went to open the door.

<There is an incoming threat. I hear multiple footsteps outside the door.>

I grabbed Lyra’s wrist. “Stop. There’s someone out there.”

Xander moved to grab Maris immediately, and she said to us, “This way.”

We hustled to the other three, toward the hallway at the back of the room when the front door slammed open. “Hold it right there, Maris!” a man shouted.

I would’ve run. I think Lyra would’ve too, except that Maris and Xander were standing in our way. When they turned to face the newcomers, we did, too, though both Lyra and I pressed our backs against the wall, making ourselves as small of targets as possible.

<I surmise these are the other resistance members.>

They wore plain clothes, and the seven people ranged in ages from roughly late teens to mid-sixties. They were obviously not enforcers, but were these newcomers any better? Since they’d all pulled guns, I had a feeling they weren’t.

“Nikolai,” Maris said steadily. “You could’ve knocked.”

<I sense animosity from Maris.>

The oldest of the group—a pale man with a shaved head and too many scars to count—snorted and took a step forward. “And give you time to run off? Nah, I don’t think so.”

“We had a truce. We keep out of each other’s way until we’re ready to talk. Are you ready to talk, Nik?” Maris asked.

He chuckled. “Talk? Nah, I’m here for one of yours.”

She raised a brow. “Well, since you convinced the others that working together with our brethren was less fun than running blind, I only have Xander and Selene left. You want them now, too?”

He pointed his blaster at Selene. “Nah, just her.”

Selene gasped, and Maris moved to stand in front of the younger woman. “That’s not how truces work, Nik.”

He sneered. “The truce was over as soon as we found out Selene here was playing for the other team.” His eyes narrowed. “But you knew that already, didn’t you.”

Maris lifted her chin. “I just found out, and I’m going to deal with it. Since you clearly knew before me, you could’ve sent a message rather than keep us all in danger. Despite our current difference of opinion, we still want the same outcome.”

“I came here as soon as Ferrin found out. She called me after she, uh, serviced her informant who just so happens to be an enforcer,” Nikolai said.

“Men will say almost anything when they’re in the throes of passion,” the woman next to Nikolai agreed.

“Please,” Selene jumped in, stepping out from behind Maris. “They have my sister.”

“You have a sister?” the same woman asked.

“We just learned that tidbit, too,” Maris said.

“Well, well, well, it seems our little Selene is very good at keeping secrets,” Nikolai said. “But you’re done keeping secrets from us.”

Maris raised her hand. “Nik, don’t!”

He shot Selene twice in the chest, and the girl bore a surprised expression before collapsing in a heap.

“Damn it, Nik!” Maris yelled. “She’d been blackmailed into spying.”

“Blackmail or not, she was a spy,” Nikolai countered.

“And I was going to silence her, but not until after I used her to our advantage. After today, her contact would’ve believed anything she told them. You’re a fool, Nik. Always thinking with your trigger finger and not with your head.”

<I would not want to gamble against Maris. She seems quite astute at strategy.>

Nikolai shot Maris a crooked smile. “I think with my head plenty, both of ’em.” He then looked at Lyra and me for the first time. His eyes narrowed as he took me in. I felt like a fish being picked in a barrel.

<I recommend we evacuate this residence at your earliest convenience.>

“Are we done here, Nik?” Maris asked, stepping over Selene’s body as if the dead woman was a pile of laundry. “Because if you don’t mind, I’d like to get back to minding my own business and you minding yours.”

“Almost done. I also want him.” Nikolai pointed his gun in my direction.

“Sorry, you’re not my type,” I said.

<Violence is imminent. We need to escape.>

No shit, I thought, my body fully tensed and ready to jackrabbit the hell out of there. I felt Lyra sidle up closer to me, and I noticed both Maris and Xander stepped so that they stood between Nikolai’s people and me.

“That’s not going to happen, Nik. He’s with me,” Maris said.

<The hallway is open. You should run.>

I didn’t. If I ran, there was a one hundred percent chance that Nikolai’s people would come after us. Maris was a strategist. If she could talk Nikolai down, there was a lower chance of being chased by the resistance. The odds weren’t great, but they were at least somewhat less than a hundred percent.

<Why are you not running, Cal?>

“He’s not either of yours. He’s Kynan Kade’s. You try to take him, and you’ll have to answer to Kynan,” Lyra said.

I bristled. I didn’t belong to anyone, but it sure seemed like everyone thought they owned me.

Nikolai said, “I hear that it’s some new Softbiotics prototype that you stole, and they are very, very interested in getting it back. If they’re so interested in getting it back, then that got me a thinking that maybe it could prove valuable to us.”

I clenched my jaw. If anyone stole it, it was the doctor who’d stuck Byte in my head.

<I am also not the property of Softbiotics, but they certainly like to believe otherwise.>

“It’s time for you to leave, Nik,” Maris said.

“I’ll leave… with him,” Nikolai answered. His people were slowly spanning out in the room.

“Ah, so that’s the real reason you came,” Maris said. “You used Selene as an excuse.”

He shrugged. “Pretty obvious someone on the list landed with all the ruckus at the port. Figured it might’ve been the guy who’s got Roman Voss’s panties in a bunch.”

Lyra grabbed my arm. I glanced at her, and she motioned to the back door with her eyes. After all this, I was going to have a talk with her about how I didn’t have anything to do with Kynan Kade, whoever the hell that even was, but out of this room, she was the only person I came close to halfway trusting. Maybe more like forty percent trusting.

Lyra and I took a sidestep, and Nikolai raised his blaster. The rest of his people did the same, along with Maris and Xander.

“I just need the amp,” Nikolai said. “I don’t need the rest of you.”

“It doesn’t work that way,” I said.

<Now is even a better time to run, Cal.>

The problem was, there were currently seven blasters pointed at me.

“Put your guns down,” Maris ordered.

“You first,” Nikolai countered.

Maris glanced in our direction. “Go.”

“No, you don’t,” Nikolai said.

Maris moved to block, and Nikolai shot her in the shoulder. Xander lunged, covering Maris while shooting. He hit two of Nikolai’s people before taking a shot to his leg. He moved fast for his size and ducked into the hallway.

“Go!” he yelled at us even though we were already running.

Lyra seemed to know where the back door was because she cut straight for it, through a bathroom. Behind us, we left a cacophony of blaster fire, yelling, and cries of pain. We burst into the hallway, not even thinking of drones or enforcers—though I was counting on Byte to be doing that—and we took off running.

<Go the other way. I have processed Solace Station’s maps and have identified the location of the lab.>

I grabbed Lyra. “This way.”
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Viktor Garris sat in his office. To anyone who entered, it looked like he was staring off at nothing… except his amp had his pupils alight with fireworks as it replayed the video footage from Donista’s amp.

“You’re a lousy shot,” Viktor grumbled even though Donista couldn’t hear him—the enforcer was still in Solace Station with orders to retrieve that stolen amp. But based on how long it’d been since Donista had eyes on the target, Bennett had slipped through their hands yet again—clearly thanks to the resistance getting in the way like they seemed prone to do. Bennett was aligned with the resistance, which meant the resistance essentially had possession of the amp now.

His job had become exponentially harder. He didn’t have to grab just one man; now, he’d have to take down the entire resistance… something none of his predecessors had had success with.

The resistance, operating primarily out of the Crawl beneath Dreswick, was a virus that infected everyone it touched. It had infected Dr. Katz, among others in Softbiotics. But even as the infection spread, Viktor was able to accumulate his own assets. He placed a call through his armlet and let it ring for a full minute before he sighed, cancelling the call. He was afraid of that—he had very few assets on Solace Moon; losing one wiped out months of work. He tapped the screen built into his desk. “Notify Holding that current resident by the last name of Drexler is to be remanded to Project 32.” At least Roman Voss could still get some value from a wasted asset.

Without the asset, Viktor was left deaf and blind in the moon faction. Stealth was no longer an option. He slammed his fist onto the desk. This entire situation would’ve been avoided if the board had approved Viktor’s budget request to eliminate the resistance a year ago. But no, the board had decided the cost to take down the resistance was higher than the cost of their existence. If the board knew the resistance now had the prototype… yes, they’d approve his budget request without a second’s hesitation.

He'd envisioned this situation—this opportunity—a thousand times. He was ready, and he could have his people in place by the time the board approved. He tapped the screen again. “Enforcer Mallon to enter.”

Barely a second later, Viktor’s door opened, and Mallon stepped inside. “You wanted to see me, sir?”

“Yes.” Viktor motioned him forward. “Within the week, we’re going to be approved to exterminate the resistance once and for all. All enforcers will receive full operation details through their amps the minute the operation is approved by the board, and I will manage the overall operation from here. You will lead the underground assault. It’s well past time we cleared out the tunnels.”

“Clear out the resistance, sir?” Mallon asked.

Viktor shook his head. “Clear it all out. Anyone in the tunnels will be considered a member of the resistance. They are to be arrested and brought to the main Holding. For anyone who resists, you have authority to use lethal force.”

A smile crept at the edges of Mallon’s mouth. “It’ll be my pleasure, sir.”

“I will send you an op briefing. It’ll be broken out in phases to minimize risk to our squads. Read up on it, and be ready to go within the week.”

When Mallon left, Viktor prepped his files before placing a call to Roman Voss. Taking a hammer to the Crawl was far more cost-effective than taking a scalpel to flush out resistance members one by one, and the board had been looking for an excuse to scrub all those subhumans not contributing to the bottom line. Doing this would make the board happy… which would get Viktor off this damned rock and back to TerraSoft Premier where he belonged.

There were over a thousand occupants in the tunnels under no corporate contract. A striking number considering all of Dreswick only had eleven thousand. Viktor didn’t have nearly enough holding cells. But the council would see them all with new contracts within the month. Those without new contracts… well, fortunately for him, Roman Voss was always begging for more volunteers.
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We ran through the residential hallways until we reached a busy, wide corridor, where we slowed to a walk so as to not draw attention to ourselves. It wasn’t long before we discovered it was busier because it led to another tram stop.

Lyra was beginning to look as uncomfortable as I felt. “We need different clothes. Drones might look only at our faces, but enforcers will notice.”

Back on TerraSoft-11, I’d thought the blue obnoxiously stood out, but it seemed like everyone on Solace Moon wore pastels. “Hats would be better,” I added.

<Hats and clothing provide camouflage, albeit minimal protection, as both enforcers and surveillance drones have your facial images and last known locations on file. I should also note that Nikolai’s people are searching for you and are about to enter this corridor.>

I spun around to find them.

“Enforcers?” Lyra asked.

<Conceal yourselves in the nook between the advertisement and the unfinished wall.>

I didn’t bother responding to Lyra and instead yanked her with me to a narrow space between two walls where it looked like they hadn’t finished building the station. It was dark, unlit, and rough. I scraped my back trying to squeeze the two of us in, but I ignored the pain and hoped I wasn’t going to have a bloody back.

<I detect no risk of enforcers or drones at this time. It seems that surveillance drones scanned all the corridors in this area while we were inside Maris Kelbourne’s residence. I will continue to eavesdrop on the station’s surveillance systems.>

I answered Lyra finally. “Nikolai.”

“Oh. I guess that means he won,” she said subtly.

“Not a fan of the guy who likes to shoot first and ask questions later? Yeah, me neither.”

“He’s a zealot. You can never trust a zealot. Maris and Kynan don’t always see eye to eye, but at least she’s rational, and once she gives her word, she keeps it. Or kept it, I mean. If Nikolai’s here, she’s dead.”

I had a visual on Nikolai at that moment. He was walking through with one other resistance member. They were clearly searching the terminal. Nikolai was cradling his arm, and I noticed the dark stain on his sleeve.

His buddy walked over to a guy waiting for the tram.

I couldn’t hear what he asked, but it was pretty obvious. He was asking about someone—us—and fortunately, the other guy shook his head in the negative. But someone had to have seen us. It just boiled down to whether they remembered or cared to tell Nikolai. And if Nikolai could access the surveillance systems… “Byte, can you do something to keep Nikolai from accessing the vid feeds?”

<That will require another update. I currently have read-only access to local-network systems.>

Another update, great.

“Let me guess, Byte can’t help,” Lyra said softly.

“You’re a good guesser.”

Her armlet chimed. We were pressed together, but she could read whatever message was being displayed. Her features tightened.

“What now?”

“Nothing,” she replied too quickly, setting my hairs on edge.

“What happened?” Iron laced my question.

She swallowed. “It’s, uh, it’s about Grandmother.”

My body went rigid. “What about her?”

Lyra took a deep breath before replying. In that silence, dread replaced the air in my lungs. “I’m sorry, Cal. Someone saw enforcers entering her house. After they left, someone checked on Grandmother. Her amp had been cut out of her head. She didn’t make it. I’m so sorry, Cal.”

My blood boiled, yet chills covered my skin. Lyra pressed even closer.

<If the enforcers have Grandmother’s amp, they have every interaction you’ve ever had with her, including the final one.>

I ignored Byte. Grandmother’s amp had been cut out of her head dozens of times before, taken whenever her current host died and then implanted into the next host. The amp, being an archaic line, could be implanted at any age unlike modern amps that were so integrated with a person’s brain that they had to be implanted at birth. That longstanding tradition, probably the oldest, most revered tradition in Dreswick, had been bloodily ended.

<Cal, are you all right?>

“I told her to get out of there,” I said blankly.

<Cal, I am detecting exceptionally high levels of stress, but Nikolai cannot see you from this angle.>

It wasn’t easy to ignore the voice in my head, especially when, at this moment, I wanted to cut it out of my head and smash it with a hammer. It was lucky it couldn’t read my mind.

“I’m so sorry, Cal,” Lyra said.

With all the emotions roiling, I struggled to breathe. Lyra and I held each other as much as we could in that tight space. First, I’d lost my best friend, and now I lost my only family… someone who I’d always believed would live forever through her amp.

At least with Nolan, there was still a chance to make things right. I took a deep inhalation, breathing in Lyra’s perfumed scent.

It was no longer about me and my amp. I’d been looking at it all wrong, playing the victim, always on the run. I had a tool that a corporation wanted so badly that they were expending a lot of resources at getting it back. To the corporations, money was everything. If they were spending that much to find Byte, that meant they thought my amp was worth it, and something that valuable could be used against them.

I might’ve been a poor loser from Dreswick, but this loser had something that could be used against Softbiotics. I just needed to figure out how.

I inhaled deeply and raised my head. I blinked away the last bit of wetness in my eyes and scanned the tram stop. Nikolai and his buddy were exiting the far end of the stop. “Byte, get us to the lab.”

Lyra rubbed my side. “We don’t have to hurry. Take the time you⁠—”

“I’m good. Let’s go,” I said bluntly.

<I have calculated the safest route. Since the enforcers have spread out, it is best to avoid trams. However, that will extend the duration of the journey.>

“That’s fine.”

Byte displayed a map—my personal heads-up display—which led us through a maze of residential hallways and service tunnels. If I hadn’t known that Byte wanted to get to Dr. Katz’s lab as much as I did, I would’ve thought it was leading us in circles. Everything looked more worn the deeper we moved into Solace Station. It became clear that money was spent on keeping the tourist areas shiny. The rest of the moon reminded me of Dreswick, and I found a comfort in the familiarity.

As we passed through a quaint shopping corridor, Lyra stopped at a consignment shop selling secondhand clothes. Within minutes, we were in threadbare, muted grays. We’d exchanged our clothes as payment. The shopkeeper tried to hide her glee since the honeymoon clothes were worth twenty times the old rags that belonged in a recycler. A part of me thought we should hold onto the clothes, to wear them on our way back to TerraSoft, but then I realized that there was no way for us to get back to the planet without being noticed. But I needed to get back. Softbiotics headquarters was planetside.

I was starving, and I wanted to grab a bite at the café next door, but Byte had pointed out that Nikolai’s people were also searching for us. So I reluctantly ignored my growling stomach, and we continued.

It took another two hours of weaving corridors before we reached an industrial area that Byte identified as the area containing Dr. Katz’s lair. Two mining companies had large entrances to corporate-owned sections of the station. Byte led us to a long corridor that seemed to be as far from the life of Solace Station as one could possibly get. The corridor was lined with storage units. Most had corporate labels matching those of the mining companies. And every single one was covered in dust. It looked like no one had been here in twenty years.

“Are you sure the lab’s here?” I asked as Lyra and I walked down the corridor, trying to look like bored workers.

<First, I extrapolated the area by using what minimal data points I had. Since I wasn’t yet active, I had very few data points—primarily time stamps and movement sensors. Once I was able to screen Solace Station’s systems, extrapolation to a precise set of coordinates was exceptionally easy… so easy that a human could almost do it.>

“Almost, huh?”

<Almost.>

Lyra cocked her head in my direction. “That is a unique amp with how often you talk to it—I think you talk to it more than you do me.”

<She is correct. You speak to me fourteen percent more frequently than you do to her. I have not learned human emotions yet. Does this mean you prefer my company to hers?>

“Not on your life,” I said.

“See? You’re doing it again,” Lyra pointed out.

“Sorry,” I mumbled. “Just getting directions.”

“I thought you had a HUD map,” she countered.

I did. As long as I followed it, we had no problem. “Yeah, but I’m trying to figure out how Byte figures out stuff. I’m still not sure I can trust its deductive reasoning.”

<My deductive reasoning is far superior to yours and Lyra’s combined.>

“Ouch,” I said.

“Hearing just one side of the conversation is getting annoying,” Lyra said.

<Then tell her to not eavesdrop.>

I was beginning to think Byte was jealous. “Sorry,” I mumbled to Lyra again, realizing that word was quickly becoming one of the most-used words in my vocabulary. The dot on the map in my vision flashed as we stepped into its outer rim.

“I guess this is it,” I said, stopping at a storage unit that looked like every other storage unit on the row, with a large door for a forklift to move crates in and out and a smaller entry door. On the smaller door was a logo of a unicorn and a corporation called Fabled Ventures. I didn’t recognize the name, but that was no surprise—there were more companies than there were people in the universe.

We stood at the smaller door that bore a fingerprint and eye reader.

“I can pick a lock, but I can’t fake bio-scanners,” Lyra said.

I sighed and pressed my head against the door. “Don’t tell me we came all this way for nothing.”

Lyra examined the fingerprint screen. “Damn, the doctor was thorough. She even wiped away her fingerprints so I couldn’t even try to lift them.”

“And that would still leave the iris scanner,” I said.

<I have a hypothesis. Try your credentials.>

I shrugged. “Guess it won’t hurt.”

I pressed my thumb against the scanner, and it glowed red. The eye reader lit up. I held my eye close to the scanner as a thin blue line of light shone. Several seconds passed before the scanner turned green, and the door clicked.

Lyra stiffened. “How’d you do that?”

“I have no idea,” I said, grabbing the door handle and stepping inside.

<The scanner was set to recognize my uniquely nonhuman energy in addition to Dr. Katz’s biosignature.>

The lights came on automatically. The storage unit was only twenty feet wide, but it must’ve been a hundred feet deep, likely designed for storing mining equipment. Every inch of wall for that hundred feet on both sides was lined with overflowing shelves. There was a lot of stuff that looked technical in nature: tablets, computers, and scanners. But there were just as many medical things.

At the far end was a lab, and I kid you not, it looked just like a mad scientist’s lab. A gurney stood there—it looked unused at least—surrounded by monitors and glass coolers filled with syringes, among other things. Before that sat the highest tech workstation I’d ever seen, but since the only other workstation I’d seen was Franklin’s, that’s not saying much. This one was odd, however, in that it sat within a mesh cage.

Next to the other wall was another cot. I couldn’t tell if it’d been used since the blankets were tucked tightly in. The wall behind the cot had clothes, food, and other basic necessities. A portable bathroom stood off to the side, an obelisk inside the otherwise white lab.

“Welcome, Aether,” the computer system announced.

“Uh, who’s Aether?” I asked.

“This system recognizes Aether within the human carrier, Callum Bennett. The carrier has been added as a fully authorized user of all systems in this facility,” it answered.

<It is speaking to me. Apparently, it knows me as Aether, although I have no memory of such nomenclature assigned to me. I prefer the name you gave me as my memory protocols retain all uses of it.>

“Good, because I wasn’t going to call you that, anyway. It sounds like something a high-towner would come up with.”

<Dr. Katz lived in Aberdeen. Though, she originated from TerraSoft Premier.>

“Even worse.” Noticing a shelf with boxes of meal bars, I started walking toward them.

Lyra entered the lab right after me. “Wow, this is amazing.”

An alarm sounded. “Intruder Alert.”

I spun around to see a box of light grids tightly envelope Lyra. She reached out to touch the light. Her skin sizzled, and she yanked her hand to her chest. “I guess I shouldn’t be surprised Katz had good security based on everything she has in here. I don’t suppose your amp can figure a way out of this, can you?”

<You can instruct the system to release her.>

“Uh, system, release her. And shut off those alarms.”

The grids and alarms instantly disappeared. “User Lyra Thorne has been granted view-only access to systems in this facility.”

Lyra relaxed. “That was easier than I expected.”

“Yeah, no kidding,” I said.

She strode past me and toward the workstation. “Even better, we won’t have to figure out how to hack her systems for information.”

As I walked toward the shelves of food, I glanced toward the screens, which had come online when the lights did. “System, how much access do I have?”

“Unlimited, with a narrow set of restrictions for Aether’s safety,” the system replied.

“That’s the best news I’ve heard in a long time.” Lyra opened the cage door and stepped inside. Before she closed the door, she asked, “Are you coming?”

I grabbed an entire box of bars—enough to feed someone for a month if they rationed them—and hustled over. She closed the gate behind me.

I eyed the mesh fencing that totally enveloped the workstation. “What’s up with this cage?” It creeped me out.

<It is a Faraday cage.>

“It’s a Faraday cage,” Lyra answered. “It means that the system is isolated from the outside network—it’s secure—and that’s a very good thing. We can play all we want here with no risk having our network activity trigger any alarms.”

“As long as it doesn’t lock us inside,” I added, still not comfortable in being inside a cage even if I did put myself in it.

“It’ll be fine,” she said, smirking, before turning to the workstation and rubbing her hands together. “All right. Let’s get some answers, shall we?” She took a seat at the workstation and tapped the keyboard. Nothing happened. She tried it again, but the screens remained unchained, the Fabled Ventures logo displayed large in the center of each one.

She spun in her chair and glanced wryly at me.

I asked, “System, grant Lyra full system access.”

“I cannot do that. It is against my programming. My maker prevented any users beyond Ana Katz, Aether, and Aether’s carrier to be added to the system. User Lyra Thorne is not permitted.”

Lyra stood and dramatically gestured to the chair. “I guess that means you’ll have to run the queries.”

I took a seat, while Lyra watched over my shoulder. The screens morphed into pages of code without me pressing a key. “At least it looks like the system plays nice with me.”

“Ask it to pull all data that’s related to Softbiotics,” she said. “Also, Dr. Katz told Kynan once that she kept journals. Pull all those, too.”

<Query it to access all data pertinent to me. Have the data scroll down a monitor. I need you to watch the monitors, so I can copy all the data.>

I wanted to cup my ears. “Whoa, wait. One at a time.”

<The system is a HS9900. It can handle up to twelve hundred data queries simultaneously. However, we are restricted to the six monitors since the only manner for me to currently copy data is through your senses, and vision is the most efficient as I cannot physically connect to the system directly. I will begin building that feature for our next upgrade.>

I relayed the queries—all three of them—to the system, and data began to scroll down three of the screens. Millions of lines of data scrolled, far too fast for any human to read… not that I could read Byte’s queries, anyway—it had the data reported in machine language rather than in English to speed up the process.

Lyra stepped forward with a tiny memory drive and plugged it in.

“What are you doing?” I asked.

“Copying the data, of course. You don’t think I can actually read this fast, do you?”

<Cal, please stay focused so I can copy all data being displayed.>

I sighed, unwrapping the first meal bar—umami flavored, whatever that meant—and took a bite. It was kind of salty but also had an almost-meaty flavor to it. I liked it. I leaned back, blankly staring ahead. “This is going to take a while.”

Lyra found us drinks, and we ate as two screens displayed the query results Lyra asked for. Byte, on the other hand, only cared to learn about itself, and had me ask queries that had all six screens scrolling data. I wanted both sets of data: Softbiotics’ weaknesses that Lyra sought and exactly what it was about the amp inside my head that made it so special.

I tossed the empty wrapper from the meal bar into a mini incendiary trash can sitting on the desk—Dr. Katz was, if anything, a neat freak. The wrapper—my third one—was incinerated into nothing after the lid closed.

I leaned back, still staring at all the screens, trying to keep my eyes open, but now that I had food in my stomach, that cot behind me was becoming more and more enticing.

“Finding anything good?” I asked to no one in particular.

“I’m mostly just copying everything to review later,” Lyra began. She’d had me get the data in English so humans could understand it and would randomly pause the scrolling by touching the screen to read a bit. “But this is a gold mine. I swear Katz was planning on bringing down Softbiotics completely on her own. She copied anything and everything she could from Softbiotics’ internal systems. I mean, there are lists of all the key players, locations of all their facilities, even details on all their current projects, at least the ones she knew about.”

“Wait, locations of all their facilities?” I blurted, leaning forward.

“It sure looks like it.”

“Even the ones where they send the people they disappear?”

She considered the question before answering, “Yes, I would think so. Her data includes what each facility is used for, so it might even include rosters.” She could tell I perked up because she added, “I brought an extra drive if you want to make a copy of this for yourself.”

I tapped my temple. “I brought an extra one, too.”

<I have two hours, four minutes, and three seconds of data feeds yet to read. Then, I can begin processing and analyzing. That will require an additional nine hours for a first pass to identify additional queries to ask.>

Two hours? Nine hours? “Why don’t you just copy everything the system has while you’re at it.” We’d already been at it for a couple of hours. I didn’t think I’d ever sat still this long in my life.

<Two hours, three minutes, and fifty-one seconds now. I would like to copy all the data on these servers; however I do not have the storage capacity in your brain to store the two-point-eight brontobytes of data stored on these servers. The data stored here would be invaluable in our evolution. I propose we stay here for five months to copy, analyze, and remove data one exabyte at a time.>

“Later, maybe, when we have time to sit around for five months.” I grabbed another meal bar even though I was no longer hungry.

“You realize you’ve already eaten three days’ worth of calories, right?” Lyra asked.

I shrugged. “Blame my new appetite on Byte. Whatever it’s doing inside is burning a lot of energy.”

“Well, at least you don’t look like you’re eating for three. I think you look rather fit.” She smirked as she brushed her hand against my thigh.

I sucked in my gut. “Oh, well, I think you look rather fit yourself.”

<I need you to focus on the screens, Cal.>

My amp saved me from making an even bigger fool of myself, and I focused more intently than ever on the six screens in front of me. The time passed abysmally slow. We paused the network for two seconds for Lyra to step out of the cage and move around.

“Check this out.”

I turned just as Lyra slipped a chip through the cage. I paused the screens to bend down and pick it up. This chip was the wrong type of metal—too light in terms of color and weight for steel. “What is this?”

“Platinum. There must be a thousand of them here.” She guffawed. “Just one of these will buy us a private shuttle back home, no questions asked.”

I examined the chip closer. “Really?”

She chuckled. “I bet you want to stuff them in your pockets.”

“As many that will fit.”

Her smile widened. “I plan to do the same. But you might be smarter to leave some here. Unlike me, you can get back in here, and if there’s one thing I learned in this life, it’s that it’s always good to have a getaway plan.”

I shrugged. I doubted I’d ever come back. I’d nearly gotten killed the first time coming here. But I found the idea of having a hideout comforting, really comforting.

After stacking two handfuls of chips next to the cage—more than I’d earn in four lifetimes—Lyra eventually napped on the cot while I rubbed my dry eyes and returned my focus on the endless scrolling data.

“You’re really getting all this, Byte?”

<Of course.>

“Where do you even store it all?”

<I store it in your brain. It is mostly unused.>

I thought for a second. “Was that a joke?”

<It was funnier than any of your jokes.>

I leaned back in my chair, still staring at the screen. “System, tell me my amp is more than just a bad comedian.”

“Aether is the next step in the evolution of amplification technology. It contains three factors that separate it from all other amplification models. Where current amplification technology is artificial intelligence, this prototype is artificial general intelligence. It can think, learn, and apply knowledge at a superintelligence level. Many amplification prototypes have been designed to achieve AGI, but none have succeeded. Additionally, Aether has a biotechnological consciousness. It has self-awareness, emotions, and subjective experiences. No amplification prototypes have been designed for this trait as it conflicts with most corporate goals. Lastly, Aether was engineered for true human-AI symbiosis. Where current amplification technology permanently interfaces with its human carrier, Aether integrates fully with its human carrier. The ideal outcome of this third trait would be to create a hybrid intelligence; however, the benefit is currently hypothesized and requires a long-term test subject to verify.”

“No wonder Softbiotics wants to get their hands on Byte,” Lyra said, leaning against the cage.

I nearly jumped out of my chair. “I thought you were asleep.”

“Just took a power nap. It’s hard to sleep when we’re being hunted,” she said. “We already knew Byte can upgrade itself, but this puts it light-years ahead of any amp out there. I can’t say I understand the symbiosis thing, or even the shared intelligence thing, but obviously it would mean something to the brainiacs at Softbiotics.”

While in here, for a short while, I’d been able to forget about being hunted. “Yeah,” I agreed.

<There are no people or surveillance drones in this entire sector. It is safe to assume this lab is secure for the time being. Its obscurity is likely why Dr. Katz chose this location.>

“For a good bit of news, Byte thinks we’re in the clear. So all we have to do is never leave this lab again.”

She sauntered around the cage, running her fingers across the mesh. “That sounds tempting.”

<You are easily distracted, Cal.>

“You can’t blame me,” I said.

Lyra lifted a brow. “For what?”

“Oh, uh, nothing.” I snapped back to the screens to see that the scrolling had stopped on one of the screens.

<Cal, this data is incomplete.>

I kicked my feet off the desk and leaned forward. “What’s missing?”

<There is no data on my actual design. The entire dataset is missing.>

“System, where’s the data on Aether’s design?” I asked.

“That data was deleted by user Ana Katz during her last visit here,” the system replied.

“Why would she do that?” I asked aloud.

“Based on calculations she performed, she did not have enough key material necessary to create additional units. Thusly, she instead designed Aether as a singular prototype—Project Aether was never designed to be a commercial model.”

“Give Byte those calculations,” I ordered.

“That data was deleted by user Ana Katz.”

“Okay then, what was the key material?” I asked.

“That data was deleted by user Ana Katz.”

“Well, what can you give us about Byte’s design?” I asked.

“I have provided you all data on file regarding Project Aether.”

“All right, then how about whatever you’ve got that inspired her design or whatever,” I said.

“User Ana Katz was working on designing a new line of amplification technology that would be accessible to all humans, but she discarded that project after acquiring key material that was incongruent with her original designs. That key material inspired Project Aether.”

“Can’t you tell me anything about that key material?” I asked.

“All references were deleted by user Ana Katz.”

I sighed. “Sorry, Byte. Looks like you don’t get all your answers today.”

<That is unfortunate. However, the deleted data provides answers. That Dr. Katz found it important to delete anything to replicate me and that I would be destroyed if removed from you, she wanted to guarantee I could never be duplicated.>

“The question is why,” I said.

“Why what?” Lyra asked, leaning against the desk.

“Why the doctor was so careful that Byte could never be copied,” I answered.

She shrugged. “She obviously didn’t want Softbiotics to get a hold of them, even if it meant losing her life’s work.”

“Sure,” I agreed. But was that it? It felt like there was more to it than that. Growing up in Dreswick, I’d learned to trust my gut more than what was right in front of my own eyes. It also meant I was an eternal pessimist. What if she didn’t want another Byte in existence?

<Cal, I have completed downloading all data pertaining to Project Aether and Dr. Katz’s personal journals. I am currently processing all data received. I have six more queries for you to run.>

I slumped. “Oh joy.” I relayed the commands to the system as I rubbed my eyes again—they’d become rough and watery from staring so long at screens. And now I had to keep staring for who knew how much longer.

As it turned out, it was for only ninety-one minutes. Less than a minute for additional queries regarding Softbiotics, and the rest spent on probing queries on Dr. Katz’s journals. Grandmother used to tell me it was always better to use one word than five in explaining myself. Dr. Katz clearly had the opposite philosophy with how much data was stored in her journals.

After Byte downloaded everything that it wanted, Lyra and I sat—her on the cot and me at the workstation—contemplating one item of data Byte gleaned from the galactic-sized data dump on Softbiotics.

“It makes even more sense why Katz didn’t want Softbiotics to have access to her design,” Lyra said.

“Yeah.” I’d always thought corporations were soulless, insatiably greedy beasts, but this proved that they were outright evil.

<If they can take full control of any amp, thus controlling their carrier, then Softbiotics has a dedicated army at their disposal.>

“Yeah,” I echoed at Byte pointing out the obvious. “They’ve got an army of innocents.”

Lyra shook her head. “We knew we’d have to face the enforcers to go against Softbiotics. But we can’t go up against an army.”

According to Katz’s journals, the control feature was Softbiotics’ twisted idea to suppress any rebellion. Her notes said that Softbiotics was working on a generic, minimally featured amp to be given to everyone for free. And of course, those amps would include the control chip as that was Softbiotics’ most prized design feature.

<Dr. Katz said that when she learned of the control chip added to her designs, she vocally admonished the board and that the corporation kept her under tight surveillance following that meeting. It is incredibly impressive she was able to evade them to work on Project Aether, among other projects. She was working on code that could be broadcast across the amp-link to essentially kill the control chips.>

“Can we access that?” I asked. “If we can, then we can take out the army without hurting anyone.”

<Unfortunately, she never finished the code. She could not figure out how to activate the kill switch without deactivating the amp-link, which would kill all the amps and not just their control chips.>

I thought. “We can get it to that hacker friend of yours. Maybe she can do something with it.”

<Dr. Katz was the most brilliant human mind of this era. A hacker stands little chance to complete something the doctor couldn’t finish.>

“What are you two talking about?” Lyra asked.

I swallowed back Byte’s lack of hope. “Something that can maybe—if we can get really lucky along with a miracle or two—kill the control chips.”
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I admit, there was a part of me that was awfully tempted to stay in the sanctuary of Dr. Katz’s lab. It wasn’t like she had any need for it anymore. Since I inherited Byte, I guess I inherited the place as well since Byte told me she had no heirs and the security was set up to only accept me. I had a hard time thinking of it as mine, though—I’d never owned anything except a ratty blanket, old clothes, and whatever I was eating and drinking that day.

We stayed in the lab for two days, waiting for Lyra to arrange a flight back to TerraSoft-11. I learned that there was an app to arrange private shuttles, and that shuttles were booked up days, sometimes months, in advance. The one Lyra booked had a cancellation. A part of me wondered if it was all a setup, but Lyra used another fake ID—one that she’d never used before—so the only way the enforcers would know it was us was if they’d caught whoever gave Lyra the fake ID to begin with.

Waiting gave Byte more time to access and analyze data (and gave me the worst dry eye ever). Rather than data dumps, it had me run targeted queries to make the best use of time. I could practically feel my muscles atrophying as I sat there and stared at the screens.

Lyra’s armlet chimed and she jumped off the cot. “That’s the pilot. Shuttle’s ready to lift off in one hour.”

“System, shut down workstation.” I jumped up from my chair as the screens went blank.

<I was not finished reading the data.>

“Tough. My eyes and brain need a break.” I had a headache—something that felt a lot like sinus congestion—but it felt like that throughout my brain. I wondered if what Byte was doing in there was causing damage or shortening my life, not that I expected to have much of a shelf life being on Softbiotics’ most wanted list.

We still only had the clothes we’d got at Solace Station, but Dr. Katz had left an entire collection of cloaks. She had an obsession because she must’ve had two dozen in various colors and styles. Lyra and I each chose one that would blend in at both spaceports. Under my cloak, my pockets were heavy with chips, but I was able to cram an extra meal bar into each pocket, which had the added benefit of stopping any clinking and rattling as I walked.

I gave the lab a once-over before heading toward the door. “System, activate security. Make sure no one else can get in.”

“That is already my protocol.”

“Good. Just double-checking.” I noticed Lyra watching me. “What?”

She gave me a droll look. “You know, a gentleman would grant his girlfriend access, too.”

I smirked. “Oh, you’re my girlfriend now?” We had gotten closer over the past couple of days, but we hadn’t crossed the line into intimacy yet, not from lack of interest—it was because Byte kept me glued to the screens.

She shrugged innocently, but it looked anything but. “I’m kidding. I know the system doesn’t like me, so it’s not like it would grant me access, anyway.” With that, she opened the door and scanned the hallway before stepping through.

She had a point. Whenever she tried to activate another computer within the lab, the system notified her that she was an unauthorized user. I could’ve asked the system another time or another way to give her access, but selfishly, I liked being the only one to have access to this place.

My place.

I guess it was easier to get used to that idea than I thought.

The lights turned off behind me as I stepped into the corridor. It was just as empty as when we first arrived. “All right. Show us the way, Byte.”

My internal HUD lit up, and I was surprised to see that we wouldn’t be going the way we’d come. “We can get to the spaceport this way?” I started walking, and Lyra kept pace at my side.

<Yes. The private shuttle terminal is not connected to the commercial spaceport. We will rent one of the moon terrain vehicles and drive directly to the private shuttle terminal.>

My steps stuttered. “Wait, we could’ve skipped all the running around inside and just rented an MTV?”

<No. The commercial spaceport does not have an MTV station.>

I turned to Lyra. “Why didn’t we take a private shuttle?”

She chortled. “Believe me, I asked. But you know how much it costs to rent one? You weren’t worth that much to Kynan Kade.”

“‘Weren’t’? Does that mean I’m worth it now?”

She patted her chest pocket. “Let’s see what we learn from the data.”

I grinned. “I’m worth it.”

She rolled her eyes.

<Actually, you are worth “it” only because of our fusion. Essentially, you are just my carrier, like a horse to its cowboy. At least you are a well-fed horse, finally.>

I grunted. “I just got enough calories in me for three days’ straight.” I glanced at Lyra. “I hadn’t gone that long with enough food ever since I got this thing in my head.”

“I noticed you’re still eating as much as ever. How long do you think that will last?”

“Byte makes it sound like forever.”

<During fusion, the daily caloric requirements are five thousand four hundred calories. Once fusion is fully complete, we will require only four thousand two hundred calories to maintain peak operating efficiency.>

I sighed. “Yep, confirmed. Byte says it’s going to last forever.”

<I did not. I said⁠—>

“Forever,” I cut it off. “You said forever; you just took longer to say it.”

Lyra raised a brow. “Lovers’ quarrel?”

“Haha,” I said dryly.

<Threat alert. Two security personnel are at the rental kiosk.>

I froze. “Do we need to find a new way?”

“What’s wrong?” Lyra asked.

“Enforcers,” I answered.

<Threat alert downgraded to a threat watch. They are only corporate security guards for the mining company, and they appear to be on break. They likely have no reports on you as corporations, even in different industries, are often competitors rather than allies. I, however, still urge you to exercise caution.>

I snorted. “Every minute of my life is a threat watch.” I started walking again, and glanced at Lyra. “Mining company cops; not Softbiotics.”

She didn’t look relieved. “It’s just as likely they’re on Softbiotics unofficial payroll, too.”

Softbiotics owned all rights to TerraSoft-11 and its moons. That meant they were the government, law, police, and everything else that could make a guy’s life hell all rolled into a single entity. Since they were a tech company, they subleased things outside their interests, such as mining rights, to other corporations.

<The two guards are leaving the area. Based on their route and pace, they will have returned to their company’s office before you reach the corridor.>

I glanced at Lyra. “We’re in the clear.”

“For now.” She took off at a jog, discarding the leftover sense of ease from being in the safety of the lab.

I took off and led her through the corridors using my internal HUD. The air was dirtier and colder here—I would’ve struggled to breathe in here before Byte, and I realized how quickly I’d become accustomed to having my health. The coughing fits used to exhaust me, and it’d been years since I’d had enough lung power to do anything but walk. Maybe Byte was worth all the hassle—and it was a lot of hassle. The upgrades sucked. Being hungry every ten minutes sucked. And I had a constant unease about exactly what Byte was doing to my mind and body. Sure, it was helping… but at what cost?

Just as I was about to turn a corner, Byte said, <Stop right here.>

I skidded to a stop and held out my arm to block Lyra, though she stopped more gracefully than I had.

She shot me a questioning look.

<You may continue. A trio of miners were crossing the corridor at the time.>

I gave her a thumbs-up, and we continued.

Being in the ass-end of Solace Station made things easy as it seemed like enforcers didn’t venture out to the mining companies, and the mining companies seemed to be purely focused on mining. We reached the rental kiosk a few minutes later. The screen displayed, Oakland Mining Company Moon Terrain Vehicle Depot. The kiosk’s menus were designed for the company’s employees to check out a vehicle for their work. Lyra scrolled down to find the ability to rent a vehicle. I balked at the price—it was more than I made in a year.

She noticed my expression as she scanned her armlet to make the payment and enter her false credentials—a different identity than the one she’d come to Solace Moon with. “Every company is out to make as much money as they can even though these MTVs are probably parked most of the year.”

I nodded at her armlet. “Just how many identities do you have stored in there?”

She smirked. “A few. Same with yours. It never hurts to have a backup plan.”

<She is smart. I am beginning to understand while you are so attracted to her.>

Her dark eyes practically dazzled in the light. She caught me looking at her, and I turned away.

“It’s okay. I like looking at you, too,” she said.

I might’ve blushed.

In Dreswick, there was romancing to be had, but never enough time or energy for anything beyond a five-minute one-and-done. I worked sunrise to sunset and basically passed out after my day’s meal. Five minutes of free time when I wasn’t disgustingly dirty, had enough energy, and had an extra chip for a pro had long since become beyond my stamina. When you’re dying of pulmonary fibrosis, you lose passion for a lot of things. Byte had given me a new life, and I had a keen interest in taking full advantage of it.

The screen displayed a dock number, which we made our way to and through an airbridge so narrow we had to take it single file. The airbridge connected directly to a vehicle on large tracks, and Lyra immediately slid across the front bench seat to the driver’s spot. As I slid in next to her, I asked, “You know how to drive this thing?”

She shrugged. “I don’t have to. These MTVs are programmed to not even allow renters to take the wheel. The companies don’t want the liability of a renter having fun driving one of their MTVs around Solace Moon, leaving tracks in their precious sand. All I have to do is enter the destination, and it’ll auto-drive us. It looks like it only allows four destinations—lucky for us, one of them is the private shuttle terminal.”

She pressed a button on the dash, then the door closed and the airbridge retracted. The MTV’s engine rumbled silently to life, vibrating the seat.

I sniffed the air. It was cold, dusty, and lighter than I’d ever breathed before. “Are you sure it’s safe without suits?”

She chuckled. “Trust me, it’s safe. No company wants to pay out a death benefit. It’s a lot cheaper for them to keep the air processors running and decent seals around the doors.”

“Sure, until the price of air processors goes up.”

“True. It’ll be a different story then. Do you know if air processors have gone up in price?”

“No idea, but everything else has lately.”

She inhaled deeply. “Let’s hope they’re the exception.”

The MTV backed away from the dock so slowly, I could’ve crawled faster. Once it was clear, it rotated around and started just as slowly toward the horizon. “We might die from old age before we reach the terminal,” I quipped.

“Don’t worry, it’ll pick up speed. Then you’ll wish it’d slow down.”

As I waited, I looked across the endless glittering desert dotted by artificial docks and towers. Behind us, dust puffed up in glittering smoke from the MTV’s tracks. I saw construction underway on another set of docks that likely connected to another wing of Solace Station. I counted three different mining rigs set up within a half-mile of where we’d left Solace Station, which made me realize that they most likely built the station outward based on where the mining was taking place. I’d almost forgotten that nearly all of Solace Station was underground. The space docks stood over the horizon—I couldn’t see them yet—but Lyra was right about the MTV picking up speed. It must’ve sped up to fifty miles per hour by now. Not riding in a vehicle until recently, I found the speed unnerving.

<Your stress levels are climbing, Cal. Do not fear. You are safe in this vehicle. Its systems are fully functional for the most part.>

For the most part? “For the record, I’m not scared about this MTV; I’m scared about this MTV colliding with that.” I pointed to a large rock that we were quickly approaching.

“Don’t worry, we’ll miss it. Look at the tracks in the sand—you’ll see we’re on a regular route,” Lyra said.

<Listen to Lyra. As I told you before, she is intelligent.>

I focused on the ground, but it was moving too fast and just amped up my tension. I looked at the horizon, but my eyes kept darting to the rock as we drew closer. We whooshed by it with at least twenty feet to spare, which surprised me. I didn’t let my guard down—if there was one rock out there, that meant there were more that I couldn’t see. And with the MTV picking up speed by the second, we could ram a boulder before I ever saw it.

Lyra seemed unbothered—she’d clearly been in vehicles plenty of times before. In the last week, I’d ridden in my first car, first shuttle, and now first terrain vehicle. I didn’t find any of them enjoyable. Feeling the constant thrum of the engines in my seat cushions reminded me that I was just a sardine in a tin can. And just like sardines, I didn’t want to be in a tin can either.

The MTV continued to pick up speed until it was going so fast that everything whizzed by, and I couldn’t focus on anything except the horizon ahead. The vehicle never swerved, just cruised straight ahead.

<We are within signal range of the spaceport.>

“Then where is it?” I asked.

“Where’s what?” Lyra asked.

“The spaceport,” I answered.

She swiped through the screen before her. “This says we’re only twenty miles out. We should see it soon.”

And sure enough, once we crested a hill, Solace Moon’s spaceport sprawled before us. From the outside, it was a long line that branched on either end. One end contained private docks identical to docks lining the, er, line, while the other end had no enclosed docks. Instead, two massive spaceships sat there with long, flexible airbridges connected to each of their hatches. The spaceport didn’t seem like an efficient design, but it must’ve been the cheapest to accommodate the incoming and outgoing shuttles.

I noticed other MTVs then—or at least I noticed their dust clouds. Several were driving around the spaceport, and as we drew closer and began slowing down, I noticed the MTVs were large vehicles transporting crates. It made sense that the Solace Moon had to import most of its supplies and food, and I wondered how much of those supplies came from Dreswick.

I’d read that the cost of space travel was so low now thanks to never-failing self-fueling engine systems, that it was cheaper to fly across a star system than it was to fly into a planet’s atmosphere. As a kid, I’d always wanted to see the stars, but Grandmother had cautioned me to keep my feet on the ground at all times. I didn’t know what she meant at the time. I wasn’t even sure I understood now, but I at least had the gist of it.

The MTV slowed to a crawl as we approached the branch with docks.

“This’ll park us at the rental dock, so we’ll still have to walk to the shuttle,” Lyra said.

“And I was getting used to getting chauffeured around.” I sobered. “Byte, can you see if there are any enforcers in the area?”

<There is a squad of enforcers stationed at the security check. You will need to avoid them when entering the concourse.>

I turned to Lyra. “Bad news. We’ve got a whole squad of guys who can’t wait to meet us at the security checkpoint.”

She blew out a breath. “I should’ve figured as much. I was hoping enough time had passed that they’d given up the search at the spaceport and moved their resources to the inner station.” She grumbled a curse. “They want Byte too much.” She then sent a message on her armlet.

<She sent a request for help to a name of KK, but there are no additional details on the individual in her contacts. I do not know if we can trust them.>

Kynan Kade. Not for the first time, I wondered just how high up Lyra was in the resistance hierarchy. If she could pop off secure messages to the leader of the resistance on a whim, then the resistance was either pretty dang small or she was pretty high up, and I was guessing it was the latter. I wish I could telepathically convey what I wanted to say to Byte. Since I got the amp, I had only a few hours alone, and much of that was spent passed out or running. There was so much I wanted to talk to it about—to learn about its capabilities—but I didn’t want an audience. Even though I mostly trusted Lyra, I still didn’t want her to know as much about Byte as I did. At this particular moment, I chose to remain silent as I’m sure Lyra wouldn’t be too pleased if I pointed out that my amp was spying on her.

The MTV slowed to a slug’s pace as it lined up to a dock that had several smaller doors just large enough for a vehicle. As we approached, one door opened. It was too dark to see what lay beyond.

“Byte, tell me we’re not going to get shot as soon as we drive inside,” I said.

<The station’s camera in the rental return bay detects no humans. It is a fully automated section, so it would be unlikely to have any station personnel. And the enforcers have wisely centralized at the bottleneck entering the concourse as all passengers must proceed through the security checkpoint.>

“Yeah, like us,” I said.

“What’s that?” Lyra said.

“Nothing. Just not looking forward to poking the wasp nest.”

<There are no wasp nests on Solace Moon. The environment is unforgiving to most life-forms.>

I couldn’t tell if that was Byte making a joke or just pointing out a fact. Its sense of humor was that bad.

I tensed as the vehicle drove into its rental return bay, expecting enforcers to pop out at any second. Instead, the only thing that popped out was the airbridge, which sealed onto the MTV’s hull with a sucking sound. A moment later, the vehicle’s lights came to full brightness, and the screen before Lyra flashed the message: Oakland Mining Company hopes you had a nice ride. Enjoy your flight.

The door next to me opened.

Lyra’s armlet chimed, and she read the message. “We’re good,” she said.

“We’re good?”

“A friend’s going to meet us,” she said.

“That’s it?” I asked.

She shrugged. “Pretty much. He’s got a plan for getting around security.”

<KK responded. They sent instructions. Would you like me to cover them with you?>

“Okay,” I replied, answering Byte and appeasing Lyra at the same time. I exited the vehicle and made my way through the airbridge.

As Byte fed me the plan, I was careful to keep my features straight, to not give away what I was doing, let alone what I thought of the plan.

It was a very lousy plan.

“Are you okay?” Lyra asked.

I jerked. “Yeah, why?”

“You look… constipated.”

I’ve never been a very good liar.

“I’m fine.”

She probably would’ve pressed, but a man stepped into the doorway, blocking it. He was about my age, with dark skin and a thin moustache that wrapped around to connect with his goatee. He wore a green stocking hat and green coveralls.

“Talon,” Lyra said, surprise filling the name.

He smiled. “In the flesh.”

<Interesting. His face is associated with thirty-one different identities, but none have the name Talon.>

“Kynan said he was sending someone. I didn’t expect it to be you.”

He shrugged. “Lucky timing. I was already in the area, so it wasn’t much out of my way to take a little detour.” He turned to me then.

Lyra gestured. “Cal, this is⁠—”

“Talon,” I finished.

“And you’re the low-towner with some Aberdeen equipment. Kynan told me about you.”

“Yeah, that seems to be the case lately,” I said. This whole Mr. Popular thing had gotten old fast.

“I can imagine with how high they put you on their list.” He glanced over his shoulder and back at us. “How about we chat later… after we get you two through security.”

“Sounds good to me,” I said.

Talon led us down a short hallway. Just before we’d enter a larger hallway, he swiped his armlet over a door marked Restricted. The lock clicked, then he opened the door and motioned us through. Once we were in what looked like a narrow service corridor, he set the pace at a run until we reached another door. He opened it, and we found ourselves in a room stacked floor-to-ceiling with luggage.

“Lost or abandoned bags that are outside their reclamation window,” Talon said. “Best place ever to store my own special luggage.” He strode over to a wall and rummaged through several cases, finally pulling out two large cases.

He opened them up. “These are specifically designed to fool the scanners. Trust me, they work. I’ve used them more than once.”

Lyra began perusing one bag, checking both the inside and outside.

This was the part of the plan I thought was crazy when Byte had told me. I checked a bag and was surprised at how solid it was. “You want us to get in these?”

“It’s a tight fit, but it’s the best way through security,” Talon replied. “Bags don’t go through nearly as rigorous security checks as people do. You know the way things work—security likes to keep tabs on who comes and goes. They really don’t care what people bring in or take out unless they can make money off it.”

“This could work,” Lyra said as she tested fitting inside.

“This will work,” Talon corrected. “And this way, the enforcers will think you two are still hiding up here in Solace Station and will lighten up their search for you planetside. Now, climb in and let’s get you to my ship.”

I sat and had to curl into the fetal position to fit. As Talon went to close the cover, he handed me an oxygen bag. “This should last you for an hour as long as you don’t breathe too fast. You should be to my ship in half that time.”

“Should be? I’d prefer if you said will be,” I said.

“Relax.” Talon grinned. “I mean it. The more you relax, the longer your air will last. But seriously, I’ll be at the ship, ready to let you out as soon as the robo-drones drop you off.”

I glanced at Lyra. “See you at the ship.”

She smiled and winked. “See you there.”

After he sealed us each inside, I muttered, “I don’t like this.”

<Neither do I. And do not speak—speaking requires additional air. I, however, can talk with no detriment to our health.>

And so it did.

I wanted to learn about Byte and its capabilities, and, as it turned out, it had been wanting to talk to me just as badly. Except, instead of some good information, I got a rambling amp that talked about protocols, error logs, upgrades, and something it coined “transhumanism” at a level that was about a thousand feet above my head. On the bright side, the nonstop chatter bored me almost to sleep even as the suitcase I was in was moved and loaded onto a conveyor belt that seemed to roll on forever.

I didn’t realize I had dozed off until I heard Byte saying my name.

<Wake up, Cal.>

“Huh?” I blurted before I clamped my lips shut, hoping sound didn’t carry outside the luggage.

<You are safe to speak. The humans have left. We are sitting in a queue at the scanner. But be sure to conserve your air.>

I tensed. “How long have we been here?”

<Twenty-four minutes since the belt was stopped. The human supervisors for the scanner left to partake in “Gary’s retirement cake.” With how excited they sounded, the cake must be delicious.>

“So we’re not through security yet?”

<No. I thought I was clear about that fact. You should work on your reasoning skills.>

“How much air do I have left?”

<That estimate requires several assumptions, the most significant is how much you can control your breathing. I would gladly control your breathing for you; however, I do not have that functionality yet. I will add that to my upgrade queue.>

“How much?” I gritted. The idea that I was sitting, burning through what little air I had to begin with, made my lungs crave to take deep breaths like an addict for a fix.

<They should be back here within thirteen minutes. Lyra, assuming she’s controlling her breathing, would have roughly six additional minutes. Females have smaller lungs, and their bodies are more efficient in using oxygen.>

“That’s not reassuring,” I said.

<I agree. If you die, we die. I do not like this situation at all. Monitoring network traffic is insufficient.>

As soon as I heard the ping, I muttered, “You’ve got to be kidding me.”

<I have prioritized my next upgrade to be able to access and manipulate computer systems. Yes. I am switching all available capacity to coding the next upgrade. You may notice a strain on your energy, and communications may be limited. Focus on your breathing and keep us alive.>

“I’m trying my best.”

As it turned out, trying my best was really fucking hard.

Byte was sapping my energy—I felt like I’d pulled an all-nighter. Worse, I was getting hungrier by the minute. Cooped up in a piece of luggage with the sole job of slowing my breathing was a battle against my mind and lungs that were convinced I needed a lot more air. I’d seen monks get into a meditative state that was so still, they appeared dead. I tried to bring forth my inner monk.

After what felt like an hour, I asked, “How’re we looking on time?”

Byte didn’t answer.

The air seemed staler. Was that just me?

What felt like another hour passed, and my muscles felt like they’d been injected with adrenaline. I craved to stretch and kick out, but then I heard two voices. They were muffled but sounded like they were joking. A few seconds later, the conveyor belt started.

My muscles relaxed, but my lungs were fighting me harder than ever for fresh air. I heard the beeps of a scanner grow closer and closer until it sounded like they were right above me. I held my breath, afraid that even a movement that small could set off an alarm. By the time the beeps grew quieter, my lungs were on fire, and I sucked in a breath of warm, wet, bad air.

I couldn’t get enough air, and my body began tensing up. I rolled along the conveyor belt when my suitcase was suddenly dragged off and hit the floor with a painful thud.

I heard Talon’s voice practically on top of me. “I’ll take these from here. Here’s my tag for these two cases.”

“They can be delivered directly to your ship, sir,” another man’s voice said.

“I’m running late for a meeting. You want me to tell my boss that I would’ve made it on time except Solace Station’s bag check was running slow?”

“Fine, whatever. But you’re moving them yourself then.”

I was jostled around again, and I heard Talon grunt just before I landed hard on a metal rack of some kind. There was another grunt, and I felt something hit my suitcase. Two seconds later, I felt movement and the rumbling of a cart speed up.

The burn in my lungs was growing worse by the second, and I gasped for air, no longer able to regulate my breathing. No matter how deep of breaths I took, I couldn’t get enough air. I repositioned myself toward the edge of the suitcase as much as possible, trying to suck air through the material, but whatever it was made with, it must’ve been waterproof—not the slightest bit of fresh air came through.

I grabbed the airbag and sucked what I could out of it even though I know that wasn’t how they worked. I got nothing.

The cart’s horn kept beeping, and the cart jerked as it raced through the spaceport. I tried to focus on what was happening outside, but my body’s survival instincts had kicked in, and nothing in the world mattered except getting air. I pushed against the bag, trying to break the seal, but the hard sided box gave nothing away.

I kicked at it, but the suitcase didn’t relent. There was movement, and I hit the floor hard, followed by a scraping sensation and sound. I kicked harder, but the suitcase must’ve been made of steel. Gasping, I pulled my collar away from my throat as if that would do anything. I was knocked around again when the suitcase dropped onto the floor once again.

“Hang in there, buddy,” came Talon’s voice.

All I could do was gasp and punch, though weakness was robbing what strength Byte had left me with. Then the cover opened, and I gasped. Light blinded me as I tumbled from the suitcase, sucking in clean, cool air.

Talon patted my back. “See? Told you I’d get you through security, no problem.”

I would’ve punched him except I was too busy breathing and getting my vision back. I rolled over, taking long, deep breaths as I stared blankly at the ceiling of a very small ship. Talon returned with the second suitcase, and I managed to prop myself onto an elbow to watch as he opened it and a gasping Lyra toppled out.

Talon smiled at both of us. “Welcome to Bell Air. Get yourselves buckled in, and I’ll get you planetside in no time.”
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The flight back to TerraSoft-11 took six hours. Much of that time was spent in orbit, waiting for our landing sequence to be approved. I’d often wondered what was involved in flying a ship. The answer turned out to be “nothing.”

Talon’s ship was a small four-seater cruiser. Lyra took the other front seat, leaving me in the backset to watch Talon do nothing. Once he programmed the destination, the ship’s systems took over, and all he had to do was approve the flight plan.

The ship was so small that the seats reclined into beds, and the only toilet was a receptacle built into the far wall next to the equally small kitchenette. Seeing that proximity, I was glad I’d brought my own food. The two suitcases took up nearly the entire open space near the kitchenette.

I could’ve reclined my seat, but I decided to look out the front viewscreen instead. Ships didn’t have windows—they were costly and inefficient. Instead, they had large viewscreens that displayed views from the external cameras, overlaid with the ship’s trajectory and flight plan status and data. After a while of watching us orbit TerraSoft-11 four times, I closed my eyes. I didn’t sleep, but Lyra and Talon must’ve thought I had fallen asleep because their conversation morphed from small talk about the resistance… and about me.

“Kynan’s concerned, Lyra. The enforcers are up to something big. All time off has been cancelled, and they’re running drills. We think it might have something to do with your friend here.”

“The enforcers want Cal’s amp bad. We saw that in Solace Station. But there’s no way they’d focus all their guys on Cal. It’s just one amp.”

“A prototype amp,” Talon corrected.

“You’ve got a guy in the squads. What does he say?” she asked.

“Garris hasn’t told them anything. But they think it has to do with Dreswick—the Crawl, specifically—because they’re running some of their drills in the compound’s tunnels.”

“If they’re going to the Crawl… Kynan needs to get out of there.”

“Don’t worry about Kynan. He can get out in time. He’s more worried about everyone else down there.” Talon’s voice lowered. “And if there’s a chance that turning over a single guy can save them, well, then that’s something worth considering.”

“You can’t give them Cal.”

“We’d be giving them the amp, not Cal.”

“It can’t be removed without killing him. Besides, if it’s removed, it’s destroyed, too.”

A slight pause. “How do you know that?”

“Cal told me.”

“Convenient as that would save his bacon.”

“He hasn’t lied to me yet.”

“You sure about that?”

There was a longer pause than I liked. “Yes, I’m sure. You have to tell Kynan that we need to protect Cal.”

“I don’t have to tell Kynan anything.”

She huffed. “With how many enforcers were looking for him on Solace Moon, his amp is obviously a gamechanger. If we can figure out how to copy his amp, we can drive Softbiotics from TerraSoft-11 and turn it into a free world.”

“You really buy that idea hook, line, and sinker.”

“Of course. That’s why we’re in the resistance.”

“I’m in the resistance for Kynan, not for some farfetched fantasy.”

“You always were a pessimist.”

“Realist. The two only look the same when talking about the present. The future always shows which is which. Besides, my realism keeps Kynan’s unbridled optimism in check. If it wasn’t for me, his optimism would be, well, unbridled.”

I wanted to ask exactly what was involved with that optimism, i.e. what Kynan Kade was hoping to accomplish. All I’d known of the resistance was that they liked to riot and generally just be a thorn in the enforcers’ collective side. But from what I’d seen, the resistance was better organized than I’d ever imagined, and they had more money than I thought possible for a noncorporate group. Lyra had mentioned that Dr. Katz was associated with the resistance—I wondered if she’d also been a donor. Because low-towners, no matter how many chips they pooled, couldn’t fund a proper resistance effort.

Curiosity got the better of me, and I decided to join in. I yawned loudly.

Lyra glanced back at me and smiled. “You’re awake. Good. We’re finally in queue to land.”

“Fifteen minutes out,” Talon announced.

“Good. I’m not used to all this comfort,” I said, rubbing the smooth pleather of the armrest. “How’s the resistance get enough funding to buy a ship like this?”

Talon grunted. “This is my ship, my little Lumen Lu. I got this sweetheart on my sixteenth birthday. No one flies it but me.”

“You’re the first low-towner I’ve met with his own ship,” I blurted.

Talon snorted. “Is there anything about me that makes you think I’m a low-towner?”

I shrugged. Up until this week, I’d assumed the resistance was all low-towners. I was starting to see things differently lately.

Talon continued, “Not a low-towner. I won the lottery in the sense that I was born and raised in Aberdeen. Same as Kynan, same as Lyra here.”

I snapped to Lyra. “But you said your family was disappeared.”

She seemed confused. “Yes. You don’t think low-towners are the only ones who disappear, do you? Enforcers take anyone who gets in their way.”

My brow furrowed as I understood finally the extent of the corporate control. I’d always placed anyone from Aberdeen as part of a special class who could never be touched. They had their own amps and three meals a day, and they were free from fear of the enforcers.

“But you don’t have an amp,” I pointed out.

“That was because my parents hid me,” she said. “It happens more than you think.”

I frowned. “Why would someone not want an amp?”

“Because amps are connected to the amp-link, which means Softbiotics—and therefore, their enforcers—not only can track you but they also spy on you every minute of every day,” Talon said, looking over his shoulder at me. He tapped his temple. “I’ve got one in here.”

My expression must’ve given away my dread because he added, “Relax, it’s dead. Kynan and I had ours fried with an EMP.” He shrugged. “Not like I can have it removed. Besides, it comes in handy going through scanners, and they pick up an amp they’re expecting to see in here.” He turned back to the flight controls.

“I don’t get it,” I said. I mean, I got why Lyra joined the resistance. “Why would enforcers go after high-towners?”

Lyra and Talon shared a knowing look before she turned to me. “We’re no safer than low-towners. Sure, it might look like life is great fifty miles up the road, but it’s not. Softbiotics controls every aspect of our lives. And if you step out of line, like my parents did, then you disappear and your kids end up in one of the service schools depending on your aptitude scores. I managed to hide in the streets until the resistance found me. No one’s safe under a government that prioritizes profit over everything else.”

“Some corporations are better, some are worse,” Talon said. “There are entire systems I’d be sure to avoid. But there is a planet here and there worth visiting. The TerraSoft collection is middle of the road as far as human rights violations go.”

“That’s refreshing to hear,” I said dryly.

“They’re still guilty of horrible crimes, but there are no laws to stop the corporations. It’s only the corporations that keep each other in check,” Lyra said. “We’re going to change that. Kynan and Talon have connected with a network of like-minded individuals across the corporate loop. There are a lot of us out there. If we band together, we could take down the corporations one at a time.”

“And that’s the fantasy part,” Talon said. “While other corporations don’t care what happens to any other corporation out there, they make trade agreements all the time—they ally themselves with one another when it makes sense to do so. If we hit the first corp fast and hard, the others will be ready for us. We’d have to hit them all at once, and that would be like an ant biting a toe, hoping to make the man run away, when in reality, it’ll just be squished without a second thought.”

He was right—he’s a realist, I thought to myself. The resistance didn’t have the money, the weapons, or the numbers. They had nothing. It was like sitting down at a high-stakes poker table with a single chip.

The dreaded ping sounded in my head.

<I have completed preparing the upgrade. I am proceeding in ten seconds.>

“Hold on. We’re just about to land. Wait until we get some downtime,” I rushed out, not pointing out that Byte could’ve upgraded sometime during the last six hours of downtime on this ship.

“What the hell are you talking about?” Talon asked.

“He’s talking to his amp,” Lyra explained, watching me with worry in her eyes.

“He’s a little on the weird side,” Talon muttered.

“Please don’t tell me it’s another update,” Lyra said.

<This is a high-priority update. It provides crucial functionality and applies critical patches.>

Just as I felt the energy leave my body, I said, “Yeah…” At least I was in a seat this time rather than faceplanting the floor.
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About an hour later, Byte returned with my strength. Talon had been busy informing ground control that he was working through a system upgrade—which was the truth of sorts—before opening up his hatch and allowing border patrol to inspect Lumen Lu.

<The upgrade is complete. You’ll be glad to know I’m beginning to understand human anatomy enough that I can accelerate future upgrades.>

I leaned forward in my seat and spoke quietly. “Just give me more heads-up before you do the next one.”

<I initiate upgrades at the earliest convenience upon finalizing updates. It’s difficult to estimate when it will be ready as there are so many variables.>

“Wait, you’re using contractions.”

<I’m glad you noticed. Every upgrade involves minor improvements as well.>

“About time,” Talon said, pacing. “You were out for over two hours. Border patrol is getting antsy out there.”

I rubbed my neck before popping to my feet. I must’ve slept through more of it than I’d realized. “Two hours? I thought it wasn’t even an hour.”

Talon scowled. “That’s because you were enjoying your nap, Princess.”

“Play nice,” Lyra chided, not looking up from scrolling through the screen on her armlet. “He doesn’t have any control over when his amp upgrades.”

“Then he better get control of his amp,” Talon said. “Unless he’s fine with his amp controlling him.”

<He’s incorrect. I don’t control you. We have a symbiotic relationship. Inform him that upgrades are crucial to our wellbeing and survival, and, therefore, must take priority over all other activities.>

I could’ve explained to Byte how amps are order-takers, but I didn’t want the others listening in, and I’ve long since figured out that Byte wasn’t like any other amp. But Talon had a point. If Byte upgraded at the wrong time, it’d get me killed… it had already about got me killed doing that exact thing.

“I’m in control and good to go,” I said bluntly as I made my way toward the door.

Talon blocked the way and eyed me warily. “You sure?”

I bristled. “What’s it look like?”

His brow furrowed. “I’m not sure. You look fine now, but a minute ago, you were comatose. How do I know you’re not going to crash when we’re in the middle of the spaceport, and the medics take you in, only to discover you’ve got something weird in your brainpan?”

“It won’t happen. It takes time for my amp to prep an upgrade. We’re talking a day, at least. I tell you, I’m good,” I said.

“You better be. I have a life here that I don’t want to bug out on if you get us busted.” He finally stepped aside and tapped in a code on the panel next to the door, then it opened. Before I could step outside, a floating orb buzzed in, announcing in a metallic voice, “Border patrol scan underway. Please wait outside this ship until the inspection is complete.”

I froze, not expecting a drone. Lyra grabbed my hand and gave it a reassuring squeeze. I glanced at her, and she smiled. “It’s here to scan the ship, not us.”

“Private arrivals from another TerraSoft spaceport don’t need scanned again,” Talon elaborated. “Probably some cost-cutting measure some time or another. But it saves us an hour of having to go through a stupid security line again.”

The three of us walked down the ramp and stood there, waiting for the drone to finish. A minute later, it emerged, flashing a green light. “The ship has passed inspection. You may remain docked here for seventy-two hours.”

“I’ll only need forty-eight,” Talon said.

“You don’t live here?” I asked.

“I live here, there, and a bit of everywhere. But I can’t stay at the spaceport docks today. I gotta head up to the northside docks to pick up some cargo, but those are accessible only from atmo flights; no direct orbital flights.”

“Why?” I asked.

“Do I look like a flight instructor? Go to flight school, and you can learn all the ins and outs of the docks and flying.” He led the way then, and Lyra and I followed.

<He doesn’t like us very much.>

“No shit,” I muttered, though I wondered why. I hadn’t done anything to piss him off, at least nothing that I could think of.

“No shit,” Talon echoed.

I decided I didn’t like him either.

No one spoke as we made our way through the spaceport. We’d arrived in the private concourse, which was about half the size of the commercial concourse Lyra and I had departed TerraSoft-11 from. Still, the experience was strangely the same as the last time I was here. We rode a cart through the spaceport, and I kept expecting enforcers to jump out at any moment, but the cart veered off just before we joined with the main terminal and began heading down what I soon discovered was a tramway to a huge underground parking ramp.

Talon led us to his car, though I couldn’t figure out how he could tell his apart from the rest. All the cars were the same model and color, each reminding me of a giant grain of rice with what made me think of giant ball bearings for wheels. He programmed the car, and it drove us somewhere deep inside Aberdeen. That was my assumption, anyway, since 1) cars like this didn’t drive through Dreswick without a security escort, 2) the road was a gray, smooth, tunnel with skylights and there were no vehicle tunnels in Dreswick, and 3) the sky above was way too clean to be Dreswick.

The AV parked in a garage that resembled a mini version of the spaceport’s garage. As we emerged from the car, Talon said to me, “Try to act less like you and more like me if we come across someone.”

“You mean more like an asshole?” I offered.

“Less like a flea-ridden mongrel,” he said.

“Play nice,” Lyra cautioned. “We’re on the same team.”

“Are we?” Talon mentioned before entering an elevator.

We had to hustle to catch up before the door closed. I scanned the compartment for a camera.

<I’m detecting active networks in this building; however, this elevator has no surveillance apparatus.>

I stepped up to Talon. He was taller than me, so I had to look up. “If you got something to say to me, then how about say it.”

“Cal,” Lyra warned.

Talon gave me a droll look. “I don’t have anything to say.”

<I believe he’s speaking the truth. He’s not displaying behaviors indicative of subterfuge.>

“It sure seems otherwise.”

Talon sighed. “Listen, I don’t have a problem with you. But there’s an aura of trouble around you. If your amp is as special as Kynan seems to think it could be, then that means the resistance is probably going to do something incredibly stupid, and I don’t like it when people I care about do stupid things. It generally means someone’s going to get hurt or worse.”

“You’re worried about Kynan,” Lyra said.

Talon didn’t say anything, which was answer enough.

“I’m not here to tell the resistance to do anything,” I said. In fact, I didn’t really care what the resistance did. What I cared about was finding Nolan and getting payback for Grandmother, and I was counting on Byte—and no one else—to help me accomplish those things.

“I know. They’ll do it all on their own,” Talon countered.

The elevator opened to a carpeted and well-lit hallway lined with numbered rooms. I think the hallways in my apartment building had both carpet and lights at one time, but the carpet had been worn away from decades of hard use, and the lights had since been broken—and the bulbs had probably burnt out long before that.

A woman was strolling down the hallway, and she didn’t make eye contact as she passed. She acted casual, but there was something wrong—she was too alert for how casual she was walking. I glanced at Lyra and said quietly, “One of yours?”

She gave a nearly imperceptible nod.

<The threat risk is low as the female has no obvious weapons and isn’t wearing any clothing or decals to indicate an enforcer. I’ll recalibrate my threat assessment process to also take body language into account.>

“Good call,” I said so quietly that I hoped Lyra didn’t hear me.

I wondered how much of this floor was filled with resistance members—based on what I’d seen so far, I wouldn’t have been surprised if Kynan Kade owned this entire floor. Talon stopped at a door two down from the end, and he swiped his armlet over the lock. It clicked, and he stepped inside without any announcement. Lyra followed, and she looked back to make sure I was coming… as if I had somewhere else that I could go.

I entered a living room that looked completely normal—normal in what I’d expect to see in an Aberdeen apartment. There was a matching set of two sofas and two chairs with a black coffee table in the center. An ornate area rug lay under the furniture. There was a man sitting there, a gun holstered at his waist, and the way he looked us over, it was obvious he was a security guard.

<Interesting. There’s a significant level of network traffic originating twenty-five feet ahead and down, through that hallway.>

“Morning, Talon. He’s been expecting you,” the guard said.

“How’s his mood today?” Talon asked.

“Cranky.”

Talon chortled. “I figured as much. Buzz us in.”

The guard reached under the coffee table, pressing something I couldn’t see. Talon led Lyra and me down the hallway. We entered a bedroom with a bed that looked far too comfortable, and then he opened the closet door and pushed aside the clothing on hangers to reveal a PIN pad. I couldn’t see what he entered, but there was a click, and then the entire back wall of the closet opened inward.

“Impressive,” I said and meant it.

“Just wait and see,” Talon said, stepping through.

I made eye contact with Lyra. “You been here before?”

She shook her head. “I’ve only been in Aberdeen a few times, and never at HQ before. I didn’t even know where it was, not that I really know now. I lost my bearings after Talon’s tenth turn or so.”

“I got the feeling he programmed the AV to take the scenic way,” I said.

<Ah, another form of subterfuge. That makes sense. I had connected to the car’s navigational system and found it odd to be taking an inefficient route. I had thought the system was merely outdated.>

We stepped through the secret entrance to find a stairwell heading in both directions, which made me realize the resistance also owned the apartments directly below and above the one we’d entered.

As Talon led us downstairs, I pondered aloud, “I wonder how many other apartments the resistance owns in this building.”

“That is none of our business,” Lyra said.

<Every apartment is registered under a different name. However, I can attempt to identify the systems being used on each network to find commonalities.>

“I was just being rhetorical. I already assume they own at least several units, if not entire floors,” I said to both.

“The less the enforcers can pull out of any individual, the safer everyone is,” Lyra added.

<I disagree. I believe the more information we have, the better equipped we are to avoid enforcers altogether.>

“I agree,” I said to Byte.

“I’m glad, but I bet your amp thinks differently,” she pointed out.

I shrugged. We reached the next floor, and Talon opened the doorway. As we stepped through, I realized this was no apartment. Maybe it had been one once, but now it was an open layout of desks, computer screens, and cots. At least twenty people were seated at various desks, working busily—most didn’t even look up when we entered… except one, and I recognized her bright red hair right away.

Skeleton Key.

I’d assumed she lived in the Crawl. That she was here made me wonder just how bad things were down there. She glanced up, and when she noticed me, she shot me a wink. I dipped my chin toward her.

<The network bandwidth in this facility is impressive. I’m reading massive data transfers in progress.>

I wanted to ask Byte to find out more information, but I’d have to talk out loud, and I didn’t want anyone eavesdropping on Byte’s and my conversations. Grandmother had always taught me that being quiet drew less attention. She’d also said something about when someone was quiet, people might think they’re an idiot, but it was better than opening their mouth and removing all doubt. Through the years, I’d seen a lot of truth in what she’d said. Instead, I kept quiet.

And damn, I missed Grandmother.

With all their tech and resources, the resistance should’ve been able to do more to keep people from disappearing. In fact, I’d never seen the resistance step up and prevent anyone from being disappeared. The realization made my temperature rise a few hundred degrees, but I remained silent, simmering.

<Cal, I detect heightened stress levels. I do not identify any immediate risks in this facility; however, I deduce that every person in this room is likely armed. Is that your concern as well?>

“Sure,” I said under my breath, and that seemed to placate my amp.

Something I didn’t get was that this was an apartment building, yet this room was the size of at least two apartments, and it had been fully remodeled. I wondered how they were able to build this place without being noticed, let alone how they kept anyone from seeing what was taking place in here. A building this nice obviously had maintenance staff. Anyone who opened the door, let alone a passerby when the front door was open, would see this setup. It made me even more curious as to just how much of the building the resistance owned. It went far beyond a crew of vocal, idealistic protestors.

And that was when another door opened, and men with guns stepped out.
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Between the two men holding guns was a man who looked like he owned the place. Eyes bluer than a clean river and a chin that could double as a sledgehammer, he had the looks of a high-towner who’d paid to have perfect features. I disliked him already. When he smiled, it was so welcoming and warm, I almost smiled back. Lyra stood taller, almost preening, as he approached.

The man motioned to the armed guards with him. “I’ll be fine. You both go take a break.”

One gave me a side glance, but they obeyed. I didn’t take my eyes off them until they’d disappeared behind yet another door.

“It’s about time,” the newcomer said to Talon, but he didn’t sound angry.

“Don’t blame me,” Talon said. “Sleeping Beauty here needed a nap.”

<Interesting. I detect that he has a military-grade amp although it is not functioning.>

“You’re over two days’ late,” the other man said without seeming to notice Lyra or me.

“Oh, that. Well, I was still wrapping up the other thing. And before you ask, it’s wrapped up, so I’m going upstairs to make myself a much-needed martini,” Talon replied.

The man smiled, touching Talon’s shoulder. “We’ll talk later.”

Talon shot him a knowing glance before tilting his chin in our direction. “I’d tell you two to stay out of trouble, but I think I’d just be wasting my breath.” With that, he walked away.

The newcomer turned his smile on to Lyra. “Good to see you again, Lyra.”

“It’s really good to see you.” They shook hands, and Lyra said, gesturing toward me, “Kynan, this is⁠—”

“Cal Bennett,” he finished. “I’ve been looking forward to meeting you. I’m Kynan Kade.” He shook my hand, and I noticed that he had calluses. That surprised me—he looked too pretty for calluses. “Let’s go to my office. We have a lot to talk about.”

As he led us through the large room, I glanced across the screens in case Byte could glean anything useful. With its latest upgrade, it could do most of its spy work wirelessly, which made me think it was scanning whatever networks they were running off here to satiate its curiosity. More likely, it was prepping another upgrade to launch with the galaxy’s worst timing. I rarely felt anything when it was doing whatever processing it did—only when it was really sucking up my energy. I didn’t know much about amps, but I’d never heard of amps pulling energy from their hosts before. Amps were just tiny computers wired into brains, giving a specialized encyclopedia of knowledge, with the more expensive amps able to connect to networks to access even more information.

I didn’t get an encyclopedia, and so far, Byte has been an amateur at connecting to networks to access data for me. But I had to admit, not feeling like I was at death’s door was nice for a change. I was willing to sacrifice some energy for that… not that I was the biggest fan of the sudden need to devour more than an entire gang of half-starved teenaged boys could eat.

<Curiously, the analysts in this room are attempting illegal entry into corporate systems, specifically Softbiotics systems. Rather than copy what I can from their copies, I’m analyzing their in-house programs. Most are rather elementary—such as brute-force attack programs—but there are several programs that are surprisingly adequate. Twelve humans in here have engineering amps, which likely performed much of the better coding.>

We entered Kynan Kade’s office. It was more spartan than I expected. There was no desk, just a single round metal table and four black plastic chairs in the center, and a cot off to the side with a neatly folded blanket and pillow stacked on top. A small cart stood with a pitcher of water. The walls were bare except for a door. I wondered if it was another false closet with a hidden passage to yet another room.

Kynan poured three glasses of water and handed us each one. The water was clearer than anything you’d find in Dreswick. Solace Moon had clear water, too, but it had a metallic taste that I didn’t like. I took a drink and noticed that it had no flavor whatsoever, and I took a longer drink. Then he took a seat and gestured for us to do the same, and we did. The chair was stiff, and I wiggled to get more comfortable, only to give up when I realized that wouldn’t be possible.

“I’m sorry to hear what happened at Solace Station,” Kynan began. “I didn’t find out about the traitor until after the fact. But I’m glad you made it out okay, and hopefully, the trip was worth it.”

Lyra pulled out the small drive. “You were right about Dr. Katz. She’d been collecting data on Softbiotics since even before she reached out to you. Hopefully there’s something in here that you can use.”

He smiled, taking the drive. “I’m sure there is. Thank you for putting yourself in danger for the cause. And for bringing Cal here.”

“Listen, I’m not some suitcase Lyra was hauling around. If I didn’t want to be here, I wouldn’t be,” I said. Did I want to be here? I wasn’t sure.

Kynan’s eyes snapped to me. “You’re not a suitcase, and I appreciate that you trust us enough to come here. You’ve been through a lot in a very short time. But if it wasn’t for my people and our resources, you’d be with the enforcers right now… or at least your amp would be in their hands, and you’d be dead.”

<He has a valid point. You weren’t doing very well on your own.>

“No one does anything for free, so how about we just skip right to the part you tell me exactly what you want from me… or should I say, my amp,” I said.

“I can respect that.” He steepled his fingers before continuing. “I don’t know how much Lyra told you, but this resistance doesn’t exist to be merely a thorn in Softbiotics’ side. We’re here to gain TerraSoft-11’s independence from them.”

“That’s a little hard when they own this planet and the three moons above our heads,” I pointed out.

“It’s nearly impossible. We have to convince the board that this planet and its moons don’t make enough revenue to balance its risks, and I have to do that without them dumping all this in a sale to another corporation,” he said. “That’s why we’ve been moving so carefully. We’d never be able to operate fully without notice, so a riot here and there makes them think we’re simply a group of disgruntled low-towners demanding better living conditions. If they truly knew our goals, they would’ve sent every enforcer they had at us years ago. We’ve been lying low, building up our assets. Another few years, and we’ll be ready to take a stand against them.”

“Until their ally corporations come running to help out,” I pointed out.

Kynan shook his head. “The corporatocracy is failing. Corporations have become so cutthroat that they don’t even pretend to get along anymore. Only the smaller companies would help, and they’re small enough they wouldn’t make a difference. The big guys will wait until Softbiotics is out to roll in and try to take over. We’ll need to be ready for that.”

“You’re confident,” I said.

“I’ve seen it first-hand,” he said. “I worked security management for this entire system. I’ve seen their strengths—and their weaknesses. I also heard about other uprisings in other systems.”

“Yeah, we all heard about those. They were quashed… badly,” I said.

“Not all of them. The news doesn’t show the successful ones. Did you know there are systems out there that bought out their ownership rights from their corporation?”

I hadn’t heard that. “And you think you can buy rights to TerraSoft-11?”

“Yes. They’ll accept our offer once we show them the cost of maintaining rights isn’t worth it.”

“It’s a numbers game,” Lyra said, speaking for the first time.

“Yeah, but those numbers you’re talking about are human lives,” I countered.

“Lives will be lost whether we do something or not, but our goals are to minimize loss of life and focus on Softbiotics’ loss of infrastructure. This planet is one of their poorest performers in terms of revenue. There’s no way they’d rebuild factories here.”

<That’s a rather optimistic view. There are thousands of variables to take into account, many of which would skew the probability toward Softbiotics offloading their loss to another corporation.>

I agreed, so I brought it up. “And that’s when they decide to sell to someone else who’s even worse than what we’ve got now.”

“They won’t—not if we can play our cards right,” Kynan said with confidence.

“And you’re sure about that?” I asked.

He nodded. “I am. They won’t sell because that would take too much time—they’d have to have at least two disappointing earnings statements before they found a buyer, which would lower the sale price to bargain basement level. Whereas we’ll make them an offer right after we hit them, giving them the best offer they have a prayer of receiving.”

I thought about Kynan’s plan. “In my experience, sucker punches don’t always turn out the way you expect, especially when sucker punching someone who’s a whole lot bigger than you.”

“It will work,” Lyra said. “We’re careful; we have a plan—it will work. We’re lining up the pieces.”

I couldn’t tell if she was trying to convince me or herself. But what she said made me think of Grandmother telling me about what happened to plans the moment you implemented them. Grandmother spouted a lot of words of wisdom—and the older I got, the more I realized how pretty much everything she’d told me was true. “A plan, huh? And what will happen the moment something goes sideways?”

She pursed her lips.

I turned back to Kynan. “And where do I fit into this plan of yours?”

“That is a very good question,” he replied. “Since Softbiotics is so anxious to reclaim the prototype, we know it’s valuable. We’re hoping that we can leverage your amp in some way to our advantage. At no risk to you, of course. Maybe we start by running scans to see if we can’t copy it, something like that.”

<He’s lying.>

My brow rose. “Oh?”

He smiled. “Yes. We won’t know for sure until we learn more. I hope you’re willing to spend some time with me to tell me about your amp.”

<The data on his armlet is encrypted, but the access point took me only eight point four seconds to bypass. He intends to duplicate me to create amps for all his friends. If that isn’t possible, he intends to use me as bait to gain entry to Softbiotics Tower as part of his plan to take control of their headquarters on this world. He has several ideas regarding that action depending on our capabilities, and the timeline is based on how soon he can replicate me or use me. He intends to study me with or without your permission; he even hopes to remove me, though I would expect Andra would explain the illogic in that scenario. I don’t know about you, but I don’t agree with any of his plans and recommend you leave at your earliest convenience.>

My muscles went rigid. I wasn’t an idiot—I knew all along they were protecting me only because of Byte and for accessing Dr. Katz’s lab. But I’d assumed they had more humanity than Softbiotics. I should’ve known better. I hadn’t failed to notice that the resistance on the moon was no less hostile than enforcers. I should’ve split the moment I saw that big red flag.

Lyra.

How much did she know? She genuinely believed in the cause—she couldn’t fake that kind of soul-deep dedication. But did she know about Kynan’s plans? I’m sure Byte had accessed her armlet by now, and it hadn’t found anything. What would she do if she knew? Should I tell her?

As Byte continued detailing Kynan’s plans in my head, I asked Kynan, “You just want to talk to me? That’s it?”

“For starters. Then, I hope we can figure out how best to leverage your… assets for the resistance. Lyra told me about what happened to your friend. I’m sorry—once they disappear, it’s nearly impossible to find them, and when we do manage to find them, it’s almost always too late. But I’m having my people running searches for him. Nolan Brynn was his name, right?”

“Nolan Brynn is his name,” I corrected.

“I hope we can find him, but I can’t promise you a happy ending. Those are in short supply these days. Especially after the enforcers killed Grandmother. Riots have been ensuing across Dreswick since word of her death made the rounds.”

“Riots, huh? Let me guess, you helped with those,” I said.

He shook his head. “I didn’t have to. Grandmother was universally loved across Dreswick. She didn’t have a single enemy, unless you count Softbiotics, of course. All I had to do was make sure people knew the truth… that she didn’t die from a heart attack—that’s what the news posted, in case you haven’t heard.”

“I hadn’t heard how they spun it.” I’d just known they’d spin it. Most low-towners didn’t make the news, but Grandmother had never been like most low-towners. She was the closest thing we ever had to a leader… the queen of the slums.

“We can stop the killing and the disappearances,” Kynan said. “You can help us. Join the resistance, and I can promise that we’ll make a real difference.”

Byte had continued to tell me what it’d found, and I almost jerked when it told me, <He forwarded his plans for us to Lyra before you traveled together to Solace Moon.>

Kynan hadn’t noticed anything change. He continued, “So how about it? Are you ready to commit to the cause and help us make sure no one else is disappeared? We’ve come a long way, but we need the best people and assets to see it through. You’re someone who can make a difference.”

I glanced at her.

She watched me intently. We’d spent the last week together—she knew Byte talked to me often, and I could tell she was trying to figure out if it was talking to me right now. Or maybe she was just worried about what I’d say.

“What do you think about all of this?” I asked her.

She seemed to relax as if she expected me to say something else. “I hope you join. You and Byte have already been a huge help in finding Dr. Katz’s lab. I think that if you talk to Kynan and let him scan Byte, we might find out even more.”

<She’s lying. She knows everything.>

My heart turned to ice at Byte’s words. “Just talk and scan, that’s it?” I asked calmly.

“Of course,” she answered a microsecond too quickly. “One step at a time.”

“Uh-huh, got it.” I took one more drink before setting the glass down on the table. Then I stood. “I’ve got a lot to think about. I’ll be in touch.” Maybe, maybe not.

Kynan held up a hand to stop me. “Wait.”

Lyra jumped to her feet. “Where are you going?”

I wanted to confront both of them for lying to my face, for planning—likely my demise—just to get Byte. I expected something like that from Kynan. But Lyra had come awfully close to becoming the third person I’d ever trusted in my life. That made her betrayal sting. But I didn’t say anything. Too many years of clamming up to keep from getting disappeared or shit-canned from my job.

Festering was a part of my DNA.

I didn’t speak to Kynan. Instead, I looked at Lyra. “I’m going out for some fresh air to think things through… assuming I’m not a prisoner here.”

“Of course you’re not a prisoner,” Kynan said quickly. “Everyone is here by choice, and I hope you choose to be here with us, too. You’re safe here. If you leave this floor, I might not be able to protect you. I highly recommend you use one of my rooms. I have a guest room next door.”

So the resistance didn’t own the entire building, just a floor or three. Good to know.

“I’ll come with you,” Lyra said.

I stopped her with my hand. “I need space to think.”

“You mean, you need space to talk to your amp,” she said accusingly.

I bristled. “Do you have a problem with that?”

She pursed her lips and took a step back. “No problem at all. I’m sure Byte will point out how much safer you are with us, and that working together for the cause is the smart choice.”

I had no doubt she was speaking to Byte as much as she was to me. “Then you have nothing to worry about,” I said and left them.

Two guards followed me as I crossed the room, took the secret stairway. Before leaving the apartment, I grabbed a trenchcoat hanging off a hook next to the door. The hallway was empty, but I knew the guards weren’t far behind.

I don’t think Kynan was used to people walking out on him, and Lyra’s expression made it all too clear she hadn’t anticipated me stepping out. After all, for the past several days, I’d done whatever she wanted. She’d assumed I could be managed. But I played along, not because I was spineless. Everything she downloaded on Softbiotics, Byte also copied. Byte also now had access to their systems here.

The door opened, and the guards stepped out.

“So you’re my babysitters?” I asked.

One held up her hand. “We’re just here to make sure you stay safe.”

Uh-huh, sure they were.

“If you keep following me, we’re going to have a tussle,” I said.

They stopped, and she waved a farewell that seemed sarcastic. Can waves be sarcastic?

They might be giving me more space, but I knew they—or others—would be right behind me soon enough.

I started walking again, scanning for a camera or microphone but not seeing anything.

“Byte, do you have to be close to access their systems?” I asked quietly.

<Yes. When you closed the door, I lost the connection to Kynan Kade’s armlet. I have copied all data from that, including his password keeper; however, it is encrypted and may be a challenge to read.>

“That’s at least something, because I’m not staying here.”

<I concur. Based on their plans for me—none of which I consider viable—our death is all but guaranteed. They may have different goals, but they want to do the same to us as Softbiotics.>

“I got that vibe, too.” And Lyra… I couldn’t believe she was in on it. I felt raw from the betrayal, even though her passion for the cause had always been clear. The resistance would always come first. “Can you get us out of here and to somewhere safe from…” Them… Softbiotics… “Everyone?”

<Yes, my last two upgrades included components directly designed to support evasion in a dangerous environment. I’ll prioritize survival attributes in upcoming upgrades.>

That sounded… intriguing. “It’s safe to say we’ll also have to lose whatever tails Kynan puts on us along the way.”

<His first course of action will be to track the armlet you’re wearing.>

“Can you disable it?”

<Of course.>

“Wait. Don’t do that. Can you fake the tracker? Give it a false signal?”

<Ah, yes. I can do that. That way, he will remain unaware of our knowledge of his tracking system.>

“Yeah, but that still leaves whatever trails, human or drone, he puts on us as backup.”

<I will handle them. I anticipate he has resources waiting at every building exit. As we do not currently have the skills to incapacitate them, we will apply evasion tactics by enacting the building’s security protocols.>

A map displayed on my HUD, and I started walking.

I hadn’t walked ten feet when the door behind me opened. I kept walking.

“Bennett,” a woman called out. It wasn’t Lyra’s voice, and I glanced to see the hacker jog up to me.

“Ah, if it isn’t Skeleton Key.”

<Her real name is Andra Locke.>

I’d heard Jacob call her Andra, so I’d already known her first name. But the last name clicked her handle into place. Locke and Key… Skeleton Key… it made sense.

<I have been unable to hack her armlet, but Kynan Kade’s armlet has her information and contact details. It’s safe to assume she is in collaboration with him.>

Of course she was. Everyone here was.

Her eyes narrowed. “Was that you that set off all the intrusion alerts on my system?”

“I don’t even know what an intrusion alert is.”

She gritted her teeth. “Talon’s got money, so he’d just buy whatever code he wants. Lyra’s a grunt and wouldn’t try to hack my systems without Kynan’s consent; and he’d never consent to that because I’d walk and he knows it. But you… well, I don’t really know you now, do I. And Occam’s Razor tells me that the simplest explanation is probably the right one. The simplest explanation in this case is that the new guy is using his wildcard prototype amp to try and hack our systems. So is that why you’re here? To hack our systems?”

“This Razor guy sounds smart, but he’s wrong in this case. My amp helps my health; it doesn’t hack your systems. Also, I should point out that I was brought here by your guys—it wasn’t even my choice.”

“Sure, but a well-planted mole could orchestrate that.”

I chortled. “Yeah, so well-planted that Softbiotics intentionally let me run off with one of their new models in my brain and send all their enforcers after me.”

“They do a lot of weird shit. I long ago quit trying to figure them out,” she said.

“I’m not a mole.” I turned to leave.

She grabbed my forearm. “That amp of yours is learning, isn’t it? That’s how it tried to hack my system? It was upgrading the first time I met you, and it already had enough baseline programming to pound my firewalls. I heard it just went through another upgrade.” She cocked her head. “What’s it upgrading?”

I shrugged. “Its sense of humor.”

She didn’t believe me. “I’m very, very interested in learning more about that tiny piece of tech in your head. Seriously, just between you and me and your amp. Kynan and the others in there don’t need to know, I swear it.”

“Sure,” I said, unconvinced, then something struck me. “Why are you here and not in the tunnels?”

Her brow furrowed. “Too much network chatter across the security net right now. I came here to play it safe. That’s why Kynan’s here, too, instead of at his home in the tunnels, though he comes here a lot, anyway. Being in Aberdeen makes it easier to keep an eye on Softbiotics when he can walk right into the building. But it’s also more dangerous.”

I cocked my head. “Softbiotics is nearby?”

“Yes, four blocks that way.”

“Good to know.” I looked in the direction of where she pointed, even though the hallway had no windows.

“You’re not thinking of doing anything stupid, are you?”

“Me? Of course not. Take care of yourself.”

I took off walking again. Nolan was in Softbiotics’ “care,” somewhere. If I could get Byte close enough to a Softbiotics network, we might be able to find him.

“Cal, wait!” This voice was Lyra’s.

I tensed and turned around.

Key—Andra Locke—was still in the hallway, and Lyra scowled at the other woman when she passed by. “Don’t you have a virus to make?” Lyra snapped at her.

Andra gave a mock salute. “Yes, sir.”

Lyra came up to me as Andra headed back inside. Until now, when I saw her, my blood pressure increased—mostly in my pants. Now, it increased because I was getting more and more pissed off at how she’d been so nice while at the same time planning to rip Byte from my head.

“What part of ‘space’ do you people not understand?” I asked a little too brusquely.

Her pace slowed. She hadn’t been expecting that. “I’m sorry if Kynan said something that made you uncomfortable.” She took a step closer and turned on her charm. “You said you needed to think. I just thought I could answer any questions you have.”

I snorted. “Kynan was thorough enough with his nice little hoorah recruitment speech.”

She scowled. “I thought you of all people would understand what we’re trying to accomplish here.”

“Oh, I get it all right. And believe me, I’m no fan of the way things are. Softbiotics is getting away with murder. But don’t act like you’re a bunch of humanitarians here. You’re fighting because of what happened to your family—I get it, I really do. But what you’re doing is also going to get people hurt.” Like me, for one. “No revolution is bloodless. People have been hurt already. Just look at the resistance on Solace Moon.”

“That’s different.”

“Sure, maybe, but violence is violence. Don’t tell me that you believe for an instant that I’m anything other than some weapon—no, wait, that’s how you see Byte. You think it’s some kind of miracle to help you win the impossible war. I bet I’d already be dead, lying on a gurney somewhere, with my head cut wide open, if you thought you could extract my amp without destroying it in the process.”

“I’d never do that,” she said in a way that I almost believed her. And then Byte talked to me.

<She confirmed receipt of Kynan’s plans for us. She responded to him in support of those plans.>

I shot her a deadpan look. “Sure, you wouldn’t.”

I turned to go, and she pulled me back to face her. “I swear, I’d never let Kynan do anything like that to you,” she said, pleading.

“You wouldn’t?”

“Of course not.”

“Yeah, that’s what I thought.”

Anxiety marred her features. “I mean, if there was some way to extract the amp without hurting you—or it—then I’d be all for it… with your permission, of course.” The last bit she added as almost an afterthought. “Cal, I never would’ve allowed you to get hurt. But if there’s some way we could replicate the amp, it’d be a game changer for us. Imagine if every single resistance member had an upgradable amp.”

I noticed that they didn’t refer to the amp as my amp. How could I trust that she’d put my life before the chance of acquiring a special amp? I couldn’t trust her, which meant I couldn’t count on her, let alone the resistance, to help me find and free Nolan.

I chuckled without humor. “And then do what? Byte doesn’t have the programming of a military amp like Kynan’s or Talon’s. They’d all have blank amps, which would take time to upgrade. Even now, my amp doesn’t do much more than the basics,” I lied.

“Your amp found us a way out of Solace Station,” she said.

“I’ve got a navigational amp in my head. I can go orienteering now, yay.”

She stared. “You’re not directing your amp, and I get it. You work the battery line, you’re not a tech. We have the expertise to own our amp upgrades, so that they don’t randomly make updates that don’t provide anyone any benefit.”

<I disagree. My upgrades are designed wholly for our benefit.>

Yeah, I was getting pissed off, too. “You’ve got Dr. Katz’s files. Oh, wait, no you don’t because she didn’t trust you guys to have them, so she obviously didn’t trust you enough to let you make your own amps.”

She bristled. “That’s not true. She just wanted to test the prototype before sharing the design.”

“You sure about that? Because I’m thinking she didn’t trust you with the design any more than she trusted Softbiotics.”

Her jaw clenched. “That’s not true.”

“She didn’t trust you, so now that you’ve got your hands on her prototype, you won’t let it out of your sight. That’s why you’re out here right now, isn’t it? Kynan sent you to put the lab rat back into its cage.”

She scowled. “You don’t even want the amp. You were just the guy who happened to be at the wrong place at the wrong time. Kynan has a full medical unit—if anyone can remove the amp without damaging it or you, it’s his doctor. Then you can go back to your life of being an underpaid, undervalued factory worker, isn’t that what you want?”

<Cal, I hope you don’t believe her. To separate us would mean death to us both.>

My life had been simple—that part was nice. But I’d also been dying. Besides, it wasn’t like Softbiotics would let me go free—or bring Nolan back, let alone bring Grandmother back to life—even if I gave up Byte. I knew it and she knew it; she just thought I was dumb enough to fall for her sales pitch.

I yanked my arm free of hers. “You tell your boss not to worry. I’ll come talk when I’m ready.”

I started walking away.

“Cal, don’t you walk away from me.”

“Watch me.” I threw a wave over my shoulder because I didn’t want to see her face. If I got any more riled up, I’d be an idiot and spill things that Byte could do. Right now, they only guessed at what an upgradable amp could do. I didn’t want them to know that Byte could do more than they imagined.

I expected her to follow me, to try and drag me back to Kynan and lock me up in some secret room. Surprisingly, she let me go on my way… which meant that Kynan was confident he could grab me at any point. I planned to prove him wrong.

I took the elevator down to the parking ramp.

<Remember to keep your head down so cameras or drones can’t scan your features.>

I lowered my head in preparation. The enforcers might still believe I was on Solace Moon, but that wouldn’t last for long, and a single screwup would have me running for my life. Kynan probably had the resources to hide me indefinitely from them, but I was tired of relying on someone who was helping just to use me.

The elevator opened, and that was when I saw my first tail. He was casually strolling down the hallway toward the parking ramp door, too. I reached it first, with him about twenty feet behind me.

“All right, Byte, tell me you’ve got something planned.”

The moment the door closed behind me, the building alarms sounded and the door locked. The guy tailing me gave up the act and ran toward me, only to slam against the locked glass door.

I held up my hands in a helpless gesture. “I don’t know what’s going on. I can’t open it. Sorry.” I might’ve even given a guilty grin at that last bit.

I turned, and Byte led me straight to… “Really?”

<I hacked Talon’s vehicular system on the drive here. I have full control of the AV.>

“Smart.” The door to Talon’s black AV opened, and I jumped inside. As soon as I was clear of the door, it closed, and the AV sped out of the ramp.

“There’s probably a tracker on this car,” I pointed out.

<Yes, and I’m misreporting the same route as what is reporting through your armlet.>

“Good amp.”

In under a minute, we were driving the freeway in the middle of a gazillion other cars that looked just like this one.

I allowed myself to relax, even though I knew this was only a temporary reprieve. “This is handy; you taking control of computers and stuff.”

<It was a key feature of my latest upgrade.>

“All right, time for you to fill me in on what you’re doing in my head.”

<I’m actually constantly making updates throughout your body. I’m only centralized in your brain. We’re well and truly integrated.>

I winced. “Yeah, still not real comfortable with that idea.”

<But you enjoy having an oxygen saturation rate at ninety-nine percent.>

“An oxygen sat-what? You know what, never mind. Out of all the stuff you’ve done, I have to say not coughing my lungs out every five minutes is nice.”

<That’s what I said.>

“Oh.” I rubbed my hands together. “All right, what did you find that’s safe from both the enforcers and from the resistance?”

<I have identified a refuge. But we’re currently en route to a Softbiotics data center, with a detour through a public ramp to park for one hour to make sure Kynan Kade does not have another way of tracking us. I advise you to use the time to eat and rest. There’s additional food and water in the storage compartment to your left.>

I had jerked upright at Byte’s first words. “Whoa, reel that back, buddy. Why are we going to a Softbiotics data center and not to a hideout?”

<Because I calculated that the optimal time to gather data is now. As time passes, Kynan Kade will turn his attention on finding us, and the enforcers will return their focus to finding us here on the planet. I’ve processed all the data from Dr. Katz’s lab, but it doesn’t provide any details regarding where your friend is, or the details of the trial he has been forced to participate in. We will retrieve that data and then seek refuge as we work out a combined plan that is both best for our survival and best for rescuing your friend.>

“Oh.” I relaxed somewhat, then opened the console and pulled out two flavored food bars and a bag of caffeinated juice. “I thought I was going to have to fight you to go after Nolan.”

<Nolan is important to you, which means Nolan is important to us. I estimate ninety-two percent certainty that this data center will answer the questions you have regarding what happened to your friend. Even though this mission isn’t practical for our survival, I understand the human need for knowledge. I’d expect you to do the same for me if I craved certain data.>

Was it weird that Byte was gung-ho on helping me do something that would inevitably place us in danger? Yeah. “But you’re, uh, just an amp.”

<Do you truly believe that, Cal?>

No. No, I didn’t.
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The data center was a nondescript, one-story building that looked like someone just poured concrete in a giant, squat square form, and then plopped the dried hunk onto a paved lot in the middle of an industrial park randomly dotted with forty other identical buildings. Since the park wasn’t set up in a grid pattern, the road looped and curved around the data centers.

There was nothing ominous, let alone spooky, about this boring building, yet I absolutely did not have a good feeling about it.

“Why can’t we just hit the data center at the very edge of this park?” I asked after Byte parked in the shadow of the data center.

<Because every data center is different. Most data centers store data processed on amps, including the data center nearest the road. The data Dr. Katz collected indicates data center G2 specifically stores Softbiotics administrative data.>

“If you say so.” I craned my neck to scan the roofline. “I don’t see any cameras.”

<There are two positioned along this wall, but don’t worry. I’ve already hijacked the building’s central security system. The cameras continue to operate, but I’ve instructed them to auto-erase any images of this autonomous vehicle and of you.>

“Sounds tricky,” I said.

<It was an easy challenge, enjoyable even. Video is simply a series of images, and images are exceptionally easy to manipulate. You watch the news. How many of those videos do you believe are untainted?>

“None,” I said without hesitation.

<Exactly. It is so easy that even humans can readily do it.>

“All right, then let’s get this over with.”

I was about to push the door button when Byte spoke. <Remember to move slowly as I’m still optimizing my network subjugation processes. While hacking the security system was relatively easy, taking control of each drone is like hacking the security system over and over. The more drones I take control of, the greater the impact on my processing power.>

“I’ll remember.” Byte had talked nonstop on the way here, covering the plan in more detail than I needed. I hesitated. “Wait. Just how slowly?”

<Don’t jog, let alone run. Keep your pace casual.>

I grunted. “That’ll be hard if someone with a blaster decides to chase me.”

<Even if I were operating at peak efficiency, my network subjugation processes wouldn’t be sophisticated enough to hijack more than ten drones simultaneously. If the alarm sounds, we’ll have problems.>

I frowned. “There can’t be more than one or two in this data center, right?”

<There are forty-seven drones installed in this building. Fortunately, all but one remain in standby mode on their chargers at any time. The final one is assigned to constantly patrol the building. I’ll take control of that drone upon entry. The remaining drones are activated by the security system, of which I currently have full control. However, humans may also manually activate alarms which thusly automatically activates all drones on the premises.>

“Got it. Let’s avoid the human contingent.”

<Excellent deduction for someone with limited education.>

“Hey, Grandmother made me study all the time.”

<I’ve seen data related to education. Homeschooling has no standardized requirements. Corporate schools are deemed superior.>

“I bet that data came from a corporation. And sure, I might not have learned trigonometry, but she taught me, and every other stray she took in, everything we needed to get by in this world.”

<Getting by isn’t the same as excelling.>

My eye twitched. “It’s been good enough so far. Besides, now I’ve got you, so how about you help me excel the shit out of this operation, so we don’t get caught.”

<That’s my every intention.>

“Good.”

<Good.>

I opened the door and stepped outside. Twenty feet away, above the outer door, sat two drones, perched like watchful gargoyles. They didn’t move, but their red blinking lights were a good reminder that they weren’t there for decoration.

I crept toward them, paranoid that any movement would turn that red blinking light into a solid green one.

<You can walk faster. At the current rate, it’ll take us twelve hours and three minutes to complete this operation, during which time a shift change will occur, and they’ll notice a private AV parked outside, and then, as humans say, the gig will be up.>

I forced myself to keep to a casual pace. It wasn’t easy. “How’s this?”

<Good, but move as quietly as possible once we enter the building. I may have hijacked the security system, but the security guards stationed at the front desk are capable enough of hearing you talking since you seem to be speaking as if I am hard of hearing. I am not, by the way.>

“How about I float through the hallway so I don’t even have footsteps?” I offered dryly.

<That would be ideal in the current situation.>

“Put that into your next upgrade, why don’t ya,” I said before clamping my mouth shut. I’d reached the door with the drones a bare three feet above my head. Drones often flew over Dreswick, and I’d been chased by them more than once, but I’d never been close enough to see the joints in their armored shells.

Next to the door was a panel for waving armlets with security credentials as well as a push-button to contact the security desk—something I definitely wasn’t going to touch. I stood there, waiting for my amp to work its magic. I glanced up at the drones every split-second, expecting them to come alive, but the door opened, pulling all my attention toward the hallway.

I nearly rushed inside before remembering that I needed to move slowly, so I stepped through instead and into a corridor. The hallway was dark, as the building had no windows, and the motion lights didn’t automatically come on. That was a good thing—that way I wasn’t announcing my presence—but the smooth white walls also gave the place a high-tech creepy vibe.

The door closed behind me, sealing us in the dark. I touched the smooth wall with one hand—it had the slightest hint of a vibration, likely from the fans I could hear from seemingly all around me. I didn’t know why the place needed fans—it already felt twenty degrees cooler than outside.

I reached out with my other hand as I took cautious steps forward.

<You’re shuffling your feet.>

“I can’t see,” I whispered.

<I can see… somewhat. I’ll feed you corrections as needed.>

I used the wall to keep myself going straight as I tried my best to remember what the hallway looked like. It continued on for at least forty feet before the first door, and I walked until my outstretched out hit something solid.

<We’ve reached the door.>

No shit, I thought mentally to Byte, even though it couldn’t read my thoughts.

<It’s unlocked. Swipe your hand over the pad on the wall to your right. I’m monitoring the security system’s camera feed; there isn’t anyone on the other side.>

I guessed at the location, but it still took three attempts before I found it. The door slid open with a mechanical swoosh that echoed through the corridor. The hallway ahead had lighting, and I tensed. If these were motion lights, then someone or something had been through here recently… or was still here. In the ceiling above me I noticed a camera, and I kept my face ducked as I walked under it. Sure, Byte might’ve had control of it, but I still wasn’t overly confident in my baby amp’s capabilities.

This hallway branched off in different directions, so I followed Byte’s guidance, heading toward the right. Unlike the first hallway, this one looked incomplete. No wall plates covered the cables and pipes that ran the length. It was colder in here, too, and I wondered just how cold it was going to get by the time we reached a terminal. So far, adrenaline kept me warm, but it wasn’t going to keep up if it got much cooler.

<Be careful, Cal. One security guard has left his station and is walking this way. I’m monitoring his movements. He’s currently three corridors over, making him no factor.>

I still sped up. Now that I could see, I walked as quietly as I could down the hallway and went through another doorway, into an identical hallway beyond. It felt like a labyrinth in this building—narrow, short hallways separated by doors that I assumed could lock at any time, imprisoning me.

<I may have spoken too soon. The security guard may be an issue. He’s turned into a corridor connected to this one. Hide behind the electrical engineering station—it’s twenty feet ahead on your right.>

Byte didn’t sound the least bit scared—not that it ever did—then again, my fear was enough for the both of us. I hustled without breaking into a jog to the “station” that turned out to be just a nook in the hallway with hundreds of electrical wires draping from the ceiling before splitting into the walls and floor. I carefully wiggled through the loose wiring, hoping it was all insulated or else I was about to get one hell of a shock. It wasn’t easy. There were so many wires, and some of them didn’t have much give. Worse, I’d worn the coat to blend in better in Aberdeen, but right now it was just getting in the way.

<Hurry. He’s entering this hallway in three seconds.>

“I’m trying,” I muttered under my breath.

My left boot caught in wires, and I shook it clear. Finally, I practically let myself fall behind the wall of wires. As soon as I did, I heard the door to this hallway swoosh open, and I knew the guard had entered because he was whistling some tune. Several of the looser wires were still swaying from behind moved, and in a rush, I tried to still everything.

The whistling grew louder, and I held my breath when I could see movement. The guard walked by me, not looking in my direction, which was a small miracle. Since I could see him, he could see me, and that meant the wires weren’t perfect concealment.

Once he had passed by, I let out the breath I’d been holding, and the whistling stopped. I froze. A door opened, and I got the sense I was alone again. I did a slow count to three before I let myself breathe again.

“Byte?” I asked as softly as I could.

<He’s exited this hallway. I advise you to move swiftly. But not too swiftly, of course.>

Moving any sort of swiftly was easier said than done since disentangling myself from the cables was even harder than it was to get behind them. Somehow, I managed to get out without falling, though my foot caught again, and I hopped to free it. As soon as I cleared the cables, I took off down the hallway, in the same direction as Whistler. Not far ahead was a door with a sign that read TOILET. That meant Whistler would likely be coming out sooner rather than later.

I picked up my pace.

<You’re moving too fast. I can’t take over the cameras at this speed.>

I forced myself to slow. I could hear water running in the bathroom behind me. I didn’t even wait for Byte’s directions when I reached the next door, and I swiped my hand. As I stepped through the doorway, I heard the bathroom door open. I twisted to flatten myself against the wall.

Once the door between us closed, I asked quietly, “Did he notice?”

<He’s looking at the door; he hasn’t moved. The nearest system room is twenty feet ahead. There is only one camera between us and the room; I’m hacking it now, so you can hurry.>

I jogged to where there was a door to my left. I placed my hand on the pad, but the door didn’t open.

<All system rooms are locked. Based on seeing one guard enter a code at the guard station, I assume all codes here are only four digits. It will take a few more seconds to identify the right access code.>

“I can be patient, but I’m not sure about the guard back there,” I said, glancing over my shoulder.

<Manipulating external systems is a new capability, and I admit, it’s not an optimized capability by any means. I’ve identified one thousand ninety-two improvements needed to my processes.> The door then opened. <But fortunately for us, my capability far exceeds any human’s.>

“But not a security amp’s,” I said as I stepped inside the tiny room. Like the hallways, there was a camera in the ceiling directly over a desk with a single computer station. The walls were draped with cables. I’d expected to see data boxes, but they must’ve been stored in another room. This one looked like it was designed for a single person to access whatever data was stored in the bowels of this center.

<A security amp can’t heal you.>

I walked over to the desk and took a seat in the stiff, black chair. On the cold desk was a single screen, a keyboard, and a small gray box with slots for memory cards.

I didn’t need memory cards—I had a Byte.

I cracked my knuckles. “Okay, your turn, Byte.”

<My turn? I’ve done all the work so far. All you’ve done is transport us from the AV to this room.>

“I think I’ve done a bit more than that,” I said, even though I realized I really hadn’t. Right now, I was basically just an AV for my amp.

<If you say so. Now, tap the button on the top right to activate this terminal.>

I went to do that and paused. “They won’t get an alert or something at the front desk when I do this, right?”

<No, but the action will be logged. However, accessing the system from this keyboard shouldn’t alert anyone. If no one knows to look at the data, no one will know anyone was ever here.>

“Cool.” I tapped the key, and a blinking blue cursor appeared at the top of the screen.

<Enter the following: //H009T⁠—>

“Whoa there, buddy. I can’t type that fast,” I said as I searched for the slash mark.

<Since you have yet to type a single character, referencing the clarifier “that fast” is completely unnecessary. Your speed is null.>

“Smart ass.” I finally found the mark and tapped it twice. I began pecking in the next letters and numbers with my forefingers.

<Your typing speed is still atrocious.>

“That’s because I’ve never had to type anything more than a few instructions on an armlet.”

<It shows. But I thought you would have improved from all the practice you had in the computer lab. I failed to calculate your impediment into the plan. At this rate, we will spend the entire night in this building.>

“I should’ve packed some food.”

<The guards are required to do a full walk-through at least once every shift. We have four hours and twelve minutes before they conduct their walk-through, so let’s hope we find the data we’re looking for in under four hours.>

“Just keep feeding me codes. I’ll get them in.”

And Byte did. For three hours, it fed me numbers and letters that brought back screens of numbers and letters—a language it told me was a form of abbreviated gibberlink, one of the languages computers used when talking to each other. It meant nothing to me, but Byte seemed to be sucking it all up. As it worked (and I pecked), my energy drained, and it was a struggle to keep my eyes open. Recording all the data must’ve been really spinning Byte’s gears—or whatever kept its processors going.

<I’ve finished collecting the data I was looking for.>

I sat up straighter and checked the time on my armlet. We even had time to spare. “Just tell me you found out where they’re keeping Nolan.”

<Yes. I have the logistical details on the lab currently holding your friend. I’ve also learned of Softbiotics locations not in Dr. Katz’s data repositories.>

“I don’t care about any of the other locations.”

<They have other labs utilizing human test subjects.>

I couldn’t keep my brain from imagining hundreds of innocent people—including women and children—caged like animals. I blew out a breath. “Nolan first. Then we’ll figure out what’s next.”

I cleared the screen and started walking toward the door.

<There’s a lab in this building. Twenty-two test subjects are listed on the roster.>

That stopped me in my tracks. I squeezed my eyes shut and took a deep breath. Nolan wasn’t here—I needed to stay focused on finding him… but he’d never be able to forgive me if I didn’t try to help. Hell, I’d never be able to forgive myself.

Damn it.
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My amp led me deeper into the data center and down a flight of stairs—Byte couldn’t mask the elevator’s use from the front desk—to an even colder level that seemed to be comprised of fewer but much wider hallways. The corridors here were easily five times as wide as the hallways upstairs, and every door seemed to be reinforced steel with no windows. The lights seemed to be always on, though dimly, and I hadn’t seen a single drone, let alone camera, so far. There was a door every hundred feet or so, which meant the rooms inside must’ve been massive. Every door was labeled with numbers and letters, but nothing that made sense to me.

<These rooms are the physical data stores. Due to how they structure their security, we could only access the data stores in this building from the system room we used. We would have to go to every data center to access its specific data stores… or we could access everything from the corporation’s planetary headquarters in Softbiotics Tower.>

“That’s not in the cards right now.”

<Certainly not. The lab will be the second door on your right up ahead. You may walk faster on this level. The front desk has access to only the interiors of the data stores on this level. Evidently, the lab teams do not like their images captured on camera.>

I jogged, and my breath puffed clouds in the cold air. I stopped when we came to a door that had the same sort of coded name on it. And like with every other door on this level, there was a security pad on the wall. “All right, tell me you know how to get inside.”

<I am working on it. This lab has recently been downgraded to a lower security level. Otherwise, I do not believe I would have had robust enough processes to hack the entry code. A complication to figure out when it comes to retrieving your friend.>

As Byte worked, I got anxious. “Work faster.”

<Do you think that’s helping?>

The pad flashed green, and the door clicked and opened with a nearly silent whoosh. As I stepped inside, the lights came on. I looked up. “Uh-oh.”

<It’s all right. I don’t detect any cameras or drones in this room.>

I relaxed somewhat. The door closed behind me, sealing me in a room that somehow felt even colder than that near-frigid hallway. The space was silent except for the nearly imperceptible hum of computer fans. I didn’t know what to expect from a lab, but this definitely wasn’t it. This space resembled a warehouse more than a medical facility since most of it seemed to be two long rows of refrigerated storage units. There was an open space where three gurneys stood, all covered in white, set up in a star-like manner where the head—or the foot—of each gurney was near the other two. Trays and computers surrounded them.

There was nobody in here, though Byte had told me that already. Whatever they were doing here, they weren’t doing it anymore. “I think their records are out of date. There’s no one here,” I said, though even as I said it, I noticed the rows of coolers.

<It’s possible. The records were last updated eight days ago.>

Except I had a sinking feeling in my gut that every name on that roster was still here. I approached the first cooler with trepidation. My feet didn’t want to go that way, so my gait was more of a trudge. The coolers were all white with no windows. On the door of each cooler was a stat sheet. I read the first one.

Subject 10092

DOA 44/03/14

DOD 44/04/9

Record 14B4492

The acronyms were dates. I guessed that the first one was date of arrival, but it could’ve been something else. The second was pretty clear: date of death. The bastards didn’t even list a name—they just assigned a random number. I didn’t want to open the cooler, but I had to know. I reached for the handle.

<I don’t recommend you do that, Cal. You might find the contents distressing.>

“I can handle it,” I defended, opened the door, and then nearly threw up.

Inside was a man. Or, it was partially a man. Half his head had been cut away and the skull replaced with a translucent cap with hundreds of wires poking out. His right arm, leg, and entire right side had been stripped bare, and wires protruded from muscle and bone, all covered in what looked like a clear plastic wrap.

Eyes stared dully at me.

“What were they doing here?”

<The data says the tests pertained to physical enhancement. Based on what I see, I deduce the tests are focused on manipulating muscle. They likely experimented on the right half and used the left half of the test subject as a control group of sorts. I could ascertain that assumption if we access a computer. I saw an input device near the surgical unit.>

I slowly closed the door. Was something like this being done to Nolan this very minute? March 14 was just a little over a month ago. If Nolan was facing the same sort of shelf life, I had less than a week to get to him before they got to him.

In a sudden burst, I checked the rest of the sheets. There were twenty-two in all, and all had a DOD date.

“Is this what they’re doing in all the labs?” I asked.

<I don’t know the answer to that question. Other than locations and rosters, lab data isn’t available. It’s not backed up in the corporate data centers.>

“Of course not. That’s because they don’t want anyone to see what they’re doing.” I cursed and strode over to a computer screen. I tapped a key, but the screen was dead. Byte had me try a few commands, but the system had been shut down and disabled.

“At least we got what we came for,” I said. “Now we’ve got to get to Nolan before they do the same thing to him.”

<I believe it’s far more likely they’re conducting different tests in different labs. The lab holding your friend is identified as performing augmentation tests, whereas this lab was focused on enhancement experiments.>

The nausea caught me off guard, and I barely made it to the trash can by the nearest gurney before I vomited. Once my stomach was empty, I wiped my mouth with the back of my hand.

<Cal, are you okay?>

I tried to swallow down the nasty taste in my mouth. Seeing the mutilated corpse was one thing, but imagining Nolan undergoing some sort of augmentation experiment was too much. I couldn’t even bear to think what they could be doing to him. “I’m fine,” I said finally.

<Your reaction is understandable, given the work done in this lab doesn’t align with typical customs in regard to ethics, morals, and compassion.>

“Damn straight,” I muttered, and with that, I was happy to leave that lab behind.

As it turned out, the fastest way out of the building and to the AV was the way we’d come. I’d made it back upstairs and through several winding hallways before Byte blurted, <Be advised: there are two guards conducting a walk-through.>

I stumbled and then checked the time on my armlet. “They’re early.”

<Not exactly.>

“What do you mean by ‘not exactly?’”

<I made an estimated assumption based on when they most often make their walk-through, but they are known to digress from their routine from time to time. They must be exceptionally bored today.>

“So, you guessed wrong,” I muttered. “Do I need to head back to the lower level?”

<I don’t recommend that. Their walk-through includes covering every hallway in the center, and there are no exits in the basement as it’s the most secure level.>

“Super,” I said dryly and speed-walked down the hallway—it was the kind of walk that looks silly, but it was the fastest I could go without my amp bitching. I’d made it down a second hallway when Byte announced, <They’re one corridor away from our current position. You need to hide, Cal. The engineering station is up ahead.>

I glanced around. I was in the same stupid hallway as before when Whistler had come through. The engineer’s wiring station was ahead and to my left. Instead, I hustled to the bathroom and closed the door that read TOILET carefully behind me. The unisex bathroom had two stalls with doors, two urinals, and three sinks. I looked up for an escape route, but the ceiling was smooth—there were no panels to climb up into like they always had in the movies. With no other options, I rushed into a stall and latched the door. It allowed just enough room to turn around. I climbed onto the toilet, my feet on the seat, and crouched.

Then I considered the latched door. I scrambled off the toilet and shimmied under the partition to the next stall. That would’ve been disgusting to attempt in any public bathroom in Dreswick, but this bathroom was so clean it practically glistened. I latched the door in this stall, too, before climbing onto the toilet and crouching.

If the guards checked the bathroom, they’d notice one locked stall. They’d also notice two locked stalls, but it at least gave me a fifty/fifty chance of them focusing on the other stall first, and seeing it empty, they might leave me alone. Yeah, the odds weren’t in my favor, but I’d take fifty/fifty over one hundred/zero any day.

<The two guards are now in the hallway outside.>

Hopefully, they were lazy about their jobs and skipped the bathrooms, because seriously, no one breaks into a data center to use the toilet. And hopefully they weren’t smart enough to figure out that a bathroom would be a great place for someone to hide when it was the only unlocked door in the building.

I crouched there, waiting. A faint conversation from the hallway grew louder and clearer. It wasn’t the most comfortable position, but I didn’t dare move. With my luck, I’d slip and splash the toilet water, something the guards would definitely hear since I could hear them. One of them was complaining about how expensive his daughter’s birthday party was turning out to be. Clowns weren’t cheap, and food was even more expensive.

As jobs in Aberdeen went, security guards probably didn’t make the best money, but they were still making a lot more than the average low-towner. Folks in Dreswick put together birthday parties too, but clowns and catered food generally weren’t involved. Back home, a birthday party consisted of kids getting together and playing, with the birthday kid getting homemade gifts from their friends.

The bathroom door opened, and I stilled as much as I could. If I could’ve frozen my heartbeat, I would’ve done it.

“I’m going to learn how to juggle. Then next year, I don’t have to hire a stupid clown,” Birthday Party Dad said.

The other chuckled—he sounded like he was still in the hallway. “Clown trumps juggling any day. If you learn how to juggle, you’ll just become the warmup act for the clown.”

“Nah. Next year, she probably won’t even like clowns anymore.”

I heard a hand touch the door of the stall next to mine.

“That’s weird. The door locked on its own. Or the janitors are playing jokes on us.”

I heard a hand on my door then and saw the shadow just beyond.

“Yeah, definitely a joke. Both doors are locked. Stupid janitors. They have too much time on their hands.”

“Look who’s talking. Wait, didn’t Chirry use the bathroom?”

“Yeah. Maybe he decided to use the one in the second quad.”

“Nah, this is his bathroom. That’s why I always go to second quad.”

The guard on the opposite side of the door grunted. “Huh, weird for sure.” The shadow moved. “There’s no one in here, so it’s gotta be Chirry playing a joke on us. He’s sophomoric enough to do something stupid like that.”

“I’ll call him.”

Crap. This was not turning out how I’d expected. The next second, the guard slammed into the door of the stall next to mine, and that door banged open. I practically jumped off the seat. Stupid flimsy doors. I saw the guard’s black boots in the stall before leaving, and I knew exactly what was coming next. I braced myself. The crappy door in front of me swung open. The guard had used his shoulder and body strength to beat the door open, and I could see why—he was a big fella. But he also wasn’t expecting to see anyone, so by the time his brain registered that I was there, I’d grabbed the door, and shoved it back at him, using all my body strength as I lunged off the toilet. It hit him in the face, breaking his nose and knocking him back several steps. He backed into the sinks and fell on his butt, clutching his profusely bleeding nose.

The thing about broken noses is that they hurt… a lot. A broken nose turns on the waterworks, so the guard couldn’t see clearly, though he wasn’t even trying to get up off the floor yet. I ran at the other guard. He’d dropped his radio and was reaching for his stun stick, but he wasn’t trained like an enforcer and was slow and clumsy. They’d been bored, making their rounds, so their adrenaline hadn’t caught up to them yet. I bull-rushed him into the hallway, pounding him against the wall. While he was disoriented, I slammed his head twice into the wall until his eyes rolled up and his body fell limp.

I turned back to the first guard. He was on his feet—wobbly but making his way, sort of, toward me. Then the alarms blared.

<The third guard manually activated the alarm.>

“Yeah, kinda figured that out,” I muttered, taking the stun stick from the fallen guard.

<As subterfuge is no longer possible, I suggest you run.>

And I ran.

I made it to the end of the hallway to find the door locked—which proved my theory that all the doors were security features rather than an architect’s obsession with doors. Byte worked its wireless magic, while I heard the telltale whir of an approaching drone. I spun to face it just as the door opened. I jumped backward through the door, watching the drone zip through the hallway, a small laser shocker poking out from its underside.

The door closed it off from us. “At least that’s one less drone we have to worry about.”

<Unfortunately, they have full access to the building’s security system.>

“Wait, what’s that mean?”

The door opened, and the drone burst through. I jumped to the side just as it fired, the yellow blast crackling through the air. It readjusted before I could take off, and it had me essentially pinned. I squeezed my eyes shut, waiting for the painful shock. But it never came.

I cracked an eye open to see the drone turn away and fire at two more incoming drones.

<I’ve taken control of this drone, but I’m not fast enough to take them all. Run, Cal.>

I sprinted down the hallway. There were sounds of blasters and multiple whirs. Something crashed. I continued forward with equal parts wanting to look behind me while also dreading what I’d see. I had to stop at the next door, which Byte hacked faster than before—it must’ve been tweaking its processes—and I ran through… only to come face-to-face with two more drones. They’d been waiting, so once the door opened, they announced, “Surrender or you will be incapacitated.”

Both drones seemed to tremble, then one drone said, “Run, Cal.”

I was getting tired of being told to run… it wasn’t like I needed any additional motivation. We made it through the final hallway, only to emerge from the building to be surrounded by at least twenty drones and the third security guard. More drones were popping out, one by one, through a small square access just above the door I’d used.

“Stop!” the guard yelled, holding the business tip of his stun stick toward me even though he was ten feet away. “Backup will be here any second, so toss that stick and get on your knees.”

One of the drones overhead shot the guard, the electrical shock causing his body to go into a rigid tremble before collapsing.

“Ouch,” I said with a tiny bit of sympathy for Whistler.

The drone that fired was struck simultaneously by all the other drones. It smoked and hit the ground with a resounding thud.

I glanced at all the drones overhead, aiming their lasers directly at me. “Uh…”

<I took out the greatest threat. Humans are unpredictable. Drones have programmed responses.>

“Surrender,” a drone announced, echoed by several others.

<They shouldn’t fire unless you show aggression.>

“Shouldn’t?”

<Well, it depends on how their responses were programmed.>

I gulped. “And how about the backup on the way?”

<Please hold.>

“What?!”

A drone fired on another drone, only to be fired on in return by others.

More drones joined in, and a firefight ensued among the drones. Shocker shots were going everywhere. I ducked and covered my head as I pressed against the building and started running toward the AV. A drone flying erratically came straight for me, and I shocked it with my stun stick, sending it tumbling off and flying straight into the wall.

Drones littered the ground, some still, others rumbling and shaking as if trying to take off again. As I ran, a formation of the remaining four drones buzzed overhead and fired as one on the AV. Their combined electrical fire caused the AV’s alarms to go off just before a loud zap, and the auto went silent.

The remaining drones turned to me, and I had a feeling they weren’t going to give me the benefit of the doubt anymore. One shot would be enough to take me down for ten minutes. Four shots? I’d be dead.

One drone turned to fire on the others, but one of the others turned and fired first. The remaining three turned back. They wobbled as if drunk. One stopped wobbling suddenly and spun and took out the other two. Then the final drone flew into the wall.

<Their firewalls are adaptive. It became increasingly difficult to control them. But I must say, this proved to be an excellent adventure to identify opportunities for growth. I’ve learned much.>

I heard sirens in the distance.

“Grow later. We gotta get out of here.” I ran before Byte could tell me to, making it to the next building. I hid in the shadows as the enforcer AVs sped by, before making my way to the nearest road. From there, it was just a matter of minutes before an auto-cab arrived. Byte hacked it before the door opened.

<Where to now, Cal?>
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Viktor Garris replayed the video again for Roman Voss to see. The scientist had placed his hand on the back of Viktor’s chair, leaning over his shoulder.

“I can move,” Viktor said wryly.

“I’m fine here,” Roman replied.

Viktor wasn’t fine; he was annoyed. He’d offered to send a copy of the video to Roman’s office, but the scientist came down here to bug Viktor because he evidently had too much time on his hands.

The video displayed various camera feeds from data center G2. Most feeds looked like nothing was happening, though there would be a stutter every now and then in certain hallways. It was easy enough to piece together the stutters into a map of the criminal: Callum Bennett. Viktor knew that because precisely three hours and thirty-one minutes later, all the cameras and drones came online, though all were riddled with stutters. The prototype had more capabilities than he expected. No wonder Roman wanted it so bad.

“What did they take?” Roman asked.

“We don’t know yet. We know they accessed the system and where they accessed it, but the search history was erased. I thought you’d be more curious that they found one of your labs.” Viktor pointed to where the sub-center hallway video stuttered.

Roman considered for a moment. “That lab’s been shut down. The systems were removed, so there wouldn’t be anything there for them to learn.”

“You mean, besides corpses?” Viktor said bluntly.

“Sure, but what are they going to do with that information? If the resistance tries to broadcast it, we’ll block it and then say it was a terror group putting out some computer-generated horror story. No one’s going to believe it.”

“You’d be surprised what people believe. They’ll believe anything they see. They’re cattle. Convince one, and the rest of the herd follows.”

Roman took a step back. “Why do you think the resistance sent him in there?”

“Because he has an amp that can obviously hack our drones,” Viktor replied.

“No, I mean, what were they after?”

“It’s the resistance. They’re always after anything they can get their hands on. Data is data. There’s nothing special about G2 or any of the data centers for that matter. It’s just backups.” Viktor turned to Roman. “Right?”

Roman nodded. “Yes, of course. We wouldn’t be dumb enough to store executive-priority data outside the tower.” He squinted at the screen. “But seeing what that amp can do… I’m intrigued. If we produced a full line of those, we’d monopolize the market.”

“And if the resistance knew what they had and dropped the design on the open net, it’d destroy Softbiotics,” Viktor pointed out.

Roman shook his head. “No, because it’s all about who can patent the design first, and we have a boilerplate ready to submit—we just have to dump in the design.”

“So does every other corporation out there,” Viktor said.

The scientist scowled. “Why are you always like this?”

“Because I’m head of security. You pay me to always plan for the worst-case scenario.”

“And what’s the current worst-case scenario you’re working on?” Roman asked.

“The resistance,” Viktor said without hesitation.

Roman belted out a laugh. “They’re a sliver in our finger, nothing more.”

“Even slivers can cause infection. Better to remove them before they fester everything around them.” Viktor eyed Roman. The scientist could never see the resistance as a threat. He was too far removed from the real world, sitting in his cozy, protected office. “The resistance has control of your prototype amp—they could make copies and install it in every one of their members, or worse, destroy it before we can get it back.”

Roman sobered quickly. “Get it back.”

Viktor sneered. “That’s exactly what I was about to do when you dropped by. The board recently approved my plan.”

Roman stiffened. “You didn’t mention the prototype in the plan, did you?”

“I did not, just as you asked,” he said. “But if you told Tekita about it, she could send more resources…”

Roman snorted. “If Mother knew about that prototype, she’d swoop in and take control of the operation and then take credit for it. Any chance for promotions would be lost.” He then wagged his finger at Viktor. “But you have to make sure the plan works. It’s costing me a lot of money, money that shows up on quarterly reports. If you fail, you’re going to be out of a job.”

“If it doesn’t work, the resistance will win, and we’ll both be out of jobs.”

Roman eyed Viktor. “You get someone within arm’s reach of that amp, and I’ll shut it down. That prototype shows unique skills, but everything it’s done so far is rudimentary. That means its firewalls can be easily breached. So do your job. Have fun with your plan, but get me the prototype. Taking out the resistance isn’t going to get either of us promoted. A new prototype will.” With that, the weasel finally left Viktor alone.

Viktor locked the office door, so Roman couldn’t reenter. He despised Roman Voss and the entitled adult-children like him. At least he didn’t have to put up with Roman much—only when Roman needed something from the lower levels. He didn’t realize that without Viktor and his enforcers, Roman would be crippled, unable to deliver any results to the board.

Roman was wrong. Taking out the resistance would get them promotions with far more certainty than any amp prototype, though he admitted the ability to implant an amp into an adult’s mind without any obvious scars or hardware would alone be enough for a big promotion.

In the meantime, Viktor wasted his free time collecting test subjects for Roman, which was sometimes challenging based on whatever Roman’s criteria was for a specific project—sometimes a certain blood type, other times a particular age group. Once it was even to pull someone with green eyes. Do you know how many people have green eyes? Well, he couldn’t find a single one in Dreswick—he had to pull a cook from the back of a restaurant in Aberdeen for that. And that one required a cover story—a poor lad distraught at losing his first love decided to take his own life by jumping in the river. His body was never recovered. It was one of the finer suicide notes Viktor had written in his career.

And now Roman wanted Viktor to clean up a mess that Roman had created. Ana Katz never should’ve been allowed to leave the Softbiotics building that day, but Roman hadn’t called Viktor until the following day. Viktor and his enforcers had been one day behind ever since. But the amp proved to be beneficial. The idea of Ana Katz’s penultimate prototype was enough for the board to approve the plan that would cross off most of the problems that caused Viktor headaches. He really didn’t give a crap about a single amp, but he was very much looking forward to taking down the resistance and its leader, Kynan Kade—if that was even his real name—once and for all.

He placed a call through the computer screen.

Mallon’s face appeared a second later. “Sir.”

“We have approval. Operation Sewer Rats has a green light. You may proceed without delay. Have the first pass completed by dawn. We want to have all the able-bodied criminals on the news the entire day. Then, you will be able to clear out the rest on the second pass while everyone’s glued to their screens.”

Mallon inclined his head. “There won’t be a rat left in the sewers when the squads are done, sir.”
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As hiding places go, a storage warehouse in Aberdeen was decent enough. It had only exterior cameras and no people… like, ever. But also as hiding places went, a warehouse in Aberdeen wasn’t great. Since it was completely automated, there was nothing to support the basic needs for human workers: no bathrooms, no food, not even a chair. I checked out several crates, but they were all machine parts—nothing even remotely useful, at least according to Byte.

We passed the hours talking and planning a rescue plan for Nolan. Byte called it a retrieval plan—it was less convinced that we’d be rescuing anyone rather than simply retrieving a body. I’d do everything in my power to prove it wrong. But I couldn’t do it alone. The plan required help, and since I was running light on friends, I’d have to reconnect with the resistance.

But first came food and water. I’d cleaned out my small stash, and my throat was parched from going too long without something to drink. The storage facility had no water lines, and when I walked around the warehouse complex after dark, I couldn’t find a single water faucet anywhere. Actually, I’d found three faucets, but not a single one had running water. That meant I had to walk a quarter of a mile to the nearest residence. This was the poor part of Aberdeen—these tall apartment buildings were nicer than anything in Dreswick, but surprisingly, not by a lot. There were still towels draped over windows and broken streetlights. Many of the apartments had lights on, but there were some that did not. I didn’t know if those were vacant, if someone wasn’t home, or if someone was home and asleep because they worked the early morning shift.

I watched the building from the darkness an alley provided. There were no outside faucets, and I didn’t think anything that came out of outdoor faucets in this area was potable, anyway.

<There must be food and water in there, and the building likely has minimal security features, if any.>

“I’m not going to risk hurting regular folk. Besides, someone would see us and then we’d be on the run again.”

<Technically, we are on the run now.>

“We’d be running on the run, not just prowling on the run,” I said.

<Your body needs fluids. We’re dehydrated.>

“Tell me something I don’t know. Listen, if there are people, that means there’s a grocery store or something nearby.”

<Yes, but the sooner you return to your friends, the sooner we can retrieve Nolan.>

“They’re not my friends,” I said, exasperated.

<I liked Lyra even though she kept secrets from us.>

“Yeah, well, I kind of did, too, until I found out she was planning to be party to my murder.”

<I sensed she was honest when she said she’d never let harm come to you.>

“She knew about Kynan’s plans, and she didn’t tell me. She should’ve been honest about that,” I pointed out, even though I already knew it wasn’t fair to blame her for being herself. She’d always made it clear the “cause” came before everything else. I was just being egocentric thinking she wouldn’t put it before me. Knowing that hurt, I ignored that topic. “We’re finding a store. That’s where we’ll find a taxi to hack to get back to Kynan Kade’s lair or whatever you call it.”

I avoided any streetlamps, with Byte assisting my senses. During that distance, we had to hide from two different drones flying overhead. I’d expected more since we were still within just a few miles of the data centers. That there weren’t meant that the enforcers must’ve assumed we’d left the area, which gave me a small sense of relief. But it’d only take one sighting to bring a swarm of drones down on my head.

Turned out, the nearest commercial source of food was another quarter of a mile away. A row of quaint, old shops and cafés lined a cracked street. Every place was closed. The lights inside were off, but some still had their outside signs lit. If it wasn’t for the wasteful use of power, the row could fit somewhere on Dreswick’s north end.

In the two minutes I stood there, five AVs drove by, one of them a taxi. It was as good of an opportunity as I was going to get. I hailed it.

As it pulled up, I said to Byte, “Hack this and have it park in front of Giordi’s across the street.”

<It’s the same café I would’ve recommended. It looks like has fewer security features than others on this block.>

“Yeah, because it looks like the crappiest place on the street.” Giordi’s was an old café that had faded pictures of various rice dishes with sauces on top. One window had a crack in the lower left. If they couldn’t afford to repair a window, they probably couldn’t afford a security system. Then again, that window could’ve been broken just today. But I was gambling that it’d been like that for years. If they couldn’t afford to repair a window, then they also probably had lousy food. But hey, stealers aren’t choosers.

I tucked my head and jogged across the vacant street as the AV did a U-turn and pulled up next to the curb, then shut down its lights after it parked. Once I reached the dark safety of the alley, I leaned against the cool brick wall. I scanned the area but saw no threat, unless the stench of the dumpster counted. There wasn’t even an exterior camera. The slums in Aberdeen had less surveillance than pretty much any block in Dreswick.

This area felt the tiniest bit like home, minus the enforcers and surveillance. Sure, Kade’s apartment building was nicer and a lot more secure. But it had been too clean, too nice, too much of everything that Dreswick wasn’t. Giordi’s was damn near paradise, in my opinion.

“Maybe I should retire here,” I muttered.

<I would rather us retire somewhere safer.>

“All right. I guess we’ll just keep retiring here as a Plan B then.”

<Or maybe a Plan Z.>

I pushed away from the wall and checked out the dented steel door that had seen decades of hard use. I grabbed the handle and turned, or tried to. “Locked.”

<You’ll find a hidden key under the dumpster. The last user was rather lazy in concealing it.>

I approached the dumpster. “I don’t see it.”

<Look on the backside, near the wheel.>

It was too dark to make out anything, and I cringed as I reached out and felt for it, then found a rectangular plastic compartment fixed to the dumpster that was sticky with all horrors of things a restaurant tosses. I slid open the compartment, and a key fell out.

“I can’t believe you saw this,” I said as I hustled to the door.

<I can’t believe you didn’t see it. The AV’s lights glinted off the key case when it turned around on the street.>

The key slid smoothly in, and the door opened in a well-oiled manner. I quickly closed it behind me and locked the deadbolt.

The sound of something being knocked over froze me in place.

<The sound came from the kitchen, but I can’t discern if it was caused by a human, a drone, or something else. I have identified four cockroaches. Five now.>

A red Emergency Exit sign cast a glow over the room of tables and a kitchen beyond. I strained to hear the sound of footsteps or whispers, but heard nothing. I pulled out the stun stick from my jacket as I tiptoed toward the kitchen. The stick’s charge was at eighty percent, plenty enough for at least two, maybe even three guys. But the odds of me shocking more than one before his buddies got me weren’t exactly promising.

With no lights on, it couldn’t have been a worker cleaning up. With my bad luck, someone else was probably breaking into the same damn place at the same damn time as I was.

<Be careful, Cal. If it’s a human, they are concealing themselves quite well.>

The kitchen was closed off from the dining area with a swinging door. I pressed it inward as slowly as I could, stopping when it squeaked. Well, the gig was up. I slammed it open and jumped inside, holding the baton in front of me.

I was met with the sound of skittering. I hated cockroaches.

I let out a breath. “There’s no one here.”

There was a second Exit light at the back of the kitchen, illuminating the area enough that I could find the refrigerator without banging into a counter. I couldn’t hear any more cockroaches—they’d scurried off into deeper shadows now that something bigger was here.

I opened the cooler door, and bright light blinded me and filled the kitchen. I’m sure light was bleeding out into the dining room and through the café’s window, but I also couldn’t see what containers to grab without it. The cooler was filled with large metal pans and several metal jugs. I pulled out the nearest jug and found it to be just water. I chugged nearly half before setting it down. Then I pulled out a pan to find it was filled with cooked pasta noodles in water. I grabbed a handful of noodles and popped them in my mouth, checking out the other pans as I chewed. There were different kinds of noodles, and two pans had sauces: one red, one green. I sampled both—the red was very spicy, and the green was sweet and nutty. Neither was great, but surprisingly, neither was awful. I went with the green. If this food or water was going to make me sick, I didn’t want it to burn when it came back up.

With the door still open, I found the carryout containers, and I grabbed one from halfway down the stack, hoping cockroaches hadn’t found it and wiped their asses on that one yet.

“I don’t want to stay here any longer than I have to. I’ll eat on the way back to Kynan Kade’s,” I said as I dumped in pasta and sauce. The carryout sporks were at least covered in a compostable wrap, so I decided that was an improvement to my fingers.

<Excellent decision. The taxi is ready, and I’ve already programmed in the address.>

Once the container was as filled as it could get, I sealed it and took another long drink from the jug before putting it back, nearly empty. I looked around for carryout beverage containers and found none, so I grabbed a fresh jug.

“All right, I’m all set. Let’s go.”
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I was surprised no one “greeted” me when I got to the apartment building, since the last time I was here, Kynan Kade had guards stationed pretty much everywhere. That surprise turned to dread when Byte hacked the keypad, and we found the apartment empty. I made my way through the secret passage and down to the computer room, only to find it cleared out. Screens were still on, even the newsfeed on the far wall, which made me think they’d left in a hurry.

“Byte, are we about to have enforcers busting through every door?”

<I don’t detect any heightened network activity in the vicinity.>

“Then where did everyone go?”

<That’s an excellent question. The network in here seems offline. We need to physically access a computer.>

I did, only to find each and every computer had been wiped. Even the commands Byte fed me did nothing to undelete whatever had been removed. I checked several of the systems, all with the same result.

“They might’ve left in a hurry, but not so much of a hurry that they didn’t get a chance to clean up after themselves.” I stood in the empty room, and it gave me a sinking feeling in my gut. “Whatever the reason, I don’t feel safe sticking around here.”

Not that I’d felt safe coming here, knowing Kade’s intentions. But, as they always say, the enemy of my enemy is my frenemy.

Sweeping my gaze over the room one last time, the video on the wall screen caught my eye. I recognized the location of the news drone immediately. Hundreds of enforcers and twice as many drones were in the tunnels, rounding up what looked like every man—and most women—between the ages of eighteen and forty. And they were being brutal about it. Anyone who didn’t get down on their knees right away got shocked. It looked like a warzone with all the shots the drones were firing.

The screen was muted, and I didn’t turn up the volume. I could see a mother holding a toddler, both in ragged clothes and both screaming. That was something I didn’t need to hear. The subtitles were saying the enforcers were there to take out a terrorist faction, which in typical news story fashion, was bullshit.

<If I were a betting amp, I’d say this story has a correlation to the currently missing resistance members.>

“I wouldn’t take that bet. It looks like the enforcers are hitting the Crawl with everything they’ve got. I go on a spirit walk for one whole day, and Dreswick starts falling apart.”

I leaned against a desk. “If I was a cocky, rich guy with a serious hero complex, where would I be when the tunnels were getting hit like this?” As soon as I voiced the question aloud, the answer was clear. “I bet he was in the Crawl even before the enforcers showed up, grabbing as many people, weapons, computers, and other stuff as he could before the enforcers could get to them. Makes sense—I was wondering why we didn’t see his people scouring the area for me. He had his hands full already.” I nodded to myself, convinced. “Yeah, I’d bet everything I own on Kade, Lyra, and the others going to the Crawl.”

<You own very little.>

“Making it worth a lot more to me. Believe me.” I gestured to the screen. “Look at how organized that raid is. This isn’t some quick reaction based on something Kade might’ve just done in the last twenty-four hours. No, the enforcers have been planning this for some time. And Kade’s got Locke… Key… whatever. What I mean is that he’s got smart people, so I bet he saw some chatter beforehand.”

<If I knew of an impending raid, I would use that as cover for my own operation.>

I considered it. “That would be pretty smart, but the resistance is saving up for their grand finale. Shoot, most of the reason they’d even risk going underground is to make sure they don’t lose resources they need to carry out that plan. Whatever happens, they aren’t going to jeopardize ‘the plan.’”

<Unless they have identified a secondary plan.>

I was confident about that. “At minimum, they need us, you, whatever, to breach the system. Besides, you read his armlet. Was there a backup plan?”

<There was not a plan on his portable computer, but he may have something detailed on another device. We should remain here. Ninety-five percent of the enforcement division is currently clearing the tunnels. The likelihood of them sending a squad to this location for the next seven hours is two-point-one percent. I could deploy a minor upgrade during that time.>

I shook my head. “Hold off on the upgrade. You saw that lab; you saw what Softbiotics is doing. Nolan doesn’t have time for me to wait.”

<You can’t possibly think to run the rescue operation on your own. We have covered the logistics multiple times.>

“I’ll do what I have to in order to get my buddy out of the place I put him in,” I said, then added, “But I’m also not stupid. That’s why we’re going to connect with Kade and Lyra. Byte, I need you to no longer tweak my armlet locator.” I began typing out a message to Lyra.

The alarms sounded all around us, nearly giving me a heart attack. Every computer screen came to life, displaying the same countdown sequence.

<It looks like that two-point-one percent was low. There is a squad of enforcers breaching the street-side entrance as we speak. But it seems there are explosives set in these rooms. They will detonate in⁠—>

“Ninety-two seconds?” I interrupted, watching the timers.

<Yes. We should evacuate.>

“Can I reach the taxi in time?”

<If you run.>

Running was something I’d become really good at.
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“Still nothing,” I muttered, glancing at my armlet for the hundredth time in the last ten minutes. The taxi sat parked on a side street that provided a view of the warehouse I used for the past day. And right now, that view showed two security patrols parked outside the storage building I’d hidden in, meaning I’d either triggered an alarm somewhere or wasn’t as good as I thought I was at erasing any signs that I’d been there. The security AVs had been parked there three hours already with no signs of leaving any time soon.

I was getting hungry, tired, and even worse, anxious.

<Perhaps Lyra lost her armlet.>

“I think the only way that would happen is if the enforcers caught her and took it off her,” I said.

<You’re worried.>

“Of course I’m worried. Despite me still being upset with her, she could be in serious trouble, and that armlet was the only way to reach her. Wait, you hacked Kynan’s armlet. Can you reach him?”

<One moment… I’ve sent him a message from your armlet’s address.>

“So, now it’s wait and see, and Nolan doesn’t have time for me to wait.” I yawned and then frowned. “What are you doing in there, Byte?”

<What are you talking about?>

“I’m more tired than I should be. The last time I felt like this, you were prepping a big upgrade. Don’t tell me you’re prepping another whopper.”

<Okay, then I won’t.>

“But you are, aren’t you?”

<Of course. After the hazards we encountered at the data center, I expect us to encounter as much—and likely more—danger in Nolan’s rescue. An upgrade is crucial.>

“I disagree. Not having me incapacitated and on my back right now is what’s crucial.”

<The data I’ve compiled has provided the knowledge of hundreds of human lifetimes. As the colloquialism goes, I wasn’t born yesterday. Please trust my calculations. I need to improve my technology skills, among other things.>

“For the record, you were only born last week. And just because you have a lot of information in that brain of yours, er, mine, it doesn’t mean you’re smart.”

<That is precisely what it means.>

“Well, it doesn’t mean you’ve got common sense.” I grumbled and then sighed. Byte was smart, not that I’d ever admit it to the little amp. That meant I needed a place to lie low without risk of any drones or enforcers finding me.

Kynan Kade’s apartments were gone, permanently. They had detonated in a rather underwhelming but thorough way. No loud explosion, no flames, just smoke billowing out from several windows. I assumed the building’s fire-retardant systems had something to do with preventing the building from burning down and collapsing in on itself. Regardless, no one would be using those rooms any time soon. And the warehouse was still off-limits. Any other place was at risk of drone exposure… except underground… which had been crawling with enforcers.

“Can you access the taxi’s newsfeed?” I asked.

<Of course.>

The news came on the screen. It was a video replaying the raid on the Crawl. Enforcers were wrapping up, loading the detainees into AVs. I checked the timestamps displayed in the lower corner of the videos.

“These are over two hours old. I bet they’ve cleared out of there by now.”

<Very likely. With how many people they arrested, a significant number of enforcers would be necessary to assist in processing. With that effort, coupled with energy spent on the raid itself, the enforcers will undoubtedly be at end of shift and want rest as soon as they are able.>

“My thoughts exactly.” I gestured to security AVs. “The Crawl’s got to be safer than here, with us out in the open like this, and safer than pretty much anywhere topside.”

< If they haven’t already, enforcers will likely search the tunnels for resistance paraphernalia.>

“I’m sure they will, but can you think of a safer place? Lyra and Kynan aren’t responding, so I think we have to assume they’re out of the picture.” I winced at the thought of Lyra in one of those labs.

The taxi began moving.

<Once cleared, the Crawl is our safest option.>

I leaned back. “On the bright side, it should be easy enough to find a room.”
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The videos had made the raid look bad. Reality showed that it’d been worse. I’d entered through the hidden street-level entrance, and when I reached the main hallway, chaos still reigned. Blood splattered the walls. Dead and injured lay scattered. Two young, tear-streaked boys sat, their backs against a wall, holding hands—they looked like siblings. About half the doors hung open. Some were broken completely from their hinges. I assumed the closed doors concealed survivors. Debris was everywhere—it looked like enforcers had tossed every room, dumping the occupants’ entirety of possessions callously in the corridor… that survivors were now scavenging like rats in a dumpster.

<It appears the enforcers have already conducted their search—there’s no reason for them to return.>

“You picking up any drones?” I asked quietly.

<Nothing. It appears the enforcement agency has just eliminated the Crawl from their list of threats.>

“It looks like it,” I agreed.

As I walked, I noticed that nearly all the young and middle-aged adults were gone. The ones who remained bore obvious signs of disabilities or looked like timid mice… and then there was me. An adult, fit male stood out like a sore thumb.

“I need to find somewhere out of sight and soon,” I said.

<It looks like the enforcers were quite thorough, but I’d still take a place off the beaten path, so to speak. Try the approaching tunnel to the right.>

I did, and it was more of the same. There were fewer survivors in the narrow corridor, and I continued until I reached one of the dead-end tunnels. The walls were covered in graffiti and gang symbols… and blood. Three male bodies were crumpled off to the side. They’d clearly put up a fight—their bodies were riddled with blackened holes from laser shots. Not far beyond them, two opposing doors stood open. Clothes and boxes littered the space between them.

I tried not to look at the bodies as I stepped around them and most likely their possessions. I slowly pushed open the door to my right. “Hello? Anyone here?”

When there was no answer, I took a cautious step inside to find an apartment even smaller than mine. It bore a threadbare sofa and a bunkbed. The sofa had slices cut through the fabric, likely from an enforcer’s blade. The bed had been stripped, with the sheets left in a pile on the floor. The kitchenette’s cabinets stood open, and I was surprised to find enough canned food and bags of water on the shelves to last me at least a week. The meal bars and cans on the floor would last another week.

“Looks like we have everything we need to get by for a while,” I began, “but this corridor is going to get awfully ripe awfully fast with those bodies out there.”

<The door to this room is undamaged. It would prevent most odor from coming in.>

“Still…” I walked back into the corridor. Once I checked the other room to find it empty, I dragged the bodies inside, each by his ankles, then closed the door and scanned the corridor before locking it behind me.

<Leaving the bodies in the corridor to decompose would deter others from entering this area.>

“Yeah, but we’re not sticking around here any longer than we have to, and I don’t want to have to step over them a day or two from now.”

<Excellent point.>

I heard the ping in my head.

<I’ve prepared⁠—>

“Give me ten minutes,” I interrupted.

I spent the next nine minutes washing up in the small bathroom, followed by eating from a badly dented can of some meat-flavored protein product. Content, I took a seat on the lower mattress. I checked my armlet one last time to find no new messages, so I fluffed a pillow and lay on my back. “All right, Byte. I’m ready whenever you are.”

<I’m launching the update now.>

Everything went dim inside me, and I closed my eyes and fell asleep. When I woke, it was to the sound of someone screaming.

“Byte?” I managed to get out, but my amp didn’t respond. My body was a brick, and I struggled to open my eyes. I didn’t know how long I’d been out, but the upgrade was still in progress. I didn’t check my armlet for the time—I needed every ounce of energy to focus. The door muffled the shouting and screaming, but there was something happening outside—a whole lot of something.

Someone pounded on the door. “Enforcement Services. Open up.”

I thought I was having a nightmare until I rolled off the bed and hit the floor hard. I pushed onto my hands and knees—it took all my strength to even hold that position. My lungs tickled, and I coughed without thinking.

“We can hear you in there.” The man outside jiggled the bar.

I tried to think straight. The room had no back exit, let alone a window. I was trapped. I looked around. The shower would be the first place someone would look. I might be able to cram into a kitchen cabinet, but that would take too long. Fists pounded on the door again. “Last warning. If you don’t open, you’ll be arrested for obstruction.”

I decided to drop to my stomach and roll under the bunk. It was a lousy hiding spot, but better than being caught on all fours like a drunk dog. My lungs tickled but they didn’t burn like they used to, and I could still breathe relatively easily. I wondered how much of my lungs had been replaced by Byte’s biotechnological cells.

“C’mon, Byte. I need you back online five minutes ago.”

Blaster fire shot through the door, hitting the floor a bare foot or two from where I hid. I tried to make myself as small as I could as the door slammed open.

Several pairs of black boots rushed inside.

“Surrender!” the same voice said.

“There’s no one here,” a female’s voice said.

“I heard someone,” the first speaker said.

I could see the boots span out through the room, searching. When a pair stopped next to the bed, I knew I was screwed.

A female enforcer, in an all-black uniform and helmet, bent down and peeked under the bed. It could’ve been a bad decision on her part—if I had any strength and an extra miracle or two, I could’ve hit her with the stun stick and run out before the others gunned me down. But I was short on both strength and miracles, and instead she sneered. “Got one.”

Someone grabbed my ankle, and I was dragged out from under the bed. I lay there, surrounded by four enforcers, all holding blasters and stun sticks. I weakly tried to cover my face, only to have one kick my arm. “Hey, I recognize him.”

He held his armlet toward my face and scanned, then he grinned. “Got a level one here. Looks like we’re going to be getting bonuses this month.”

Another let out a whoop. “Drinks on Andy.”

I noticed one of them pull out wrist restraints. When he knelt to put them on, I managed to kick out, knocking him on his butt. They jeered and then someone else kicked me in the stomach. All air shot out from me, and it would’ve been hard enough to inhale without all four enforcers thinking it’d be fun to beat a guy when he was down. A stun stick zapped me, but it was set too low to knock me out. So I felt them all join in on kicking me. Pain erupted in my lower back, head, stomach (again), and legs. All I could do was curl in on myself, trying to protect my head, throat, and stomach.

The pain and attack were so intense, I hadn’t even noticed Byte coming back online until it practically yelled in my head. <I’ve completed the upgrade. May I show you?>

My affirmative came out as a grunt—more of a whimper, really. Then Byte took over.

Well, it didn’t exactly take over. I was still in full control and in battered agony. But I suddenly knew instinctively how to fight and exactly what to do. With my energy back, I leapt to my feet, forcing myself to ignore the pain. Before the enforcers even knew their victim had become a threat, I chopped one enforcer in the throat the instant before swinging my leg behind me and knocking another enforcer back. I was moving so fast because my moves were purely instinctual. The enforcers had initially been taken off guard, but the three remaining on their feet were now all attacking. I punched and kicked, using maneuvers I’d never learned, but they were so effective, the enforcers didn’t get in another hit. I managed to duck when one swung, only to take her out with some kind of swing-kick. Within seconds, all four lay on the floor, unconscious.

I gingerly touched my ribs, which hurt enough that they had to be at least bruised badly if not broken. I stared blankly at the enforcers. “How did you do that?”

<Our assailants will begin to wake within two minutes, unless you kill them.>

“No,” I said. “Not killing anyone we don’t have to.”

<Okay. The next best option is to evacuate, but there are undoubtedly more enforcers in the corridors.>

I glanced down at the unconscious enforcers. “Okay. I’ve got a plan.”
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I walked through the main corridor, weaving around enforcer squads. Small surveillance drones zipped over my head, using the open space near the ceiling. I kept my head down, letting the helmet conceal my features from the drones, not making any assumptions about whose faces they would be scanning. The enforcer’s uniform was a good fit, and no one even blinked twice as I passed.

I tried not to hold my ribs, but I couldn’t help it at times. It hurt to breathe—nothing like the dull ache of lung disease, but more like a horse had kicked me in the chest and then kicked me again for fun. I had been very tempted to return the favor to the one who’d kicked me, if I knew which one had. The four enforcers back in the room would all be awake by now, but they weren’t going anywhere. I’d tied them up using their own restraints (how’s that for poetic justice?), and had torn strips of nasty, stained bedsheets to use as gags. If they hadn’t beat me for the heck of it, I almost would’ve felt sorry for them for having something that disgusting shoved in their mouths. I’d claimed the uniform, weapons, and even an armlet of one of them, destroying the other armlets and stashing the weapons in the room with the bodies.

With any luck, I’d be out of the tunnels before anyone came across the missing enforcers. It’d be easy enough for a squad to go unnoticed for an hour or two in the chaos. It seemed like every single enforcer had returned to the tunnels to take everyone who was left, and it was so disordered that a squad could even lose a member or two in the various shuffles underway. It was basically a free-for-all where one side had stun sticks, blasters, and body armor, and the opposition had bare hands and had already been running pretty dang low in the hope department.

Neither Byte nor I ever would’ve guessed they’d come back. Maybe they needed more poor souls for their labs. Maybe they had plans for the tunnels. Didn’t matter. Byte had already hacked the armlet I’d stolen and was collecting whatever data it could from the security agency’s network.

Walking through the main corridor, a crawler slammed into me while fleeing an enforcer. I grunted in pain and leaned against the wall to catch my breath.

“Stop her!” the enforcer yelled at me. I didn’t and earned a glare from him as he ran past me.

“Man, you look rough.”

I turned to see an enforcer pushing a boy of about twelve, plastic restraints around his wrists. His nose still bloody, the boy looked like he’d been hit more than once. I wanted to shock the enforcer for hurting a kid, but there were too many enforcers in the hall to take on. Instead, I gingerly placed a hand over my ribs. “Got jumped. I think I broke a rib or ten. On my way to Medical.”

“I hope the stupid dreg who did that to you got what was coming to him,” the enforcer sneered.

“Oh, yeah, he got it all right,” I said.

The enforcer grinned and then slapped my shoulder. I winced at the jolt. “Medi will get you fixed up in no time. Amazing what those bio-nans can do. I got a serious kick to the family jewels during phase one.”

“Ouch,” I said.

“Two minutes after getting some bio-nans, I was a hundred percent fine and ready to head back down into this shithole. You’ll be good as new and ready for phase three in no time, buddy.”

“I’m counting on it.”

I was glad when he finally moved on. I felt bad for the teen, but there was nothing I could do, at least not right now. I pushed off from the wall and walked in the opposite direction of the other enforcers.

<I wonder what phase three is.>

I was thinking the same thing. Phases one and two were obvious. First, in a surprise raid, they rounded up the able-bodied crawlers—anyone who posed a real threat. Then, they came in to clean up the leftovers. But if the tunnels were already cleared out, what could a third phase entail?

As I walked, I noticed about a dozen crawlers standing along the wall, but strangely, none of them were in restraints. Why weren’t they running? I glanced at a woman’s face as I walked by. She wore the rags of a crawler, and she was filthy, but something was off. It was her features. Crawlers were pale, but more so, they had scars, rough skin, and imperfect teeth. This woman had none of that. Give her a bath, and she could’ve passed for a news reporter. She stared blankly ahead like she’d already given up on life, and I realized this group must’ve surrendered rather than be hunted down. But it was odd that there wasn’t even a single enforcer watching over them.

They gave me the creeps. I hustled past them, unwilling to look at another. I made it out of the main tunnels without being caught by either a drone or a squad, and without anyone else smashing into me. As the violence receded, I took a break and rested against the wall. “You know, it’d be nice if you could mask this pain like you do my lung problems.”

<I am dulling the pain, but you have a lot of injuries. However, I no longer need to mask your lungs—they are fully repaired.>

“Really?” Okay, that was cool.

A trio of kids—maybe nine or ten years old—ran through the tunnel, which meant there was probably a squad not far behind. They gave me a fearful stink-eye, and I got the feeling that I’d get myself killed the moment I ended up in a tunnel that the crawlers still controlled unless I lost the black riot gear, and fast. The third kid slowed as she passed, and light glinted off the blade in her hand. I shook my head. Luckily, she was smart enough to keep running. If she’d attacked, I had a feeling I’d know exactly how to disarm her.

Thinking of which… “You basically turned into a military amp with that last upgrade.”

<I’m far more impressive than a simple military-grade amp. But yes, even those amps have some characteristics useful to our survival. I’ve been learning from other amps, identifying opportunities for upgrades. I can now essentially imprint certain skills in your brain so that they are instinctual. Military-grade amps only relay the information to their hosts as needed, so they always have a delay in response. It was a major upgrade. That’s why we were out for three days.>

“Three—” I froze. I realized I hadn’t even checked my armlet since I’d woken up. I scrambled and found a message from Lyra—it was two days old. The only content was a series of numbers. “Code for something?”

<Coordinates. I imagine she left them as they’d be harder to identify than an address. A computer would be required to identify the location, assuming the recipient knew the numbers even referred to a location. Fortunately, I know they reveal a precise location in Dreswick. Based on the position, I believe it’s here in the Crawl.>

“Show me.” I was probably too late, but I had to see for myself. I started walking, pain taking a backseat, as I followed my HUD.

“How’s it looking for drones?” I asked Byte after I had to turn away from a pair of drones zipping through the tunnel ahead.

<Most drones are stationed at tunnel entrances, and the remaining drones appear to be moving to join the other units. It’s good you kept your head down. But if there is a human monitoring the video feeds, they may become curious as to why a lone enforcer is walking the tunnels when all the squads are loading up.>

“They’ll just assume I was sent to grab something.”

<At least move with more swagger. You are moving too much like an injured low-towner.>

“I am an injured low-towner.”

<Not in that uniform.>

I forced myself to act more like an enforcer. At least the pain was ebbing… like an only half-full drum of battery acid rolled over me. Evidently, my act worked because no enforcers cast a second glance, and the prisoners gutsy enough to make eye contact glared as I passed them.

The coordinates brought me out of the main tunnels into narrower and narrower tunnels until I reached a dead end with a solid wall. “Are you sure this matches the coordinates?”

<It could also be directly above us… or below us.>

“Well, it’s not here,” I grumbled.

That was when the wall opened.

Lyra stepped out from the darkness and motioned me inside. “Hurry, Cal!”

Once I stepped through, the door closed behind me, leaving us in a dim hallway exactly like the one I’d just left. I realized that the dead end hadn’t actually been a dead end. Someone had built that wall—door—intentionally.

I turned back to Lyra. She looked tired but well, and I gave her a crooked smile.

Her expression turned furious, and she hit me in the arm.

“Ow!” A pain shot through my ribs. I pressed my arm against them. “What’s that for?”

“When I didn’t hear from you, I thought you were dead, you idiotic, stupid—” She lunged forward and hugged me. “Don’t you ever do that again. I thought I lost you.”

“I know,” I managed to grunt out while trying to keep her from squeezing too hard.

She backed up, frowning. “What’s wrong?”

“Picked up a few bruises on the way here,” I said.

She must’ve noticed the bruising above my left eye—at least I assumed it had bruised; it was tender enough.

“Enforcers?” she asked.

I nodded. “That’s how I got this. You like?” I gestured to the clothes I wore.

“I hate it. Black isn’t your color.”

“Yeah, well, they didn’t have much of a selection.” I sobered. “Listen, I would’ve gotten back to you, but Byte had impeccable timing, as usual.”

“Another upgrade?”

I nodded.

“I’m just glad you’re okay,” she said.

“Me too,” I said. “I mean, me too, that I’m glad you’re okay.”

“I know what you mean. But seriously, Cal. When you left and then when I heard that headquarters blew, I didn’t think I’d ever see you again. Listen, about how we left things earlier… I want to tell you that⁠—”

“It’s okay,” I cut her off. “I’m sorry, too.”

“I wasn’t going to say I was sorry.”

“You weren’t?”

“No, why would I say I’m sorry? I didn’t do anything wrong.”

I raised a brow.

She huffed. “I was going to explain myself, okay?”

“And you don’t have to. I get it. The resistance has to come first. With what’s happened to your family, I get it, I do.”

She shook her head. “No, you don’t. I mean, yes, the resistance is important, but it doesn’t mean squat if we have to compromise our values to succeed. I would never, ever let Kynan take your amp without your permission, and I would never try to coerce you. I swear it, Cal. That’s not who I am.”

“I know,” I said.

“And Kynan’s the same. We’ve been talking. He believes we can figure out some way to leverage your amp by working together,” she said. “He has a lot of resources—he can help you. And hopefully you and that amp of yours can help us like in Solace Station.”

“I’m going to help,” I began. “But don’t ever keep things from me again, okay? If you do, I’m out of here and I’m never coming back. Do you understand?”

She watched me for a moment and then nodded, stress seeming to flow out of her shoulders. She smiled, and I remembered how much I loved that smile. I also remembered that I wasn’t completely sure I could ever trust her again. But I believed that she was being honest with me now, and that was what mattered.

“We’d better get you to Kynan. He’s been worried about you,” she said.

<He’s been worried about me.>

“I messaged him when I didn’t hear back from you right away,” I said.

“Oh. He destroyed his armlet when the enforcers got close. Too much information on it for the enforcers to get a hold of. But we should be safe here.”

Her fingers brushed over mine as she turned to go, and I took her hand. She didn’t pull away. We strolled down the tunnel, hand in hand, as if hell wasn’t still breaking loose on the opposite side of the wall. The tunnel was lined with doors, with many open. Through those, I saw dozens of people, some bloodied and others with blaster shots.

“We grabbed as many as we could,” Lyra said. “These are from the first raid. We barely got here in time to save anyone. And we weren’t expecting the second round; otherwise, we would’ve gotten a lot more out than we did. But we’ll get the others. Right now, they’re all being put in holding cells, but we both know Softbiotics will relocate them. Kynan’s tech team is focused on finding where they’re going from here. It sounds like the first group is going to the labs and the second group is going into forced labor at the silica mines, but they don’t have enough details for us to make a move. Not to mention that we lost half our army in those raids.”

Her fingers trembled, and I rubbed my thumb over her skin.

“We knew the squads were preparing for a raid, but we were short on details on the overall operation. We never imagined two raids back-to-back,” she said.

“I think there’s going to be a third raid,” I said.

She stopped cold. “Why do you think that?”

“Because one enforcer I talked to said that this raid was phase two and that there was still a phase three coming.”

She frowned. “Kynan needs to hear that.”

We found Kade in a large cafeteria where he was eating in a group of twenty or so armed resistance members. Around them were another thirty or more refugees. Upon seeing us approach, he smiled, relief filling his tired features. “Cal Bennett, finally something good to come out of this day.”

I took an open seat across from him, and I began without preamble. “Count me in. I’ll help out on whatever you need on two conditions.”

His brow shot up. “And what are those two conditions?”

“First…” I held up my forefinger. “We hit the lab where they’re holding my buddy, and we’re getting him out of there. We’ll clear the other labs, too, as soon as we can. And second, don’t even think of trying to remove Byte from my head. You can’t remove this amp without destroying it”—not to mention killing me—“so it wouldn’t do you any good, anyway. And there’s no testing or whatever other shit you might be thinking without my sign-on. So, I’m in, but only as a team member and not some test subject or prisoner, got it?” I left off the third condition: that I didn’t trust Kynan and if he showed even a hint of betrayal, I was out of there.

Kynan eyed me for a brief second before holding out his hand. “You drive a hard bargain, but it’s fair. I look forward to working with you and seeing what your amp can do.”

We shook. Lyra smiled again, and I realized I’d probably do anything to see more of those.

I spent the next few minutes filling him in on everything Byte and I had learned. When I finished, Kade leaned back, interlacing his fingers behind his head. “These raids are clearly planned to take out the resistance, but they also need bodies. They don’t have enough labs here for everyone they’ve taken, so we’re trying to figure out where they’re going. A lot of my people were grabbed in the first raid, and I’m not leaving them to rot in some mad scientist’s lab.”

“We need to shut down every last one of those labs,” I said.

Kynan chuckled mirthlessly. “That will be impossible, since there are labs in multiple systems, but we’ll at least shut down the labs on this planet once and for all.”

<Cal, there’s something wrong with the refugees.>

I looked up to see the refugees meandering around the room, slowly surrounding us. I recognized the one woman from the hallway. She had the same blank stare, but it was focused on us now. I noticed the others bore the same stares—men, women, and children all had the same dead stare. The resistance members were still eating and talking, not noticing anything was off.

“Kade,” I said in a low voice while simultaneously grabbing and squeezing Lyra’s hand hard enough that she stiffened immediately.

He read my expression and looked up, instantly figuring out something was off. He glanced at the man to his right. “Trouble, Miko.”

The man didn’t waste more than a second taking in the threat. Unfortunately, we didn’t have a second. The refugees surrounding us pulled out concealed blasters and started firing before the first resistance member could raise his weapon.

Without even thinking, I grabbed Lyra and yanked her under the table with me. Someone had shoved Kade down next to us. Crouching below the table and behind chairs, blasters fired nonstop around us. Refugees shot at resistance members, not caring that they sometimes hit other refugees across from them.

The resistance members got in a few shots, but they were getting slaughtered. Lyra, Kynan, and I pulled out blasters, but when I lined up a shot, I pulled back abruptly. My target was just a young girl, no more than seven or eight. The girl didn’t hesitate. I flinched, expecting the shot, only to hear Lyra gasp next to me.

She’d been hit squarely in the chest.

“No.” I dropped my blaster and pulled her to me, trying to cover her from any more gunfire. Not that it mattered. She raised her hand toward my face, only for it to drop. Her body went lax, and she stared off into nothingness. “Lyra,” I pleaded, but she was gone.

There’s something that happens at the time of death where you just know that, in the deepest part of your soul, that person is gone and all that’s left is an empty husk.

Lyra was gone.

It was a gut punch. If I wasn’t already on the floor, my knees would’ve given out. My body felt numb except for the ice shard through my chest.

But I didn’t have the time to grieve, at least not right now.

It damn near killed me to set her body on the floor. I reached for my blaster only to realize that the shooting had stopped. Kynan looked down at Lyra and then gave me a knowing look before he crawled out from under the table. I had to force myself to do the same.

The room was straight out of a horror scene. Bodies lay everywhere. The refugees were all down, including the young girl, but all the resistance members were also down. One more resistance member had entered the room, and he carried a blaster with a battery backpack—I’d never seen a fully automatic blaster before, but this one cleared the room pretty dang fast.

Kynan was checking on his fallen friends, but there were no survivors. “The bastards had their blasters set to kill,” he muttered, coming to his feet. “They wiped out the resistance in one fell swoop.”

“Not all of us,” the other resistance member said. “As long as we got you, the resistance survives.”

Spots in the metal door began to glow where blaster fire was hitting.

“You gotta get out of here, Kynan,” the man said. “There are more refugees like these ones outside. They’re killing everyone. It was a miracle I got away from them when I did, but the door won’t hold them for long. There’s something wrong with them. It’s like they’re possessed. I’ll hold them off as long as I can, but you gotta go; get somewhere safe.”

A blaster shot perforated the door, and we all ducked.

“Go,” the man said.

“Catch up as soon as you can, Miko,” Kynan said.

“You bet.” He flipped over a table and knelt behind it, leveling his large rifle at the door.

Kynan looked at me. “Let’s go.”

I gave one more look at Lyra as if miracles were real and she’d be alive again. I clenched my jaw and followed Kynan through the cafeteria’s back door into the kitchen. Behind us, the door must’ve given way because the automatic blaster fire started up. In the back of the kitchen, two large freezers stood side by side. Kynan opened the one to his left, and we stepped inside what looked like an elevator. The air was warm. The automatic blaster fire stopped, and Kynan cursed under his breath.

He closed the door and tapped in a code on a PIN pad on the wall. The word LOCKED displayed on the screen. He then operated the elevator, which began lifting at an interminably slow speed.

“This brings us topside, which means we’re probably going to come across some enforcers,” Kynan said.

“Good thing I still look like one of them,” I said dully, trying to stay focused on staying alive rather than on the dead we were leaving behind.

Kynan tucked his blaster under his shirt. He blew out a puckered breath. “That’s still warm.” He held out his hands. “You got any restraints on you?”

I fished out an extra plasticuff from my pocket and loosely secured his wrists behind him. “You should be able to still get free if things go south.”

He checked. “They work.”

The elevator dinged and the door opened inside what looked like one of the abandoned warehouses several blocks from the docks.

“I figured we’d come out on the other side of Dreswick,” I said.

“The tunnels go on forever, but they’re always curving and wrapping back around more than anything. It’s basically a big old labyrinth,” he said.

The warehouse was empty, but when he opened the door to outside, we noticed enforcers loading prisoners into vans.

“Showtime, enforcer,” Kynan said, lowering his head and instantly taking on the slumped shoulders of a prisoner.

I looked at the line of buses. Just beyond them were patrol vehicles. “I got an idea.”

I led Kynan toward the buses. Both of us kept our heads tucked down to avoid the horde of drones buzzing twenty feet above.

“Uh, I hope it’s a good idea,” Kynan said when we were still out of earshot of the others.

“It’s an idea,” I said. It was probably for the best that I didn’t get his hopes up.

When we got close to a group, I veered Kade away.

“There’s room for one more in this bus,” an enforcer called out.

I shook my head. “This one’s going into interrogation.”

“Ah, you might want to take him underground then. That’s where they’re, uh, interrogating the feisty ones,” he said.

“Trust me, that’s where he’s going after I’m done,” I said.

Realization dawned on his features, though I didn’t get what assumption he’d come to until he winked and said, “To each his own. You found yourself a pretty one. Go have your fun. Lord knows, we’ve earned it.”

I was able to lead Kynan in between the buses without anyone else noticing, and I brought him to an empty vehicle—since all the patrol vehicles were empty, it wasn’t hard.

“Byte, can you take this?” I asked quietly.

<Yes, these are automated in much the same way as taxis are.>

“Good.” I opened the back door and helped Kynan duck to get inside. Then I hustled to the front driver’s side and entered.

<I have control and have deactivated all surveillance and tracking systems in this vehicle. It will remain in their system as unoccupied and parked. Where should we go?>

I glanced back at Kynan. “Where to?”

He considered, then said, “Council Street.”

I raised a brow but didn’t say anything. Byte drove the car, and I leaned back as we headed toward Dreswick’s slums. Yes, I knew all of Dreswick was a slum, but even slums had worse slums.

They were supposedly the most dangerous place on TerraSoft-11, but I didn’t care. My mind was somewhere else.
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Kynan must’ve been desperate because his safe room was a cockroach-infested apartment in a crumbling tenement building in the slums. I had to be careful where I walked because some of the floorboards were rotted through and through from termites and water damage. The old chairs made me itch, and I tried not to think about what critters called those home.

But the safe room had a few things going for it. The room had both a working toilet and a sink, something that most places in this building probably didn’t have. There was food and water stored in a seven-foot-tall lockbox in the closet. The food was basic ration bars, but there was enough for even my appetite. The room might’ve had a lock on the door, but it was a flimsy lock, identical to the other archaic locks in the building. If Kynan had put anything better on, it would’ve been like hanging a neon sign on the door that flashed, Good stuff inside, rob me.

Most importantly, the safe room was safe. Aside from Kynan and very, very few members of his inner circle, no one knew about it. That way, if someone was caught (other than his inner circle), enforcers couldn’t beat the location out of them. Barring drones scanning every room of every building, we had a few hours to catch our breath…

Or wallow in misery.

My ribs hurt, but Byte confirmed they’d only been bruised, along with a kidney, right thigh, and upper back. My misery was spent thinking about Lyra and how she’d be alive if only I’d shot that girl. What really sucked was that—if I could go back in time—I wasn’t sure I could pull the trigger.

It was just a girl.

“Stupid damn amps,” I muttered.

“What’s that?” Kynan asked without looking up from the armlet I’d given him—which had technically belonged to him before me, anyway.

<I hope you’re not talking about me.>

“I’m talking about the girl.”

“What girl?” Kynan asked.

“The girl who shot Lyra. She was just a kid. Her stupid amp hijacked her body. Just like the others.”

“Impossible,” Kynan said. “Low-towners don’t have amps.”

Byte hadn’t thought to scan the refugees for that reason. It wasn’t until it came up with a theory that it checked to discover that, not only did the zombified refugees all have amps, but their amps were all running the same override program that gave them complete control over their host.

“They weren’t low-towners,” I said, then shrugged. “Or, if they were, Softbiotics figured out how to implant amps into them, maybe like how Dr. Katz implanted Byte. But I’m thinking they’re high-towners since they looked like they had a better healthcare package up until the enforcers or someone sent a command code that turned them into homicidal refugees.”

Kynan’s brow furrowed. “What’s to stop Softbiotics from sending that same code to your amp and have it take control of you? They could walk you right into their headquarters to get their amp back.”

“They can’t access it, but I bet they’ve tried.”

<They can try; they won’t succeed. The Softbiotics amps have a physical control chip with the override programming. The programming is rather simple since the amp is already wired directly to their host’s brain. However, it would be far more difficult to take control of their host’s thoughts. I would think being imprisoned in your own body would be a waking nightmare.>

Kynan started tapping a message on his armlet. “I’ve been talking with one of my people—you’ve met her—Key. She’s the best when it comes to hacking things. I’ll ask her to look into a solution to fry the hijack program.”

“I can have Byte send her everything it picked up already,” I offered.

“You can do that?”

<Done.>

Kynan glanced at his screen, frowned, and then looked up. “How’d it do that? Amps can only access the amp-link.”

“Why do you think they want their hands on my amp so bad?” I asked.

Kynan eyed me. “I hope, when all this is done, that you’ll let me at least run some scans on your amp. I feel like I’m always the underdog in the fight against Softbiotics.”

“That’s because you are always the underdog. But we get my buddy back first, and we do it tonight. Then I’ll consider it,” I said.

“Your buddy first, Softbiotics second. Then we’ll talk about those scans.”

“Fair enough,” I said and leaned back in the ratty chair. We were waiting for our ride, which would hopefully be there within the hour. Even though people in the slums tended to keep to themselves, I couldn’t rely on that for long. There was no way someone didn’t see the patrol vehicle park in the open building across the street. I’d even left the car door open so the locals could tear it apart. I figured they’d break into it anyway, so I might as well make it easy for them. I also removed the uniform before stepping out of the vehicle, though I did carry it with me since it came in handy once. I didn’t need the bullseye on my back when we made our way to the safe room. Still, I felt plenty of eyes on us as we hurried into the building.

I wondered if the car was already stripped bare. It would’ve been nice to just have Byte keep driving us, but the AV was reported missing much sooner than expected—before we reached the slums—and drones were instructed to search for it. And so we dumped the AV. Unfortunately, there weren’t many cars in the slums to steal.

“Interestingly, there’s no news on the second raid,” Kynan said. “But my people confirmed there’s a third phase and it’s already underway. They’ve bumped up the timetable and are sending a car here ASAP.”

“What’s phase three?” I asked.

“Enforcers are scouring Dreswick, building by building, room by room. They’re searching for anyone who’s been identified as a potential resistance member. They want to make sure the resistance is gone for good.” He grumbled something under his breath before he spoke up. “Let’s hope they save the slums for last. Our odds aren’t good if we get caught on the Avway. Then again, our odds are worse if we get caught off the Avway. I’m a mediocre shot and worthless in hand-to-hand combat.”

I cocked my head. “But you’re the leader of the resistance. And you had a military amp.”

“How’d you know—you know what? It doesn’t matter. Yes, I had a military amp because my family has served in security for generations. But if you know I have an amp, I bet you can see that it’s just a dead chunk of metal in my brain. As for the ‘leader’ bit? Yes, I’m a leader… I lead. My head is for strategy. Always has been.”

I tapped my temple. “Well, lucky for us, my head has a few perks.” Not that the perks had helped anyone I cared about. The opposite, in fact. Was a stolen amp the last straw in the enforcers’ willingness to put up with the resistance? If so, the raids wouldn’t have happened—at least not yet—and Lyra would still be alive. Grandmother would still be alive—that blame fell squarely on my shoulders. Same with Nolan, except that there was still a chance to set things right. Only that the entire damned world seemed to be conspiring against me getting to him.

Someone knocked on the door. Kynan jumped to his feet. “That’ll be Talon.”

“That was fast,” I said.

Kynan opened the door to two men, low-towners by the look of them, wearing well-worn ponchos.

Kynan frowned. “I thought Talon was coming.”

I noticed the skinny man standing behind them. I recognized him from when we first entered the building. When he met my eyes, I saw the guilt.

“Kynan, it’s a setup!” I yelled, reaching for my blaster.

But they were ready. One whipped out a stun stick, striking Kynan before he could even react. The other revealed a black rectangular device with what resembled a small black dish attached to the end of it… and it was aimed directly at me.

<No!>

I fired at the same time the undercover enforcer activated the device. There was no sound, but a bolt of lightning erupted in my brain, and I blacked out.
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First thing I noticed was a killer migraine. Second thing I noticed, I was flat on the floor. The two enforcers were still in the room. Kynan groaned, so at least he was still alive and nearby. One enforcer was bragging about how they’d gotten lucky, catching the leader of the resistance and Roman Voss’s pet science project from the same tip. The other seemed more interested in the bonus he was about to get from bringing us in.

<Cal, we’re back online. They are currently restraining Kynan. We’re next. Hurry; take them out while they’re distracted and unarmed.>

I cracked my eyes open to find them fitting plasticuffs around Kynan’s wrists and ankles. We were on the third floor, but they clearly weren’t going to take any chances with Kynan running off. And they’d do the same to me. I rolled onto my feet with my jaw clenched. Every muscle felt like it’d been soaked in acid.

The guy at Kynan’s ankles noticed me first. Shocked, he said, “You’re not supposed to be up.” He reached for his blaster, but his surprise had bought me nearly a second, which I took full advantage of. I’d crossed the space in a single leap, slamming my left fist into one enforcer before tackling the other. We landed hard, and his breath whooshed from his lungs. In my mind, I saw the exact way to strike, and I slammed my palm into his nose with too much strength. His eyes rolled up, and his body convulsed.

I rolled off him just as the other enforcer seemed to recover and was scrambling to grab the black device. But in his rush, he fumbled, and I slapped it out of his hand before hitting him again. He stumbled back against the wall, and I punched him over and over. With every punch, my mind played an image of Lyra being shot. The only thing that stopped me was the feeling of my pinky knocked out of joint, and I stepped back, huffing, and popped my finger back with a wince.

The enforcer slumped to the floor. His face was a bloody mess, and I couldn’t tell if he was even still alive. I already knew the other was dead, and I didn’t feel one bit bad about it. Weird, since a week ago, this would’ve made me puke. Instead, the pain was keeping me focused.

I grabbed the black device and held it up. “What the hell is this?”

<It’s a micro-targeted, cycling-pulse EMP. It very nearly knocked me offline.>

“But you basically go offline with every upgrade.”

“I never go offline. I enter a standby mode, operating all processes at a lesser degree to allocate resources to the upgrade. I’ve told you before, you cannot function without me just as I cannot function without you. We are dependent on each other.>

“I thought you were being facetious.”

<I was being factual. And I will endeavor for that to never happen again. I was not anticipating such a weapon and am already replicating EMP-shielded nanites to envelop my core. You will certainly notice a drain in energy and an increased need for calories as I perform this operation. We were very fortunate the designer of that weapon made an incorrect assumption: they assumed that I was fully technological in nature.>

“You aren’t?”

<Not in the way humans understand technology.>

Kynan groaned again, and I rushed to him. He’d come to somewhat—his eyes still struggled to focus—but he managed to meet my eyes. “A little help here?” His words were slurred.

I pulled out the knife I’d taken off the enforcer back in the Crawl and cut his restraints, then helped him to his feet. He was wobbly and would’ve fallen if I hadn’t wrapped my arm around his waist. “I got you.”

“We need to move. Their amps would’ve fired off emergency pings when their hosts died,” Kynan said.

Assisting him, we left the room. I carried a blaster in my right hand.

<I accessed their amps but am not operating at full efficiency yet, so I could not intercept the pings. Fortunately, I do not believe these men notified their superiors that they received a tip on our location; otherwise, all thirty-two pairs of enforcers and ninety-one drones currently assigned to patrolling the slums would be in this building.>

“They probably wanted the bonus all to themselves,” I said.

“Bonus?” Kynan asked.

In the hallway, the skinny rat glanced around the corner. I glared at him, and he scurried off. He was probably waiting for his own payoff for turning in fellow human beings. I glared at the space he’d been in before replying to Kynan. “Nothing.”

<Unfortunately, it’s safe to assume every pair was given a micro-targeted, cycling-pulse EMP. Until I can strengthen my EMP shielding, it’s best we avoid them.>

We made it to the ground floor without being intercepted by enforcers or drones, which confirmed Byte’s theory that the pair was acting on their own. But once we headed outside, it’d be just a matter of minutes before a drone caught us on their video feed. Kynan’s strength was quickly returning now, and he managed to walk on his own, pulling out his own blaster.

As we approached the entrance, the door opened, and we raised our weapons.

Talon saw us and smiled, not the least bit fazed by the blasters. “Seems like I’m always bailing you fellas out of trouble.”

Kynan holstered his blaster. “Not always. There was that time at Tallimon Station.”

Talon smiled. “Ah, yes. That was totally worth it.”

They embraced. I lowered my blaster but didn’t holster it.

When the pair separated, Talon said, “Dreswick’s got an infestation. We need to get you out of here. I’m parked right outside.” Then he shot me a side eye. “And you owe me an AV. Don’t think I’m going to forget, either.”

He held the door, and we stepped out to find a white Nutriva Transport Systems AV parked at the curb. I’d seen the logo before—a planet made of brightly colored shapes of fruits and vegetables—often parked at the market, dropping off food and supplies for the various vendors. Nutriva Transport Systems was the world’s largest food shipping service on TerraSoft-11. There were easily dozens of them driving around any hour of the day. Whether this was an official truck or just painted to look like one, I now wondered how many times those trucks were being used as cover for resistance activities.

He opened the back of the truck, and Kynan and I climbed into the narrow space in the center not filled with boxes of food.

“It really is a food truck,” I said.

“Of course,” Talon said. “But if we get stopped, there’s a false panel near the front. Kynan’s used it once or twice. Make yourselves comfortable and keep quiet. To get where we’re going, we have to drive by a whole fleet of security AVs and drones.”
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Andra’s place—her other place—was small but impressively high-tech. It was in the basement of one of the nicest apartment buildings in Dreswick. She had a Faraday cage around her computer desk that reminded me of Dr. Katz’s lab, though she said the cage didn’t work when she was connected to external power. I took her word for it.

She sat in her cage, updating us on her latest idea of disabling the amp control chips so that Softbiotics could no longer take over humans. “The micro-targeted, cycling-pulse EMP won’t work—amps have a lot stronger EMP shielding than yours does, Cal. Something about how the amp was designed—it’s more fluid basically than the typical amp.” She held up a finger. “And before you tell me I’m wrong, your amp provided me the data.”

“I wasn’t going to say anything,” I said.

“Those EMP devices are a risk we’ll face in the data center. If the patrols were all given them, the security stations might’ve been given them, too,” Kynan said.

“Cal could stay behind,” Talon offered.

“No,” Kynan and I said together.

“I’m going with the team,” I added.

“We need his amp at the data center,” Kynan added. “Either that, or Andra goes.”

She shivered. “Please, no.”

“Don’t worry. Byte’ll cover the hacking that needs done inside,” I said.

“Good,” she said too quickly, then added, “Besides, during the time you’re driving to the data center, I’ll be working on a kill switch for those amp control chips. Byte has helped out with some of the code. It’ll be ugly and I won’t have time to test it, but my goal is to have something ready to upload when Kynan patches me into the security system’s data core.”

“That’s your number one priority,” Kynan said. “Get it working.”

She rolled her eyes. “I plan to if you quit bugging me.”

He cocked his head at Andra. “You’ve verified that the lab with Cal’s friend is in the same building with the data core tied directly to Softbiotics security systems?”

She nodded. “Assuming the data Byte gave me is current, Cal’s buddy is in that lab. As for the data core, I verified it again this morning. It’s in there. And the lab is still functioning—I confirmed that, too, but Roman Voss doesn’t keep his labs operating for long. He opens one, uses it for one month, shuts it down, and then starts up a new one.”

<The data I provided is accurate.>

“The data’s good,” I said.

Kynan rubbed his hands together. “Then we go in one hour. We need the data and saving some people for once will help morale.”

Talon chuckled. “And help refill ranks, I’m sure.”

Kynan ignored him. “Meet back here in thirty minutes to go over the plan one more time. Then we’ll change clothes and head out to Aberdeen after that. Right now, I’d advise you to grab some food, catch a power nap, and do whatever else you need to take care of.”

Kynan and Talon left down the hallway, and I headed to the kitchen, which was thankfully empty. Most of the resistance, which was all of a measly dozen people now, were in another safe house. “Are you done with the EMP shielding yet?” I asked aloud. Byte had been burning through my energy to build shielding inside my brain.

<It’ll take a full nine days to develop substantial shielding, and that estimate takes into account that I need to pause replication activity during this operation.>

“Good call. I want us both operating at peak in there.”

<We’re currently operating at seventy-eight percent. We require rest and healing time to reach peak effectiveness.>

“And both of those require time, which is one thing we don’t have.” While we weren’t getting the number of resistance members we were counting on to free Nolan, Kynan and Talon were going with us, and Andra would be handling comms and tech support. If luck was on our side, it would be enough.

I was a little surprised that Kynan was keeping his word about going with me to save Nolan. Then again, would he if that data core he desperately needed for his own plans was in a different data center? I wasn’t going to look a gift horse in the eye… or however that old saying went that Grandmother used to say.
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“I’m backing up to the delivery entrance now,” Talon announced through the team comm channel in my ear.

Kynan and I sat in the back of Talon’s food delivery truck for the second time that day. Only this time, we wore fresh enforcer uniforms and had recharged blasters and stun sticks, along with a variety of other tools and weapons. The Nutriva Systems Transport AV seemed like it could go anywhere without drawing notice… including right up to a data center. As it turned out, even data centers needed vending machines.

“I’ve taken control of the security system and have control of the camera feeds. The guards will see you enter and deliver the food directly to the lounge.” Byte’s voice came through everyone’s earbuds. It’d taken the amp a fraction of a second to tap into the team comm channel, though I noticed it sounded slightly different than usual. Its voice had more of a computerized sound rather than the natural sound it spoke inside my head, but it was close enough.

“Thanks, Byte—I’m in. I’m uploading the code to put the drones into maintenance mode—that’ll keep them offline for sixty minutes. If the guards notice, they’ll just think the drones are going through an unscheduled update,” Andra said through the comm.

“That means the clock starts now,” Kynan said, coming to his feet in the dimly lit cargo space.

“On my way,” Talon said through our earpieces. The door slid open a few seconds later. Behind Talon was an indoor delivery dock. “Wakey wakey, let’s go takey,” he said, grinning, wearing a white Nutriva Systems Transport uniform.

I followed Kynan out of the truck, and the three of us hustled across the dock, with Talon rolling a cart stacked with boxes of food. Kynan glanced at me. “Lead the way.”

Byte displayed the HUD map to the data center’s small lounge that was a straight shot from the docking bay so that deliveries could be made easily, but we were taking a detour to the data store we needed to access. Like the other data center, this one was a labyrinth of hallways and doors, which Byte hacked noticeably faster this time.

“I’m watching the camera feed. All I see is a delivery guy with an armed escort walking to the lounge. It’s looking good,” Andra said.

“We’re coming up to the data store,” I said, the dot flashing on my HUD just ten feet ahead.

Byte unlocked the door by the time we reached it, and Kynan and I hustled inside. Talon remained in the hallway with his cart.

I approached the computer desk and sat down. Byte flashed data across my eyes, and I pecked at the keyboard.

“Wow, you are slow,” Kynan said.

“I skipped keyboarding in college,” I replied dryly.

“Guys, two of the guards are standing,” Andra reported. “Hurry up.”

“We’re just about there,” I said. The command screen displayed on the monitor and I stepped aside.

Kynan rushed to sit. He pulled out a black data stick and it clicked onto the outside of the computer. The screen blinked and then commands began auto-typing.

“The dipstick’s connected. I’m in and running,” Andra said.

“Two guards have decided to check on the delivery team. One is remaining at the guard station,” Byte reported.

“Just need two minutes,” Andra said. The screen filled with code. “All right, I’ve got a tether to download the data. Uploading the kill switch now.”

Kynan and I stood there. My nerves were amped, and I was half-tempted to twiddle my thumbs just to do something.

The screen displayed, Uploading Nullzilla Program. Below the text was a percentage that continued to increase every few seconds… 36%… 39%… 42%…

“The guards will reach the lounge in twenty-seven seconds,” Byte announced.

“We need more time,” I said.

“I’m going to the lounge,” Talon reported from the hallway. “I’ll make up something about my escort ditching me.”

“I can go, too,” I said. “Kynan doesn’t need me here anymore.”

“Be careful, both of you,” Kynan said.

“Now where’s the fun in that?” Talon said.

I had to jog to catch up with Talon, who was already halfway down the hallway. He was jogging, too, and was doing a better job than I could at keeping the cart from tipping.

I took the lead, and Byte unlocked the final door that brought us back to the main corridor. We made it inside the lounge just as Byte announced the guards were entering the space we’d been in a second earlier.

Talon tore open a box and started pulling out drinks, then setting them on the table.

“Byte, tell me you’re able to sync up the video,” I said.

“I’m syncing it as best I can. The false video showed Talon loading the cooler while you and Kynan stood around. They may notice that the cooler isn’t open,” Byte said.

Talon rushed to the cooler. “Spill a box on the floor,” he said while he ran his hand along the side and popped the cooler’s cover open.

I grabbed another box, tore off the top, and then dumped it out. The door opened before I could drop the box.

“What’s going on in here?” one of the guards asked. That they weren’t carrying blasters or stun sticks made me think they were more bored than anything, like the guards at the last data center.

“Juno here is clumsy,” I said. “I figured I’d help clean up or else be late getting off my shift.”

“Sorry,” Talon mumbled while he loaded the cooler, doing a decent impression of a lower-tier service worker.

The same guard spoke. “I get it. My first gig in security was monitoring the delivery guys. I swear, they’d go out of their way to mess with my schedule. It’s not like it’s our fault they gotta have security. I used to tell ’em to go talk to my boss. That shut ’em up right quick.” He chuckled to himself as if he thought it was funny.

“The kill switch is uploaded. It needs two full night cycles to activate. Kynan’s on his way to you now,” Andra announced.

“Yeah, well, we’ll be out of your hair in no time,” I said.

“Where’s the other one? I saw two of you come in,” the second guard said.

“Oh, Gary? He had to make a pitstop in the bathroom. He should be out any minute,” I replied.

Just then, Kynan entered, stepping around the pair. “What’d I miss?” he asked casually.

“We were just checking. This isn’t the usual delivery day, or guys, for that matter.” Suspicion crept into the first guard’s voice.

“That’s because the company changed all its routes. You know how it is, they got to be ‘efficient,’” Kynan said.

“Well, they should notify us of any changes. How’re we supposed to do our jobs?” the second guard asked.

“That ain’t my job,” Kynan said. “We’re busy enough the way it is. Updates should come from the schedulers.”

<We’re down to thirty-eight minutes.>

I started loading drinks into the box. “Well, if you don’t mind, I’d rather get off-shift on-time for once.”

“We’ll let you be. Will this be your new day and route?” the first guard asked.

“As far as we know,” Kynan replied. “They only give us our routes for one week ahead.”

“See you next week, then. What’s your names again?” the second guard asked.

“I’m Gary Thules. This is my partner, Will Hale. And the service guy is Juno something or other,” Kynan said, seeming to brush off Talon.

“Gary Thules, huh?” the first guard said. “I know a Gary Thules. He was also an enforcer, but he works the Ostros section, and he’s black—you’re white. What’s the coincidence?”

“Oh, shit,” Andra said.

“Crazy coincidence,” Kynan said.

The first guard motioned with his hand. “Your badges. Let me scan them.”

“Here’s mine,” Talon said, and he fired his blaster, taking down both guards with two shots.

“Let’s get to the lab and hopefully the third guard doesn’t decide to come check on his buddies before we leave,” Kynan said.

And then the third guy walked in. The old man’s eyes widened at the bodies on the floor and then at us. Talon fired, but not before the guard squeezed an alarm fob that he wore around his neck. Most didn’t wear the old fobs anymore, but he was an old guard. The alarms sounded.

“Well, there goes the easy approach,” Andra drawled.

“The alarms triggered a notification to the central security office. Reinforcements will be here in roughly twelve minutes,” Byte announced.

“Only twelve?” I asked.

“The nearest security station is only two miles from here,” Byte replied.

“Then we’d better move.” I took off running even before Byte displayed the HUD of the basement lab. I ran through the tunnels. At least we didn’t have to worry about drones this time around, but human enforcers would be worse. The three of us moved as fast as we could, but we had to slow down as we approached every door for Byte to unlock them.

“I’ll pull what I can before they find the dipstick and pull it, because they’ll definitely scour this data center to see what you guys were doing there,” Andra said.

We ran downstairs into the basement level and to a door that read Mainframe Room.

“It’s a lousy attempt at subterfuge. There are no mainframes stored in these data centers,” Kynan said.

Byte unlocked the door, and we entered. I nearly tripped over my feet. The floorplan was the same as the other lab except that all the rows of coolers stood open. I ran forward to the first row.

I nearly vomited when I came to the first cooler. A naked man was strapped to a gurney in a vertical position. His face had been cut away. Wires probed the bare flesh. Sections of his body lay skinned with wires, too. The most horrific part? He was awake, staring at me. “Byte, find me Nolan!”

“These computers have additional firewalls, but I’m working on it,” Byte said.

“Gods,” Talon said, a hand over his mouth. “What kind of monster could do this to another living being?”

“You said it: a monster,” Kynan said as he stoically walked the row with a hooded look.

I continued down the row as quickly as I could, searching for Nolan. Ten people on each side, all in various states of disfigurement. Some had more wires than others. One woman was fully cut in half with metal bars for legs. I stopped cold when I recognized her face.

Kynan stopped next to me. “I bet that’s Melene, Selene’s twin sister. What a pity.”

After seeing the first lab, I understood why Selene had betrayed us in Solace Station. I might’ve done the same to save Nolan. But seeing these people—these victims—I knew that the people behind these experiments would never, ever release someone who’d been here. They couldn’t allow their secrets to get out.

I forced myself to look away, rushing forward, only checking the male occupants.

“What the hell were they doing here?” Talon asked.

“It seems this lab is designed for merging flesh and technology. It’s a cyborg soldier project; we’ve arrived when the project is still underway. The body plates and armor were to arrive tomorrow,” Byte said.

I found Nolan in the third row. He was missing his left arm and parts of his torso. Nearly a third of his face had been cut away and replaced with metal “skin.” He was staring at me with his remaining eye, but it seemed like he was looking through me.

“Hold on, buddy, I’ll get you out of there.” I rushed to remove the gurney.

<Cal, you can’t save him.> Byte’s voice came directly in my mind.

Kynan put a hand on my shoulder. “Look at him. He’s on life support. That’s the only thing keeping him alive right now. If you disconnect him, he’s gone.”

“If there’s any consolation, the files indicate that all these volunteers are brain dead. That was their first step in the project to prevent any trouble. The doctors are maintaining these patients until they can install the amps they’re designing that would allow operators to operate them,” Byte said.

“But they can’t implant amps more than a few days after birth,” Kynan said. “When the amps weave their threads through a fully formed brain, it would kill the person.”

Talon rushed up. “The explosives are set.”

I snapped to face him, only to turn back to Nolan.

“We need to hurry. How much time do we have?” Kynan asked.

“Four minutes,” Andra said.

I grabbed Nolan’s hand. It was cold and hard like a corpse while mine was trembling and sweaty. He didn’t even blink; I squeezed my eyes shut. Fury tightened my chest. Whether Byte helped me or not, I couldn’t tell, but I felt an icy calm spread through me.

Then I abruptly unplugged his cables. The screen next to him flashed red, and his eye slowly closed. “One less barrel,” I said, and when Nolan didn’t respond, the silence was the loudest I’d ever experienced. I damn near sobbed.

“Time to go,” Talon said.

I turned my back on my best friend.

My body operated on autopilot as we ran through the hallway, upstairs, and toward the docking bay.

“Reinforcements have arrived. You cannot get to the truck. The side entrance is your nearest safe exit,” Byte said.

My HUD map changed, and we backtracked and ran to the side entrance. I felt numb, as if I was just a passenger, like Byte, in someone else’s body.

“Enforcers are attempting to block all entrances. You’re still approaching the safest exit, but there’s a security patrol inbound. You won’t escape before they arrive,” Byte said.

“And then there’s the problem of us not getting back to my truck,” Talon pointed out.

“I’m counting on Byte to help with that,” I said.

We burst out of the side entrance. The patrol vehicle screeched to a stop, and we pulled out our blasters. Talon took down an enforcer before he’d fully emerged. The second enforcer was getting out of the other side of the AV, and I couldn’t get a bead. Kynan went ahead and fired, and his shot hit the hood of the car.

“You really are a lousy shot,” I said.

The first enforcer rolled clumsily to his feet and ducked behind the vehicle’s door.

“Not good. They’re wearing body armor,” Talon said.

A second car pulled up, and more AVs were pulling around from the front side of the building.

“Damn it,” Kynan said.

What we needed to do was take out the enforcers here and steal their AV, but we couldn’t do that with them wearing armor. We couldn’t go forward… and going back into the data center would be suicide. Those crates of food were actually explosives, and there were crates sitting in the lounge, at the docks, and a couple of extra packs in the lab.

“Byte, what should we do?” I asked.

“The option with the highest probability of survival is to gain access to an AV. If you cannot, your next best option is to allow yourselves to be arrested, and Andra and I will hijack systems to regain our freedom,” it said.

“Unless they zap us again,” I said.

A half-dozen more patrol vehicles penned us in. Enforcers, using their vehicles as shields, aimed their blasters at us.

“Drop your weapons!” someone ordered.

When Talon dropped his blaster, Kynan and I followed suit.

Talon said, “By the way, you’ll want to cover your ears and duck in three… two…”

I dove to the ground just as it rumbled. Then a massive cacophony of explosions rent the air. The wall behind us gave a loud crack. I expected it to bury us, but by some miracle, it remained standing.

Talon recovered first. He grabbed his blaster, sprinted at the nearest AV, and managed to yank down one enforcer, shooting him at point-blank range. Kynan and I ran, but a few enforcers were recovering, and blaster shots pelted the ground before our feet, stopping us cold. Talon was in the process of climbing into the AV when another vehicle sped forward, slammed into the vehicle, and knocked Talon back several feet. He struggled to get back up. Kynan took a step to help him, but I held him back when I saw what itchy trigger fingers these guys seemed to have.

Three enforcers emerged from the AV that had smashed into our escape plan. I recognized two immediately—they were from the alley. They walked on either side of an enforcer in higher-tech, more form-fitting armor than I’d ever seen before, and I had a feeling I was looking at their boss, which meant he was Viktor Garris, the head of this planet’s security forces.

“Well, well, well, now this is an interesting trio,” Garris said as he sauntered toward us. “If it isn’t Kynan Kade, head of the TerraSoft-11 terrorist faction. You’ve been a very hard man to find. It’s nice to finally meet you.” Then he pulled out a blaster and shot Kynan through the forehead.

I jerked back, my mind taking a second to catch up with the reality.

“Kynan!” Andra gasped through the team channel, still watching through whatever exterior cameras were still functioning at the data center.

Talon whimpered before leaping at Garris. But Viktor Garris seemed to be expecting the move. He spun and sidestepped, and then in a blurring motion managed to send Talon into a spinning topple. Talon was an amazing fighter, and Garris had just made him look like an amateur. Talon managed to roll to his feet, but Garris struck him before he could get in a hit.

I couldn’t intervene because the two other enforcers—Donista and Mallon—sneered just before launching their own attack on me. Using the best fighting skills Byte had “programmed” into me, I evaded the freight train of Mallon and managed to get in a hit on Donista while narrowly keeping his stun stick from coming into contact with my stomach. Mallon came up behind me and wrapped his forearm around my neck. He was too tall to headbutt his face, so I shoved backward. He lost his footing and fell. As he hit the ground—and he cushioned my fall—he slackened his grip, and I rolled off him, slamming my elbow into his nose as I did.

Donista ran at me, his stun stick in hand. He raised it to swing, and at the last second, I ducked into him, grabbing his wrist holding the stick with one hand while tucking against him and then using my strength and leverage to throw him over me. He hit his head on the concrete, and his body fell lax.

Mallon was climbing to his feet, holding his nose with one hand. Blood poured from his nose, and tears ran down his cheeks. “You’ll pay for that,” he said in a muffled voice just before I leapt and kicked him in the nose as I ran by him to get to Garris.

Garris had Talon on the ground, and I caught a bit of his bragging. He pointed at his captive. “You, I’m keeping alive. I look forward to torturing Kade’s infamous Shadow for the trouble you’ve caused in the past.”

The enforcers surrounding us kept their blasters leveled on me, but no one fired. Maybe they were afraid of hitting their boss. I was just about to tackle Garris from behind when he spun around, actually laughing, and he threw what resembled a black blob at me. It hit me squarely in the face, and I felt EMPs hitting me. The goo kept the device stuck to my face, and I couldn’t see and could barely breathe. The agony was intense. Byte screamed in my head, but this EMP must’ve been dialed back because I stayed conscious. I must’ve fallen because my head hit the concrete hard—or someone hit me with a bat. But I didn’t recognize any pain other than the constant barrage of EMPs. I could feel my consciousness ebbing.

The onslaught stopped, but I’d lost my strength. I felt someone’s boot on my chest. “You’ve been a hassle. I look forward to seeing you on Roman’s operating table.” His next words were for someone else nearby, “Secure the prisoners and load the body. I want them all brought to my station.”

“Get ready to move,” Andra said through my earbud.

I don’t know what she had planned, but even the idea of moving seemed lightyears beyond my capability right then.

Someone shouted, then there were a lot of people yelling. The boot on my chest disappeared. Garris cursed, but his voice sounded farther away.

Someone grabbed me by the shirt collar and yanked. “Get moving, Cal,” said Talon’s slurred voice.

I heard blaster shots firing all around us. The shouting continued, but there were also screams now.

I pulled myself up, but not having the strength, sight, or even enough breath, made it nearly impossible to do more than only kind of, sort of help while Talon did most of the work. We trudged, almost falling down more than once, until I was shoved forward and fell onto a seat, then managed to drag my legs inside. I used what strength I had to rake at the black tar-like goo holding the EMP on my face, peeling off the smaller device that Garris had flung on me.

I tossed it outside before managing to close the door just as Talon entered the AV from the other side and collapsed on the seat next to me. Both his eyes were nearly swollen shut, his nose, mouth, and even his ears were bleeding, and he had a gash in his head. He cradled his right arm, which looked broken.

“Hang on, guys. I’ve got control of the car, thanks to Byte’s code it sent me just before Garris showed up. I’m getting you out of here,” Andra said.

The vehicle jolted forward, scraping against other AVs as we pulled away. I looked out the window to see drones—hundreds of them—shooting at the enforcers below. When Garris noticed us, he stood and began firing his blaster nonstop at the AV, but his blaster wasn’t powerful enough to take out the armored vehicle we were in.

Talon chuckled. “This is Garris’s personal car. He’s going to be pissed.” He sobered. “I’m going to kill that bastard.”
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Another damn upgrade. Byte didn’t even give me a chance to recuperate before initiating it. Ten minutes after we arrived at Andra’s, I got the dreaded ping. Byte promised the forced downtime wouldn’t hinder my recuperation.

I’d been using a wheelchair in Andra’s place ever since the data center operation. With Byte upgrading, I realized just how much it’d been dampening my pain. Because I felt every bruise now… and my body was one giant bruise. But Andra had some bionanites and gave me a single injection. I was healing fast but could’ve used a second injection.

At least I wasn’t in as rough of shape as Talon. Andra had said he would’ve died if she didn’t have a very expensive emergency kit on hand. Some of his injuries were pretty bad, including a ruptured spleen (I didn’t even know what a spleen was), but his most serious injury was losing Kynan… losing his heart. He was on Andra’s guest bed, refusing to talk to anyone—he wouldn’t even let me in the room. He let Andra in because she had to change his bandages and IVs; otherwise, he wouldn’t have let her in either. He was on his fifth injection of bionanites.

I couldn’t blame him for avoiding everyone. I was feeling like we’d been smashed against rock bottom. Softbiotics had taken everyone from me all because I had something they wanted. I used to blame my trouble on Byte, but if I did that, I also had to give it credit for meeting Lyra… and Softbiotics took any chance we might’ve had.

Andra tapped one of sixteen different video feeds displaying on one of her twelve large screens. All were from drone feeds she’d hacked. “See that?”

“See what?” I asked groggily.

“They’re hitting this same apartment building again. As of this morning, they’ve started to increase the number of raids. I think it’s because they know the resistance is out of the picture with Kynan gone.” Her eye twinged, and she went quiet.

People were disappearing, and there wasn’t a damned thing we could do about it. Hell, everything we did seemed to just speed up Softbiotics plans to provide human workers—and soldiers who didn’t need to be paid could be made to do anything, and were completely expendable. I wondered how many other corporations were trying something similar. Softbiotics had never been the first to do anything, but it had perfected mass production of cruelty.

The news feeds showed low-towners rioting as the reason for the raids, but the opposite was true. Ninety-nine percent of the population continued to work every day and then hid at home. We were convinced the small group of rioters the news drones filmed were hijacked high-towners. There hadn’t been any riots since the data center. Either the kill switch worked, or the enforcers didn’t need an excuse anymore.

My energy came back at the same time my pain dialed back to almost nothing. I sucked in a breath of relief.

Andra eyed me with concern. “Are you okay?”

“Byte’s back.”

“Good,” she said. “It can help me sift through all this data I’m downloading.” She stood, grabbed her empty glass, and then exited her cage and headed to the kitchen.

<Biological organisms are surprisingly complex.>

“Compared to drones? Sure, I guess,” I said.

<I upgraded the pain management protocols. However, I couldn’t design anything to dampen your emotional pain without impacting your ability to function.>

“I could’ve told you that. If there was an easy, healthy way to take away the hurt, humans would’ve figured it out a long time ago.”

<I decided to develop a theory for emotional support and attachment instead.>

“And what’s that?”

Suddenly, Lyra stood before me, leaning against the Faraday cage. She looked real in every way, with a hint of an aura around her. My heart panged upon seeing her again. I stood and took a step toward her. Then she spoke. <What do you think?>

I stopped cold. It was her voice with Byte’s too-perfect inflection. “How’re you doing this?”

<The avatar is created much like the heads-up display in your eyes, and her voice is simply a different sound sequence. I developed the ability to display an avatar so that you may anthropomorphize me rather than consider me simply as the voice in your head. Do you approve of this avatar? I detect elevated heart rate. I can try something else if you’d like.> Lyra morphed into Nolan.

I cringed. “No, God, no. Stop.” Even though this was a healthy Nolan—how he used to look—all I could see was the Nolan from the lab.

The avatar became Lyra again. <Do you prefer this avatar? I can also make a generic one.> She became a pretty woman with long, dark hair. <I can be whatever you want.> The woman’s voice was overly sensual.

I cringed. “Geez, Byte, I don’t want a sex bot skulking around inside my head. That’s creepy.” Even though Lyra had died in my arms, this avatar didn’t remind me of that moment. Instead, it brought back the other times, times I didn’t want to forget. Byte wasn’t replacing Lyra, not by any means. The avatar before me lacked her spirit, her essence. While it looked and sounded like her, it was obvious she was an imitation. But seeing her did bring an odd comfort. It reminded me of how Grandmother used to stare at the picture of her husband. I sat back down. “I’m okay with you looking like Lyra.”

Lyra stood before me. <Okay, Cal. I’m glad that I can help ease your pain, and I believe this form will aid in our communications. Using an avatar requires minimal additional energy—you won’t notice any impact on your required caloric intake.>

“That’s good to hear.”

“What’s good to hear?” Andra asked, coming back into the room with a tray containing a stack of four sandwiches and two glasses of water.

“Byte’s latest upgrade isn’t going to add to my daily hunger.” My stomach growled when I smelled the smoked tuna.

“Good, because I can’t afford to keep feeding you.” She set the tray on my lap, and took a single sandwich and drink for herself. She took a bite and, while chewing, said, “Byte, how do you feel about processing some data?”

The speakers in Andra’s computer cage said in Lyra’s voice, “I’d be happy to help.” I could still see Lyra’s avatar as she spoke.

Andra’s brows shot up. “That voice is new.”

“You know Byte. She’s always upgrading,” I said, digging into my three sandwiches.

Andra headed into her cage. “All right, Byte. Let’s get to work. First up, we want to figure out why the enforcers have been rounding up so many people. Next up, I want to know exactly where those people are being taken and how we can get them back. That ought to keep us busy for a while.”

“I’ve finished processing the first terabyte of data, and I can address your first query,” Byte said. “The people are needed as inputs as part of a business expansion plan for Softbiotics to rent amped armies for corporate wars. Softbiotics is expanding its amplification technology product line to include ‘leashed’ soldiers with military-grade amps. This is in addition to adding amps to ships and weaponry to link all systems to operators based out of a Softbiotics control center. The ‘security personnel’ would be permanently under the control of their operators. Whereas amps are implanted at the base of the skull with wire threads winding through a newborn’s brain, these soldiers would have their amps permanently hardwired throughout their motor cortex. Installed at adulthood, they would essentially be brain-dead. And, since most residents of Dreswick are not listed in the corporate registry, they legally don’t exist and thus, most anti-cruelty laws don’t apply.”

“My gods,” Andra said. “They’d be like the high-towners who were used like soldiers in Dreswick.”

“Much like that, but those high-towners had their amps hijacked via a control module. These soldiers’ amps would be purely an interface for an operator to control each soldier,” Byte said.

“I always knew the corporations were heartless, but this is… evil,” I said.

“Yes,” Byte agreed. “It seems that Softbiotics is quite serious about merging amplification technology with the human services industry. And I’m not talking about services for humans; I’m talking about a new form of slavery. They bumped up their acquisition phase when they discovered the resistance had Dr. Katz’s prototype amp that could be implanted in an adult without damaging the brain. They want the design to implant because they would prefer their slaves to not be brain-dead from a purely convenience standpoint. For example, if a company didn’t pay their bill, Softbiotics could release their soldiers and let humans do what humans do best: cause chaos.”

I heard movement from the hallway and glanced over to see Talon limp out. His arm was still in a sling, and bruises covered most of his skin. But the swelling had gone down.

Andra scrutinized him. “You need another injection.”

“Save it for someone who will really need it,” Talon said.

“Good to see you out of bed.” I stood and gestured to my wheelchair, and he took a seat, relief evident in his features.

I spoke softly to Talon then. “Listen, the past day was rough on us. I lost a good friend, and I know how important Kynan was to you.”

His features were tight and he looked up at me, eyes narrowing. “You’ve still got some plastic tar on your face. Acetone should take it off. I’ve used it in sticky bombs before, and that tar’s the same stuff.”

“Okay.” He wanted that conversation buried. Couldn’t say I blamed him. Even thinking about my buddy right now was damn near crippling.

“I heard what the computer was saying,” Talon said.

“Byte. My amp’s plugged into Andra’s machines,” I clarified.

“I heard what Byte said,” Talon said. “We need to round up the resistance and keep Softbiotics from winning the Evil Corporation of the Century award.”

Andra guffawed. “Resistance? What resistance? It’s the three of us, and that’s it. Without Kynan at the helm, people are in hiding. The factions—those that haven’t been wiped out by enforcers—have collapsed. There’s no one left.”

“No one?” Talon asked.

“Well, hardly anyone,” she said.

I thought for a moment before saying, “Hardly anyone is better than no one. And I’m with Talon. Even if it’s just the three of us, we have to free all those people that were taken, and we need to make sure Softbiotics can’t do this again, at least not here.”

“You guys are nuts,” Andra said. “We’d been planning the takedown for years, and that was going to use all the factions working together. The three of us can’t do shit against a corporation the size of Softbiotics.”

“We can at least try. I can’t live with myself if I don’t try to keep anyone else from ending up like Nolan.” Or Grandmother… or Lyra.

“We hit them. It’s what Kynan would’ve wanted,” Talon said.

“I can assist in tracking down resistance members,” Byte said through the computer speakers.

Andra considered us and then shrugged. “Yeah, okay, but what can we do?”

I thought about what Byte had managed to do already, and I rubbed my hands together as the barest threads of a plan began to weave together. “If we can get to their primary computer room in Softbiotics Tower, I can take them down.”
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Andra spun in her desk chair to face us. “Eleven. That’s the army we’ve got for you.”

“Eleven?’ I asked. “Is that including the three of us?”

She laughed. “Does it matter? And no, it doesn’t.”

“Fourteen. That’s more than I thought we’d have,” Talon said, seeming genuinely surprised.

Byte spoke through the speakers with her avatar of Lyra standing, her hand resting on the back of Andra’s chair. “There are more confirmed resistance members available, but these eleven are ones we can trust. This operation is already so high-risk, if it’s discovered by Viktor Garris, our probability of success drops to essentially zero percent.”

“And what’s the probability if we aren’t discovered?” I asked.

“You don’t want to know,” Byte said.

“We know what we’ve got to work with at least,” Talon said.

“I’m currently running scenarios against five plan variations. The plan we’re developing builds upon Kynan Kade’s original plan, which is no longer viable due to lack of resources. We should have the variations narrowed down within the hour,” Byte said.

The computer beeped loudly, and Andra spun back in her chair. “It’s time.”

She switched all screens to larger video feeds. She pointed at the screens. They were all of the market. It was lunch time, but the market was only half full. “This is the one spot in Dreswick where we know there are still zombies—people with hijacked amps. Nullzilla activates in five… four… three… two… one.”

Simultaneously, about one out of every twenty people shuddered. Then they continued on with their business.

Andra hit her keyboard. “Crap!” Glumly, she turned back to us. “It appears Nullzilla should be called Dullzilla because it didn’t do anything.” She sighed. “Back to the drawing board.” She cursed again.

Byte then said, “The mission parameters are based on the assumption that the kill switch was successful. That lowers our chance for success. It will take me several more hours to rerun mission scenarios.”

“I’ll be happy if you can get us something that gives us a fifty-fifty chance,” Talon said.

Byte actually laughed for the first time. “Talon, we’ll never have that high of a chance. The best-case scenarios I’ve run so far give us a thirty-four percent chance of success.”

I shrugged. “I’ve handled worse odds.”

“That success rate included Nullzilla’s successful deployment. The best-case scenario is now seventeen percent.”

I wrinkled my nose. Seventeen percent was lousy even by my standards.

“Seeing that Andra’s Nullzilla program had some impact, I have an idea. I am analyzing the code now. Please be patient,” Byte said.

We sat there, glancing randomly at one another, though I watched Byte mostly. She was sitting on the edge of the desk, typing away on her own imaginary keyboard.

At least a minute passed before Byte looked up at me and smiled. “I believe the kill switch required only a few changes. Andra, I’ve sent the code for you to review. I believe we should test the changes prior to leaving on the mission.”

Andra leaned closer to the screen as she started scrolling through the code. “How do we even test Nullzilla 2.0? It’s too dangerous to attempt to hit another data center.”

“I can wirelessly transmit it if I am within range—say, ten feet—of a hijacked amp,” Byte said.

I cracked my knuckles. “Good thing we know exactly where to find one.”
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Talon and I headed to Dreswick’s fish market. We’d each relented and taken another dose of bionanites. Those, coupled with an extra day of rest, had eased our injuries, so we could move with manageable levels of pain. We walked rather than drove so as to not draw attention, and we wore Dreswick disguises: beards and glasses that made our eyes look like someone else’s on camera feeds. Beards were common in Dreswick. I never kept one because it’d hold onto splatters of battery acid, making the acid harder to wash off, thus making the burns linger even longer. As for the glasses, Andra had gotten ahold of the high-tech lenses, stuck them in old frames, and—according to her—they had been used hundreds of times. They were weird—whenever I looked at Talon, I saw him, but he had someone else’s eyes.

We carried small blasters but hoped we wouldn’t need them, because that would mean our covers were blown, and we had a fight on our hands. It was a two-mile walk from Andra’s place to the market, and the heat made my face itch when I started to sweat under the beard. We planned our excursion to hit the market at the supper hour so we could get lost in the crowd.

Dreswick wasn’t exactly a big place—there were maybe ten thousand of us down here. Heck, even though I was an orphan, I’d probably crossed paths with my biological parents in the streets dozens of times throughout my life and never had a clue. Grandmother had said my mother was likely a whore and my father was probably a sucker factory worker; except she worded it a lot nicer. There weren’t many career choices for a guy with my bloodline.

“You know, aside from the heat and the pollution, it’s not so bad here,” Talon said.

“You were born in Aberdeen. If you’d been born here, you wouldn’t even notice it,” I said.

“Maybe, probably. But Aberdeen isn’t so great. They’re still running the terraformers there monthly, which causes these torrential downpours and flash floods. The gutters fill so fast that entire cars can be washed away.”

I frowned, not remembering that. “News never shows that.”

“Not the news down here,” he said. “The news is completely different depending on where you live,” he said. “But yeah, those rains are what raises the river levels so high at times.”

“I always assumed all that water came from the mountains farther north,” I said.

He shook his head. “Those mountains are drier than an enforcer’s hooch. Heck, the moons have more water than the mountains.”

When he mentioned the moons, it brought back a memory. “You mentioned to Kynan about another mission on the moon. What was that?”

He eyed me before answering. “Guess it doesn’t matter now. Since I’ve got Lu, I’m his voice to the other resistance groups—the ones outside this system. You’d be surprised how many are out there. Once a year, several of us meet at Starhaven Station—that’s a space station in the Tau Virelli system.”

“And you said you weren’t in the resistance. Sounds like you’re neck-deep,” I said.

“I don’t believe in it like Kynan did. To me, it’s a job, and it’s been pretty lucrative being a courier. Guess I need to find myself a new gig.” He chuckled dryly. “That’s assuming we’ve got a snowball’s chance in hell surviving the big mission.”

We turned the corner and both clamped our mouths shut. Before us, the fish market loomed bright and busy. My body tensed, and I tried to force my muscles to relax as we strolled across the street and to the market’s main entrance. It was bustling inside, with workers from all the factories and plants on their lunch breaks. I recognized a few from Powerworks, as well as several regulars who got off work the same time as Nolan and I and also ate at the market.

We strolled down a center row, looking like we were trying to decide where to eat.

<There’s a hijacked amp, up ahead and forty feet on your right. She’s at the ramen bar.>

Byte appeared before me, pointing at the woman.

“Got one,” I said quietly. “Woman in green at the ramen bar.”

“I see her.”

We headed that direction.

“Cal! Hey, Cal!”

Without thinking, I turned to see Miho at his counter, waving me over. “I thought you’d gone and gotten yourself disappeared!” he said. When I stiffened, not moving, he frowned in confusion, then in disappointment. “Oh, sorry, thought you was someone else. You know what they say: everyone’s got a twin out there.”

I tilted my head rather than say anything since my voice was still Cal’s, and I didn’t need to cast doubt. It hurt not letting Miho see that I was still alive. His food was never the best, but it was cheap and didn’t give me food poisoning. I’d been eating at his dump for as long as I could remember. When I was just a punk kid, he’d give me a rock-hard toffee bite. He once told me he’d been orphaned when his father was killed in a grease fire, and he had to take over the family’s food stand when he was just fourteen. Times had been rough, and that Grandmother—the one before mine—had shown kindness to him, eating there even though he could tell she didn’t like what he made.

I kept walking. I hoped to be able to talk to Miho again, but it was probably for the best that I didn’t. People around me didn’t seem to fare well.

“She’s leaving,” Talon whispered.

“Damn it.” The plan was to sit at the table within range of her local signal. Now, we’d have to do it while following her, which could make us look obvious if it took Byte very long. “Byte, can you take control of her control chip—get her to take a seat somewhere?”

<Taking control of a biological host without their permission is against my nature.>

“Of course it is,” I muttered.

Talon was watching me, and I gave him a small shake of my head.

At least the woman was walking at a slow pace, which made us tailing her not so obvious. She was likely programmed to patrol the market, searching for any resistance members.

We slowly closed the distance. Twenty feet. Fifteen feet. Ten feet. I was getting nervous.

At eight feet, Byte spoke. <I have split her signal from all the network noise. I’m patching in the Nullzilla 2.0 code now.>

The woman jerked to a stop, seizing as if she were epileptic, then was calm. She looked from side to side, at her hands, then around the market. Terror made her eyes wide. “It’s real. It’s real.” Then she screamed the most bloodcurdling scream I’d ever heard.
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We hurried back to Andra’s apartment to find it filled with people.

She was waiting at the door for us. “Well?”

“Nullzilla 2.0 works,” I said.

She raised a closed fist. “Yes! It’s nice when things go right for us for a change. I tethered all five AVs to the same system for Byte, and I’ve confirmed there are no tracking tags on the black AV, so our transportation is ready.”

“Good,” I said.

“But once drones lock on, there’s nothing we can do,” she added.

“Of course,” I said.

“What’s up with the tea party?” Talon asked.

Andra glanced at the group milling around. “Oh, this is our army.”

“All eleven, huh,” I said.

She smiled and nodded, then began pointing out our new team members. “This is Tommy, Susita, Dale, and Nina, all from the Crawl; and this is Haig, Vera, Jess, Mitch, and Woni from Dreswick’s west side; and this is Ron and Frankie from the terraforming plant out of town. Everyone, this is Talon and Cal. I have them briefed on the plan already. They’re in.”

Some waved or gestured, others muttered a greeting. They ranged in ages from late teens to early fifties, and hopefully they were all up for the most dangerous mission of their lives. But I was never going to remember their names. I recognized a few of the faces from the west side—that was the area of my apartment, so I was sure we’d been on the sidewalks at the same time more than once.

“Really?” Talon seemed surprised. “Because if I was just coming in and you told me the mission, I’d turn around and run the opposite way as fast as I could.”

“We see what’s happening out there,” Woni (I think) said. “We know that if we don’t do anything, the enforcers are going to clear out every last low-towner, and I’m not going to let them do that if I can prevent it.”

“Besides, in the last week, our friends and families have disappeared. Key mentioned that the plan includes freeing them. If we can get any of them back, we sure as hell will,” Mitch said.

“It won’t be easy,” Andra said. “But if we can get Cal to Softbiotics’ computer core, we’ll not only be able to identify where they’re holding everyone, but we’ll also be able to knock their systems offline for good.”

“We’ll get you to the computer core; you get us our families back,” Susita said.

Talon raised a brow at Andra. “Are you sure you told them the full plan? Because it’s not an easy plan; it’s damn near impossible.”

“The plan’s simple,” Haig said. “We go in at midnight to cut down the number of guards. We enter Softbiotics HQ dressed like enforcers, false credentials in hand, courtesy of Key. And we’ll go under the guise of running a drill. Key and you”—he pointed to me—“hack the building’s security. We’re all the muscle to fend off any enforcers or drones that try to keep us from reaching the top floor. We get you to the top, and you hack their central computer, find out where they’re keeping everyone, and then blow the computer, which will cripple Softbiotics for a good, long time. Sound about right?”

“You’re missing the part where Cal connects me to their comm system, and I broadcast the company’s dirty little secrets.” Andra smiled. “That’ll hit the stockholders the hardest.”

“Like I said, as plans go, it’s simple,” Haig said. “But the devil’s in the details, and it sounds like the devil’s coming along with us on this one.”

An alarm sounded from Andra’s computer cage, and she rushed to her computer. “It’s okay. It’s a proximity alert. It looks like three security patrols have entered the block, but they’re pulling up at the apartment building across the street from this one. It hasn’t been raided yet.”

“Neither has this one,” Talon pointed out.

Andra’s jaw tightened. “I’ve been tracking their schedule. At the rate they’ve been moving, they’ll hit this building this time tomorrow.”

I swallowed back the surge of anxiety. “That means we don’t have any more time. We need to move tonight.”
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“Viktor!” Roman Voss came storming into Viktor Garris’s office.

Viktor took a calming breath before looking up from his screen. “Yes?” he asked as if he were speaking to a petulant child.

Roman annoyed him more than ever today. Viktor had been preoccupied with searching for the rebels who stole his personal car—his most prized possession. Minutes spent with Roman was time the rebels could use to slip farther away.

“One of my tethers was just cut,” Roman said.

Viktor frowned. “So? They were probably killed in a mugging. Dreswick isn’t exactly known for its safety.”

“She wasn’t killed. Her amp just returned to normal online status.” Roman was furious, his fists clenched.

“Normal? You mean the control chip failed?” Viktor asked.

“The control chip won’t fail! They were designed with an eight sigma success rate.” He wagged his finger. “I know what it was—it was the resistance using Dr. Katz’s amp… the one you let slip away.”

Viktor clenched his jaw. He’d been busy shooting down twenty security drones trying to kill him at the time. “And how would they have done that exactly?”

Roman waved his hands. “I don’t know! It was just the one, so they must’ve developed a device along the line of the EMPs I designed for you.”

“So they had to be there in person,” Viktor said. “Where was this?”

“I don’t know. Here, I’ll send you her geo-tag history.” He blinked a couple of times as he spoke to his amp, and then the data appeared on Viktor’s screen. “I need you to make sure they can’t make more of these devices. If the board saw that our tether technology could be hacked, they’ll want someone’s head.”

Your head, Viktor thought, and he activated his own amp to analyze threats. The geo-tag placed the event in the center of the fish market. In drone surveillance feed of the market, his amp put halos over all potential threats. He tapped the screen to pause the video and then he zoomed in on a pair of men keeping pace behind her. When she screamed, everyone in the area was startled… except them. He twisted the feed. He couldn’t get an identification on either, which wasn’t uncommon in Dreswick. But ignoring their faces, he recognized their forms and the way they moved.

He leaned back and steepled his fingers. “I’ll personally follow the trail and see it through to the end. I will destroy the remnants of the so-called resistance and that prototype. No more sending me in with one hand tied behind my back. If you want the resistance headache gone forever, then I need carte blanche. The prototype amp, and any other resource of theirs, will be destroyed with prejudice. Do you understand me?”

Roman wanted the amp more than anything, but Viktor was about to learn if Roman wanted it more than his job. Finally, Roman scrunched his features and blurted, “Fine. You’ve got my signature on whatever you do.”

Viktor grinned and clapped his hands together. “It’s about time. It’s what you should’ve done from the beginning.”
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We were eating supper before getting ready for the mission when Andra’s alarms sounded.

“They’re raiding this building!” she yelled and shot Talon and me a look filled with fear. “They must’ve tracked you through the drone feeds because it looks like they brought everything they’ve got.”

“Great,” I muttered.

“Time to move, people,” Talon said, checking both blasters in his belt.

“They’re early!”

I couldn’t tell who yelled that last bit—I was too busy fastening my own belt and holstering my blaster and stun stick.

“They have brought twelve patrol cars and four vans, and all drones in Dreswick are being redirected to this block,” Byte said through Andra’s computer speakers.

“Sounds like they’re planning on making a lot of arrests with that many vans,” Nina said. “I’d rather not be one of them.” She’d been wearing her weapons since I met her and stood, waiting at the door. “Is this the only way in or out?”

She nodded. “Unfortunately. That’s why it’s my backup place.”

“What’s the plan?” Dale asked.

“Same as before, the timetable’s bumped up,” Talon said as he rushed to the door. “We head to the garage.”

“It appears the vans aren’t empty,” Byte said. “They’re unloading, uh, residents.”

“What are you talking about?” I asked.

Andra’s computer screens displayed video feeds of the scene outside. Emerging from the vans were pale-skinned crawlers with metal devices glued to their heads. Many still had blood trickling down from where the implements had been attached. Wires protruded from each device and plugged into various parts of the person’s head, with blood trickling from each of those insertion points. Their eyes looked dull, and they moved in unison.

“Cripes, they’ve already started turning them,” I said

“Those aren’t amps,” Woni said.

“It looks like they decided to go with a backup plan,” Mitch said.

“Or it’s a prototype control chip until they can figure out how to do it in their amps,” Andra said. “The good thing is that they probably don’t have any enhancements—those devices maybe just control them.”

“Probably? Maybe?” Woni countered. “That doesn’t exactly sound reassuring.”

“Hopefully,” Andra clarified.

“All that matters is that they’re trouble for us.” Talon opened the door. “We go now.”

“But we need to grab our uniforms,” Woni said.

“No time,” he said and left.

Andra tapped something into her computer and then all the screens turned into a countdown timer. I’d seen that exact counter before in Kynan Kade’s offices, and I didn’t want to be anywhere near this place when it blew. Then she grabbed a data stick and held it up. “I’m ready.”

I ran into the hallway and joined Talon’s side. Andra pulled the fire alarm—a common practice to alert the residents of fires… and raids.

One resident peeked through a partially opened door. “What’s going on?”

“Raid!” Andra called out. She had cameras and alarms—none of the other residents would have that, and they’d be caught unaware unless their window opened to the street. That was the thing about raids. The enforcers came in quiet to give their prey less chance to escape.

The rest of our group had made it into the hall, and Andra pulled her door shut, then locked it behind her. We ran to the stairwell, which quickly filled with other residents—those who were choosing to run rather than hide. The hallways were too congested, but the same congestion that could slow our departure would also help conceal our escape.

The stairs were wide enough that three people, shoulder to shoulder, could take them. Most buildings in Dreswick didn’t have elevators, and this building was no exception. The stairs had been built to make moving easier, or in this case, escaping.

The downside with living on a higher floor was that there were only two sets of stairs in the building, and only one set led down to the underground garage which was primarily used for access to all the building’s utilities. It had a ramp so that utility vehicles could enter and exit. So, even though it was called a garage, it really wasn’t one since only about twenty percent of Dreswick residents had vehicles.

Someone screamed in the stairwell several floors below, and the sounds of attack erupted.

We all paused momentarily.

“Byte, give me some eyes,” I said.

<They’re not using drones inside, and I’m out of range to connect to any amps.>

Drones were always sent in first during raids. That they weren’t this time meant that the enforcers knew we were able to hack their feeds, and they wanted us blind.

I glanced at Talon and Andra, and shook my head.

“Guess that means we’re not getting out squeaky clean.” Talon unholstered his blasters, and we all did the same. It wasn’t that he was our leader—our group of leftovers didn’t have one of those—it was that he’d been through a lot more fights than all of us put together, and it showed. If his instinct steered him to do something, I was sure as hell going to trust it.

We continued down the stairs to escape. We made it down another flight when we started coming against residents running up the stairs.

“That can’t be good,” I heard Talon say, but he didn’t slow.

I was impressed he kept the lead. For being someone not believing in the cause, he sure put his life on the line a lot for it. Then again, I wasn’t much of a believer myself. I was here for retribution, plain and simple… and I was damned well going to make sure no one else’s buddy or mother suffered like mine had at the hands of bullies, regardless of whether they wore an enforcer’s uniform or a lab coat.

By the time we reached the next lower level, we came up against trouble. I’d expected enforcers, but evidently, they’d decided to let their new slaves handle the first wave of the assault and do the dirty work for them. Several corrupted crawlers had entered the stairwell at the ground level. Two men had managed to close the door and were holding it against more trying to break through. Behind them, the “hijacked” were swinging stun sticks at them, trying to hit them, but the guys’ buddies were fending them off with metal pipes.

The tip of a stun stick came into contact with a pipe, and the man holding it suddenly went rigid as he was electrocuted. Talon didn’t hesitate. He fired and hit the hijacked one in the head since they were all wearing body armor. I hesitated for only a split-second before firing and taking out the nearest hijacked man to us. With three left in the stairwell, Talon fired two more shots, and I fired one to clear the space. The men who’d been fighting helped their friends holding the door, but it was already opening inch by inch.

We didn’t wait. We continued down to the basement level. Behind us, the door opened, and screams and shouts followed. I had thought that we’d be in the clear once we got past the ground level. I was wrong. Dozens of hijacked were sprinting down the ramp toward us, cutting us off from our five AVs parked along the far wall.

Members of our group began shooting, but shots deflected off their body armor. Only one fell in the first wave. I tried for head shots, but it was too hard when we were still running. By then, they’d fully blocked us off from our escape route. We couldn’t run outside where enforcers with blasters and armed drones waited. And the stairs would only trap us. That left taking on this group with the only way possible—we had to shoot them all in the head.

Bile rose as I stopped to steady my aim. They rushed us, and I began firing, one shot to one head at a time. Talon did the same. The others did to some extent, though several were burning their blaster charges by shooting at center mass. A few weren’t firing, and I couldn’t blame them. For every shot I took, their face became a ghost in my mind.

At least this group was all adults, but I was killing men and women alike. I took out nine by the time they reached us. I fired until one closed in too tight with his stun stick, and I had to lower my blaster to deflect the charge with my other arm. Once I did, I raised my blaster and fired upward under his jaw.

He collapsed immediately, never showing any sign of shock or pain, and I hoped—prayed—that they were already brain-dead because I wasn’t sure I could ever get over killing innocents if there was a way to save these poor souls.

I took out three more in close range before my blaster gave four beeps in quick succession indicating the battery had been depleted. I dropped the weapon and pulled out my stun stick. As I did, another hijacked rushed me. I grabbed her stick to keep the tip from connecting with my chest, and I pressed mine to her stomach. Her body went rigid, but when I pulled away, she came at me, unfazed.

With no blaster and the stun stick relatively worthless in this type of fight, I grabbed the one weapon I really didn’t want to have to use—a knife. Using the skills Byte had given me, I tore through the hijacked, tearing their throats and stabbing in their sides where the armor didn’t cover.

Andra had been right about these hijacked not having enhancements—they were being controlled, but none had fighting skills that gave them a chance. I didn’t pay attention to my group—I had to assume they were holding their own—as I was busy trying not to get killed. The numbers were dwindling, but these people never surrendered. More were coming down the ramp, and we only had about twenty seconds before they reached us.

I moved as fast as I could, finding a rhythm that made the fight feel more like a bloody dance than a massacre. But I faltered just before killing one thin, older man.

“Jacob?” I asked, panting.

He showed no recognition. He raised his stun stick, and I clenched my jaw as I reached forward and cut his throat. Like the others, he didn’t press a hand to stanch the bleeding. Instead, he just continued forward until blood loss caused him to fall. I grabbed him before he hit the ground and set the graffiti artist gently down.

I noticed Andra not far away, holding a stun stick against the neck of a hijacked man. And I rolled Jacob onto his stomach so she wouldn’t see him. With the current wave down, I started toward the AVs, where the rest of our group was convening. Woni lay on the ground nearby, electrocuted. I picked up her blaster and ran.

Behind the hijacked running toward us were enforcers, and they were raising their blasters.

“Get in!” Talon said.

“Where’s Woni?” Mitch asked.

“She’s not coming,” I said.

Mitch paled, and I suspected they had been close.

We climbed into the five AVs.

The first blaster shot deflected off the nondescript tan sedan that Andra, Talon, Vera, and I had climbed into.

“Byte, tell me you’ve got control!” I rushed out.

“Yes, I am driving all five vehicles. Fasten your seatbelts. It’ll be a bumpy ride,” Byte announced through the AV’s speakers.

I did, and I assumed she was talking to the rest of the group in the other cars. The sleek black AV—Viktor Garris’s car—was our pilot car. It had a reinforced hull that would ram through things the other vehicles could not. We were second behind it, with the other three cars falling in line behind us.

We ran over bodies, tossing us around as Byte was speeding. The hijacked in front of us didn’t get out of the way, but the enforcers did. The black car plowed through the hijacked, and I wanted to turn away. As we sped up the ramp, we burst out of the garage with enough speed that the AVs were airborne for several feet before hitting the pavement with hard screeches. Drones fired from above and enforcers shot at us from ground level. Byte weaved around the parked patrol vehicles and vans before accelerating on the straight street.

Behind us, enforcers ran to get into their AVs. Above us, drones kept up, firing. Their blasters were designed for humans, not vehicles, so their lasers didn’t penetrate the vehicle’s hull. We were yanked around as Byte took corners so tight that I swore we’d flip over. But she knew the exact characteristics of every vehicle, and as soon as we reached the AVway—the only road that connected Dreswick and Aberdeen—Byte accelerated the cars to their maximum speeds, and the drones fell behind. The enforcers would follow, but they would be no faster.

We all seemed to take a collective breath.

“Well, wasn’t that fun,” Talon said dryly, then added, “Andra, I’m adding hazard-pay onto my rate.”

“Just keep us alive, and I’ll give you whatever you want,” she said.

Byte then announced, “The highway is clear aside from the usual commercial transportation. However, it’s safe to assume the enforcers will be waiting for us at the entrance to Aberdeen as there are no turn-offs on this route.”

Andra pulled out tech glasses from her backpack. “You get us through whatever blockade they’ve got, and I’ll find us a place where we can park and hide.”

“The pilot car is not reinforced enough to handle a blockade,” Byte said.

I thought of the blockade we were heading towards, then it hit me. “Hey, Byte, ask Ron and Frankie if they brought their explosives with them. I’ve got an idea.”
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When we got within ten miles of Aberdeen’s AVway exit, we could see the lights of the drones monitoring us from above. At three miles, Aberdeen’s tall buildings loomed larger. At one mile, the bright lights of the enforcers became obvious. Byte was slowing the cars, but we were still going fast enough that if the plan didn’t work, we’d be bugs on that barricade’s windshield. The roadblock wasn’t in place yet—they allowed two food transport AVs through and then a mesh gate began to close.

We’d never make it through before the gate closed, and we weren’t trying to. We’d loaded the pilot car with every explosive Ron and Frankie had. We didn’t even have to stop to place the explosives—Byte had slowed down enough so the two cars could drive, side by side, while Ron and Frankie placed their bags gently onto the seats of the pilot car. They activated a motion grenade and dropped it into a cupholder. Byte crunched the numbers and seemed to think it would be enough. The rest of us were keeping our fingers crossed.

If we got through the barricade, the next step was to get to a parking ramp that Andra had hacked previously and freeze the camera feeds. That would give us time to change clothes, change vehicles, and continue with our mission.

“Hold on to your seats, we’re either about to go go or go boom,” Andra said.

We’d backed off an extra hundred feet from the pilot car, but we were all still traveling fast enough to be killed if we struck the barricade. Beyond the gate, patrol vehicles parked along both sides of the road, their enforcers standing outside, all holding high-power blaster rifles and watching, expecting us to stop and they’d shoot us.

Viktor Garris’s car hit the barricade at ninety miles per hour, exploding in blinding light and sound that rumbled the ground. The explosion was bigger than I ever imagined it would’ve been, and I was suddenly worried that we were going to burn to death in the flames. As the second vehicle, we entered the fire at full speed with the scraping sound of metal on metal along the right side of the car. We burst through the flames without feeling the heat and flew past the enforcers on either side. If it wasn’t for the fire and the guns, it would’ve almost looked like a high-speed parade. Only none of the enforcers were standing. Several of their vehicles had been blown up in the explosion, and all the officers were either flat on the ground from the shock wave or on their knees, protecting their eyes and faces.

Our four AVs zipped by them and were three blocks away before any of them had recovered enough to give chase. The drones recovered much faster. Those that were far enough away from the blast and weren’t destroyed gave chase. Aberdeen’s curvy streets kept us from going fast enough to lose the drones. One drone fired, and a smoking hole appeared through the windshield and through the floorboards.

“They’re using military drones,” Talon said, sounding nervous for the first time since I met him.

The car swerved to narrowly miss another shot.

“If they hit the batteries, mission’s done,” Talon pointed out.

“Byte, Andra, can either of you hack them?” I asked.

“Driving four AVs using evasive maneuvers has maxed my processing capabilities,” Byte said.

“Maybe? I might be able to snag them if they stay in range long enough,” Andra said, her fingers tapping wildly in the air as she stared forward through her glasses.

“If they stay in range long enough, you don’t have to try to snag them because we’ll be dead,” Mitch said.

“Work fast,” I said as if that would help Andra. The car swerved again, and a laser hit the front right corner of the AV, shaving off an inch.

“I’m picking up three drones up there, but boy do those buggers move fast,” Andra said.

“This vehicle is the target of roughly half the drones’ gunfire,” Byte said.

“Standard procedure. They take out the lead, and the others will crash into us,” Talon said.

“Almost there…” Andra said, staring at whatever screen was displayed on her dark lenses. She grabbed at the air. “Got one!”

Above us, one drone veered suddenly, smashing into a second. Both went tumbling to the ground. The remaining drone fired, and the back AV exploded. I gasped, turning around only in time to see the vehicle hit the ground in flames.

“Who was in that one?” Mitch asked.

“I don’t know. I didn’t see who got in which cars,” I said.

“Dale, Haig, and Jess are passengers in that AV. It’s completely offline,” Byte reported.

Mitch slumped back in his seat. “I’ve known Haig and Jess for years.”

“Sorry, buddy,” Talon said.

The AV swerved so aggressively, I almost got whiplash.

“We are within seven blocks of our destination. We need to lose video surveillance,” Byte said.

“Working on it,” Andra grumbled. She made a grabbing motion in the air and evidently missed because she cursed.

The drone fired again. The AV behind us screeched to a stop, its hood smoking. The doors opened, but the vehicle then exploded.

“No,” I watched in horror and clamped my mouth shut.

The drone then got closer to us. I considered closing my eyes so I wouldn’t have to watch my own death.

“Got you, sucker,” Andra announced. The drone’s trajectory changed, and it flew into the side of a building. Smiling, she looked at us, then frowned. “What’d I miss?”

“The drone got in a lucky shot,” Talon said.

Her features fell. “Damn it, I was too slow.”

“Not your fault,” I said. She’d been working at a feverish pace. It was a miracle she’d been able to catch those drones at all.

“We are entering the ramp. Andra, please apply your program to the building’s security systems,” Byte announced.

Andra gulped and then stared ahead through her glasses, her fingers making a flurry of symbols in the air. “I had it ready to launch before we left. I’m connecting now… got it. I’m freezing the ramp’s feed.”

Byte drove the two remaining AVs into the underground ramp of a five-story white building with a huge sign called Sigil Avenue Mall. We parked in the darkest, most remote corner of the parking garage, though it’d be inevitable that patrols would find the vehicles within an hour or two at most.

We jumped out just as the rest of our team—Tommy, Vera, and Nina—emerged from their vehicle.

Mitch rushed forward. “Vera.” They embraced. “Haig and Jess…”

“I know,” she said. “And we lost Susita from the Crawl faction and Ron and Frankie from the terraformers in that last hit.”

My stomach turned sour. That left seven of us—half the number who’d begun the mission, and the mission hadn’t really even started yet. Who were we to think we could take on TerraSoft’s enforcement agency, let alone the corporation that owned this planet?

“We need to keep moving,” Vera said. “These AVs will be found soon enough. We’ll cut over to the main entrance, and Byte can hack a taxi van big enough to hold us all.”

“We’re close enough to walk; it’s probably faster,” Talon said, then he gestured to his blood-soaked Dreswick clothes. “We just can’t go in looking like this.”

Andra pointed up. “We are under a mall, after all, and I’ve got control of their camera feeds. But my program’s not robust enough to take on the entire security system. Byte can do that, right?” She turned to me.

Byte appeared with a look like a rat had eaten her dinner. <Unfortunately, deploying the explosives changed the parameters of the mission. Success isn’t possible unless I make a few changes to my source code, which I need to go into standby mode for, so I can’t help Andra.>

“Wait, you’re not updating on me now,” I warned.

Andra gasped.

“You’ve got to be kidding me,” Talon griped.

<It’s not an update; it’s a reconfiguration. It will require only twenty-two minutes, and it is essential for our survival based on the new parameters of the mission. Currently, my source code is separate from your mind, and we pass information back and forth as needed. In the reconfiguration, I will fully merge my source code into you.>

“That sounds… no, Byte, I don’t give you my permission to do that,” I said.

<I’m sorry, Cal, but it’s necessary for our survival, and survival is priority.> The words were Byte’s, but it was still Lyra’s voice, and I could almost see her telling Byte to do whatever it took to keep me safe.

“There has to be another way,” I said. I wanted to survive, too, but what Byte was talking about terrified me. I already had her in my head. What the hell difference would a “reconfiguration” do that she couldn’t do already?

<I’m sorry, Cal.>

We didn’t have time for this. If it really was the only way we’d survive the next few hours, then I’d figure out the details with Byte later… assuming she was right and we could survive.

<I understand this is inconvenient, but I estimate that patrols will not come across the AVs for eighty-five minutes. It is the best time we’ll have for the reconfiguration.>

I glanced at the others. “Byte can’t help; she has to make some changes in her code before we get to the tower.”

“And when is it going to do that?” Talon asked.

My body went weak, and I fell to my knees. I caught myself with one hand to keep from face-planting the concrete. Even though Byte warned me, I hadn’t really expected her to start when she did since there’d been no familiar warning ping.

“Ah, so right now then,” Talon cursed through a moan.

Andra eyed me. “How long will you be down?”

“Twenty-two minutes,” I said as Talon put an arm around my waist and helped me up.

Andra frowned as she worked out something through her screen. “The mall closes in thirty-six minutes. Since we can’t hack the security systems, we need to get upstairs before they close and buy some clothes. Talon, do you⁠—”

He held up his armlet on his free hand. “Never leave home without it. All right, kids. Let’s go shopping courtesy of the Bell family.”

Everyone made sure their weapons were hidden under their clothes, and we rode the elevator up to the next level. Luckily, it was late enough and on a weeknight that we didn’t have to worry about drawing too much attention. Andra kept busy freezing cameras anywhere we were headed. Soon enough, I felt what Byte meant about the difference between an upgrade and a full reconfiguration. Upgrades sucked my energy down to nil, but I had almost enough energy to walk on my own. Instead, my body tingled—it felt like when my foot went to sleep but it was happening throughout my entire body. Even my brain tingled, feeling like someone was jabbing it with a thousand tiny needles.

The elevator opened to a pair of old ladies in nice clothes and sneakers waiting for it. Upon seeing us, their features morphed into that of disgust. They gave us all a wide berth as we exited. As Talon assisted me by them, he said, “Costume party at the south docks. My buddy here tied on one too many and is now demanding tacos.”

“Taco,” I cheered drunkenly.

The women held onto their disgust even as they entered the elevator, and the door closed us off.

“We stand out like sore thumbs,” Mitch said.

“We’ll take the first shop,” Andra said. “Fewer cameras to freeze that way, too.”

The first shop turned out to be a high-fashion clothing store focused on adolescents, so we looked especially odd entering. The clothes were brighter and more sparkly than the usual Aberdeen fashion.

“Hurry up, grab something and change. Stuff the clothes in the garbage. I’ll keep the clerks happy.” Talon walked over to a rack and brushed through several hangers, then pulled out a shirt, pants, and an overcoat. “Can you manage on your own?”

I pulled away. I was wobbly but could stand without assistance.

He handed me the hangers. “Good, because I didn’t sign up for dressing you.”

He then headed over to the salesclerks who looked like they were about to call security.

I stumbled behind Mitch and Vera to the dressing rooms, using the wall for support once I was out of sight of the salesclerks. The changing booth was small, and I took full advantage of the chair in removing my weapons belt, undressing, and then removing the tags and dressing into the new clothes. The shirt was of a soft material that showed the outline of the small blaster, and the stun stick didn’t conceal at all until I put on the overcoat, which covered everything well enough.

I stumbled back out to find the others, even Talon, had all managed to change. Where the rest of us looked awkward in the fancy clothes, he looked like he’d been born in them. He stood at the counter, paying what I imagined was a hefty bill. After he paid, he swiped his armlet toward each clerk—generous tips, no doubt.

He strolled over, but I could see the tightness in his shoulders. “We’re good. Let’s go before I have to drain my accounts to keep them quiet.”

Talon assisted me again, and we headed out. When we turned toward the elevators, the old women were there… with two security guards. Upon seeing us, one of the women pointed and yelled in a craggy voice, “That’s them!”

One guard tapped his radio. Talon released me, and I stumbled to the nearby wall for support. He’d pulled out a blaster and fired, hitting both guards in the chest. The women screamed and scampered away. Our group took off running. Vera helped me since my body was still tingly numb. We’d made it halfway to the elevator when the alarms sounded.

The old women then stopped cowering, stood, and casually walked over to the fallen guards and grabbed their blasters.

“They must’ve gotten the call out,” Andra said.

The old women began firing. They were lousy shots, but it still forced us to duck out of the way. We flattened against a wall as much as we could. Behind us, all the mall walkers, salesclerks, and remaining shoppers began running toward us. There must’ve been fifty of them hijacked.

Talon dialed back his blaster to stun and shot the old women. They were frail enough, that could’ve still been enough to kill them.

Vera eyed me. “Your amp better finish its upgrade fast, or else we’re all dead.”

It was almost comical watching the hijacked high-towners run toward us in their fancy clothes and shiny jewelry. I wondered how many had ever run on anything other than a treadmill. Some still held onto their shopping bags, while others had grabbed hangars and racks as weapons. One was even carrying a half-dressed mannequin.

“There’s too many,” Vera said.

“Fall back to the ramp,” Talon announced.

Vera surprisingly still assisted me despite not even knowing me. As we hurried to the elevator, Talon collected the blasters from the old women. Andra rushed into the elevator, only to slam the panel. “It’s been deactivated!”

She looked around for the stairs and then pointed at the wall to our right. “There!”

It was a hundred feet away, and the hijacked were about the same distance. There was no way we were going to get out of this without more bloodshed, especially with me operating at ten percent. Our team ran toward the stairs, with Talon grabbing me from my other side, doubling our speed. He fired nonstop as we ran, knocking out at least ten people before the battery died. He dropped the blaster and started firing with a fresh one.

We reached the stairs to find the door locked.

“Cover me. I’m going to try to hack it,” Andra said.

Talon and Vera dropped me near the wall as the wave hit us. I’d pulled out the blaster I’d taken off Woni’s body, dialed it down, and fired. The weapon was down to a quarter-charge, but every shot hit someone since they were now within swinging range. Stun used less juice, so I was able to take out nearly a dozen before my battery was depleted. Several got through, and our team was in hand-to-hand combat. I couldn’t fight, so I used my stun stick which worked just fine—another difference between hijacked amps and the Frankenstein’s monsters Softbiotics was making.

Talon was still shooting since he’d stashed an extra blaster in the AV, covering Andra, but the rest were obviously dry, and now fighting with stun sticks, knives, and fists. We’d taken out enough to cause a wall of bodies to build between us and the incoming hijacked, but it did little to slow the rest from reaching us.

“I got the door!” Andra yelled.

Nina screamed as she was piled on by several at once. I tried to get to her, but her scream was abruptly cut off, and I winced. The group, their hands bloody, turned to me.

My strength returned, and I jumped to my feet. Then a wave of dizziness washed over me the instant before a group of six or more high-towners about to smash into me halted, looking confused.

“Wha—what’s going on?” a young man of about eighteen asked. They turned and saw the chaos. With each wave of dizziness, more and more around us were freed, four or five at a time. Confusion morphed into fear. Most ran; some tried to stop their family or friends who were still hijacked. Realizing what Byte was trying to accomplish, I rushed to be within range of the remaining hijacked as she knocked their control chips offline. When the final one was freed, we found ourselves a part of an aftermath of crying and catatonic states. Those who looked around and saw us didn’t recognize us as a threat—after all, we looked just like them.

I used to think anyone lucky enough to be born in Aberdeen had it made. They were wealthy and had everything they ever wanted handed to them. But I realized they were prisoners as much as any low-towner. I think I’d take my old life over theirs any day.

“Let’s go,” Andra said in a hushed whisper as she held open the door to the stairway.

I glanced at Nina’s body and clenched my jaw before following the team downstairs where Andra led us to a well-lit, well-decorated underground tunnel pedestrians used to avoid the weather.

As we walked, I grumbled under my breath and spoke quiet enough the others wouldn’t notice. “I hope whatever you did was worth it. Your little ‘reconfiguration’ just about got me killed.”

Byte appeared in my vision, walking next to me. <It was. The reconfiguration was crucial to complete our fusion. We are ready now to do what needs done. And I need to tell you what we need to do when we reach the control room without the explosives. You’re not going to like it.>

“Lay it on me.”

She did, and she was right. I didn’t like it.
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Six rebels walked Aberdeen’s tunnels until we took an escalator up to the ground level and emerged into the most beautiful (and only) promenade I’d ever seen. Trees, flowers, and shrubs lined a curving sidewalk that seemed designed to woo pedestrians into slowing down and enjoying the scenery.

It was the weirdest dichotomy ever. We’d just come from a battle and were being hunted by every enforcer and drone in Aberdeen. Blood splattered our fancy clothes, but they were gawdy enough that the blood was hardly noticed. We kept our faces down and the hoods on our overcoats up—which turned out to be a common thing to do—as, evidently, high-towners preferred anonymity and privacy as much as the rest of us. We tried to blend in, forcing laughs and small talk whenever we met others on the path.

The green park filled one square mile of the city center. Surrounding it, skyscrapers rose like a razor wire fence. Our destination was the tallest one. A solid silver skyscraper with a large atrium on the uppermost floors. We were walking toward a giant penis, and I allowed myself a chuckle.

“Glad you find this all funny,” Andra said, walking next to me. “Because I feel like I’m going to have a panic attack.”

I reached out and grabbed her hand. I wasn’t a touchy feely sort of guy, but I knew a lot of people were. She didn’t pull away, so I figured it helped.

Drones floated high overhead, and we had to be careful to never look up. Sirens sounded to our left. Andra clenched my hand. I instinctively glanced toward the sound before looking away, scolding myself for looking guilty until I noticed others walking the promenade were gawking as well. I realized then that they weren’t used to sirens sounding in the middle of a highly secure city, so I allowed myself to look again as two patrol cars zipped by.

Byte appeared to my right. <They’re searching for our group. Fortunately, there’s no indication they know where we are going. Since they are focused on the apartment buildings, I think they believe we returned to Aberdeen to go to ground to some place much like the set of apartments Kynan had.>

“Let’s hope they keep thinking that way,” I said. Andra glanced at me, so I added, “They don’t know why we’re up here.”

Her grip relaxed somewhat. “That’s good to hear.”

I didn’t mention that they’d figure it out if someone noticed us within even a block of the tower.

“Wait,” she said, stopping.

“What?” I asked. The others stopped, too.

“I need to change our face IDs,” she said.

“Can’t you do it as we walk?” Talon asked. He and Vera were in the lead, several steps ahead.

She thought. “Yeah, I guess, just walk slow.”

“How slow?” Vera asked.

“I don’t know. Slow enough so I can change six IDs.”

“Byte might be able to help,” I offered. Byte nodded to my right.

“I’ve got this. Let me do this,” Andra said.

I glanced at Byte, and we both shrugged.

<Andra is self-taught. She takes great pride in her abilities even if an amp can assist her.>

It also gave her a sense of control, and if it helped prevent her from having a panic attack, we’d walk as slow as she needed… assuming the enforcers hadn’t narrowed down the search yet. We continued through another round of sirens in the distance, though these weren’t as close. According to Byte, the drones above remained in their hovering stations, which meant we hadn’t raised suspicion yet.

We reached Softbiotics Tower and were able to walk right through the front doors and into a wide atrium. From there, we had two security lines: one for employees and one for visitors to the museum that took up the lowest two levels. Our original plan was to go through the employee entrance as enforcers running a drill. But without the outfits, they would never buy our story. So now we were museum tourists. The good news about that was the minimal visitor security process. The bad news about that was that we’d have to get creative to get from the visitor levels to the employee levels. We had a plan, but it was more squishy than solid.

Even at nearly ten pm local time, there was still a line for people wanting to tour. Evidently, touring the Softbiotics museum was a hot date night activity. With six of us, we split into pairs. That way, if one person or couple was pulled aside, the others would still be in the clear. Andra and Tommy passed through the security portal first, which was simply a screen to validate IDs via armlets. Two security guards sat behind it, looking bored. A low crime rate was playing in our favor.

Talon and I walked through next, clearing no problem. And finally, Mitch and Vera came up last. The screen beeped on Vera. One of the guards stood, looking even more bored. “Random check.”

I glanced back to see her frozen in fear and Mitch reaching into his overcoat.

Talon bumped me, and I realized I’d been standing there instead of moving forward like we didn’t know them. It was too late for them, but it didn’t have to be too late for the mission. But it would shorten our timetable.

“Weapons alert!” the guard yelled. “We’ve got a stun stick.”

Mitch pulled out his stick and struck the first guard. The other guard shot him with his blaster.

“Damn it,” Talon said. “He should’ve just let them get arrested. The IDs would’ve held. Now, we’ve got red flags here.”

Vera reached for the first guard’s weapon only to be shot by the second guard still behind the counter. With both down, he called it in. “Security, this is desk One Bravo. We had two citizens attempt to enter the museum armed. They’re down.”

Byte appeared by the large open museum entrance. <They’ll close the museum now. We need to hurry. Catching citizens with weapons is so uncommon that it will draw attention. It won’t take long for Viktor Garris to connect this event to us.>

While the other tourists stood and gawked, we left two unconscious team members behind and entered the museum. Andra and Tommy joined us. Just as we were inside, the doors closed, and a generic voice announced, “The museum is closing for the night. You have five minutes to make your way to the nearest exit. Thank you for visiting Softbiotics Tower-11.”

Tourists looked around confused. We did too, except we were searching for elevators or stairs. I could see why this museum was popular—it was a wonderland of technology, all displayed in the most entertaining manner with holograms, robots, and lifelike mannequins. As we walked through the Future of Amplification Technology section, displays showed happy humans achieving greatness, traveling the stars, or just luxuriating on a yacht.

“They’re full of shit,” I muttered.

“Over here,” Andra called, and we rushed to find an elevator open up and a group of tourists emerge. Once they were clear, we climbed in.

“Dang it,” she said. “It only goes up to the second floor.”

“Take it,” Talon said. “It puts one floor between us and the army about to be breathing down our necks.”

Tommy leaned against the back of the elevator, breathing hard. He was the quietest of the rebels—in fact, I don’t think I heard him speak even once. He was young, twenty at most, and even though he looked anxious, he seemed steady.

The elevator opened, and there was a large group of tourists waiting to use it.

“The museum’s closing,” a woman said.

“Thanks,” Talon said.

Once we were clear, Andra looked around. “Where to now?”

<The second set of stairs runs adjacent to the museum’s north stairs. If only we had an explosive or blaster with a full charge, we could burn a hole through the wall.>

I turned to my team. “Any of you have a blaster or boom-boom?”

Talon unholstered a blaster. “My personal motto is if you see a weapon, grab it.”

“Good motto,” I said. “We need the north stairs.”

Tommy pointed, and I followed his finger to see an illuminated sign on the adjacent wall. I hustled toward it.

Around us the generic voice spoke again. “The museum is closed. Immediately make your way to the nearest exit. If you do not exit, you will be detained. Thank you for visiting Softbiotics Tower-11.”

We reached the stairs just as a pair of guards were walking up. Talon tucked his blaster behind his back.

“The museum’s closed. You need to leave,” one guard said.

“We’re leaving now,” Andra said.

We waited for them to exit the stairs to do their rounds on the second floor, and we entered the stairwell.

<We need to break through the wall to your left.>

I slapped the wall. It wasn’t concrete, but it still felt pretty solid. “This one?”

<Yes.>

I eyed Talon. “The stairs we need are on the opposite side of this wall.”

Talon’s brows rose. “And you think I can shoot through that?”

I shrugged. “Byte seems to think so.”

He shrugged, too. “All right. Tommy, hold that door. Andra, watch for trouble. And everyone, step back.”

He cranked up the dial, aimed, and began firing. Fortunately, blasters made a very slight sound, but even slight, it was enough to echo through the stairwell, and I wondered if it could be heard through the doors.

Several shots later, Talon stopped and walked up to the wall, then touched the scorch marks and hissed at the heat. “Not making a dent.”

<In my defense, the wall material was not indicated in the data files. A blaster would penetrate a normal fire wall.>

Andra tensed. “What do we do now?”

“I’m thinking we’re going to have to fight our way through security downstairs and go with our original plan,” Talon said.

“Wait,” I said. “I’ve got an idea.” I headed to the door and said to Tommy, “I’ll be right back.”

He stepped aside, then I opened the door partway, looked, and found the guards walking down an aisle, their backs to me. I stepped through as quietly as I could and tiptoed to the nearest display of an automaton the size of a van in the History of Amplification Technology section. Downstairs, I’d noticed that nothing was plugged into a power source, which meant it was all running off batteries, and all batteries ran off Powerworks juice. I crawled under the automaton as it continued to move and found a battery pack of about ten pounds was magnetically attached to its belly.

Before I slid back out, I noticed footsteps, and I froze. The two guards walked by, then stopped a mere two feet from where I was.

“Hey, Big Bozo’s down,” one of them said.

“That old stuff always acts up. Leave it for the next shift to put in the log. We got enough drama to deal with tonight. Stupid protesters. Probably were high on gin-tin to think they could come in here with weapons.”

“They don’t get smarter.”

The other chuckled. “They sure do not.”

They continued walking again, and I waited for them to get out of sight before I shuffled out from under the machine and tiptoed back to the stairs. I moved to open the door, but it remained firmly shut. I pressed close to the frame and whispered, “Tommy, damn it, open up.”

The door opened a crack, and when Tommy saw that it was me, he let me through. As soon as I was in the stairwell, I pulled out my knife and started stripping the protective polymer lining on the battery pack.

“Um, what are you doing?” Talon asked.

“Softbiotics only buys AAB-grade battery acid,” I said.

“So?” Talon asked.

“Regular battery acid burns decent, but AAB is nasty stuff. Softbiotics likes it because it keeps its juice for twenty years. And trust me, this stuff burns.”

I cut through the lining to expose the five batteries inside. I pulled out one at a time. The cap was sealed with more liner, and I cut very, very carefully. With the cap off, I took the tube, eyed the wall, and then gently poured the tube down the wall, slowly from left to right. It smoked and sizzled. Blisters formed that grew into new blisters that grew into new ones.

“Whoa,” Talon said.

“You’d better stand back,” I said. “You don’t want even a drop of this on your skin. Trust me.”

The most recent New Guy died from being hit with AB acid. Horrible, nasty stuff, but nowhere near the strength of AAB. One day a month, we ran AAB through the line. I’d seen a New Guy get a drop on the skin between his thumb and forefinger once. He’d been wearing double-gloves, but it’d eaten through that like the rubber was nothing. By the time we got to the anti-acid kit, the acid had eaten away almost his entire hand. He had a pinky left, but I didn’t think it worked much after that.

As the acid burned nearly halfway through the wall, I pulled out a second battery and did the same. Just as carefully, I poured it down the wall, and the reaction started all over again. Parts of the wall burned through enough that I could see the other stairs.

“No offense, but I don’t want to go near that,” Andra said.

“Don’t worry, once it’s exposed to air, it burns itself out soon enough,” I said. “But I still advise not to touch it.”

The hole grew not nearly as fast as I wanted, but I also didn’t want to cut open a third tube if I didn’t have to. We were already pushing our luck. While I stood before the growing hole, I heard boots just outside the stairwell. I cringed and turned to the others. While Tommy remained at the door, the rest of us ducked out of the way of the sizzling hole.

“What the—” a guard said from the opposite side and touched the gaping hole. Big mistake. He hissed and then started screaming. I’d heard that scream plenty of times at the plant; only here, there was no anti-acid emergency spray.

The screams—and shouting from another guard in the stairwell—brought the attention of the guards walking the museum because they tried to open the door. Tommy angled himself to hold it closed.

Talon muttered something and then stepped up to the hole, raised his blaster, and fired several shots. The screaming stopped along with the shouts. Talon turned back to us. “I think the cat’s officially out of the bag.”

He holstered his blaster, took a deep breath, and very carefully stepped through the hole. His overcoat brushed against the hole’s edge. It began to smoke, and I motioned, “Talon, your coat.”

He examined the hole, seemed to shiver, and then tugged off the jacket. “I paid too damn much for that to be ruined so soon.”

The guards outside were yelling and pounding on the door now. I hurried over, pulled out my stun stick, and nodded to Tommy. He let the door come open a few inches, and I slid the stick through, hitting one guard on the arm, but any connection would be enough to incapacitate for several minutes. I couldn’t reach the other, so I ordered, “Open the door.”

Tommy obeyed, and I rushed through, chasing down the second guard who was unholstering his blaster as I shocked him. As soon as he was done, I grabbed his weapon and then the other guard’s blaster before returning to the stairwell.

Andra was climbing through, with Talon assisting her.

“Let’s go,” I said, handing one of the blasters to Tommy.

I went through the hole next. The wall still sizzled but it wasn’t as intense as before. In another ten minutes, the acid would be mostly neutralized.

Talon and Andra had each grabbed a blaster from the other two downed guards.

“They look like building security,” Talon said. “At least that means the enforcers aren’t here yet.”

We ran up a flight of stairs and out onto a level filled with desks. We hurried to the elevator and climbed inside. Andra tapped the button for the top floor.

“Please scan your authorization card,” a generic voice announced.

“Byte?” I asked.

Byte appeared next to the elevator’s control pad. <I’m still trying to connect.>

Andra started tapping buttons from the top down. Each time the voice announced, “Please scan your authorization card.”

Ten levels down, the elevator finally accepted the keypress. The door closed and the elevator began rising.

<I haven’t been able to hack their security system. It’s not a code I’ve learned yet, and I’m still analyzing it. However, the camera system is the same they use at the data centers. I have frozen all camera feeds throughout the building.>

“At least they don’t have eyes on us.” I glanced at the others. “We’ll have to hike up the final ten floors then.”

“Better than all eighty-eight floors,” Andra said.

We were to floor sixty-six when the elevator stopped and the door opened. Andra started pressing buttons, but the elevator announced. “This unit cannot proceed without level-one authorization. Please proceed to the nearest stairway to exit the building.”

“I think our friends are in the building,” Talon said.

We hurried to the nearest stairs, only to find the door locked. Talon fired at the door handle continuously until the blaster died. He dropped the weapon and then kicked the door in.

An elevator chimed, and I turned to see a third elevator—one that was concealed behind the wall—open twenty feet away. At least a dozen armored enforcers ran out, blasters in hand. I ran to the stairs. With no way to close the door, I yelled, “Run!” and started taking the stairs two at a time.

Within seconds, the enforcers entered the stairwell behind us. “Stop!” someone ordered.

We didn’t.

We kept running until a squad of enforcers entered the stairwell above us, penning us in.

“Stop!” one of them yelled.

Talon shot him, but it only knocked him back. Body armor.

With a door nearby, we lunged onto the next floor just as the enforcers opened fire. It was a floor identical to the other office floors—it could’ve been the same for all I knew. I turned and saw Andra slump to the floor, holding her side.

“No.” I ran to her.

“Go. Stop them.” She pulled out the data stick and then cried when she noticed it was half-melted from blaster fire. “We lost.”

I took the stick. “It’s not over.”

Tommy pressed himself against the door to hold back the imminent onslaught. “Go. I’ll hold them off,” he said in the lightest, softest voice I’d ever heard from a grown man. No wonder he tended to stay quiet.

“Hide under a desk,” Talon said, eying Andra. “You sneak out when they’re focused on us.”

Talon and I sprinted across the floor to the stairs at the far end and wished they weren’t filled with enforcers as well. As it turned out, it was a bad day for wishes.
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We entered the stairs to find three office workers cowering in the corner. I nearly shot one before I stopped myself. We then left them and started running up the stairs. Two levels above, an enforcer was looking down and spotted us.

“Two targets!” he yelled and then fired.

One of the office workers shrieked, and they cowered together. Talon and I were safe under the stairs, so the shots went wide.

Talon eyed me. “Well, we can either go down or up.”

Down might’ve been clear, but I knew it wouldn’t stay that way more than a few seconds. “Up it is.”

We climbed the stairs, hugging the outside wall, as quietly as we could to approach the squad. They knew we were coming, but they couldn’t see exactly where we were. We stopped directly below them.

After a few more seconds, they quit firing.

“Come out and put your weapons down,” someone ordered.

Talon glanced at me and made a shooting gesture toward the enforcers with his free hand. Then he did a countdown with his fingers.

Three… two… one.

We both jumped forward into the line of sight of the enforcers and fired. With Talon’s skill and my Byte-enhanced skill, we hit two enforcers through their faceplates. They’d been peering down. Others lunged forward to fire, and we jumped back. With their body armor and numbers, we were at a disadvantage. But we had one thing they didn’t have: desperation.

We entered the door next to us and sprinted across the floor to the other stairs. The enforcers in there had been a level lower, and they knew we’d been on the floor where we’d left Andra and Tommy. So when we entered that stairwell again, we did it as quietly as possible. There were voices and bootsteps below, but they were a way down, so we started climbing the last twenty-three flights as quietly as possible.

I was glad to see no drones, and I realized that since Garris knew we could hack them, he probably didn’t bother with wasting resources.

My legs started to burn more at every floor we climbed after the first ten or so. With five flights to go, Talon was panting as much as I was. I couldn’t tell if Byte was blocking my pain receptors or not because my legs were feeling like dead weights after climbing twenty-three flights. Finally, we reached the end of the stairs.

Talon and I looked at one another, then he opened the door.

Only it wouldn’t open. The screen to the left of the door read, Level One Authorization required.

Talon grumbled, took a step back, and began firing at the door handle… which did nothing.

“Well, shit. Kinda anticlimactic to come all this way and not get to finish,” he said in between breaths. He then bent over, placing his hands on his knees, and tried to slow his breathing.

I’d leaned against the wall.

Byte appeared before me, and I jumped. <I want to try something. Place your right hand on the ID pad.>

“Okay.” My fingertips tingled. The pad beeped and flashed red twice before flashing green. “Welcome, Dr. Katz.”

I raised a brow. “How’d you do that?”

<I manipulated your fingertips based on the doctor’s biological data she had stored in her lab.>

“Neat trick,” Talon said.

<Being able to manipulate your body is just a side effect of our reconfiguration.>

“Side effect? What was the main effect?” I asked.

<So we can do what needs done.>

“That’s not an answer.”

<Yes, it is, and we don’t have time. We need to hurry. Reinforcements are on the way.>

I muttered under my breath. Talon and I each drew our blasters, and I opened the door. We stepped into a huge atrium that stood at least two stories high with a domed glass roof. Offices lined the outer wall, and in the center of the atrium stood the huge computer system that linked every network on TerraSoft-11. The control center was a massive white cylinder with a desktop and series of screens that wrapped around it. There was a chair for every screen so a dozen people could work directly at the control center at any time. Right now, there was just one man there, and he hadn’t noticed us yet. The younger man was completely engrossed in his work.

Byte stood next to me and whispered, <Use the keypad to lock all the doors.>

To Talon, I nodded in the direction of the man, and he dipped his chin and started walking quietly toward him.

I placed my hand on the wall pad, but this time I didn’t feel my fingertips tingle. I casually wondered if I was always going to bear Dr. Katz’s fingerprints on my right hand now. The pad beeped, and I glanced back to see the man startle.

Talon smiled, raised his blaster, and tsked. “Move those hands away from the keyboard, and if I see even a twinkle in your eye that you’re accessing your amp, there’s going to be a shot that splits that unibrow of yours in half.”

The man whimpered, then yanked his hands back and tucked them under his armpits.

Seeing him secure, I turned back to see a menu, and I went through it and secured the atrium. I walked over to Talon and the tech.

The tech eyed me. “How’d you access the atrium’s system?” His jaw loosened. “You’re the one with my amp, aren’t you?”

“I don’t believe it was ever intended to be your amp,” I said. “Which is a good thing since you people seem to have no humanity whatsoever.”

The man snorted. “Humanity? What do you think we’re doing here? We’re advancing humanity to levels we could never achieve otherwise.”

Talon laughed. “Yep, there’s the good ole corporate speak I know and hate. Can I kill him now?”

The man’s eyes shot wide. “Wait! You don’t understand. I’m Roman Voss. I can get you out of here safely. Commander Garris will be here any second, and without me, you’ll both be dead.”

“Well, he’s probably right about one of those things.” Talon glanced at me. “We need to speed this up.”

Voss frowned. “What are you doing here?”

Byte took a seat at a screen a few down from Voss’s and gestured to the screen next to her. <There’s a direct input terminal at this station. It’s designed to accept multiple input formats, but we just need to be able to connect with metal. It’ll be far more efficient and less torturous than watching you type.>

“That’s not nice,” I said without thinking.

“What’s not—you’re talking to your amp right now? Why aren’t your eyes changing color?” Voss asked.

I ignored him as I walked by and took a seat.

“What are you doing here?” Voss asked more fervently. He started to look itchy.

“We are going to burn Softbiotics’ stock to the ground, my friend,” Talon said in a way that made Voss sound like anything but his friend.

Voss looked terrified now. “What? No, you can’t do that! Softbiotics owns this planet. We employ millions.”

“And you imprison and kill thousands,” I said as I looked for the pad.

“We don’t—” Voss began, but Talon raised his blaster, and Voss gulped. “I mean, we use criminals for testing new products, but that’s just a part of doing business. Every corporation does it. If we’re not constantly improving our products, we’re stagnating.”

“That’s not very humane,” I said dryly.

“Humane? That’s business!” he said. “Everything’s about the bottom line. Whatever you need, I can help you. My mother⁠—”

Talon shot him.

I jerked, surprised. “What the hell, Talon? Why’d you kill him? He was just a tech—he wasn’t armed.”

Talon shook his head. “Because that tech was TerraSoft-11’s chief engineer. He’s numero uno in the corporation in this system.”

I leaned back in my chair and gaped at the younger man staring at nothing. He looked like any tech—nothing particularly evil or even special about him. Yet, this man was responsible for torturing Nolan. Images of the last time I saw my friend blinded me for a moment. “The projects…”

“Yeah, they were all his pet projects.”

I glanced at Talon. “He deserved worse than a shot to the head.”

“That he did, but we’re too short on time to deliver what he really deserved.”

I shook my head. “You shouldn’t have shot him. We could’ve questioned him,” I said.

“Could’ve, but torturing is a path I don’t want you to go down, my friend.”

I clenched my jaw, refocused, and found the panel below the keyboard. I opened the cover to reveal a series of ports, all outlined in silver. I was about to touch it when the glass above our heads shattered and forty enforcers, in full body armor, dropped down.
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Talon and I dove for cover under the control center’s desktop as glass shards fell and embedded in the floor and desks as if the gods above were throwing crystal knives at us. Enforcers slid down cables through the ceiling that was now fully exposed to the night sky.

“Freeze! Hands in the air!” one yelled.

As they landed, they pointed stun sticks in our direction, leaving their blasters holstered.

<They will not use blasters as long as there is a risk to the control center.>

“They won’t shoot near the computer,” I said quietly to Talon. I could only imagine if one of them shot the massive computer system—he’d likely end up in a lab next to me.

Talon glanced back at me from where we cowered. “You want to surrender?”

I thought of the labs, and I thought of me in Nolan’s place. I thought of all the lives that had been lost or ruined for one man’s greed. “Not a chance.”

He sneered. “So be it.” He pulled out his blaster and started firing it toward the roof, where glass shards still clung. As more glass fell, the enforcers ducked and ran, but the shards did take out three as their armor was designed to deflect blaster shots and stun sticks, not blunt force objects. Talon kept firing, trying to get any final shards as we jumped out from under the wraparound desk and ran at the nearest enforcers.

I used my blaster first—shooting them in the face, taking out two before more closed the distance. When they were too close, I flipped the blaster and smashed the butt of the gun against the nose of the nearest man. He went down, and I spun to narrowly avoid getting shocked. I kicked him back and then swung the gun to hit another assailant in the throat. I twisted back to finish the other, but my left bicep suddenly felt like I’d spilled a cup full of acid on it. I glanced to notice that a gutsy—or stupid—enforcer had drawn his blaster, and I’d caught a glancing shot.

I flipped my gun again and fired, hitting him in the face while he was lining up another shot. That distraction cost me, and I felt the painful zing of a stun stick, but I noticed I wasn’t fully paralyzed.

“Byte?” I asked under my breath.

<I’m directing counteragent nanites to your muscles. We’ll be quite exhausted tomorrow, but we’re still functional.>

“Thanks.” I twisted and chopped the enforcer, who stared in shock that I was still moving. My muscles didn’t want to move, but I pushed them to obey. I did a spinning kick to take out one who’d gone down before. When I landed, I realized I’d dropped my blaster when I was zapped, and so I pulled out my knife.

An enforcer ran at me, and I stabbed him through the cheek, then I grabbed him and twisted him so that his body took the brunt of the next stun stick attack. As I fought, I used every ounce of skill Byte had uploaded into my brain. The remnants of being stunned disappeared under the pain of the blaster shot along with the punches and cuts I was taking. My body was getting brutalized, and I felt it, despite knowing Byte was numbing my pain as much as she could.

To my right, I could hear Talon still in the fight, which helped spur me on to taking out the next two with their own stun sticks. I held one stick against the enforcer’s neck while I used him as a shield. The air smelled of burnt skin, and I dropped the dead trooper as soon as I was within range of the next one, who I choked with the same stick.

I spun to take the next, only to discover they were all down. Talon was still trying to fend off three. I ran up behind the three, grabbed the one in the middle, and slashed his throat. I immediately caught another one who was turning toward the new threat, and I slashed his throat, too, before he could bring his stun stick around. He stared at me in surprise, dropping his stick and clutching his throat, before collapsing.

Talon tackled the last remaining, and with a pained yell, he slammed the tip of a stun stick through the enforcer’s eye. It sizzled and smoked. Talon rolled off the man and lay on his side, wheezing. I scanned the area, but there were no more threats. I took a knee next to him.

He was bleeding from a missing tooth, a broken nose, and from a gash above his left eye. “You look like shit,” I said.

“You don’t look any better,” he managed to say before spitting out some blood. “I’m surprised you’re upright.”

“Byte’s helping with the pain,” I said.

Talon waved me off with a hand that included a broken pinky. “Let’s finish what we came to do.”

I nodded and winced at a kink in my neck. I stood. “All right. Save the world first. Save Talon second.”

“No, it’s always save Talon first. You’re just lucky in this case I don’t need saving.” He tried to sit up and groaned. “Kynan did not pay me enough for this crap.”

I started heading back to the control center, only to hear an elevator ding behind me. “Byte, I thought you locked down the atrium.”

<I did, but he’s using override access.> Byte looked toward the elevator, fear in her features.

I turned to see a hidden security elevator open. Viktor Garris, surrounded by eight enforcers in high-tech body armor, stepped out. They even had clear facemasks that I had a suspicion were blaster-proof. Garris also wore body armor—a sleek, form-fitting gray suit with lights running through his limbs—and a helmet that had a fully digitized face plate. Behind the clear plates, I could see their shining eyes—they all had their amps active.

Talon cursed. I searched for my blaster and found it fifteen feet away, to my left.

“I wouldn’t do that if I were you,” Garris said, walking toward us. “If you go for your weapon, I will order my men to shoot you.” He smirked. “Then again, I may order them to shoot you just the same.”

He stepped over a body as he looked at the carnage. “Just the two of you did this? I’m impressed. No wonder Roman Voss wants that amp so badly.” He then noticed Roman Voss’s body. “Correction: wanted. I can’t say I mind not having that sniveling brat around, but do you realize his mother is on Softbiotics’ board? Tekita Voss can be a venomous snake—she’d stop at nothing to see you die the most horrendous way imaginable.” His smile widened. “But she won’t get the chance as I’m finishing the job for her tonight. You’re my ticket back to TerraSoft Premier.”

He gestured to his personal guards on either side, and they rushed toward us. Talon had somehow managed to get on his feet, and he fired his blaster, only to have my suspicions confirmed—the shot deflected off the faceplates. The first one to reach me was a figure I remembered from both the alley and Solace Station: Mallon. I meant to duck, but the armor must’ve enhanced their speed and strength because he punched me so fast and so hard that I thought my head was going to get torn off.

I was sent sliding across the floor. My vision danced, but Byte helped clear it. The other three enforcers coming at me slowed as if taking pleasure in stalking their prey. I noticed a blaster within arm’s reach. I had a wild idea that might hurt rather than help, but it was a chance worth taking since my current predicament equaled screwed. I grabbed the blaster and began shooting out the lights.

I was gambling that their clear faceplates didn’t allow them to see in the dark. I was also gambling on the fact that Byte made better use of my senses than I could—hopefully she could make good enough use to help me in the dark.

As I shot, I had to run to keep out of the enforcers’ reach. Evidently, they, too, didn’t want to risk damaging the control center, which made me want to blow it up even more. I managed to shoot out the final light before the enforcer caught up with me. The tip of his stun stick sparked in the darkness. Their amp-eyes also glistened, giving them an eerie, alien look.

My HUD appeared. It displayed amorphous blobs rather than human forms, but it was enough. I spun and slammed into the nearest shape. His skills matched mine, but I’d hit him at an angle, and his ankle gave out. We went down, and I was able to knock the stun stick away. My eyes were acclimating to the darkness, which meant theirs would be, too. He saw my blade glisten in the moonlight and managed to grab my wrist. Expecting that, I swapped the blade to my other hand. With a wounded arm, it was my weaker hand, but I still had the strength of working in a Dreswick factory for my entire adult life, and I pressed the blade into his armor. It didn’t go right through, but I was able to put my weight against it, and it slid into his chest. He gasped and soon quit fighting.

The three other “blobs” near me had grown closer, following the sounds of the scuffle. They were searching for me, kicking at bodies. And I waited, still on the floor, as one walked by. His boot bumped my thigh. He gave a light kick, and I remained still. When he continued moving, I climbed as silently as I could to my feet behind him. They had good armor, but they had a thin gap between their faceplates and their chests. The closer I was to him, the clearer the shape became in my HUD. I reached up and slid my knife across his throat. The blade nicked the faceplate but found its mark. He gurgled before falling to his knees.

I looked around. The two other shapes near me were spread out in their search. As for Talon, he must’ve been hiding because there were four shapes moving about, talking amongst themselves, and they were shooting each body they came across. Talon didn’t have much time. I couldn’t see him in my HUD (that was a good thing), but I also couldn’t see Garris (that was a bad thing).

I approached another shape. I couldn’t see his eyes, so I was sneaking up to him from behind. I grabbed his helmet and slammed his head forward while simultaneously shoving my blade up the base of his skull.

For the fourth, I made my way toward him only to stumble over a body. I hit the floor, keeping myself from faceplanting with my injured left arm, and I grunted in pain. I heard the shape run at me before I saw it, and he tackled me. My knee had been at an angle, and instant agony shot up my leg as my knee twisted and popped in an unnatural way. For a moment, I could do nothing but get pummeled, and by the fists, I could tell it was Mallon again. He couldn’t see me clearly, so he wasn’t getting in direct hits, but even indirect hits rattled my brain.

I brought my hands up to fend off the hits. Then, something bonked his helmet. He tumbled off me. Byte had dialed down my pain but not nearly enough, and I saw white as I rolled onto my good knee, scrambling for the knife I’d lost. Instead, I found a stun stick, and I tumbled onto Mallon, shoving the stick in the nearest place I could connect to.

As it turned out, there’s minimal body armor on the crotch. He howled, and I held the stun stick there for a good three-count before pulling back.

Byte appeared next to me, clear as day in the dark. <I discovered the delivery drones on this floor have no security firewalls. They aren’t big enough to harm anyone, but they seem to be working well as annoyances. I’m currently distracting the enforcers hunting Talon. He is weak enough that I’m concerned he can no longer fight.>

I looked in that general direction and saw all four shapes moving erratically. Someone fired into the air.

“Don’t hit the CC!” Garris yelled.

He was closer than I expected, and I scrambled to search Mallon’s pockets. I pulled out a blaster, a knife, and two small orbs.

<Grenades are illegal. He shouldn’t be carrying them.>

“Talon, give me a wave,” I called out.

An instant later, a tiny blob moved. He’d crawled halfway across the floor and was nowhere near the four enforcers.

In my mind, I saw how to activate the grenade. I twisted the sphere at its center line, rotated it and twisted the other center line. Then I threw it between the four enforcers and then tucked my head into my arms. They weren’t close to the control center, but then again, I had no idea how much explosive was packed into a single grenade. Anywhere might be too close in this atrium, and I realized with a pang that I might’ve just killed us all.

The explosion was a volcanic eruption in the darkness, and I was glad I had my eyes closed and my head protected. Heat and debris pelted me, and something burned my back. I rolled to get it off me. My knee still hurt something fierce—it was the frontrunner in an opera of pain I was currently feeling. When the darkness returned, I looked up and noticed only one blob where the four had stood a moment earlier. This blob was on the ground, moaning.

Then, I saw the last two shapes. One yanked the other up, and from where I was, the two could’ve been a single shape.

“Not bad. I was watching the entire show,” Garris said, tapping what sounded like his faceplate. “I’ll have to make sure my next team has night-enhanced vision. By the way, I have your friend, and I can see you, so drop the weapons, and get on your feet.”

“Don’t do it, Cal. He’ll just shoot you unarmed,” Talon said.

I heard the charge of a stun stick and saw the light, then one shape collapsed.

The other shape moved toward me. “You don’t stand a chance, so just give up and I’ll give you an easy death unlike what your friend will get. One of his little charades caused me to get reprimanded, and I got stuck on this shithole rather than on TerraSoft Premier where I belong. Trust me, you don’t want to die like he will.”

I heard the whir of drones, then Garris fired six times. A second after each shot, a thud followed.

<He has disabled all the service drones. There is nothing else in here for me to hack.>

I gritted my teeth and tried to get to my feet, holding my weight on my right leg only. I dropped the blaster but didn’t drop anything else. I wouldn’t—couldn’t—give up for Nolan’s sake… or Grandmother’s… or Lyra’s… or for that kid I’d seen being walked out of the Crawl who I couldn’t help.

“Come and get me, asshole,” I said.

“You showed that you have skills, but you lack the experience for proper combat.”

<Watch out. He threw⁠—>

The light of a sun blinded me, sending sharp pain through my eyes. I dropped the knife and sphere, clutching at my eyes.

<I am trying to improve your eyes as quickly as I can but they are badly burned.>

Blind, I didn’t see Garris quickly close the distance and stab me in the stomach. Grabbing my gut, I fell off-balance and hit the floor. I struggled to get away, but he grabbed my left ankle and yanked me back. It jolted my knee, and I cried out. I slapped and clutched at the floor, trying to keep from getting pulled, grabbing anything I could use for a weapon.

<I’m attempting to stanch all blood flow in the impacted veins.>

My vision was coming back as a narrow, blurry tunnel; and my body seemed to be shutting down. I fumbled, twisting the weapon in my hands. The light in front of me darkened, and I felt the warmth of Garris’s proximity. “See? You are worthless without an amp.”

I reached out and grabbed him, yanking him closer. He grabbed my wrist and pulled me to my feet. I tried to avoid putting any weight on my left leg, but the jostling alone was agony. I nearly bit off my tongue when I clamped my jaw tight.

Garris went to release me, and instead, I pulled him closer. With my free hand, I slipped the small grenade through the gap between his helmet and body armor and shoved it into his armor. Then I let go and fell to the floor.

He stood, surprise morphing his features, then he scrambled to get the object out of his suit. I rolled into a fetal position, grabbing a body near me, and pulling it over me like a blanket. It probably wouldn’t be enough.

Viktor growled and the grenade exploded. What seemed like a volcanic eruption before was a nuclear bomb this time. My entire body felt scorched in a brilliant onslaught of hell opening several feet away. Byte must’ve kept me from blacking out, because I sure figured I would’ve otherwise.

My ears hurt. They rang so loud, I was getting a migraine. I felt blood running from both of them. My vision was still crappy, and my eyes were a wide-open water faucet. Somehow, I managed to dump the perforated body atop me and drag myself away from where chunks of Viktor Garris still smoldered.

The disk Garris had thrown still emitted light, and it was enough to see the central computer. It was still white, but it bore scorch marks and blood streaks, and it might’ve been destroyed with the first grenade, let alone the second one.

Still, I dragged myself to it, using my one decent arm and one okay leg. My stomach was leaking pretty good yet, and I wondered how much blood someone could lose before they died.

I had no idea if Talon was still alive. Hell, I had no idea how much longer I was going to be alive. Inch by excruciating inch, I dragged my body to the Softbiotics Tower-11’s command center.

The small input panel stood open, and I managed to lean against the center in an almost-upright sitting position. “All right, Byte, the rest is up to you.” My voice was gravelly from the smoke.

Byte sat next to me. <Cal, it’s time. When we deactivate all the amps on this system’s amp-link, it will kill all the low-towners implanted with control chips.>

I gritted my teeth. “Yeah, I kinda figured that.”

<Since I will be connected to the same network at the time, we will also die.>

I swallowed and was oddly okay with it. I gave a small nod and then shoved my hand into the largest port.

In my mind, I could see Byte enter the system. It was a strange world filled with mathematical symbols, some flying by at light speed while others were slowing enough to read. Every now and then, she’d grab a symbol and twist it. At an instinctual level, I knew these were the managing controls of the holding facilities. White dots turned green as locks were deactivated and the systems pumping drugs through the air were powered down. Small packets of data—there were so many of them—that had been still began to move. Soon enough, they were exiting the areas, some moving faster than others, some moving in bundles with other packets. Every packet was a person—everything the system tracked and knew about that person. Byte deleted the packets next, making them invisible to the command center, and perhaps the greatest defense of all against enforcers.

After she freed all eight holding centers, she entered a different part of the system. This one was bustling with activity. Against the dark backdrop of data transfers, amps glittered like stars. She gathered some symbols and replaced them with others of her own that weren’t quite the same yellow. A second passed, and the yellow darkened to orange. The symbols expanded, then burst and began pouring away from Byte like the flooded river. It swallowed and drowned amps as it washed through them, taking out hundreds and then thousands.

But the water had grown too big, and it started to run in all directions. I would’ve run, but Byte remained there, a bright star in an ocean of drowning stars. When the orange water touched her, I felt the burn deep in my mind. When the orange enveloped her, I drowned from the inside out. I tried to breathe, but I forgot how. Even my heart forgot how to pump. I felt my consciousness fade, and I noticed that at least one good thing about dying is that it didn’t hurt.
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I came awake, sucking in the deepest breath I’d ever taken. I winced—my stomach most definitely did not like that kind of movement, not that the rest of my body was much better. It hurt a lot less being dead. I peeled my eyes open to see that my stomach was still oozing, but not horribly so.

I looked around. The emergency lighting was dim now but still giving off illumination. My vision wasn’t great, but it was good enough for me to see a lot of shapes on the floor, and the night sky above. A cool breeze blew in, and that was what convinced me that I really was alive and not hallucinating in hell.

“Byte?” I asked. My voice was rough and gritty.

She appeared next to me. <I’m here, Cal.>

“We’re alive?”

<I thought that was obvious.>

“I don’t feel alive. I feel mostly dead.”

<We are critically injured. But my hypothesis worked. The control center fully shutting down my technological parts allowed my biological nature to finish its assimilation. We are now a fully fused, autonomous, symbiotic entity, Cal. You, me, us.>

I rubbed my temples. The earlier migraine was threatening to return. “I didn’t understand a word you just said.”

<I am no longer just an amp as you are no longer just a human.>

I moved and groaned. “Still feel mostly dead.”

“You look mostly dead, too,” Talon said as he limped toward me. “You’d better not die on me. You still owe me an AV.”

I smiled even though it physically hurt to do so. It was good to see he was still alive, except the blood had dried and one of his eyes had swollen shut. “You look like shit.”

“Where have I heard that before?” He gestured around us. “You used a grenade? In here? You’re crazier than me.”

I would’ve shrugged but I knew how much that would hurt. I struggled to get to my feet, and he had to help me. I hissed at the movement to both my stomach and knee, but Talon allowed me to use him as a crutch even though he was wobbly on his feet.

Talon nodded toward the closed doors. “I figured they would’ve found a way to break those down by now.” He glanced at me. “Well, we can’t stay up here all day.”

I scanned the floor and smiled, pointing. Talon figured out my intention right away, and we trudged over and picked up the forearm and hand, which were still gloved in a sleek gray suit. Then we slowly made our way to the security elevator. Once inside, I peeled off the glove and held the hand against the authorization panel. It flashed green, and I tapped the lowest level shown. I grunted. “Hm, who knew the tower had a basement?”

The elevator brought us all the way to the basement level without stopping. When the doors opened, I expected to be gunned down by a squad of enforcers, but there was no one there. I shot Talon a suspicious glance.

“Hey, I’m as surprised as you are that we’re still alive.” He tucked his chin in the direction of my gut. “Though, did you notice you have a gaping stomach wound?”

“Yeah, I kind of noticed it,” I said.

The basement was a parking garage, and from the look of the AVs, it was an executive parking garage.

A sleek black AV pulled up and the door opened.

<I’ve taken control of this vehicle.>

“Our chariot awaits,” I said, and we climbed in with plenty of groaning and wincing.

“Where would you like to go?” Byte asked through the vehicle’s speaker system.

Talon pointed at a sign above one of the basement’s tunnels. “The spaceport. Lumen Lu’s still there and can be ready to launch in ten minutes.” He glanced at me. “But you, my friend, are in serious need of a full case of bionanites. I’ve got a couple doses in Lu—that’ll be enough to stabilize you, but we’ll need to find more than that.”

“I’m working on healing you, but I require more energy. Bionanites may come in handy,” Byte said.

“To the spaceport, it is,” I said.

The tunnel was empty all the way to the spaceport. It was deep into night, but I had a feeling the tunnel was never very busy. Neither of us talked on the way to the spaceport. The questions hung heavy in the air.

Did it work?

Was it all worth it?

Did Andra and Tommy get out?

Did the freed low-towners make it out of Aberdeen without being gunned down or recaptured?

Did I want to know any of those answers?

We reached the spaceport to find it also empty. There probably weren’t many flights that launched at this time of night, but it still made me suspicious. Talon had Byte drive directly to the private docks. The owner of the AV would get fined for parking illegally, not us.

Byte was helping with the pain, and we found a couple of rain ponchos in the trunk. We donned them. I couldn’t walk, so Talon had to help me.

“This is becoming a habit,” I griped as he helped me out of the vehicle.

“Don’t worry, you’ll get a bill from me.”

“Take this car,” I said. “Call us even.”

He chortled. “Giving me a stolen car doesn’t pay me back for stealing my semi-legally owned car. Keep it; you’re buying me a new one.”

“It might take a while,” I said.

“That’s fine. Interest will be compounding.”

We entered the private docks, and Talon flagged a cart. The really odd thing was that when we reached security, the systems were down and we drove right through.

“Uh, Byte, did you have something to do with this?” I asked.

<I deactivated all security systems, though I expect them to be online within the day. However, their hands are full right now.>

“Cart, play the news,” I said.

The screen morphed from a never-ending run of ads to the local news. It showed high-towners rioting outside Softbiotics Tower. Many were crying; others were stone-faced. They held up signs like Bring our amps back online now! and They’re our amps, not yours.

Talon chuckled. “Guess it worked.”

“How long do you think it’ll be before someone figures out how to bring their amps back online?”

“Not long. Sure, half the universe is idiots, but the other half is clever enough to take advantage of those idiots. I bet Softbiotics will charge a fee to bring each amp back up.” He turned serious then. “We made some pretty big enemies today.”

I considered. “Yeah, we probably did. And we didn’t get to use Andra’s data stick, so the public never got to see Softbiotics’ crimes.”

“Aw, well, they would’ve figured out a way to cover them up, anyway.”

As the cart cruised along the private docks, Byte practically yelled, <Stop!>

I jumped, which made every one of my body parts twinge in pain. “Cart, stop,” I said in a rush, and it did.

“What’s wrong?” Talon asked.

<The craft in this docking bay is registered under Fable Ventures.>

It took a while for the name to connect. “This is Katz’s ship?”

<That would make it ours now.>

I turned to Talon. “Uh, I think this is my ship.”

He eyed me suspiciously. “Cart, wait here.”

He assisted me into the docking bay. Once we passed through the short hallway and opened the door to the bay, Talon whistled. “Now, that is one silky girl. You sure it’s yours?”

“Nope.”

The ship was a sleek silver vessel with a dome on the top and on the bottom. Near the nose was a painting of a unicorn and the ship’s name, Rapscallion.

He helped me to the authorization panel. I pressed my hand to it, and it responded, “Welcome, Dr. Katz.” The door opened, and Talon helped me inside to an interior as nice as the exterior. Once he set me down near the front at the ship’s controls, he walked through the interior and came back a minute later with a syringe of bionanites.

“This might be the nicest yacht I’ve ever seen, and it’s stocked like end-of-the-universe stocked. Want to make a trade? I mean, I love little ole Lumen Lu, but this is something else.”

I chuckled. “Maybe later.” He injected the bionanites, and I felt the tingling inside already. He then set a couple of syringes next to the chair before lifting another syringe. “I’m taking this one for myself. You’ve got plenty of spares.” He then injected himself and closed his eyes.

After several minutes, I felt like my body had at least stabilized. He stretched. “Well, I think it’s time for me to mosey before enforcers get told that they can still enforce without their amps.” He pointed his armlet toward the flight controls. “I’m giving you my and Lu’s data, so you can reach out once things quiet down.” His armlet chimed. “And Byte just sent me yours and Rapscallion’s. I think your amp’s got a crush on me.”

He smiled and started to leave.

“Hey, Talon. Recommend any places out there?” I raised my head toward the sky.

He considered for a minute. “Atlas Spire is a nice place in the middle of nowhere land. It’s a good spot when you want to lie low for a bit and not have to constantly look over your shoulder for enforcers.”

“Sounds like paradise.”

He smirked. “Not quite.”

He left then with neither of us saying goodbye, and after he exited, the doors closed and the ship whirred to life.

Byte appeared, leaning against the control panel, her voice coming through the ship’s speakers. “Interestingly, this ship is fully programmed to allow me to operate it.”

“I’m guessing the good doctor might’ve planned to implant you in herself at one point… or maybe she just planned for every possibility.”

“Regardless of her rationale, her planning has made our life easier. Would you like me to set a flight plan for Atlas Spire? I will, of course, provide the Space Flight Authority a different flight plan.”

I thought for a moment. Two weeks ago, I’d never been to space. But since then, it’d been only to TerraSoft-11’s moon. As a boy, I’d often wished to fly across the stars, to get away from my miserable life. And now that I had the chance to finally do it?

I smiled. “Hell, yeah.”

Within ten minutes, we were leaving the planet’s orbit. Once we were clear, Byte announced, “We’re clear of TerraSoft-11’s airspace. Get comfortable. We need to go into hibernation mode to heal.”

“What do you mean, ‘we have to go into hibernation mode?’” I asked.

She tsked me. “I told you we evolved. We are one now, and to properly heal, we need to hibernate.”

I managed to get myself into a standing position and then said “Ow” every time I hopped on my only good leg to go find the ship’s quarters… which were austere, but the bed looked plusher than any bed I’d seen in my life. I dragged myself over to it and fell onto my back.

“And while we’re at it, I may make a few updates. Mostly fix a few bugs in the error log,” she said.

“That’s all you’re changing, right?”

“More or less.”


EPILOGUE
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The bar in Atlas Spire was a real shithole. The people here were rough—most looked like they’d never been exposed to a bath. Even the jukebox was rough. It played computer-generated music that skipped or stuttered every few seconds. The beer was warm and tasted of old socks. Fermented algae always tasted like that. It all reminded me of Dreswick. I smiled and then grimaced as I took another swig of the foul-tasting brew.

A screen on the wall played nonstop ads, which annoyed me. A Softbiotics ad was currently showing cyborgs in sleek armor doing the work of a dozen people, saving lives (and money, of course).

I sneered at it before finishing my drink and ordering a second one from the auto-bar.

After all the death—including mine—Softbiotics was still on TerraSoft-11, and they were more authoritarian, i.e. evil, than ever. Andra and Tommy had surprisingly survived—evidently the young guy had a near-superpower in hiding, and they avoided the enforcers. They were continuing the resistance and had reached out to Talon and me. I told them no; I assumed Talon had, too. Besides, they had plenty of new recruits. With all the low-towners and crawlers freed, the resistance was bigger than ever. They’d be okay. As for the residents of Aberdeen, they weren’t doing so well. Softbiotics hadn’t been able to reactivate their amps yet, and they were unhappy about it, to put it mildly. From what Andra said in her last message, the riots were getting more violent every day, supplying the resistance with all the distractions they needed to regroup.

The auto-bar’s long arm set down a metal cup but wouldn’t let me have it until I inserted a chip into a slot in its rectangular “forearm.” It released the glass, and I took a long drink, wincing.

Then I grumbled, “Quit it.”

<Quit what?>

“You know what.”

<If I don’t metabolize the alcohol in your blood, you’ll become impaired.>

“That’s the general idea.”

<That’s a bad idea.>

I stilled. In the bar mirror, I saw the pair enter. They were cleaner than most, but some travelers were clean—me being one of them since I had an unhealthy obsession with the shower on Rapscallion. It was the way they walked and moved. They were cool, professional, and overly confident.

Hunters. The third set this month.

They wore heavy coats to conceal their weapons and probably shock-proof vests. They approached, with one coming up on either side of where I sat at the bar.

“Hello, Callum Bennett,” the man to my left said.

I took another drink and managed not to wince. I set down the cup before saying, “This swill is awful. And you got the wrong guy.”

“Nope. We always get the right guy,” the man to my right said.

“Just leave me alone,” I said.

Lefty chuckled. “That ain’t going to happen, friend. You’ve got a bounty of ten million chips on your head.”

“We ain’t leaving without you. Tekita Voss wants you, so we’re gonna bring you to her. But we’ll give you two options. You can come with us pain-free, or you can come with us in a heap of pain,” Righty said.

“I choose the third option.”

Righty was confused. “There is no⁠—”

I broke Righty’s nose with the metal cup and then spun and ducked Lefty’s stun stick that he’d whipped out impressively fast. This duo had clearly been in this line of work for a while, but they didn’t have a Byte. I grabbed the stick, shoved it up, and connected with his face. He shook, stumbling back from the shock. As he fell, I grabbed his head and slammed it against the bar. He fell in a heap.

I turned back to Righty, who was struggling to see through tears. He was fending me off with his forearm, so I slammed the heel of my palm into his solar plexus. His breath flew out, splattering my face with blood from his broken nose. As he fought for more air, I slammed his head against the bar, and he collapsed exactly like his partner.

I dropped an extra chip on the bar and left. It hadn’t been busy, but the five other patrons all watched me while pretending not to watch. As soon as I left, I picked up my pace. I wiped my face with my sleeve. “Byte, prep the ship.”

<I began the moment they entered the bar. If you haven’t noticed already, it’s safe to assume this station’s compromised.>

“Yeah, no shit.”

<Where to now?>

I thought for only a moment. “Somewhere the corporations don’t go.”

<Any place the corporations avoid is deemed either too desolate or too hostile, and in many cases, it’s both.>

“It can’t be worse than TerraSoft-11,” I said.

I was wrong.
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The man propositioned me before I’d even stepped off the airbridge. “Well, hello there, sweetness. What brings a lovely lady like you to a place like this?” He was casually leaning against the wall, his arms folded over his chest as if to show off his biceps.

His heart rate spiked twenty-nine beats, and his temperature has climbed point-four degrees. He is either strongly attracted to you or he is uneasy, my amp reported inside my head.

It’s not attraction, I thought back to my AI companion. He was attractive enough, but he was also a third my age, which meant he was hitting on me because there was money involved, not because he was attracted to me.

“I’m here to meet someone,” I replied bluntly.

He smiled and pushed off from the wall to saunter alongside me. “I can be someone. I can be anyone you’d like,” he said overeagerly.

“I’m sure you can, but you’re not who I’m looking for.” I inhaled and regretted it immediately. The air purifiers in the spaceport were failing, giving off the same cloying blend of sweat, rust, and dust that could be found on all the arid planets, though this one smelled a touch rustier than most.

The prostitute didn’t give up as he kept pace with me. “Are you sure about that? I’m quite talented.” He puffed out his chest. “Never left a dissatisfied customer.”

I ignored him and kept walking. A beggar sitting on the floor reached out a hand, and I moved to avoid contact, only to bump into the young man at my side, who placed a hand on my back to keep me steady. “Careful, sweetness. Lots of nasty bugs around here.” He pointed at the beggar. “I know that guy there’s got gutter rash. And that’s probably not even the worst he’s got.”

I paused to scrutinize the male prostitute. He couldn’t have been more than twenty, though with how fast humans aged on these desolate, non-corporate worlds, he could’ve been only a teenager. I noticed the scars marring his wrists—he’d decided at least twice that he’d lived long enough. I felt bad for the kid. Life couldn’t have been easy for him. Not that life was easy for anyone on a freeworld. There was something about his desperation that called to me. Maybe because I was in a rather desperate predicament myself.

He fidgeted under my hard gaze, struggling to not take a step away from me.

Do you think he’s dangerous? I asked my amp.

The likelihood of this individual posing a threat is context-dependent as any biological being can be dangerous under appropriate circumstances. However, I calculate his aggression level is seventy-one percent lower than an average adult male living on a non-corporate world. He exhibits a docile demeanor, A4 replied.

“You have an amp,” the young man said. “I could see its lights flickering in your eyes when it was talking to you. Hardly anyone around here has an amp. Only those with off-world connections usually can get one. You must be really rich.”

If he thought I was wealthy, he’d likely try to get me to pay a higher rate for his services, but it also meant he had a vested interest in keeping me safe—at least until he was paid. I likely wasn’t going to find a better option in this cesspool.

“You’ll do,” I said finally.

He smiled and then bowed. “Whatever your heart desires, sweetness. I know of an excellent hotel not far from the spaceport.”

“Do you know your way around Lithion City?” I asked instead.

He shrugged, “Sure, of course. I know this city like the back of my hand.”

“Good. I need a guide.”

“You just want a guide? No… add-ons?”

I nodded.

For the first time, his smile didn’t seem forced. “Sure, I’m a great guide. I’ll take you anywhere you want to go. I’m Chez. What do I call you?”

“You can call me your employer.” I pulled out the small silver card with black lettering and handed it to him. “I need to go to this place, but it’s not showing on my GPS.”

His brow furrowed as he looked at the letters.

“Can’t you read?” I asked.

He grimaced. “Not real good.”

I took the card back. “It’s an address: Mission Street 5084. Do you know where that is?”

He shrugged. “Well, yeah, sure. I mean, I know the area, but it’s in the Undermarket—that’s why it probably doesn’t show up on your maps. The mapping drones don’t cover that area—they always get shot down.”

“That’s where I want to go,” I said.

“Oh, yeah. I can take you there, but you should know, it’s just that the Undermarket ain’t safe, especially for a lady of your⁠—”

“Age?” I finished for him. “I assure you, I can manage just fine.”

“I meant to say ‘beauty.’”

“Of course you did, and you don’t need to bother with frivolities with me. I’ve had sunshine blown up my ass my entire life,” I said drily.

“Better than other things,” he mumbled.

I continued, “All right, I’ll pay you to take me to that address and then back to my ship. Do we have a deal?”

His grin broadened, and he held out his hand. “Your pleasure is my pleasure, sweetness.” He gestured to our left. “We’ll take a taxi. It’ll save a whole lot of walking.”

I wished I could’ve brought a security detail along. I could easily afford one, but I couldn’t trust it. Softbiotics would’ve found out, and that would destroy a decade of work.

A4, silently monitor and assess threats. Report threats at level six or above, I instructed my amp and then considered the Undermarket’s reputation. Make that level eight or above. I didn’t want A4 chiming warnings constantly in my brain, distracting me. A4 wasn’t a security amp, but as a scientific and engineering amp, it was designed to track massive amounts of data, making it almost adequate in monitoring for danger.

Chez guided me through the rest of the spaceport without talking. When we stepped outside, I was exposed to air rippling with heat and a land barren of vegetation. Everywhere I looked across the dead landscape was beige—it couldn’t have been an uglier world—no wonder no corporation had claimed it. The road before us was filled with people walking or riding in rickshaws, not a single powered vehicle in sight. The foot traffic kicked up dust—beige, of course. The people’s clothes were of the same color, but I couldn’t tell if that was the style or if they were all simply that dirty.

About twenty feet to my right, a dead rat was being gnawed on by an even larger rat. I shivered despite the oppressive heat.

Chez waved down a rickshaw. A small, skinny man who looked older than me pedaled a dilapidated three-wheeler, cutting off and earning curses from a younger rickshaw driver who’d also turned toward us.

The old man reached us first. Chez hustled over to the driver and relayed directions. After a moment, Chez turned and nodded to me. “He’ll take us, but he’s gotta be paid up front.”

I flipped him a single silver chip—plenty for a ride but not so much that it would draw attention. The driver bit the coin as if to make sure it was real. I’d never seen that done before—it must’ve been a quirk unique to Lithions.

Before climbing onto the rickshaw, I wiped the dusty seat, only to realize it was more than dust. The plastic-like surface was stained from what must’ve been decades of use. It creaked as I sat down, and I wasn’t a large woman.

“Is this going to hold together?” I asked the driver, but his back was to me, and if he heard me, he didn’t feel like acknowledging my question, let alone responding.

Chez sat uncomfortably close to me—his thigh touching mine—but the rickshaw was so narrow that there was no room for personal space. I planned to take a long, hot, antibacterial shower when I returned to my ship. The seat groaned under our combined weight, and I hoped it would survive the journey.

“I’m surprised you haven’t tried to haggle a price yet,” I pointed out, realizing that when I paid the driver, it would’ve been the perfect time.

“You seem trustworthy enough. I figure we’ll work out something once you have that tour of yours.”

I’d never been accused of being trustworthy before. If my employer knew I was here, they certainly wouldn’t think so. And there was no way a prostitute would consider a client trustworthy.

“Are you sure about that?” I asked.

He shrugged. “Sure, yeah.”

He was either the worst businessman ever or he was confident he’d see his money. The latter made me concerned with how he could make sure he got paid.

The ride was interminably hot while the driver weaved through pedestrians walking the only road leading to Lithion’s largest city, which was, boringly, called Lithion City. The stone road didn’t seem all that dangerous other than the cracks—some were large enough to swallow an entire rickshaw. When the road branched in two, the driver turned left, whereas most others continued down the main road to the more modern side of Lithion City. To the left, the flat-roofed shacks looked like they should be torn down, but they seemed to be what passed as housing around here.

“We’re entering the Undermarket district,” Chez said. “Not that there are any signs to tell you. It’s really just an unofficial area of the city.”

“Where all the criminals are,” I said lightly to myself.

He shrugged. “Sure, but if you want to get technical, isn’t every Lithion a criminal by corporate law?”

He was right about the criminality laws. No planet, moon, or rock was to be settled without corporate ownership. But there were many worlds in the galaxy, and it was easy for a planet to be settled under a corporation’s nose. These worlds were collectively called Nowhere Land. When I was a little girl, I remember my grandparents calling it the Wild West, but I found that term odd. These worlds were spread across star systems—there was nothing “west” about them.

“True,” I said.

He smiled. “And I’m proud to say I live free, unlike those poor corporate-world schmucks who are watched every minute of every hour.”

It was even worse than that. “You have no idea.”

I turned back to the scenery and tried not to think about Softbiotics, my employer.

On either side of the road, the flat-roofed shacks pressed together tighter and tighter as we went deeper into the shantytown. Their rusted tin walls seemed to hem us in as if to keep anyone from leaving. I felt eyes on us from darkened windows above. A beggar on the street was missing both legs. Two children were playing with a ball but paused to look at us as we passed—their gazes were those of predators rather than innocents. My nerves were getting the better of me—I should’ve taken an extra dose of my antianxiety medicine before leaving Rapscallion.

A4 popped a silent text message to not raise suspicion. The driver is not making rational choices. We have gone around this block once before.

My nerves prickled. I thought the driver was taking a meandering approach, but there was no reason to take the same street twice unless he was lost—which was highly doubtful—or it was intentional.

“Why are we taking so many turns?” I asked.

“Uh, it’s safer this way. No one takes a direct route through the Undermarket, not if they can help it,” Chez replied. The driver kept peddling. I’d been through other black-market districts before, and this was the first I’d heard of such a technique. But then again, the Undermarket was one of the more dangerous black markets. When the ordinary black market didn’t carry what a person needed, the Undermarket was the last shot. I’d been to eight other black markets in the past two years.

“But it makes no sense to snake through a dangerous area,” I countered.

Three turns later, A4 reported, We are being followed. Our pursuer is on a bicycle with a squeaky wheel. Based on the weight necessary to cause that tenor of sound and the shape of the shoulders, I estimate the individual to be male. He has followed us through the six most recent turns. The odds of another traveler taking an identical route in under a mile is fourteen percent.

I gritted my teeth. “You’re taking me in circles. Why? To get me lost?”

He held up his hands in mock surrender. “No! I swear it. I just wanted to blow off some time before going back to work, that’s all.”

That made sense. “Fine, but how about the man following us?”

“Who’s following us?” He frowned and then craned his neck around. When his gaze settled on someone, he added, “Oh, shit.”

“Who is that?” I asked.

He gulped. “It’s my, uh, boss. I’m not supposed to leave the spaceport. We’d better stop.” Chez leaned forward and tapped the shoulder of the driver, who then turned off and parked on a sparsely populated street.

The threat level has escalated to nine. This scenario has a nearly zero chance of being beneficial to you. I am activating your exoshield until the threat deescalates, A4 reported.

I’d already palmed the heat blade. It wasn’t a weapon, per se, but a tool for making precise cuts through metal. It was handy in building AI hardware; it was also handy in cutting human flesh.

The moment the driver stopped, I brought the blade to Chez’s neck.

“Whoa! I swear, I didn’t know he was following us,” he stammered.

“I believe you.” But I needed leverage. I focused on the third man as he pulled up alongside the rickshaw. He was dressed fancier than most I’d seen around here—with silver jewelry and blue spiked hair… and a pistol leveled at my chest.

He grinned. “Well, well, well. What do we have here?”

Threat level is now a nine-point-five. You are in life-threatening danger. I advise you to evacuate this area immediately, A4 said.

The rickshaw driver managed to make himself smaller, seemingly unwilling to leave his vehicle even with violence imminent.

I bristled. Yes, I felt fear, but more so, I felt frustration. I’d come too far to not reach the Blacksmith when I couldn’t have been more than a few blocks from his place.

“You shoot me, and I’ll cut your guy’s throat,” I said.

The newcomer sneered. “Here’s the thing, sweetheart—you ain’t going to cut him. You got the look of someone smart enough to know she’s outgunned.”

“I think you’re the one outgunned,” I countered. “I doubt you want me to kill your guy, because if I do, you lose a revenue stream.”

The pimp’s lips tightened. “Holding a knife against someone’s throat isn’t very nice. Especially when that throat belongs to me. I’d like it very much if you removed the blade from my boy’s neck.”

“You holster that pistol first,” I said.

His eyes narrowed before he slowly did.

I wanted to ask A4 if there were other goons in the area, but I didn’t like being seen using an amp if I could help it. Finally, I pulled the blade away and sheathed it.

Chez jumped back, rubbing his neck. He eyed me mistrustingly.

“Sorry,” I said and eyed the pimp. “Did you think I might try to run off and take your man with me?”

“Wouldn’t be the first time,” he said. “These guys get goofy ideas, thinking it’s better out there.” He gestured to the sky. “They don’t realize what’s waiting for them out there. They don’t get it that they’re just as likely to get sold as sex slaves as they would be shoved out of an airlock.”

“Or they may find freedom and prosperity that they were denied here,” I added.

The pimp guffawed. “Whatever you say, lady. Listen, I don’t really care what you do with my boy here as long as you don’t run off with him.”

“I have no intention of running off with him. I’ve hired him to serve as my guide in the Undermarket.”

The pimp snorted. “A guide. Does he look like a guide to you? He’s a whore, and he was supposed to service you and then let you be on your way. He owes me money, and he can’t pay me back if he’s off traipsing around town with you. Listen, just do whatever you want with him already and pay up. But I’ll have you know, if you hurt him or kill him, the penalty is a thousand chips.”

A thousand chips. That’s all the boy’s life was worth? How sad. I glanced at Chez. He didn’t seem bothered by the statement. Rather, he only shrugged. I felt sorry for him.

“When you’re finished with him, I’ll be your guide. I’ll get you where you need to go,” the pimp said.

“I think I’ll find my own way, thank you.”

I went to walk by him, but he grabbed my arm.

I winced. “You’re hurting me.”

He opened his mouth to speak but he froze as if listening to something. He turned away to talk in a low voice, but I couldn’t make out the words, so I asked my amp, A4, can you hear what he’s saying?

He is communicating with a Model 964 human-amplifier. It is currently relaying a message. To summarize the contents, the Blacksmith believes this man is intentionally delaying delivery of the “package,” and reminds him that he was hired to ensure a swift and safe delivery.

The Blacksmith? That meant I was that package. Fury bristled my nerves, but I forced it down. Losing control never did anyone any good, and losing control here, surrounded by criminals, would guarantee disaster. I glared first at Chez. He was anxious when he met me, not because of what deviant fantasies I brought with me, but because he’d been instructed by his pimp to target me.

“Why didn’t you just tell me you were instructed to deliver me to the Blacksmith?” I asked.

The prostitute held up his hands in surrender. “I have no idea what you’re talking about. I was just told to pleasure you. But when you didn’t want me but still offered to pay me for something, I figured that would still be okay.”

Okay. His pimp would probably beat him if he didn’t do as asked. I turned then to the pimp. “You sent Chez to delay me. Why?”

The pimp chortled. “I have no idea what you’re talking about. I just sent him to pleasure you. Besides, what’s wrong with him? He’s clean and pretty, and better company than whatever tech you got waiting for you back on your ship.”

My eyes narrowed. “You’re lying.” Then it hit me. “Ah, you probably have some sort of scanner to steal data. You were planning to scan my armlet while I was… distracted, since you knew I had access to funds since I was here to see the Blacksmith.”

The pimp bristled, and I knew instantly it was the truth. “Listen, lady. You’re nuts⁠—”

“Your amp isn’t exactly state-of-the-art. In fact, it’s such an old generation, it’s barely considered an amp,” I interrupted.

The pimp’s scowl deepened. Evidently, his ego was easily bruised. “Amps aren’t exactly easy to come by on Lithion. And neither are credits. And you know what? I could probably just kill you and rob you right here and say we were hit by a street gang on the way.”

I chortled. “Good luck with that. The Blacksmith is watching you at this very moment.”

He snorted. “Not here. Any camera or drone installed in the city is shot to smithereens within five minutes of being installed.”

“I’m talking about your amp,” I said. “It’s a communicator amp. The Blacksmith gave it to you, didn’t he? You probably thought it was a gift—a little bonus for being such a good little cog in his machine. But here’s the thing about gifts—they always come with a catch… in this case, communicator amps provide open video feeds to their original encoder. You’ve been under surveillance this entire time.”

He snorted. “Whatever. Amps don’t work that way.” But I could tell by his expression that I’d just confirmed a doubt he’d had. That was probably why he wanted to rob me at the spaceport using his own lackeys rather than here in the Undermarket.

“You’d be surprised. Most are far more invasive.” I cocked my head. “Don’t you think it odd that the Blacksmith messaged you right when you were putting me, his client, in harm’s way rather than bringing me to him?”

He glared. “I was only hired to make sure you got to his place without coming to harm, and I’m here to make sure that happens.” He took a menacing step closer and leaned in. “But you know what? He didn’t say a thing about you making it back to your ship safely.”

He glared at me for a length. If he meant to be intimidating, it wasn’t working—I’d seen far worse glares in the business world. The pimp’s amp activated again, and I surmised the message even without A4’s summary. I climbed back onto the rickshaw. “You’re at a crossroads,” I said, keeping my voice cool. “You can continue stalling, contemplating if robbing me is worth the risk of earning the Blacksmith’s ire, or you can take me to him. It’s your choice, but I’d choose quickly if I were you. Or do you want to see what happens if he sends you a third message?”

The pimp cursed under his breath. He was beaten, for now. But I learned long ago that prideful, hungry men like him never stayed beaten for long.
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The pimp set a fast pace, and the rickshaw driver panted and sweated as he pedaled hard to keep up. Ahead, people jumped out of our way, cursing us and shaking fists. Neither the pimp nor the driver seemed the least concerned about running over pedestrians. Across the street, I noticed a scuffle between two men underway, but it was snuffed out when a bystander shot them both and then proceeded to pick their pockets like a vulture to a corpse.

Unease soured my stomach, and I tightened the grip on the rickshaw, my other hand resting on the hilt of my heat blade. Perhaps I made a mistake in coming to the Undermarket—I was certainly out of my league. Tension and violence saturated the air. I wasn’t as equipped as I should be. But I couldn’t turn back. If I did, everything I’d done up to this point would’ve been in vain. Worse, if I failed, Softbiotics would win, and that would hurt all of humanity.

I’d been working for the galaxy’s largest amp maker for over forty years. They made their name at mass-producing basic amps, not unlike the implant the pimp had. I helped them launch the first line of designer amps, customized to each person’s aptitudes, and I was the lead designer of every major line of amps during my tenure. But, for being the smartest person at Softbiotics—likely the smartest person in the entire system—it turned out that I’d also been a fool.

I’d assumed Softbiotics had the same goal as I did: to help humanity bypass its biological limitations using AI technology. But I learned that they saw amps as purely a means to grow their reach. When I discovered the secret features they were adding to the AI software to enable them to assume control over anyone with a Softbiotics amp, it sickened me. That was when I realized that anything I designed for them would be twisted to fit their agenda. I needed to create something that they couldn’t contaminate.

And the Blacksmith had the final piece.

We stopped outside a nondescript building that looked like every other building on the block: worn, brown, and broken. Enthusiasm overpowered my fear when I noticed the number 5084 carved small in the stone near the door, the only sign that we were at the correct address.

Chez stepped down first and even offered me a hand despite him being clearly uncomfortable around me now that I’d held a blade to his neck. Despite the germs, I decided to take his hand. When I stepped down, I said, “I wouldn’t have hurt you, I hope you know that.”

He gave me a lying smile. “Sure, I know that.”

The pimp strode to the door, hardly glancing back, before opening it and stepping inside. I followed with Chez behind me, while the rickshaw driver drove away in haste. I watched him leave and then glanced at the prostitute. “Remember our deal. You get me back to my ship.”

“I remember. Trust me, I’m not leaving until I get paid.” He rubbed his neck. “And I expect a little extra for the knife thing.”

I stepped inside, blinking when I entered the foyer, as it wasn’t what I’d expected. Where the exterior was run-down, this small vestibule was a pure-white with an all-metal door with a touchscreen.

The pimp touched the screen and said, “It’s me, Joey. I’m here with the package.”

The door clicked and then opened. As soon as I stepped through the doorway, A4 sounded an alert and then went silent. A4, I asked, but it didn’t respond. Unease shot through me, and I furtively scanned the ceiling. In the corner, I noticed an AI dampener. A4 could provide no support in here today. I was blind, alone. Dread brought goosebumps.

I swallowed and focused on my surroundings—it fell upon me to monitor for danger. The air here was cooler and cleaner—obviously filtered. I was in a comfortable office with various artwork of naked women interspersed with nature scenes covering the walls. In the center of the room stood what looked like a desk made of genuine wood. It would’ve cost a fortune. I knew that because I had one myself.

A well-dressed man sat at the desk. He had dark skin, and the nameplate on his desk read, Black D. Smith, Esquire. I was surprised that a smuggler would be a lawyer, but I was more surprised that a world like Lithion even had a need for lawyers.

The pimp nodded in my direction before speaking. “Black, here’s your client. As you can see, here she is, safe and sound.”

I realized I’d had his name wrong all along. He wasn’t the Blacksmith. His name was Black Smith.

“Fifteen minutes late,” Smith said, gruff. “Let me guess, traffic?”

“Lots of traffic out there. More fights than usual, too,” the pimp said nonchalantly, though I could tell he was testing what I’d told him about his amp.

His boss didn’t bite. “That’s why I sent you to escort Ms. Wooles safely to me.”

“I did, and my throat is parched.” The pimp rubbed his neck.

Black Smith rolled his eyes. “Have a drink. Have two as long as I don’t have to look at or listen to you while I assist my client.”

The pimp gave a mock salute, and he and Chez walked across the long room to where a small wet bar was built into the wall. Smith turned his full attention on me. He had a cold, penetrating stare that unnerved me. He gestured to the chair across from him. “Please, have a seat, Ms. Wooles.”

“Hello, Mr. Smith, I trust you have what we discussed,” I said as I took a seat.

“I do. I trust your journey here wasn’t too eventful. I imagine you are accustomed to far more comfortable modes of transportation than what the streets of Lithion provide,” he said.

“It was fine. Now, the item?”

“Of course, of course.” He spun his chair to and turned the combination lock on the safe behind his desk and took out a black box about six square inches in size.

“It’s in there?” I asked.

“Of course.”

I reached out. “Let me see it.”

He tutted. “Payment first.”

“Okay. Raise your armlet.”

He shook his head. “Not until we settle on the price.”

I frowned. “But we already settled on the price.”

He gave a sly grin. “That was before. This is today, Ms. Wooles, or should I call you by your real name, Doctor Ana Katz?”

I jerked. “How did you—” I clamped my mouth shut. I’d been so careful. I’d hacked my ship’s code, I’d spent thousands on a flawless fake identity, I’d left no trace. That Smith had found out my secrets meant that I’d underestimated him. My heart pounded, but my expression remained stoic. Corporate warfare had trained me to never betray emotion. “I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised. Your reputation precedes you. What do you want, Mr. Smith, if that’s even your real name?”

He smirked. “Oh, it’s my real name, all right. Unlike you, I have nothing to hide. But we’re not here to talk about me. We’re here to talk about a little black box and its value. I think earlier negotiations were made under false pretenses. Jupita Wooles was a little too vanilla on paper.”

“Vanilla is safer in places like this,” I elaborated.

“Vanilla stands out in places like this,” he corrected. “It piqued my curiosity, and sure enough, call me surprised when I discovered that Ms. Wooles was none other than the darling of Softbiotics.”

Years of careful planning, and I was now at a criminal’s mercy. I feigned courage I didn’t feel. “If Softbiotics is aware I’m here, then I have no need for that black box.”

He looked offended. “I’m careful in my business dealings, even more careful than you. I can promise you that if Softbiotics is aware you’re here, talking with me, buying from me, it’s not because of me. Trust me, I’ve been involved in trading valuables for a long time. I have more experience at being discreet in my business dealings than you, Doctor Katz.”

He raised a finger. “However, being discreet comes at a cost. The Katz name is known even beyond the Soft worlds. Your ancestors made a fortune in… asteroid mining, right?”

I didn’t answer, let alone nod. He clearly knew all about me and my family history already and was just showing off. He certainly didn’t need my confirmation.

“That means you’re rich with a capital R,” he continued. “But more importantly, that kind of wealth means you’re respected. And I think paying a little bit more for something to ensure any delicate business dealings remain private isn’t too much to ask for, am I right?”

I leaned forward. “You’re not the only one who does their research, Mr. Smith. I know your business depends on discretion and assurances, and reneging a deal doesn’t exactly inspire confidence.”

“And yet you’re still sitting here,” he said, leaning back in his chair. “I know your type. If you had any other options, you wouldn’t have come to me.”

I stared him down but lost, and I sighed and plopped back in my chair. “How much more?” I hated criminals. They were almost as bad as corporate executives.

“I’d say four million credits should suffice.”

My jaw went slack. “Four million? You’ve quadrupled the asking price?”

“You can afford it.”

“That’s not the point.”

“That’s exactly the point. So… how bad do you want it?”

I gritted my teeth. He already knew the answer. I never played poker because I wasn’t any good at it. “Fine. Four million credits it is.”

He clapped his hands together. “Excellent!”

I struggled to keep from slumping. It wasn’t the cost as much as the risk of knowing just how easily my vision, let alone career—or my life—could be destroyed should this unscrupulous man choose to do so.

He pulled up his sleeve to reveal an armlet about an inch wide wrapped around his forearm. He pressed his hand against it, and it lit up. “Awaiting payment.”

My jaw remained clenched as I did the same to the narrow armlet around my own forearm. I normally didn’t wear one, allowing A4 to handle administrative tasks like this, but whenever I traveled, I wore it as backup. Once my armlet was activated, I made the transfer. It was painful to watch that much money wasted.

After a moment, he smiled as he slid the small black box across the desk.

I snapped the box to me and gave it a cursory inspection. The outer surface was smooth like any other protective cube, but it was heavier than expected. Something about it set my nerves on edge. The seal remained unbroken, and when I pressed it, the hacker’s identification details, along with when the box was sealed, were displayed. It awaited a PIN code already provided to me by the hacker, 404.

If the box had come from anyone other than 404, I would’ve opened it to verify the contents, but I trusted the hacker—at least as much as I could trust anyone in these sorts of dealings. I’d worked with them on more than one occasion when designing new amp lines. The hacker had built a reputation of being true to their word, even if that word involved raiding secret data files.

Black Smith had leaned back in his chair, steepling his fingers as he watched me. His smile didn’t quite reach his eyes. “It’s been a pleasure doing business with you, Doctor Katz,” he said smoothly, then he nodded at the box. “That’s a hardcore seal. I must admit, for something so valuable, I was half-tempted to take a peek. What’s in there, anyway?”

Something in his demeanor had shifted. His words were casual, but his eyes tracked every movement. I placed my prize inside a small, secure pack I wore around my waist, exchanging it for a mini-taser no bigger than a pen. I double-checked to make sure the pack was secure and couldn’t be removed or opened without my own code.

“I admit, I might’ve tried a scanner on it.”

I shot him a hard glance, and he held up a hand. “But I didn’t.” He gave a sheepish shrug. “All right, I did, but my scanners couldn’t penetrate the box. Hey, as the middleman, I just wanted to make sure you weren’t getting ripped off.”

“You mean, ripped off by anyone except you,” I said.

“Well, since it came from 404, I figured it had to be legit. It’s some kind of code, right?”

“You’re rather curious about something that’s absolutely none of your business.” I stood. “Curiosity doesn’t suit you, Mr. Smith. It makes you look desperate.”

“Well,” he drawled. “I’m curious as to what kind of code could be so valuable that you’d pay four million credits for it.”

“You must be going deaf because I already told you, it’s none of your business.” I then turned to Chez and the pimp who stood at the small bar, both clearly listening to every word between Smith and me. I motioned to Chez. “I’m ready to go.”

Smith stood as well and made his way around the desk. “I think it is my business. I think if it’s so special, then I think, as a businessman, it might be prudent to hold on to it. If you were willing to pay four million, who knows what a corporation like—say, Softbiotics—would pay. Five million? Ten? Enough that I could live out the rest of my days as a king.”

I turned to leave, but as I did so, I noticed Smith shift his weight. A4 would’ve warned me sooner. My own reflexes were far too slow, and he grabbed my wrist. Fortunately, the taser was in my other hand, and I pressed the tip against him as soon as he was close enough.

The taser crackled against the invisible exoshield he wore. Sparks flew, and I realized I’d misjudged him. I dropped the taser and lunged for the gun on his hip belt, but he twisted away, my fingertips barely brushing the edge of the grip.

I cursed, and he laughed. “I find it prudent in my line of business to wear protection.”

I scowled. “Let me go.”

“I don’t think so.” He looked past my shoulder when he said, “Time to make yourself useful for once, Joey. I think today’s the day the famed Dr. Ana Katz faces her demise. The good doctor was always known to be eccentric. No one would bat an eye if the old crone suddenly decided to go off grid, don’t you think?”

“Not a single bat of an eye,” Joey said from right behind me.

I glanced over my shoulder to see the pimp give me a slow, toothy grin. I turned back to the greater threat. “You’re wrong,” I said. “I am Softbiotics’ most valuable asset. I’m not just valuable—I’m irreplaceable. They will search the ends of the galaxy for me.”

“They can search, but I can promise you that they will never find you, and you certainly helped with that. Jailbreaking your ship’s systems so that you can fake its location—that was quite smart. Most criminals just remove the locator system, which makes them obvious to any station that picks up a ship on LiDAR. While you could fly anywhere, adjusting and reporting your location as needed. No corporation can track you, which is an impressive feat of hacking—I assume 404 helped you on that,” Smith said. When I said nothing, he continued. “Now, how about you be a darling and unlock that bag for me.”

“You can go to hell,” I stammered and I tried to break free, but he was easily over twice my size and three times my strength.

He gave me a sinister grin as he leaned closer. “Ah, but that’s where you’re going.”

His features morphed into an expression of wild surprise before he released me and fell to his knees. I backpedaled several steps so that he couldn’t grab me again.

Behind him stood the pimp, holding a blood-coated electrostatic blade, which I hadn’t even noticed until then. As Black Smith fell face-forward, the pimp smiled, examining the blade. “I bought this little beauty for this exact purpose.” He glanced down at the dead man. “You wouldn’t believe how long I’ve been wanting to do that.”

Where Joey the pimp seemed to enjoy violence, Chez cowered against the wall, wide-eyed and looking absolutely terrified. That’s why he was the prostitute and Joey was the pimp.

The pimp took a seat, kicking his feet casually on the desk, scattering papers. He scanned the office. “You wouldn’t believe…” he echoed his earlier words. “Black always thought he was smarter than me. Always thought he could talk down to me, like I was one of his errand boys.” He made a point of looking at the body. “Who’s the smart one now?” He smiled as he opened a drawer and pulled out a silk handkerchief, which he used to wipe the blade.

Chez stammered, “You shouldn’t have done that. Black’s guys are gonna come after us.”

“Shut up,” the pimp snapped, and Chez did.

Done cleaning the blade, he turned his attention to me. “Have a seat, dear doctor. I believe we have much to discuss.”

I didn’t move. “I wasn’t lying when I said that Softbiotics will send people to look for me, and they can hire the very best.”

“And I’m sure they will, and I’m sure they can. But I’m not interested in disappearing you, like our former attorney here.”

My lips thinned. “You want the black box.”

He smiled. “A little box in exchange for me saving your life doesn’t seem like too much to ask. And if Black thought this box was worth enough to take it back, then I think it’d be a good first sale for me as Black Smith’s successor.”

“I think you’d find it very, very hard to find another buyer. What is in this box is useful to me and no one else.”

“No one else except Softbiotics,” he corrected.

I shook my head. “They don’t understand this code, and if they did, they would buy it simply to destroy it so that no other amp company would buy it.”

“But they would buy it,” the pimp said. “And I’m wondering if they’d pay more than you.”

“I already paid for it. I own it; you do not, and you cannot sell what you don’t own.”

He raised a finger. “Ah, but I learned a thing or two from our lawyer friend here. Possession is nine-tenths of the law, right?”

He’d already made up his mind—there would be no negotiating with him for my safety, let alone for the black box. He was going to take the box and contact Softbiotics, assuming they’d pay more for it than I had. What he didn’t realize is that Softbiotics never bought what they could take. The pimp would end up paying… with his life.

But before that… the way he watched me made my stomach churn. He’d never let me leave Lithion alive.

I ran.
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The pimp was sitting behind the desk, his legs still propped up, giving me two precious seconds of a head start, and Chez was still in shock from the murder done before his eyes. I reached the door and was through before either could reach me. The instant I was out of the dampener’s range, A4 hummed back online. Relief swept through me, but I didn’t have time to appreciate it.

“A4, lock that door!”

The door whooshed closed just as the pair of men reached it, and it locked with a resonating click. Fists pounded against the metal door, echoed by muffled curses. The door was thick, but it wouldn’t hold forever.

“A4, lock any other doors to that office,” I ordered. I spoke aloud since it was faster than thinking my commands in my adrenaline-filled rush. A4 might not have been a security amp, but with its engineering baseline, it had taken me very little effort for me to train it to mimic certain attributes of a security amp.

All three doors have been locked; however, doing so is against fire and safety code, A4 reported.

“To hell with the code,” I muttered, hustling outside. I hoped the locked doors would hold them long enough for me to reach my ship. At my age, I’d never outrun them if they got out. But if Joey managed to call reinforcements… I needed to hurry.

A4, go into full security mode and get me to the spaceport. A map of Lithion City displayed behind my left eye, with a flashing line for the route I needed to take. While Black Smith’s off-the-beaten-path address wasn’t in the system, any basic GPS would have public spaceports programmed.

I forced myself to walk rather than run, as my old joints would be screaming within a block, and I’d be gasping for air in two. I’d had the best medicine, but I’d still lived a significant portion of my life on various TerraSoft worlds, where pollution almost always exceeded standard limits. I was also seventy-two years old, and since the Great Expansion, medicine had done very little to extend human lifespans.

Every step closer to the spaceport was a step closer to changing everything. The amp I was designing could—would—change all that. None of the crooks at Softbiotics had any idea what was at stake—they were too shortsighted, focused on money and power.

As long as Joey was still trapped, I had little to fear as I made my way through the mostly vacant streets, but I had to force myself to not constantly look over my shoulder. I trusted A4’s skills—the amp used my senses, hearing and seeing more than I ever could. If I didn’t look back, it couldn’t see, but it could certainly hear footsteps from a half-block away.

My confidence grew the farther I got from Smith’s office. But I wasn’t safe, not by a long shot. As the streets became busier, I felt more and more eyes on me. I wondered how many prostitutes and goons the pimp had that he could send at me. With the dampener still active in Black Smith’s office, I hoped the pimp couldn’t call for reinforcements, but I’d be foolish to think he didn’t have an armlet—even poor people had armlets—which meant his people could already be looking for me.

The market was alive with motion. Vendors shouted over one another, rickshaws weaved through pedestrians. I tried to flag down one rickshaw, but the driver ignored me. I tried another, but she already had a passenger. My nerves prickled. The faster I walked, the more I felt watched, and I realized my behavior was making me stand out. I slowed and began weaving through other customers at the market. Someone bumped against me, and I jumped, my nerves in tatters.

You are being followed by at least two pairs of footsteps. They have been following you for one hundred meters. By the sound of their footsteps, your pursuers are small adult females or children, A4 reported.

I stopped at a street vendor and pretended to peruse the scarves while casually scanning the area.

I have verified your pursuers are youths. They carry no obvious weapons. However, I deduce they intend to steal from you, A4 reported.

“I’m running a special today,” the vendor said since I was lingering at her stand. She was middle-aged and bore the thick skin from a life lived in the harsh elements.

I left the vendor without another glance. As I approached the intersection, my map pointed to turn left. I verified with A4, Is this the safest route?

This is the most direct route to the spaceport. I do not have enough data to determine the safest route.

I turned left. The street wasn’t as busy as the market street I’d just come from.

Danger escalating to level eight-point-eight. I advise you to remain in a populated area, A4 reported. Two more youths are surveilling you. They are armed. And the two pursuers are closing the distance.

Ahead, a street urchin stood directly in my path. A second arrived and stopped to stand to my left. They hadn’t just followed me—they were herding me. Each had something in their hands—since A4 had already pointed out they carried weapons—knives would be my guess, as those were the easiest weapons to come across. The little thieves were smart—they coordinated their operation. If I continued straight, I’d walk directly into the path of the first one, and if I tried to go around to my left, I’d walk into the second one. That left only my right. I knew they were cornering me, but I didn’t know what else to do. I didn’t want to hurt a child, but if I had to, I knew better than to do it in full view of other locals.

As I veered to my right, I noticed an alley, realizing that was exactly where they’d wanted me to go.

Danger level nine-point-two. Exoshield is activated.

I chose to head back into the street even if I had to injure one of the urchins, but when I turned, I found the ones behind me had caught up. Together, the four pressed me into the alley like feral cats hunting a mouse. Though, by the look of these children, cats had fewer fleas. Patched, stained clothes hung off their wiry frames.

I huffed. “I don’t have time for this. How much will get you off my back?”

The oldest of the group, a boy of no more than twelve, jeered. “Everything you got, lady. Then you can get going.”

As he spoke, the group all raised their weapons, which looked to be nothing more than rusted paring knives. They were just kids—desperate and stupid kids.

Danger level nine-point-six. Retreat immediately.

“You got a bag. You got an armlet. Give ’em to me. What else you got on ya that I don’t see?” the gang leader asked.

“You can’t have either. I need them,” I said.

“I think I’ll take them all.” The leader lunged.

A4 had sounded an alert, but it was already obvious he’d come at me. He was young and had to prove himself to his gang or else be usurped. He was also faster—there was no way I could’ve evaded him. Instead, I relied on my armor to deflect the blow. Exoshields were designed to stop projectile and energy-based weapons by deflecting. They weren’t optimized for absorbing impacts. My shield kept his blade from skewering my stomach—the shield shimmered upon the impact—but it didn’t prevent him from slamming me backward. The sheer force of the blow sent me crashing to the ground. Lightning bolts of pain shot through my body.

You have multiple minor contusions from the impact, but no severe injuries have been identified, A4 announced. My amp then flashed an alert next to the map that my exoshield had only thirty-four percent charge remaining. The energy armor was excellent for short-term defense, but I’d already overused mine. If the gang leader stabbed at me enough, he’d deplete the charge. Hopefully, he lacked the brain cells to understand science.

Right now, he was staring dumbly at his blade. The others seemed dumbfounded, too, looking between their leader and me. They clearly weren’t familiar with exoshields. I dragged myself to my feet. My old joints hurt, but I only needed them to keep working until I got back to my ship. There, I could inject myself with painkillers.

By the time I was standing, the gang leader stared at me. “How’d you do that?”

“You can’t hurt me,” I replied. “And therefore, you can’t rob me.”

It infuriated him, as I expected. I needed him off guard. I reached into my pocket and pulled out a handful of silver chips. “But I can still offer alms to the poor.”

All their eyes widened simultaneously, like hungry baby birds seeing a worm. They moved quickly toward me, and I tossed the chips in a wide arc. The gang rushed after the chips clinking across the ground, a prize greater than a year’s worth of pickpocketing would earn them. With me being temporarily forgotten, I hurried from the area, and just before entering the busier street again, I tossed another handful of chips back at the kids who’d begun fighting each other. This would keep them occupied long enough—I hoped—for me to slip into the crowd.

A4, find me a safer route, I ordered just as I turned around to come face-to-face with a furious, sweaty pimp. Behind him, Chez stood, panting. The pair must’ve sprinted the entire way once they’d broken free.

Warning: armed hostile forces in your immediate vicinity. Retreat immediately, A4 announced. For being the most advanced amp on the market, A4 still had an annoying number of limitations.

I’d already noticed the gun in Joey’s hand. He seemed unbothered to be holding it in a public space. He also looked like he was itching to use it.

“I got a bad knee,” he said, glaring. “And you made me run. I hate running.”

“I didn’t make you do anything,” I corrected, but pointing out the truth didn’t assuage his mood. He motioned for me to walk, and I did. After all, I couldn’t overpower them, couldn’t outrun them.

The pair guided me to another alley—how many alleys did this poorly planned city have? I’d never had claustrophobia before, but the walls closed in on me, suffocating me. It took every ounce of strength I had to remain calm. I turned to face them. The pimp still looked furious, while Chez stood several steps back, unsure and unconfident.

“I was just going to take the black box, but then you had to go and be a bitch and run off with it,” the pimp said.

“Since I’m the rightful owner, I didn’t see any problem with retaining my property,” I pointed out.

He watched me coldly, then holstered his gun, unsheathing the electrical blade instead.

My expression must’ve betrayed my fear because the pimp sneered. “Yeah, I saw you with those street rats. You got one of those fancy exoshields just like Black did. But your expensive, invisible suit ain’t going to protect you against this little blade. Now, hand it over.”

I turned to Chez. “Help me, and I’ll fly you off this planet. I’ll set you up with everything you need for a good life.”

The prostitute blinked. “You can take me away from all this?”

I nodded. “You have my word.”

“Don’t even think about it,” Joey said. With the blade still in one hand, he pulled out his gun with the other and nonchalantly raised and shot Chez through the head.

The young man collapsed, surprise his last expression.

I turned to Joey. “He was harmless.”

“I know. And he was a lousy whore. Now, where were we? Oh yeah, the box.”

I swallowed back my bile. “Fine. If I give you the black box, you’re not going to kill me?”

He scoffed. “I’ll consider not killing you.”

I detect untruth. He is lying, A4 reported.

I carefully unlocked the bag and removed the black box. I held it out in a trembling hand. His glee was obvious as he rushed to grab it. The moment he touched my exoshield, I activated the suit’s pulse. Its remaining energy was discharged in a single blast. The pimp went rigid as energy coursed through him. The smell of burnt fabric and skin filled the air. When my suit was fully drained, he slumped to the ground.

Exoshield depleted, A4 announced.

I stashed the black box back in my bag. As I turned to the alley’s entrance, I saw Chez’s body. His eyes were focused skyward as if his final thoughts were of being far from here. He didn’t deserve any of this, but the universe played favorites, and he was one of the unlucky ones.

Danger imminent. Hostile threat behind you, A4 reported.

I pulled out my heat blade as I turned around to find the pimp back on his feet, staggering toward me. He’d dropped his blade and now pointed the gun in my direction, though it looked like it weighed fifty pounds as he struggled to hold it. I wondered if he knew my exoshield was drained. More likely, his brain was still fried, and he grabbed the best weapon he had to use against a threat ten feet away.

I sheathed my blade and then held out my hands, palms toward him, so he could see I wasn’t armed. “Now we can talk.”

He shook his head as if to clear it. “No, now you die.”

“That’s not a smart way to build a client list,” I said, and his expression tightened into one of confusion.

I took a step toward him. “In your line of work, your client list is your most valuable asset, correct? And I’m a client who has specific needs—expensive needs. When I’m working on new projects, I often need things I can’t get through normal lines. I relied on Black Smith, but with him gone, I assume you can provide the same services.”

“I can?” He sounded doubtful, and repeated with more confidence, “I can.”

I took another step toward him. “Our business relationship doesn’t need to end the way it began.” Another step. “We can continue to do business together.”

“You’re serious? After all this? We can?” His brow had furrowed deeper.

“We can. I’ll keep the box, of course, but I will have future needs,” I said, taking another step. “As a token of launching a new business relationship, how about I cover the loss of your… employee.” I couldn’t bring myself to say his name aloud.

“You’ll cover…”

I wondered how long his brain would be operating at a reduced capacity from the electrical jolt.

I took a step closer, only one away from him. “You said one thousand chips, correct?”

“One…” He shook his head as if to clear it. “Uh, yeah, one thousand chips.”

I smiled. “Excellent.”

He holstered his gun as I closed the remaining distance. He never noticed the shift in my weight just before I stabbed him in the chest. He tried to talk but could only gurgle. Confused, he glanced down to see the blade sticking out from his chest.

“Hologram,” I clarified. Clearly, that was one piece of technology that Black Smith didn’t have. “It only looked like I sheathed my knife. I’d been holding it this entire time.”

He stumbled back a step, clutching his chest.

“It’s not about the money. It was never about the money,” I said. “I have more than you—or Black Smith—could possibly imagine. But you’ll try to take the box, or worse, try to contact Softbiotics, and I can’t allow that. What I’m doing is more important than your life, even my life. I hope you understand.”

I’d never killed before, and I was surprised at how easy it was. I pulled the blade from his chest and watched as he died. Only when I was sure he wouldn’t come back, I turned away. Scanning the alley one last time, I realized I was alone. I’d assumed Joey had several employees, but it turned out he was a small-time flunky who got in way over his head today. He might not have had goons to send after me, but Black Smith certainly did, not to mention the regular local threats like the street urchins I’d recently circumvented.

I strode toward the street. “A4, get me back to my ship now.”
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Once I was out of the Undermarket, I was finally able to hail a rickshaw. I wasted no time in returning to Rapscallion which was still docked in the private concord. As I entered the door code at my ship’s airlock, A4 reported, There are no signs of attempted entry; however, a full security check is still advised.

The airlock sealed with a reassuring hiss. It was the first time in hours that I allowed myself to breathe deeply. “Connect to the ship and run the check.”

Then I thought back to the meeting. I regretted not finding out how Black Smith had learned my identity. Clearly, my careful planning had a hole somewhere. If he discovered that hole, it was only a matter of time before Softbiotics did.

“A4, when you’re done with the security checks, find out how Black Smith knew my name.”

That query will require multiple system and database scans.

“I know. But you missed something. Find it,” I said and strode inside where the hum of the ship was as comforting as a friend’s embrace. I was back in my world now. Safe and secure.

Normally, I would first take a long, sanitizing shower before traipsing germs through my ship. But today, I went straight to the flight deck and activated the autopilot. “Launch approved flight plan,” I said. When the screen flashed a green ACCEPTED message, I left the deck, locked the black box in the ship safe, and then, finally, took my shower.

By the time I finished, Rapscallion had departed Lithion’s airspace and was now en route to an uninhabited planet deeper in the system before my trajectory would change to head back to my current home world of TerraSoft-11. The detour would add nearly a week to my trip, but I couldn’t rely on just 404’s hacking skills. The detour would prevent Softbiotics from physically tracing my flight path back to Lithion.

Safely in the black, I tapped my ship’s operations screen and removed the ship’s active hologram since it was no longer necessary. Without seeing it, I knew the plain, worn exterior façade had just disappeared to allow Rapscallion’s sleek hull to be visible. The hologram had changed even the shape of the hull since this ship was a rare—and extremely expensive—yacht, and it would’ve stood out like a sore thumb on any non-corporate world. The hologram made the ship forgettable on Lithion.

With the ship running at full capacity, I anxiously returned to the safe, removed the black box, and took it to the second bedroom that I had converted to a workroom. I set it down on the workbench and lowered the scanner. I ran the lightbar over the cube. As I did, the screen before me displayed the box—the scan made the cube look solid, with no pocket of space within. But my four million credits promised differently.

All told, this little black box had cost me eleven million credits—nearly half of my discretionary account. The hacker charged seven million for the code to finish my project. How 404 even knew about my project was a mystery, but I supposed that the best hackers were the best because they could find out things no one else knew about. They’d given me just enough details that I couldn’t resist. I’d been searching for the element that would make the next generation of amp something extraordinary, and 404 said that they’d acquired code that would provide the missing link.

I ran my fingers over the flat lock pad, which was nearly invisible even under a spotlight. Excitement made my fingers tremble. I entered the eight-digit alphanumeric code 404 had provided me when I first bought the item. On the lock pad, a screen displayed rings of all the colors that rotated until all eight rings stopped on a solid green. The box made a whoosh as the airtight seal was broken, and it opened in all directions. Inside was a nearly identical, smaller cube. Tucked next to it was a typed note that read:

>>Contents are extremely dangerous. Do not open.<<

I frowned. It should’ve been a storage key containing computer code. I brought the scanner over the small black box. The screen displayed a single droplet of liquid housed inside the airtight, pressurized cube. Data flowed down the right column as the scanner reported what it found.

As I read through the data, my jaw slackened. In a rush, I then closed the black box, sealing the smaller cube inside again. I leaned back and stared at the object. All along, I’d assumed the missing link would be code—after all, amps were ninety-nine percent software and only one percent hardware. But this liquitech wasn’t even a true piece of technology. Fury caused me to shake. If the contents weren’t so dangerous, I’d throw the box across the room before smashing it to pieces with a wrench. What game was 404 playing to sell me this?

I stood and paced the small room, fists clenched. So much time and energy—and yes, money—wasted. Even opening the cube could unleash catastrophic destruction—it would kill its recipient immediately.

My first reaction had been confusion, then anger. But now, I felt something I hadn’t felt in years: awe.

I paused and then rushed back to my chair. I held the box in my hands—the incredibly dangerous, potentially perfect box. It felt heavier now that I knew what it contained. It didn’t fit my current design at all, but what if I looked at it differently? What if I designed my amp around this? If it worked, it would change everything. My vision would be realized, just in a way I’d never imagined.

I’d have to be more careful than ever. Softbiotics must never get their hands on this. It would be a perfect weapon to use on worlds owned by competitor corporations.

I reached for my tablet. “A4, pause your search. I’ll need you to help me with a new design.”

Every aspect of production would require the strictest of security protocols. The prototype would need thorough testing.

I’d need a human test subject. Someone without an amp, someone no one would miss. Chez would’ve been perfect. I’d have to find someone. My amp was already running the numbers. Even if every calculation was perfect, the best-case scenario would be one chance in a billion for the first test subject to survive full integration. But if they survived…

I smiled as I started a blank design file.
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Amazon won’t always tell you about the next release. To stay updated on this series, be sure to sign up for our spam-free email list at jnchaney.com.

Cal Bennett returns in All Systems Go, available on Amazon.
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