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Аннотация
When your entire world is synthetic, what does it mean to be human?

Specter is a thief and hustler addicted to Elysia: a virtual reality world where limits don't exist, and he can have everything he desires. But residencies are costly, so he uses his extrasensory talents to core-jack synthetic humanoids and sells them on the black market to pay his rent. His illegal activities put him in the crosshairs of Cyber Corp, a lethal government agency specializing in hunting down the most wanted fugitives. And he's at the top of their wanted list.
Enigma is a Scyther: a former criminal forced to work for Cyber Corp after being enhanced as a super-soldier. A device implanted in her skull keeps her loyal, even when hunting down members of her old team. When she's tasked with tracking and capturing Specter, she will be forced to question old allegiances and discover what freedom truly means.
Specter and Enigma's paths will inevitably cross in the neon-lit megapolis known as Syn City, where a joint operation forces them to work together. Infiltrating the tightest security in the world is difficult enough, but what happens when loyalties are tested and old wounds brought to the surface? Their lives will depend on whether or not they can put aside their differences to free themselves of the demons that haunt them.

Syn City is a fast-paced cyberpunk thriller brimming with action and high-tech adventure. Be sure to pick your copy up today!


Bard Constantine
Syn City: Reality Bytes


Other Books in the Havenworld Universe

❖ Havenworld
❖ Silent Empire
❖ The Troubleshooter: Four Shots
❖ The Troubleshooter: New Haven Blues
❖ The Troubleshooter: The Most Dangerous Dame
❖ Vigil: Knight in Cyber Armor
❖ Nimrod Squad

After the Cataclysm nearly wiped out humanity, the remnants of humanity survived in Havens: city-sized constructs built to reboot society and usher in a new age of humankind.
However, the new age was not the type the architects had envisioned. The same greed and lust for power that existed before the Cataclysm resurfaced and the Havens quickly became quagmires of political and economic conflict, threatening to destroy the future envisioned by their founders.
This is the world of a pair of troubled individuals: Specter: a thief and hustler addicted to digital existence and targeted by government task forces and corporate watchdogs because of his extrasensory abilities. And Enigma: a former rebel turned slave soldier for Cyber Corp, an agency that specializes in tracking down the most dangerous threats in the world. They have little in common, but their paths lead to the same destination. A place where their talents can be utilized for good, or completely turned against them.
Welcome to
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Chapter 1: 5P3CT3R

Tonight, I dine with the enemy.
Enigma sits beside me in the sushi bar. Brightly lit, crowded with the lunchtime rush of customers. Orders are placed via an interactive interface and delivered on a tiny conveyor to the appropriate customer at the counter. I picked the place because I don't trust her. There's less chance of things getting violent in such a public atmosphere.
"You're a hard man to find."
My order arrives. Spider and dragon rolls. Appropriate in the presence of predators.
I remove the tray from the conveyor and bite into a spider roll, savoring the taste of soft-shell crab, cucumber, and avocado. "Yeah. Well, when you're in the crosshairs of the HSSC and mega-corporations like Maximillian Industries you tend to take the necessary precautions."
Enigma has an angular face and silvery-white shoulder-length hair. Gray eyes glimmer her from sooty lashes like dirty ice. She sips water with lemon and ignores the rainbow roll on the tray in front of her studying me with a nearly unnerving intensity.
"You're a symbiont. A man possessing abilities that normal people don't. People fear what they don't understand."
"Sometimes they have good reason to."
Sunglasses hide my eyes, but I'm wearing them for more than the cool factor. They operate as scanners and threat detectors. I know Enigma is unarmed. I know she registers as human, not a synoid. I see no one else in the bar who identifies as a hazard. Which means she came alone as promised.
I still can't shake the feeling that something is wrong. I take another bite and try to appear casual. Just a man enjoying a meal with a beautiful stranger.
"What do you know about symbionts?"
She scoots slightly over and leans so that her face was only inches away from mine, lowering her to a near whisper in my ear.
"I know that at any given moment, there are upwards of fifty million synthetic humanoids operating in the United Havens and surrounding Territories, only distinguishable from humans by an identifying scan. They can do anything we can do but faster and more efficiently. Their only restrictions are unbreakable parameters that prevent them from physically hurting humans or allowing them to be hurt."
I give her a sidelong glance. The freckles on her face are barely visible up close, like raindrops on a pane of glass. For some reason the imperfections make her look more attractive. There's a sensual curve to her lips when she smiles.
"And people like you can hijack them."
I take a sip of ginger beer, unable to stop the wry grin that spreads across my face. "There aren't any people like me."
"Not many, anyway." Enigma leans back, studying me with a finger tapping her chin. Her nails are uneven. I suspect she bites them.
"You're one of the estimated.005 percent of humans that have the potential for extrasensory talents. Most go their entire lives without realizing their advantage. Others use their abilities subconsciously, developing the uncanny skill of 'reading' other people, guessing what's on the minds of others. They use their limited skills to better themselves, stay a step ahead of whatever pursuits they're engaging. But in the end, they attribute their gifts to simply paying more than average attention, being skilled at anticipating the thoughts of people around them."
"Congrats. You've done your homework."
She smiles. "Then, there's you. A true symbiont. How do you do it?"
I nearly break into an explanation when I catch myself. Enigma is good at disarming conversation, and there's the bonus of her being startlingly beautiful. She almost had me.
"Why don't we just cut to the chase, Enigma? We set this meeting up because you said you had a job for me."
Disappointment flashes across her face so quickly that I'm unsure if I actually saw it. She recovers just as fast.
"Look — I have to know if you're the real deal. A lot is riding on this. The stakes are astronomical, especially if we fail. I need to be sure that you're the man for the job."
"What do you want, a demonstration?"
"That's exactly what I want."
"Where?"
"Here."
I glance around. The bar is full to bursting with patrons eating, talking, laughing. Not one of them registers as anything but human.
Enigma follows my gaze. "Maximillian Industries just produced their latest models of synoids. Nexus 10. Completely undetectable by common scanners."
My eyes widen. "Wait a minute — you're saying that some of these people are synoids? No way."
"No. Not some." Enigma raises her arm, smiles at me, then snaps her fingers.
Everyone in the room stops in mid-motion. Expressions frozen, bodies stiff. The bar goes eerily silent. I can't believe my eyes. Just like that, I walked into a trap.
I leap to my feet, backing away from Enigma. "Who the hell are you?"
She raises her hands, showing me the cy-gear strapped to her palm. Her face is composed, her voice soothing. "It's a hack. A program I wrote myself. Calm down. I'm not a threat to you, Dean."
My heart nearly explodes from my chest. "How do you know that name? Are you an Agent? You're HSSC, aren't you?"
"Try not to panic, Specter. That's the name you prefer, isn't it? The answer is no; I'm not an Agent. I don't work for any agency trying to hunt you down. But I have been trying to find you for a long time."
I whirl around, looking for the armored stormtroopers or suited Agents. Outside the sushi bar, life continues undisturbed. People outside walk by, oblivious. Talk to friends, adjust their holovisors, sit on benches in the plaza and eat their lunch.
"You see, Specter? We're alone here. No one is coming to get you. I just want to talk."
I turn to her, a smile tugging at the corner of my mouth. My fingers clench into fists. "You want to see what I can do? I'll show you."
And as I speak, I core-jack the nearest synoid. There is a rush of white noise and blue light, then I achieve symbiosis and gaze out from my new host. My original body freezes in place next to Enigma; eyes rolled back in the skull. I lift my dainty little fingers and clamber out of my chair in the form of a nine-year-old Chinese girl. Enigma stares at me in shock.
I place my hands on my hips and speak in my little girl voice. "There are other symbionts, but I'm better than most. I've sharpened my skills so that I can project my consciousness into the brain core of any synoid in the vicinity."
The girl freezes in place when I switch to an elderly man by the window. I turn to Enigma, exposing my dentures in a wide grin. My voice wheezes when I talk. "Their synthetic brains are constructed as near-exact replicas of our own. The fact that they're artificial is what makes core-jacking possible."
I swap cores again, this time into a muscular man in gym clothes. Standing up, I walk toward Enigma. "The human mind has automatic defenses, subconsciously resisting if an attempt is made to intrude. But the synoid brain lacks the intuitive instinct to resist a psionic takeover. And once I'm inside, I can do anything I want. Override their directives so that they can harm humans."
My hand shoots out, seizing Enigma by the throat. "Even take a life, if you force me to."
She stares at me, making no move to resist. I can feel the pulse in her neck, the quickening of her heart. She's afraid. With a synoid's superior strength, I can snap her bones with ease, and she knows it. The fear shimmers in her eyes, but she only clenches her jaw in determination.
"Are you going to kill me, Specter? Without even knowing why I called you here?"
I cast myself from the synoid into my original body, steadying myself as a wave of dizziness follows. I shake my head, dispelling the queasiness.
Enigma realizes what happens and moves to pry the fingers still latched to her throat. "Wait, Specter. Don't run. You'll only make it harder on yourself."
I pause just long enough to shoot her a scornful glance. "I knew I couldn't trust you. You're too damn pretty."
Whirling around, I vault over a table and run out the door, bumping into a pair of giggling teenagers. I shove them aside and run across the plaza, ignoring their angry shouts. I'm more concerned when a squad of black suits dashes around the corner. They have identical haircuts and sunglasses. A tall, slender Sentry leads them. Dressed in all-black, he is shaved bald, cybernetics winking from his head and the visor covering his eyes. His skin is chalk-white, his lips blood red. Sentries all have that vampire look, and it creeps me out every time. He points a black-gloved hand my direction.
"Take him."
I skid to a stop, turn, and run the other direction. The plaza is just a blur — brightly lit boutique signs, neatly arranged food court tables, tiny park squares with cloned foliage. People stop and stare or leap out the way as I dart past with my pursuers hot on my heels.
The exit door at the far end bursts open, admitting a squad of black-armored troopers. I don't hesitate. Turning, I race across the plaza center, leaping across a marble fountain. From the corner of my eye, I see Enigma emerge from the sushi shop. She says something, but I ignore her. Running at top speed, I leap toward the massive windows on the other side. The plaza is on the one hundred fifty-first floor of the Grand Center Tower, but I don't think about that when I launch myself at the glass. If I were flesh and blood, I would rebound off the gleaming surface without so much of a crack.
But I'm better.
With an explosive boom, I smash through like a rock thrown through a bedroom window. A million glittering shards shower down as the sheer volume of the world outside the building swallows me. The lights are insanely bright — neon everywhere, holographic advertisements, news and information scrolling across towering giants of glass and alloy. Flying traffic whirs by so fast that the vehicles look like laser lights. I'm a speck in a city that blazes too bright to notice, a meteor falling unnoticed across a sky blinded by light pollution.
Fifteen seconds later, my body explodes against concrete.
* * *
The connection severs. I blink and sit up in the sensory tub, removing the virtual goggles and oxygen mask while transparent fluid receptors drip from my body. Exiting the tub, I step in the vacuum shower, where the remaining liquid sensors lift from my skin and plaster onto the glass walls. They slide down, pool onto the floor, and whirl into the floor drain to be recycled back into the tub.
I slip into my clothes as I step out the vacuum shower into my ultra-luxury suite.
Interactive globe bed in one corner. Polished dark teak floors, coffee shelving, marigold furnishings. Black granite soaking tub in the marble-tiled bathroom to the side. Floor-to-ceiling windows display a magnificent view of the city: soaring towers, neon lights, art deco architecture blurring the lines between past and present. Fully loaded tech nook in another corner, projecting a holographic display of the latest news and info into the center of the room. I walked through the projection, canceling the feed. A massive mirror faces me from the opposite side of the room. A tall, well-built man reflects from the glass. Hair like wet ink, chiseled cheekbones, strong jawline, piercing blue eyes. My lie. My illusion.
"Did something go wrong?"
Hel lounges on a velvet chaise in a clinging nightgown; raven hair shimmering, a flute of champagne in hand. Anticipating a victory, she's dressed for the occasion.
I quickly pass her, going to the tech nook. "It was a setup. Cyber Corp was there."
She leaps to her feet, clothing changing in a snap. Now she's in blue and black tactical armor, a flak helmet on her head. "Cyber Corp? Are you sure?"
"A Sentry was on the grounds, Hel — a Sentry. You know what that means. Cyber Corp is on to me."
"What about your host?"
I type a coding sequence into the computer. "I couldn't save it. Jumped out a building, but they still might be able to salvage something. I'm scrubbing this safehouse. Transfer everything to the next one."
"I told you I should have been there to watch your back."
"And I told you that wasn't an option. I'm the only one who can core-jack."
She joins me in the hub, opening the transfer program on the other computer. "Where are we going?"
"Final Falls."
"Wouldn't it be better to go underground?"
"We're already underground. The whole point of being an Immerser is going anywhere you want."
"Except here."
"I can't take the risk of being tagged. They’re probably running a trace right now."
"Well if that's the case you have to reboot completely."
I sigh. "Yeah. Gotta face the real world."
She pats my cheek. "It will only be for a little while. I'll have everything set up when you get back."
"Good." I open the interface on the holoband on my wrist, projecting the memory feed from my previous host. Freezing the frame on Enigma's face, I tap the projection and slid it over to Hel.
"Find out who she is."
Hel purses her lips. "She's beautiful. Should I be jealous?"
"She's with Cyber Corp. She knew my name, Hel. My real name. I don't know how, but I need to turn the tables and find out everything about her."
Hel's outfit transforms into ninja garb, all-black stealth suit equipped with swords and other killing blades. Her eyes narrow. "I'll get on it."
"Thanks. I'll see you soon."
She grabs my face and kisses me fiercely. I surrender to her aggression, my arms wrapped tightly around her waist.
She's smiling when she pulls away. "Love you with everything, Dean."
"Love you too. With everything."
I tap the confirmation code, and everything vanishes. The entire penthouse dissipates like a dream and Hel along with it. I'm left in a void of endless white, where nothing exists but me. A washout of suffocating isolation that unnerves me every time. I'm relieved when my holoband flashes and a voice speaks through the datcom in my ear.
"Syncing with the master host in three… two… one."
The world goes dark.
* * *
I blink my eyes open, wincing from the harsh blades of light that slash my corneas. My skin explodes with the awakening, goosebumps prickling from the refrigerated air. I gasp out gusts of vapor, clouding the viewport in front of my face. Lifting my trembling, emaciated arm, I tap the green button on the side of the Deep Sleep pod. The door hisses open, creating billows of steam when the frigid air meets the humidity outside.
The sensory jack is unplugged from the port behind my ear and the endotracheal hose extracts from my mouth, setting my throat on fire and inducing a gag reflex. For a few desperate minutes, all I can do is cough repeatedly. When the heaving finally subsides, the feeding tube is removed from my stomach by a whip-thin medical robot. I close my eyes as I'm sewn up, nearly overwhelmed by a massive headache, severe nausea, and a bad case of the chills. The robotic nurse finishes its examination, throws a tattered blanket around me, and declares me fit for social integration. Leaving a worn yellow jumpsuit on a rusty tabletop, it wheels away.
Shuddering, I step out of the vertical pod. My legs give way immediately, and I crash to the metal grating, puking my guts out. There isn’t much to vomit, but I feel slightly better when I sit up. Leaning back against the pod, I wrap the blanket around my shoulders and shiver uncontrollably.
The facility is dim and noisy. Loud clanging sounds echo in the massive warehouse, hissing emits from the thousands of pods like a den of angry snakes, expelling vapor in the air that creates a permanent haze. Condensation drips from the overheads, creating tracks of water on the floor, dropping through the rusty grating.
Deep Sleep pods surround me. Left and right, above and below, directly opposite the narrow corridor. Spotted with wet grime, dents, and scratches, they house my neighboring hibernators. My community. Twenty-two thousand people who like me chose a virtual life to a physical one. Unlike me, they continue their blissful existence undisturbed. Willfully ignorant, so long as the rental fee gets paid.
I taste copper whenever I take a deep breath, and the air stabs my lungs like daggers. Sweat drips down my face and chest from the unforgiving humidity. The scent of rust and sewage nearly clogs my nostrils, and the violent clanging and hissing never end. It's an assault that's almost unbearable, pushing me to the fringes of a massive panic attack.
I wrap my arms around my head, and like every time I awaken from Immersion, I start to cry.

Chapter 2: 3N16MA

My eyes practically steam with anger. I feel the pulse beating in my veins; blinding hot, burning inside like violence waiting to unleash.
The anger is more at myself than anyone else. Four months of tracking Specter down only to have him slip through my fingers. With him being physically inoperable, it took a lot to lure him from his synthetic wonderland. I should have been able to contain him. But I underestimated the swiftness of his paranoia. His mind is trained to make snap decisions from years of experience. There is no hesitation, no second-guessing with him. In his synoid host, he has no fear of death. He is free to do anything, including leap from one-hundred-and-fifty story buildings.
Android Forensic Units are already on the scene. White jumpsuits over skeleton framework, oval-shaped heads like hardboiled eggs. Emergency lights flash on their backs, painting the vicinity in red and blue. I tap the nearest one on the shoulder. "Any luck?"
Its round eyes flash when it scans my face and processes my authorization. "It's a mess. Air traffic automatically diverted when the body fell, and public safety androids were deployed to corral people away in the few seconds it took for the synoid to go from air to ground. The rest is what you see here." He gestures to the remains.
I kneel, frowning. The impact destroyed the unit, spattering synthetic blood and body parts everywhere. What remains is a ruined, broken wreck that somewhat resembles a human body.
Residents of Haven Angeles stream by the scene in their sleek designer chic outfits like living fashion mannequins, paying the scene no attention. I doubt anyone notices the blood is blue instead of red. Synoid suicide isn't enough to warrant extra attention in a city where not caring has been mastered into an art form.
"Any chance of tracing the synoid?"
"Looks like a standard S1 model. The trace will lead to a stolen synoid report, but that won't get you any closer to the guy who jacked it."
"Run the trace anyway. When we get the locale of the theft, then we can canvas the area with surveillance. Our guy could be a locale. Might get lucky."
"You got it. I'll send you the results."
Agent Rogers approaches me with a scowl that seems permanently etched into his face. Dark-haired, with a neatly-cut hair and goatee, eyes covered by tactical shades: every inch the government agent. He wears the long gray coat of an HSSC squad commander and moves with the restless energy of a caged wolf. "This is on you. My men did their jobs."
I glance up, trying not to let my derision show. "What's with the attitude, Rogers? You've had that sour expression ever since you joined this op."
"Call me crazy, but I don't like rubbing shoulders with ex-cons. You're a Scyther, which means Cyber Corp forced you to work for them. So how can I trust you or your crew, Enigma? What kind of a name is that, anyway? I don't even know who you really are. Top brass lends my unit to you like you're in charge. You should be behind bars, not running point on an AIB joint operation."
I turn my attention back to the synoid remains. The head is nearly unrecognizable, synthetic flesh pulped. One eye stares accusingly from its crumpled face. Sighing, I stand up and signal for the AFUs to continue their work.
"Well, you know what they say, Agent. It takes a crook to catch a crook."
"Yeah. That's what they say. I know the things you did. I'm keeping my eye on you."
"You and everyone else. Now if you excuse me, I have better things to do."
I walk over to Kage, who lurks in the shadows with his pale face and black clothes like a creature of the night. He appears to stare at nothing, but I know he's focused on the things ordinary people can't see. With his cybernetic enhancements, the Sentry's perception is entirely different. The studs on his bald head blink with flashing lights and the visor over his eyes glow crimson, casting his pale face in a blush of red light.
I try not to sweat in his presence. Hiding my nervousness, I keep my voice as casual as possible. "Looking into the fifth dimension, Kage?"
His cherry lips curve in a thin smile. "You might say that."
"What do you see?"
"Data. I see the invisible streams that go unnoticed by your eyes. Endless numbers and characters, public and encrypted, personal and irrelevant. Information, Enigma. A neverending flow of information."
"Sounds like a massive headache."
He cocks his head, finally focusing a fraction of his attention on me. "Is there something you want to ask or is this some attempt at small talk?"
"With you? Not likely. I need to know if you're able to traceback to Specter's origin point. He has to be somewhere in the area. We should be canvassing everything within five miles of here."
He gives a tiny, frustrated shake of his head. "Specter didn't get his moniker from being easy to trace. He's a ghost in the system. His unique ability to core-jack synoids with his mind makes him nearly impossible to track. The fact that he can perform the task from cyber-immersion is unheard of."
"You're saying he's a Sleeper core-jacking from the infosphere? That's impossible."
"Just because you haven't seen it before doesn't mean it's not possible."
"How can you be so sure?"
"If he were anywhere in the area, I'd sense the ping when he severed the connection and returned to his body. In this case, there was nothing. No digital fingerprints, nothing to trace. He's a Sleeper, all right. Somehow, he can project his consciousness from the digital world into the real one. It's not that hard to imagine. We link with network connections all the time. In a way, he's doing the same thing."
"Except he somehow does it using nothing but his brain."
"Yes. Fortunately, he doesn't seem to able to hack any system. And he can't replicate the process with human minds, or we'd be in real trouble. No, synoid brain cores are his specialty. Linked remotely, he can control any model he chooses."
"Well, it's highly unlikely I'll ever get an opportunity like this again. Guess it's back to groundwork."
"Yes." He fixes his eerie gaze on me. "You spooked him, you know. When you said his real name, you showed your hand and let him know what we had on him. That was a terrible lapse of judgment."
"I thought it would settle him down. My mistake."
"I hope it was a mistake, Scyther. I would hate for you to have startled him on purpose."
"What? Why would I do that?"
He grins, white teeth flashing from crimson lips. "Deceit is in your nature. That's why your leash is so tight around your neck."
I repress a shudder, hand drifting to the back of my head unconsciously. "Well, I didn't tip him off if that's what you're thinking."
"I don't think anything. I run the data. And there's a forty-eight-point seven percent chance you're lying right now."
I force a tight smile in return. "That only means there's an over fifty percent chance I'm not."
"Yes. That's the only reason you're not in excruciating pain." He turns and walks into the alleyway, blending with the darkness until he's nearly a part of it. "I'll be in touch when I have new orders. You continue your work here and follow up on any leads. I'll be watching."
Of course he'll be watching. He's the perfect warden. Always processing information, tied into every surveillance feed in the area. He can trace my every movement even without the tracker embedded in my spinal cord. I catch myself reaching up to feel for it and settle for chewing on a fingernail instead.
"That's a disgusting habit, you know."
Zen sidles up beside me, lips twisted in disgust as she makes sure Kage is gone. "Man, bioroids give me the creeps."
"They don't like being called bioroids."
"I don’t care. You can't get all those ugly implants and not expect someone to slap a label on you." Folding her arms, she slumps against the alloyed surface of the Grand Center building.
Short and petite, she compensates by dressing in aggressive cyber-bondage gear complete with a skull-embossed corset, along with endless buckles and straps. Her hair is dyed a loud blue color, shaved on one side, and enhanced with cyber-dreads by a metallic headband. A complicated series of tattoos start at her neck and continue to cover her entire left arm. She completes the look with thick eyeliner and black-widow lip gloss. I can't tell her that her attempt at rebellious fashion makes her look like a cute little cyber-pixie. She'd punch me in the face if I did.
"You've got implants, Zen."
"Yeah, practical ones. Optics, audio, and data port. Who doesn't? I'm talking about going full Frankenstein to become a living computer like your pal Kage there."
I shake my head. "He's not my pal. And you know Frankenstein was the creator, not the monster, right?"
Confusion flashes across her face. "Wait. Frankenstein was a real dude?"
"Never mind." I motion to Agent Rogers, who stands a few yards away practically ready to combust with impatience. "We're done here. Let's assemble at HQ in the morning."
"Fine." He barks orders at his suits, who fall back from their posts and immediately blend with the crowds passing by. Pausing to give me one last suspicious look, he slides into a waiting all-black skimmer. The door hisses shut, and the vehicle silently joins the heavy traffic.
Zen sticks a finger in her mouth and makes a gagging sound. "What a bunch of asshats. Remind me why we're doing this?"
"Because we don't have a choice."
"Right. Like I can forget." She gives me an empathetic look. "Still can't believe they implanted that minder in you."
I shrug it off. "Nothing I can do about it. Just focused on finishing the mission."
"Finishing? It's been close to a year, and we're still no closer to this guy. Now we're back at ground zero."
"No. I sat face-to-face with Specter. Saw firsthand what he can do. That's progress."
"Yeah, he progressed himself out of a skyscraper window. Not exactly the response you were looking for."
"It's something. In fact, it might be everything."
"How's that?"
"He took the meeting. Which means he needs money right now. Which means he'll be working for someone very soon."
"Plenty of ways to make money, Enigma. Too many to track."
"Not for him. He'll go back to jacking synoids. I'm sure of it. I need you to compile a list of every known black-market synoid dealer. Focus on anyone we know he's previously worked with. Cross-reference the search with the locale of the stolen report for the model he just used. At the very least it will give us a starting point for our search."
She nodded. "I'm on it."
"Good. Get back with me when you come up with something. I'll be in my room."
She rolls her eyes. "Your room? How long have we been in Haven Angeles? The City of Angels, baby. A lot of people would gladly saw off their hands and feet for a chance to even visit here, and you still won't go a block outside your hotel unless someone orders you to. C'mon, girl. Take a night off. Do a little exploring. Who knows? You might even accidentally enjoy yourself."
I shake my head. "This isn't a vacation. It's an assignment. I'm a Scyther, Zen. No amount of distraction is going to change that. I'll be in my room."
Her face turns stubborn, eyes defiant. "We'll find a way to change that, Enigma."
I put a finger to my lips. "He's listening."
"Kage? Screw that bioroid."
"Don't push it, Zen. He tolerates you because you help me out, but he can pull the plug on our arrangement like that." I snap my fingers for emphasis.
Zen has sense enough to look chagrined. "I know. Sorry."
"Look, I'll be fine. Just get that search done for me, okay?"
"Yeah, yeah. I said I’m on it." She waves bye as she heads toward the Skytram depot. I watch her until a towering figure separates from the crowd and follows on her heels. Brutus doesn't talk much, but he's always nearby. I don't have to worry about Zen when he's watching over her.
I turn and head the other direction, walking against the flow of foot traffic. Crowds of people flow past me, most staring into space as their vid-lenses display news, entertainment, and calls from friends and family. They dress in the latest styles: black and white contrasts, intricate silver and stainless enhancements, asymmetrical cuts. My grunge biker jacket, simple tank top and jeans mark me as an obvious standout, worthy of a curious glance or two from the rare resident who doesn't have their vid-lenses activated.
My gunmetal rumble bike remotely drives from the parking garage conveyor. I hop on, zipping into the busy traffic lanes. Sleek, aerodynamic vehicles hum quietly alongside, fusion thrusters keeping them hovering over the surface of the road. My bike's tires squeal as I weave back and forth between the nearly gridlocked lanes as I head toward my beautiful prison in the downtown sector.
Hazy light diffuses through the barrier shield of the Haven as if trying to imitate the pre-Cataclysm smog that used to suffocate the city, turning the silhouettes of structures and towering buildings murky in the distance. Flying traffic cruises back and forth on digitally-controlled airlanes overhead, taking residents to the upper sections of the city, where the wealthier residents live. The shadows of the massive skyscrapers smother the streets, casting the lower sectors in gloom that requires illumination even in daylight. Fortunately, the city is never short of brightly-lit street signs and storefronts, multi-language characters blinking and flashing endlessly. Together with the enormous advertising holograms and billboards plastered on nearly every building, the lower city glows in various shades of electric hues.
I make it to the Bradbury by the time the sun dives into the skyline. As much as I hate to admit it, I love the building. Protected as a historical landmark, it remains untouched in spite of the development around it. A squat five-story building of reddish brick, it sits among a sea of steel and glass like a stranger in a foreign land. I find a small amount of comfort in the loneliness of its existence. In a way, it's like a kindred spirit.
I leave my rumble bike on the conveyor that takes it to the adjacent garage before entering the Bradbury. The interior is like a trip back into time, relieved of all the minimalist, streamlined, irregular glass and steel of the newer buildings. Instead, the look is a cross-culture mix of Parisian windows, polished wood and terra cotta, Mexican and Italian styling along with geometric-patterned cast iron, and vintage elevators. Even more impressive is the massive skylight and cathedral atrium that allows natural light inside and creates a moody shift of shadows across the curved walkways and stairs throughout the day. It's the most beautiful building I've ever seen.
"Buenos noches, senorita," Carlos says with a smile. His face is so warm and friendly that it's easy to forget that from the waist down he's all robotic parts moving on a track that drives him back and forth behind the lobby counter.
"Evening, Carlos."
"Will you require a meal in your room tonight, or will you dine in the restaurant this evening?"
"You can send something to my room in an hour, Carlos. Doesn't matter what it is."
"We will try to be creative, then."
"Thank you."
I enter the cage elevator, which takes me to the top floor. I'm exhausted when I open my room door and step into my room. The only illumination is the rosy light streaming through the vertical blinds. All I want to do is take a shower and crash.
Instead, I nearly jump out of my skin when a pale face looms close to mine.
"I have information for you," Kage says in his velvety soft voice, stepping out of the shadows. The cybernetic implants in his head blink in alternating patterns of blue and red.
"You're in my room now? What the hell, Kage?"
He ignores the question, holding up a slim hand. A holographic projection springs from his palm. It's an image of a coppery-skinned woman in black and red stealth gear, a snug hood fitted over her head and shadowing most of her face. My breath catches in my throat.
"Dabria."
Kage's smile is terrifying. He removes the visor from his eyes, gazing at me with electronic pupils. "Yes. Your mentor has resurfaced." His irises pulse mockingly. "Or former mentor, I should say."
"Former is right. I wouldn't be in this situation if it weren't for her. Where is she?"
The hologram disappears when Kage closes his fingers. "At the moment, I don't know. She's always been proficient at eluding surveillance. I suspect she might have wanted to be seen in this instance."
I take a deep breath to keep my voice from trembling. "Why?"
"Because she knows the image would get to you. One way or another. Because she wants you to know she's still alive." Kage studies my face, no doubt looking for signs of emotion.
I look directly into his cybernetic eyes. "It doesn’t matter. All I care about is the mission."
He stares for what seems like an eternity. The room gets warmer, and I feel the pores in my forehead bead with sweat. Finally, he nods in satisfaction.
"That's good to know. Because I've been made aware that she has an agenda which will conflict with ours."
"You mean Specter."
"Yes. She's searching for him. We haven’t deduced her plan yet, but we will. The important thing is that we need to find him first."
"That's why we've been tracking him? Which means you've known Dabria was alive for months now."
"That's right. She's still high on our wanted list. And this is our best chance at finally bringing her down."
"You came here in person to tell me that? You could have just sent a memo."
"This is the memo."
I frown, stretching my arm out. Sure enough, my hand passes right through him.
His teeth flash in a rictus grin. "Like I told you. I'm always watching."
The hologram flickers for a moment before fading out. I gaze around the room, trying to pinpoint the projection point, but it's pointless. There are probably hundreds of cameras and receptors installed to keep an eye on me. Not to mention the hardware that's a part of me, bonding me to Cyber Corp as sure as if I were created to serve. I wish I were. Then maybe I wouldn't feel like the worst person on earth.
I take my clothes off and step into the shower. For just a moment I want to lose myself in the hiss of scalding water and suffocating steam. The memories haunt me anyway. Dabria's stern eyes, peering from the shadows of the hood covering her head. The battered streets and buildings we crept past on the way to the targeted facility. The ambush by Cyber Corp ghost troopers. The bullets and explosions that tore my body apart as if it was rice paper.
Water streams down the surface of my new body. Lean and lined with more taut muscle than curves, just like I was before. Even the geometric tattoos on my elbows and spine were reproduced. But looking closely I can see the fine lines like silvery razor scars where the synthetic flesh is grafted to the original. My body is sixty-seven percent artificial, manufactured to replace the charred remains of what they pulled from the rubble. Cyber Corp doesn’t take prisoners. They recycle enemies, transform them into cybernetic slave soldiers called Scythers. And the explosive planted in the base of my skull assures my utmost obedience.
But it does nothing for the flashbacks.
Seeing Dabria again triggers something in me that I thought I buried long ago. Worse than the phantom pain and memories of being charred, shredded, and left for dead. The helplessness hits like an unexpected punch in the gut. I slump into the corner of the shower, curling into a fetal position. Feelings of worthlessness and self-doubt overwhelm me, and like every time I let the memories resurface, I start to cry.

Chapter 3: 5P3CT3R

I feel like a dead man walking.
Flo is on duty when I stagger into the Reentry office. She takes up a lot of space in the tiny cubicle. Glancing at me over her horn-rimmed spectacles, she shakes her head, plump lips twisted in contempt or disgust. Maybe a bit of both.
"Well, well. Sleeping Beauty you ain't, Mr. Smith. Sixteen months, thirteen days wasting away in Elysia. You trying to go for the record?"
I try to control my shivering limbs, clutching the sill on the office window to keep from collapsing. "I thought I told you last time to up my nutrients. What happened?"
Smacking on chewing gum, she taps her retro keyboard in a bored manner. "That wasn't last time. It was the time before that. Last time you spoke with Fran."
I clench my teeth to keep them from chattering. "Beside the point. Look at me — I'm practically starving. I should slap a lawsuit on this place."
"Hey — get in line, pal. Your nutrient regiment went down because the rent went up."
"It did? When? I didn't get any notification."
"Your privacy settings must be muting your notifications, Mr. Top Secret. Your fault. Might wanna fix that."
"Yeah, okay. How much did they screw me over this time?"
"Fifteen percent."
"Fifteen?" I scrub a hand through my bristly hair. It feels dry and brittle as if it might splinter if I rub too hard. "Are you serious? How is that even possible?"
She shrugs offhandedly. "I just work here, pal. Something about rising property taxes. You know how it goes. Everything goes uphill, and it's all through the roof these days. What can you do, right?"
"Okay, fine. Look, I need a system reboot. Can you do that, at least?"
She raises an eyebrow. "You wouldn't have been a naughty boy, have you, Mr. Smith?"
"No… just had some glitches I want to reset. You guys should update more often."
"We update on a regular schedule, Mr. Smith. Any glitches you might have noticed are probably because of your mods. Or maybe you want to erase any traceback signals. You know — from engaging in illegal activities." She smacks her gum, giving me a stern stare.
"Illegal? Me? No way."
"Sure, sure. Guess it was just coincidence that the only synoids that kept malfunctioning and giving out extra bonuses just happened to service your sector. Not that I'm complaining, because I got this cushy job on account of those malfunctions. But I'm not so grateful that I won't give you over to any investigators that come calling, understand?"
"You tell me that every time, Flo."
"No. Sometimes it's Fran." She taps the keyboard, then pauses. "Oh."
My heart pounds, creating a matching pulse in my temples. "What?"
"Looks like you're in the red, Mr. Smith. A month behind when the price hike is factored in."
"Yeah, because you robbed me when I was sleeping."
"Rate changes are what you agreed to when you signed your contract, Mr. Grey."
"I'm aware of that, Flo. And I'm good for the payment. Okay? I have it."
"I'm talking about real money, not that Elysian crypto. It's useless outside your dream world."
"I know that, Flo."
"Great. You can settle now, then."
"Well, I don't have it now. I have to get it." I give her my most sincere smile.
Her response is a face-altering frown. "Mr. Smith. You know our policies."
"Yes, I do."
"Paying on time is essential for our residents."
"Yes, I know."
"If your DSP rent falls behind, you can be evicted without warning."
"I know that, Flo. It's just—"
"That's non-negotiable. Mr. Smith. I have good news, though."
I sigh. "Yeah, I'm sure you do."
"The management at Deep Sleep are empathetic to their client's concerns and understand that sometimes circumstances prevent them from fulfilling their financial obligations on time."
"And I appreciate their empathy."
"Therefore, in recognition of your good track record and taking into account the length of your residence, you've been awarded a two-week window to get your affairs in order and your account back into good standing."
"Two weeks. How generous."
She smiles, flashing large white teeth. "In other words: get your shit together, Mr. Smith. We got a waiting list of idiots wanting to abandon the real world, and every one of them would love to nab your little pod. Capiche?"
I nod, clearing my throat as a coughing fit threatens to overtake me. "Yeah. I got it, Flo. You will do the reboot, won't you?"
"For a loyal customer like yourself? No problem, Mr. Smith. We'll even include a nutrient boost pack and a muscle rebuilder treatment, so you don't go back into the world looking like the walking dead. We'll front the cost to your tab."
"Thanks again for your kindness, Flo."
"You want my advice, Mr. Smith?"
"Not really."
"Stop this."
"Stop what?"
"This." She gestures at me. "It ain't healthy, kid. Trust me, I know. We vacate corpses outta here all the time. Corpses. Dead things that used to be human."
"I know what a corpse is."
"You should. You practically look like one. Look at you — you can barely stand. And for what? To live some fake life in a fake world? What's wrong with real life? What's wrong with the real world?"
"Are you serious?"
"Of course I'm serious. You think I like coming in here six days out the week, working twelve-hour shifts? Or living in some crappy apartment I can barely pay for? I got kids, grandkids I barely get a chance to see. I got health issues that cost more than I make."
"Sounds like you're making my argument for me."
"Then you're not listening, kid. Because the difference between you and me is that my life is real. You got some fantasy world where you pretend to be someone worthwhile. But in reality, you're a month behind on rent and the verge of physical deterioration. Not me. Those few moments I get to pet my dog, watch my grandkids grow, listen to some good music, eat some home-cooked food — that's reality. Not some program I pay to manipulate my brainwaves."
I nod to the logo above her head. "Reality is what we make it."
"Go to hell, Mr. Smith. I don't know why I bother."
I smile. "Love you too, Flo."
* * *
Muscle restructure is a five-hour torture session strapped to a bed in a dimly lit room that smells like stale medicine. I'm operated on by a sinister-looking medical robot that looks like a living medieval torture device, complete with stabbing needles, pinchers, and no regard for my pleas for mercy.
When it finishes, I can barely walk. Every movement summons a jolt of fiery agony. Afterward, it's off to the recovery ward where the nutrient boost pack inserts intravenously. A few other listless people receive the same treatment, and if I look anything like them, I'm in worse shape than I thought. We don't talk. Social interaction outside of Elysia is uncomfortable. Short phrases punctuated by awkward pauses. Conversation doesn't work the same as it does in Elysia. My intravenous neighbors and I regard each other with listless, hollow-eyed stares, unable to find anything of interest to talk about.
"Daddy — what's wrong with them?"
I painfully lift my head. A boy stands in the doorway, beautiful and alive in a way that makes me want to curl up and die. His big brown eyes are wide in a mixture of curiosity and repulsion.
His father glances into the room, face twisted in scorn and disgust. He's a tall man in a tailored suit, blond hair perfectly coifed, tanned skin polished and flawless. No doubt some bureaucrat going on a vacation to one of the millions of resorts and theme parks programmed into the system.
"Wrong door, Thomas. This is a recovery room for the Sleepers." He says the word like a curse. "This is what I was telling you about. Why you can't spend so much time on your holovisor. You'll end up looking like these… people."
The boy says something else, but his father ushers him away as if we're quarantined from some deadly contagion. I want to say something in protest, but the moment is lost. People like him don't understand. They can't see what the real problem is. It's not Elysia. It's not Deep Sleep.
It's everything else.
I hate it here. The air in the facility tastes bitter and smells like antiseptic cleaner. My stomach is a churning pot of bubbling bile, and my head throbs, sending wave after wave of dizziness until I feel I'm about to pass out. All I want to do is get back into Elysia. Get back to Hel. Right now, she's got everything set up in Final Falls and is waiting for me. Wondering where I am, why I'm late. Worried about my safety.
I have to get back to her. She's my anchor. Without her, I'm lost. She's always been there. The memories flood through my mind like they always do when I unplug. It’s hard to tell which are real sometimes. But I remember that day I met Hel like it was yesterday. The way the dust motes sparkled in the rays of sunlight that beamed through the blinds. My mom hated that. Dust was the enemy. Her army of cleaning robots worked diligently every day, but somehow it wasn't enough. Dust is inevitable. The tiny little bits of us we unconsciously leave behind. You can't stop dust the same as you can't stop death. You just learn to deal with it the best you can.
I was seven years old. The doctors still hadn’t identified the reason why synoids went berserk in my presence. At first, my parents had synoids in the house like everyone else, programmed to act as butlers and maids. And in my case, a nanny.
Only my nanny behaved erratically, given to fits of crying and flailing as if reduced to infancy. My parents were terrified, an emotion that changed to anger as they tried to blame the manufacturer for the distress. It took over a year of repeated incidents for the problem to finally be narrowed down. There were no issues with the synoids. The issue was me.
Some of my earliest memories are of the many curious scientists coming and going back then. A lot of trips to laboratories where specialists repeatedly scanned my brain and experts referred me to other experts, all trying to zero in on what the problem was. The primary advice in the meantime: stay away from synoids until the specialists could diagnose me accurately.
The problem was that synoids were everywhere, just like they are now. In school, in restaurants, on the streets, at my best friend’s house. Maximillian Industries was determined to make synoids as indispensable as cell phones and televisions once were. Avoiding contact with synoids required isolation. It was a concept I was familiar with.
My father was a space shuttle driver who hauled blood shards for Maximillian Industries, traveling to Mars and back. The money and benefits were good enough to get us a small residency in the Los Nuevos Haven, which was as good as it gets for most people. People usually called the place Syn City, a throwback twist to the time when it was once named Las Vegas. The twist being the exchange of sin for synthetic as it became the most technologically advanced Haven in the world, primarily because of the fusion advancements pioneered by the Maximillian technology empire.
The burgeoning fusion industry required crimsonium crystals, which are only found on Mars. The Blood Shard Rush led to the Red War, which led to the Mars Interstellar Treaty, which led to the nonstop transport of blood shards from Mars to Earth. My dad was one of the millions employed by thousands of shuttle companies cashing in on the crimsonium boom.
The job took Dad away from home for months at a time, and when he was home, he was exhausted and irritable. Space travel turned him into a solitary being, prone to depression and neurasthenia, for which he took medications that only further exasperated his condition. I remember arguments, fierce words spoken in hushed undertones as my mom accused him of being addicted to space travel. She often said he loved the cosmos more than he loved his family.
Looking back, perhaps my tendency to lose myself in other worlds was beyond my control. Maybe my likelihood of succumbing to addiction was hereditary.
My mom was creative, often losing herself in painting and poetry writing. She’d host little parties with her avant-garde peers; people who liked to dress up, engage in philosophical debate, lament the current state of affairs, and occasionally partake of socially acceptable drugs. She loved me from a distance, always ready to provide whatever comfort she thought I needed when she managed to pull herself away from her projects and cocktail parties.
One of those rare moments found me staring outside the window, watching floating cars skim across the road, synoids walking genetically modified dogs, and especially other kids. They ran around in a park across the street with holovisors on, the screens transforming their surroundings into digitally altered wonderlands. It was a world I could have no part of. I could only gaze at it from the confines of my post-modern futurist prison.
"Dean."
Mom had a playful smile on her face when she approached, a gift-wrapped box in her arms. She was tall and slender, her dark, close-cut hair glossy as polished onyx. She never looked the picturesque doting mother, but more like a runway model in her asymmetric dresses, gloved hands and stylistic heels. But there was nothing but kindness in her smile when she placed the box in my hands.
"This is for you, sweetheart."
I stared at the silver gift wrapping concealing the mysterious secrets within. "What is it?"
"Something special. Because you’re special, Dean. I know it gets lonely cooped up in here. With your condition, you can’t make friends like everyone else can. So, I’m bringing your friends to you." She rubbed her hands together, smile widening. "Go ahead — open it."
I excitedly tore away the wrapping, gasping when I saw the picture on the box. "A Sensync Immersion set? Thanks, Mom!"
She helped me with the equipment, glad to have a hand in something that made me happy. The latest version of the holovisor for virtual immersion slipped over my eyes, but more important were the Sensync sensors latched onto my temples. Using neural interface technology, they transmitted sensory input into my brain, fully immersing me into the virtual world with the sound, scent, and touch that the normal holovisors lacked.
"Do you like it, Dean?"
Her voice was just a ghostly echo. I was already lost, tumbling down the rabbit hole as an entirely new world coalesced around me into the gardens of Elysia, my launchpad into virtual immersion.
The sky was shades of rose and lavender, the trees shrouded in pink leaves shedding white blossoms that fluttered across the air like thousands of tiny moths. The glassy lake waters reflected the golden clouds and the skyline of streamlined buildings that blended with the nature around it as if a testament to coexistence. Neon halos circled the bottom of the trees, illuminating the park in electric-blue light.
"Hello."
I turn around. Standing a few feet away was a young girl my age with a heart-shaped face, large expressive eyes, and shimmering black hair adorned with flower blossoms that tumbled from the trees.
I couldn't stop myself from staring. "Hi."
She gave me a shy glance. "My name is Hel. What’s yours?"
"Dean."
She took a few steps closer. "Do you want to be my friend, Dean?"
I was so starstruck I could barely breathe, but I managed to squeak out the answer.
"Yes."
A smile brightened her face, made her eyes shine. She took my hand. "I'm so glad. Come on. There's so much to do."
"Like what?"
"Anything we want."
She led me into the digital garden, and I followed. For the rest of my life, I followed.

Chapter 4: 3N16MA

"Enigma."
My eyes open to brightness. Sunlight, harsh in the cool of the plush white synthetic leather interior of a flying vehicle. Other floaters drift by gleaming buildings outside the narrow window. A woman in a sleek, all-black assassin ensemble lounges across from me, one leg casually crossed over the other. A snug mechanized helmet and visor cover most of her face, leaving only her nose and lips exposed. Her skin is coppery, her lips dark red, nearly black.
I gasp. "Dabria?"
"Are you surprised?" Her voice is the same; smoky as Scotch whiskey, carrying hints of a Middle-Eastern accent.
"How… is this possible?"
"Your left eye. When Cyber Corp replaced it, they installed a camera so they can see everything you do. I merely took advantage of their implant by mentally splicing into their signal."
"Mentally? You mean like telepathy?"
"You don’t remember? I used to send you messages like this on missions when communication was impossible."
I wince, rubbing my temples. "There's a lot I don't remember. They did… things to my head."
"It will come back in time. This conversation is impossible for them to trace, so don’t worry about eavesdropping. I'm transmitting this message directly into your subconscious."
I take a look around, mind trying to catch up to the rush of new information. I feel the slight flight tremors from the thruster stabilizers. The sealed cabin mutes the sound of air traffic outside, but I feel as if I'm physically seated inside with Dabria. I can even smell her scent: citrus and earth as if she were an orchard worker instead of an underground resistance leader.
"How do I know I'm not just dreaming?"
"It feels like a dream. You'll probably forget most of this when you wake up. But I wanted to get in touch with you again. Did they show you the photo of me?"
"Yes." Anger turns my face hot. "I thought you were dead. I told myself you must have died — that was the only way you wouldn't come for us. I told myself you'd never leave us behind. But that was all a lie, wasn't it?"
If she's taken aback it doesn't show. "What's the first thing I ever taught you, Enigma? Way back when you were just a gutter girl in the pits?"
"Survival is all there is."
"That's right. We do anything to survive. Whatever it takes. Even if it means leaving a partner behind when everything is lost. I did what I had to do that night. Just as you would have. I won’t apologize for it."
I feel my jaw clench. "Why did you bring me here?"
"To let you know that not all is lost. I know what Cyber Corp did to you. Reconstructed your body, implanted a bomb in your head to ensure your loyalty. They are confident in their ability to force their will upon you, turn an enemy into a resource. Their arrogance is their Achilles heel. In time, it will undo them."
"I don't have time for empty rhetoric, Dabria. You might be enjoying a flight in a luxury floater, but I'm a Scyther for Cyber Corp. Can you disarm the bomb or not?"
"No. Tampering with it will activate the detonation."
"Then what's the play here?"
"It's ironic. In a way, your position is better than we could have ever anticipated. As a sleeper in the ranks of Cyber Corp, you can be of much greater service than a mere soldier on the ground."
"Are you kidding me? You have no idea what Cyber Corp has done to me. What Kage does to me all the time. And it wasn't just my crew that got slaughtered in the ambush. They were my family. I thought you were too."
She remains unruffled as ever, ignoring the barb. "Why is it that we focus on our pain as if it's something rare and precious, uncommon to everyone else on the planet? You’re not the first to suffer a terrible loss, Enigma. You won’t be the last. The question is: what are you willing to do to survive it?
My fingers clench into fists. "Whatever it takes."
She nods. "Good. Then keep working with your captors. Finding Specter is essential. He is the key."
"To what?"
"To everything."
* * *
I wake up to darkness, clarity immediately replacing the haziness of the lucid dream with Dabria. Even as the experience fades, I remember her voice, her presence. It's enough to strengthen my resolve, and I sit up in my bed with a newfound sense of determination.
It's still nighttime, but the city never sleeps. Neither do I. Neon and phosphorus pulse through the window in alternating colors, bathing the room in swirling iridescent patterns. I hop out of bed and take a seat by the window.
"Holo, send a message to Nox. We need to meet."
My hologram sends the transmission. A response pulses on the screen a few seconds later.
In the Lair. Look forward to seeing you, White Rabbit. A leering emoticon follows the statement.
I roll my eyes and shut the screen off. Rummaging through my go-bag, I pull out my v-drive, inserting it into the port behind my ear. In a flash, my hotel surroundings vanish. I'm in the loading program, where nothing is visible. An endless view of white that tricks the eye. I don't know if it's infinite or just beyond my outstretched reach. I don't pay it any attention anymore.
My appearance has altered as well. My proxy is a cyborg, synthetic parts changed to gleaming alloy imprinted with geometric patterns, and the remaining flesh is white as polished bone. My hair is longer, a gleaming silver mane that flows down my back. A crimson stripe runs from my eye to my chin like a bloody teardrop.
Tapping the cy-gear strapped to my wrist, I load the program. The world swirls like spilled paint around me as it amalgamates and takes shape. Towering buildings spring up from the ground, crowds of people appear from thin air. I'm in Requiem, one of the massive supercities in Elysia.
The skyline is nearly alien; buildings constructed in ways that natural law could never maintain, as if designed by a master architect touched by madness. Glass and alloy twist and turn, branching off into other outlandish constructions, all of it stretching so high into the atmosphere that it gets lost to sight. People soar across the heavens; some wearing tech, others gliding on feathered and artificial wings. Their flight patterns intersect with the endless lanes of flying vehicles that zip back and forth, somehow not crashing into one another in spite of the chaotic patterns.
I have to step to the side as a gigantic, gleaming mech robot plods down the street, shaking the ground with every step. Further down the avenue, a reptilian giant with leathery wings roars out an ear-ringing challenge. The robot increases speed, stomping vehicles flat as it runs toward the monster. Helicopters and jets follow in its wake like a flock of mechanized birds. On the ground, people leap out of the way or cheer as they follow the imminent carnage.
I shake my head. Just my luck that I'd arrive in the middle of a deathmatch monster tournament. I used to love those back in the day. But I don't have time for games anymore. I let the crowds stream past. Dressed in every conceivable outfit from movies, games, and books, they are lost in joyful euphoria, oblivious to anything but the thrill of the chase. It leaves a bitter taste in my mouth. This isn't my world. Most are here part-time, on vacations or breaks from real life, content to pop in and out via their Immerser kits. But some of the inhabitants are Sleepers. Locked away in hibernation, living their lives in a virtual playground. They've given up on reality, content to ignore life and consequences while they engage in all the sex, violence, adventure, and alternative existence they can conceive. A part of me despises them for that choice.
And as much as I hate to admit it, a part of me envies them. Their unbridled ignorance, free to exist beyond the pains of reality.
But my envy is pitiful in the face of what I know. That the dependence on Immersion is placing humanity in incredible peril. Hundreds of millions of people surrendering their independence, their finances, their very human rights to both corporations and the artificial intelligence that operates the system. In a way, the Sleepers are slaves like I am. Worse, even. Because unlike me, the Sleepers volunteer for their enslavement, eagerly offering their minds to platforms that keep them entertainingly imprisoned. Purgatory is now a digital wonderland where throngs pound at the gates to enter instead of escape. And so long as their payments are punctual, they get all the thrills they can imagine.
A massive explosion erupts, shattering thousands of windows and buckling buildings from the force. Cars and bodies fly through the air as flame and smoke pour between the buildings and alleys like fingers of carnage. The ground crumbles and splits under my feet as glass showers on my head and shoulders. The battle has begun, and I have to get out of here. I have more important things to do.
I whirl the dial on my cy-gear. The world spins around me, buildings and people whirring and altering, rearranging in kaleidoscopic fashion until everything slows and finally comes to a standstill. When it does, I'm in a completely different part of the city.
Things haven't improved.
I walk on streets lit by garish red lights, every sign and billboard openly advertising raw sexual activity. There are no restrictions, no shame, or any attempt at class or taste. Male and female bodies display like trophies; every one perfectly contoured in every conceivable size and shape. A throbbing beat pulses softly in the background, accompanied by moans and screams of pleasure in place of lyrics.
Men and women loiter and lounge on the streets in various stages of undress, watching with voyeuristic delight as couples and groups openly engage their lusts on benches, on manicured squares, grinding up against building walls. The proxies are a wild assortment: some styled as regular humans, others as animals and aliens. Somehow, they're still perfect: gleaming skin, mesmerizing eyes, voluptuous and well-muscled figures. My cyborg look catches attention, and it doesn't take long before the offers start coming in.
A woman with the features of a hybrid tigress purrs at me, reaching out a clawed hand. "You shouldn't be alone, sweetheart. Come with Mama. Mama take good care of you."
A pair of well-oiled muscular men grin and beckon from where they lounge on a padded mattress. "Ready for a reverse harem, luv? Once you double-tap, you never go back. We guarantee it."
Others reach out, stroking my arms and legs as I pass and offer even lewder suggestions. I have to break some tourist's wrist when he gets too aggressive. He screams and shouts curses after me, but the mocking laughter of his friends drowns out his threats. I ignore them, making my way past the activity until I reach my destination.
The Spider's Lair.
It's an all-black Moroccan-style building gilded in gold, crouching in the middle of the glittering domain like a poisonous insect. A massively-muscled woman with gold skin and horns sprouting from her forehead stands by the door and watches my approach with glittering red eyes. I stop and look up at her.
"Nox is expecting me."
She grunts and slaps a heavy hand against the sensor, opening the door. I edge past and enter Nox's den of vice.
The darkness swallows me immediately. Lighting consists solely of neon strips that haphazardly glow from walls and mark walking sections of the floor, barely illuminating the guests on chaise lounges and cushions on the deck. Incense burns in holders, casting trails of smoke through the air. Bodies gleam under the dim light, covered in a sheen of sweat from their unbridled lust, engaged in every sort of sexual position without a care for who sees them. Others simply lay back in a haze of hookah smoke, eyes glazed from the intensity of their high. I can barely breathe, eyes watering from the atmosphere of sweat, smoke, and heavily perfumed air.
Nox's quarters are further down in a private rear room. A masked figure in full latex bondage gear allows me to enter. The spherical room is slightly brighter, illuminated by oil lamps and candles. Nox lies on his stomach, eyes blissfully closed. His body is lean and chiseled, milk chocolate-toned skin glistening. His hair is twisted into short dreadlocks on top, shaved close at the sides. A naked woman in red body paint and nothing but a devil mask on straddles his back, rubbing massage oil into his muscles by sliding her taut, slippery nakedness against him. She glances at me when I enter, eyes unreadable in the shadows of the mask.
Nox lifts his head, a playful smile on his lips. He is unfairly handsome: perfectly symmetrical face, thick eyebrows shadowing brown eyes so bright they appear golden. Unlike most Immersers, he doesn’t bother with a creative avatar. In here he's only slightly altered his looks, creating a flawless version of himself.
His voice is deep, colored with a musical Caribbean accent. "White Rabbit. What a pleasure to see you again."
"You know that's not my name, Nox."
"You don't know why I call you that? It's because of your hair." He chuckles. "And the way you always hopped to do whatever Dabria asked."
"Very funny."
"It's a better name than Enigma. That's a bit too on the nose, isn't it?"
"Can we speak in private?" I nod at the girl grinding against his back as if trying to meld her oiled flesh to his.
He laughs in response. "Come on, White Rabbit. You know the girl isn't real. Nothing you say or do will affect her in the least."
"She's a program. That means she can be compromised."
"Just like the spy camera in your eye that reports back to your masters?" He grins at my expression. "I know all about it. Knowing is my business, as you're aware. Don't worry; I muted your feed as soon as you entered the building. As for the girl, I wrote her program. Just like I wrote this entire city block. Everything you see around you was created by my mighty hand."
I fold my arms. "Your masturbation hand, you mean?"
He raises an eyebrow. "You don't like my domain?"
"I'm sure you're not interested in my opinion. Not when you're doing so well for yourself." I make sure to put as much scorn in my voice as possible.
He only seems amused as he pushes himself to a sitting position. The devil girl adjusts in response, standing behind him and continuing to massage his neck and shoulders.
Nox gives me a calculating look that reminds me that behind the casualness is a sharp and ruthless mind. "Still mad at me for leaving our little summer camp? Dabria's merry band of hand-picked soldiers; bred to do her bidding without question."
"No. You’re a big boy. You made a decision, even if it was to join the enemy."
Rich laughter is his answer. "The enemy. Still spewing Dabria's philosophy even after she betrayed you?"
"She didn't betray me. She lived to fight another day. Survival at any cost. Just like she taught us."
"She taught us bullshit." For the first time, Nox's face turns serious. "Her lost boys and girls. Her little minions, young minds ripe for manipulation. Programmed just like the machines she's so determined to bring down. No different than the Haven breeding camps where machines raise children to be future compliant residents."
Angry heat burns my face. "It wasn't like that. Dabria gave us a home. Taught us to take care of ourselves. Gave us a reason to live."
He snaps his fingers and the devil woman vanishes, winked out of existence. Leaning forward, he narrows his eyes. "I can't believe you're still spouting that nonsense, Enigma. When are you going to wake up and realize you were just a tool in Dabria's hand? Used when she wants and discarded when she has no more use for you? She left you to Cyber Corp and did nothing while they rebuilt you as one of their cyborg slave agents. Face reality, Enigma. Dabria never cared about you or anyone else except herself."
"You mean like you?" I bite off every word furiously. "Can't beat them, so you joined them — is that it? Did you sell us out, Nox? Was that why we ran into that ambush?"
His face completely alters, staring in disbelief. "Do you really think I'd do that to you?"
"They knew we were coming."
"Of course they knew. The Collective knows everything. Their eyes are always watching, their ears always listening. Surveillance is practically sorcery these days, White Rabbit. Cyber Corp, the HSSC and their masters practice their black magic without restraint, reducing the term privacy to an oxymoron. You actually thought you could break into a federal facility without their knowledge? Then you're living in a world more virtual than this one."
The words sting, but I brush them aside. "Oh, right. Are you proud of your little cyber-sex kingdom, reducing people to their base instincts?"
"Reducing people?" He laughs again. "Look at you. You spent so much time being a soldier that you don't even know what makes people tick. You think you're in some ideological fight to save humanity. From what?"
He spreads his muscular arms out, gesturing to his abode. "This is humanity. Seventy-eight percent of visitors to Elysia end up here or one of the millions of identical setups. With Sleepers, it's ninety-five percent. Why?"
"Because Immersion attracts perverts."
"Because sex makes the world go 'round, White Rabbit. There's never been a drug created that's more addictive. You can never have enough and never have too much. And here the possibilities are endless. Sex without consequences. No diseases, no pregnancies, no panicked regrets the next morning. No one denying you at the last minute. No unpleasant sex funk, no worry about flatulence at unexpected moments to ruin the mood. Everyone is free to explore any curiosity or fetish they might harbor, without judgment. Without identity. Want to swap genders and experience sex from the other side? You can do it here. Gay curious? You can dip your toes in the waters here, and no one will ever know. Let your freak flag fly, no matter what it is. And no worries about performance either. Every climax is explosive, every experience mind-blowing."
"Yeah, I get it. No relationships. No hard work. No rejection. No reality." I shake my head in disbelief. "None of it is real. It's all a lie, an illusion of the worst kind. A fantasy created to rob people of their money and make them ill-equipped for handling relationships in real life. Society is crumbling because of handicaps created by disassociation related to virtual immersion."
He waves a dismissive hand. "More Dabria propaganda. No one's putting a gun to anyone's head. Supply and demand. You know how it works. If I don't provide the service, then the next man will. And there's too much easy money for me to pass up because of some antiquated moral code."
I sigh, feeling drained. "You weren't like this when you were with us. I can't believe you turned your back on everything for this debauchery. Doesn't it bother you? Make you feel ashamed?"
He gives me a look of sympathy as if I'm the one in the wrong. "Not at all. I just woke up, Enigma. Joining some fight to free humanity from the grips of tech addiction and evil corporations? An exercise in futility. You can't free a bird that loves its cage. People don't want to face reality. They want to escape it. The submission to tech happened before we were born. Before the Cataclysm. Technology and humanity are in a symbiotic relationship. One can't exist without the other. In a way, we're all cyborgs."
I sigh, gritting my teeth in frustration. "Look, we can do this all day, but I know it won't matter. I'm here because I need information."
"You mean Cyber Corp needs it. I get it. And with the proper payment, they can have it."
"You need more money?" I glance around. "Isn't this printing more than you can spend?"
He shrugs. "It's not about money. It's about value. If I provide a service for free, then it's worthless."
"Fine. What's the cost this time?
He smiles. "I'll make it easy on you for old time's sake. I'll do you this favor, and you owe me one."
"A favor?"
"Yeah. Will that work?"
"I'm not having sex with you, Nox."
A grin flashes across his face. "I'm wounded. As fantastic as that would be, I get all the sex a man can take right here. We're talking a future investment."
I hesitate. He has an ulterior motive, but I can't figure it out. "What can I possibly do for you in my situation?"
"You never know. Do we have a deal or not?"
"Yeah, sure."
"Good. So — what do you want to know about Dean Gray?"
I stare at him. "How did you know?"
"Elementary, my dear Enigma. Last time I gave you his name. But it looks like you're still chasing your tail."
"Well, yeah. We found out information on Dean, but nothing that helps. His parents are both dead, his last known residence vacated. He core-jacks synoids for money and keeps that income stream off the records, so there's no trail to follow. And the privacy standards of Immersion habitats make it easy to rent a DSP under a false name, so there's no way to find his current location."
"You need to track him here in Elysia."
"Yeah. I think he might be flushed out the system now, but he'll be back in Immersion soon enough. I need a sure way to find him when that happens."
He shrugs. "Okay."
"Okay? Just like that?"
"There's always a way, White Rabbit. Leave it to me. I'll contact you when I have it."
"Fine. I owe you."
"I'll collect." He regards me with a keen gaze as if trying to read my mind. "You know she's alive, don't you?"
"Dabria? Yeah, I know."
He must hear something in my voice, because a triumphant look flashes across his face. "She contacted you, didn't she?"
"Yeah. Briefly. Straight to business. You know how she is."
"Yeah, I know exactly how she is. Promise me you won't let her influence you again. You're a walking time bomb, and she won’t care whether the detonator goes off or not."
"I didn’t know you cared, Nox."
"You know better. I've always been honest with you, whether you liked what I had to say or not. Dabria hasn't. So promise me, okay?"
"I gotta go." I reach up to remove my v-drive when he stops me, reaching out and touching my gleaming metal arm.
"You ever think about us, Enigma? Before everything went to hell?"
I look into his golden eyes. "You mean before you quit?"
He grimaces. "Yeah. Before I quit."
I pull my arm away. "No. That's ancient history."
The lair winks out of existence when I remove the v-drive, replaced by my hotel room in the Bradbury. The air smells like old wood and stale air, and the windows pulse with soft neon lighting. I lean back in my chair and try to forget about Nox. What happened in the past doesn't matter anymore.
More and more, it seems like nothing does.

Chapter 5: 5P3CT3R

I try to ignore the hibernation hangover, but it lingers like a vengeful spirit.
With my body replenished, at least I can finally manage to move without staggering like a drunken fool. My first stop is the deposit box to reclaim my essentials: a change of clothes including a durable overcoat equipped with concealed tech pockets and a retractable flak hood that disperses digital chaff in the presence of cameras to veil my face from surveillance.
My metaflex commuter bag contains everything I need, which isn't much: my Sensync Immersion kit, a utility tool, a cy-gear glove, and thirty-five thousand in bullion cards. With that amount, I can return to Elysia for a six-month stint, but I'll be dead broke when the lease ends. As tempting as it is to forget everything and get back to Hel, I know what I have to do.
Not trusting Flo to hold my pod, I make sure to bring my account to balance at a convenience machine. After that, it's time to head out. I nearly make it to the doors when an anxiety attack hits me out of nowhere. My legs shake, my heart pumps motor oil, my chest constricts, and I can barely breathe. Wheezing, I pull a pack of Chillz and pop a tab, swallowing the pill dry. The nanopowder hits my bloodstream immediately, activating pleasure sensors in my brain that produce a calming effect. In seconds I feel like I'm walking on clouds.
A robot assistant rolls over. "Do you need medical assistance, Mr. Smith?"
I wave it away. "It's nothing. I'm fine."
Taking a deep breath, I enter the elevator. The doors rattle shut, and the sensation of temporary buoyancy follows, evoking a brief nausea spell when the lift shoots upward, several hundred floors to the surface.
There's nothing to see when I exit. The compound is just another building in a massive industrial sector. The overly bright neon sign is practically the only illumination on the whole block. Most of the surrounding buildings are derelict, abandoned over time as business dried up and residents left the Inland Empire in floods. From what I've learned in the archives, San Bernardino wasn't exactly a shining jewel back when the Cataclysm struck. The resulting devastation didn't do the place any favors.
It's a long walk to the lift station, where I wait to catch a shuttle. Dim lights barely illuminate the empty station. Shadows are everywhere, and I can't help but imagine hidden threats in every one of them. In Elysia, I've fought and won in survival tournaments, went toe-to-toe with cyber ninjas, and stormed military bases on other planets. In the real world, I'm no threat to anyone. Skinny, undernourished, and physically unimposing. My best option in the case of being attacked is to run, and even then I won't make it far.
As if on cue, someone approaches. A woman dressed in an oversized, ragged old coat over equally threadbare clothes staggers toward me, reeking and sickly. Her skin is yellowed, her hair matted and filthy. Her eyes are wide and crazed, riddled with red veins. I clutch my bag tighter and edge a few steps away.
She shuffles closer, staring at my face. "Hey, man. You're an Immerser, right? Just got out of Deep Sleep, right?"
I try not to gag as I give her a sidelong glance. "Uh… yeah."
"You got a holovisor, man? I just wanna borrow it. I ain't been inside for a while. Bastards upped my rent. I wanna, you know — just check in. My Alfie ain't seen me in weeks. He's worried sick; I know he is."
I edge further away, careful not to look at my bag. "I don't have a holovisor."
Her blistered lips curve in a sly smile. "Yes, you do. You do. Come on, man. I just wanna borrow it. You know how it is. I just… gotta check in."
"Look, I'd love to help, but I don't have a holovisor. I can't even check in myself."
Her face alters, wrinkling into a feral mask. "You're lying."
I scan the sky desperately. "No, I'm not. Look, the shuttle is gonna arrive any second, so why don't you—"
She throws her head back and screams, veins distending in her neck. It's a terrible sound, garbled and nearly inhuman. I can only stare in paralyzed shock as the sound echoes around us. When her cry finally ends, she doubles over, chest heaving. Her lank hair hangs over her face, and a string of saliva dangles from her lip. Her shoulders tremble, and a helpless sob escapes her.
"Lies. All I hear are lies. You're just like the others. You don't see me. You don't know. I just need to get back in, man. Don't you understand?"
She lifts her head, and for a split second, I see something in her eyes that hits me like a runaway train. It's the same thing I see in the mirror when I first come out of Immersion.
A reflection.
Fortunately, the shuttle arrives, raising a cloud of dust when it drops from the sky. I quickly board the autopiloted vehicle and slouch in a seat as far away from anyone as possible. I glance behind, but the woman doesn't follow. She's just a shape in the shadows, a ghost without a place to rest. The doors hiss shut, cutting off the sight. The shuttle lifts off, leaving the station behind.
There are only a few people inside, and they all look like they'd kill someone for their next meal. I keep a hand inside my jacket as if I have a weapon stashed there. Hopefully, I can make Downtown with all of my vital organs intact. The shuttle flight route is low, barely above the height of the buildings we pass over. A quiet storm breaks outside, raindrops sliding down the dirty glass and turning the view into blurs of light and darkness.
I can't shake the encounter. Is that my future? An outcast from Elysia, derelict and alone, teetering on the verge of insanity?
No way. Not me.
I'm not like her. Not a half-crazed fiend dependent on handouts from people who avoid and despise me. I'm capable of creating income for myself, ensuring that I never go for too long without Immersion. Never too long without being with Hel. She's always with me. Her voice whispers in my ear, her lips soft as rose petals on my skin. I've never been more than a few days without her presence. I might be able to live without being in Elysia, but there's no way I could go on without Hel. Ever since that fateful day I met her, she's been the only constant in my life. My best friend, my constant companion, my passionate lover.
My everything.
I was fifteen when Mom interrupted one of my sessions in Elysia with Hel. I remember trying to hide my anger at the disruption, seething with impatience as I tried to focus on her dialogue when all I wanted was to return to my other life.
She gave me a worried look. "I'm concerned about you, Dean. You're on that device nearly all day and night. You barely talk to me anymore. Your grades are suffering. I think you need to take a break for a while."
My heart pumped pure panic at the thought. I immediately went into damage-control mode, working that good boy magic to ease her mind.
"I'm sorry, Mom. It's just there's so much to do, and I met so many friends. They all want to hang out and play the newest campaigns. I promise I'll cut back and take more breaks. And I'll bring my grades back up. I can hook up with a tutor right there in Elysia who can help me get on track."
Mom placed her hands on her hips. "I want honor roll by the end of the semester, Dean. Otherwise, I'll have to place restrictions on your Immersion time."
"Ok, Mom. I promise."
I smiled and waited expectantly, but she didn't leave. Instead, she adjusted her stance, looking atypically uncomfortable.
"Dean?"
"Yes, Mom?"
"You haven't been into anything… adult, have you?"
I fixed my face into a stare of pure innocence. "Adult? What do you mean?"
She paused, mouth working as if trying to find the right words. "I mean… sexual. I talked with Linda the other day. She says she caught Timothy involved in something disturbing. Especially at his age. He's a year younger than you, for heaven's sake. I know I have the age parameters set, but sometimes things still slip past the restrictions. I don’t want you experiencing anything you shouldn't."
"I haven't been into anything like that," I said quickly, looking embarrassed.
"Are you sure? How much do you know about sex, anyway? We've never talked about it. Your father—" She frowned in frustration. "I didn't think I'd be the one to have this conversation."
"It's okay, Mom. Sex education is part of my school curriculum. I know about reproduction and all that. You know — educational stuff."
"Educational stuff." She sounded relieved. "Of course. Well, if you encounter anything beyond educational, I don't want you to be afraid or ashamed to talk about it, okay? You know you can always come to me, right?"
"I will, Mom."
"That's a good boy." She kissed me on the brow and hurried out, clearly glad for the conversation to be over.
What Mom didn't know was that it took watching just one tutorial from U-Vid to learn how to bypass her security measures and get into all the mature content I wanted. It was the only way to advance my relationship with Hel to the next level. With the restrictions lifted, I had been exploring sexuality with her for the better part of a year.
There was no way to explain to Mom about the experience. How Hel had been shy at first, then bold and tempting, teaching me how to kiss her correctly, how to touch her body in pleasure-arousing ways. How she guided me inside of her the first time, then cried in my arms afterward, whispering her gratefulness for having shared the experience with me.
There was no coming back after that.
We made love day after day, night after night. We made love on top of snow-capped mountains, showered by hot spring waters. We made love on the pink shores of azure beaches, on the soft sands of distant planets, illuminated by glittering light of multiple moons. We made love alone on silk sheets of luxury hotels, and in public bathhouses overflowing with other couples. I learned more about sex than any boy at that age should have known. Hel was never selfish, allowing me shared and solo encounters with multiple lovers, but I always came back to her. No one else understood me the way she did; no one else could thrill me the way she did. No one else compared.
There was only her.
My holoband buzzes on my wrist, jarring my thoughts. Without looking down, I already know it's Hel. I pull my Sensync headgear from my bag and put it on, sliding the visor over my face as the sensors latch onto my temples. Then I find the wireless drive and plug it into the jack behind my ear. Nothing about my surroundings change except that Hel now sits beside me, a concerned look on her face. She is in trendy street clothes: jeans with a button-up shirt and tie topped by a black blazer. Her gleaming black hair is styled into an elegant pompadour. It's what I call her stock look, how she most often appears. When she smiles, it's like everything else fades away.
"Your girlfriend doesn't exist."
I frown in confusion. "What?"
"Enigma. You told me to find out what I could about her. I couldn’t find anything. She doesn't show up on any databases, has no public or private records I could find. She's a ghost."
"Weird." I exhale, wincing from the stabbing pains in my chest. My lungs are still adjusting to breathing natural air.
"Are you okay?" Hel scoots closer to me, sliding my arm around her shoulder. I practically wilt from the release of tension. The sensation of being with her again is instantly soothing, as if restoring a broken piece of myself. The neural interface allows me to feel her body against mine, smell the scent of oil in her hair and the lilac perfume on her skin. It's not as good as complete Immersion, but it's a breath of fresh air in the harshness of the real world. No one else on the shuttle can see her, but to me she's as real as any of them. It's not as if anyone notices. Most of them have holovisors on, ignorant of what's going on around them. Others talk to invisible friends and partners just like I'm doing.
"I'm fine now. I missed you."
Hel's fingers intertwine with mine and grasp tightly. "I was so worried when you didn't show up. What happened?"
I squeeze her shoulder. "Nothing to worry about. I have to take care of some business. Deep Sleep raised the rates, and we fell a month behind. I'm about to boost our funds up so I can come back without worrying about money for a while. Those bastards nearly killed me by cutting my nutrient intake by half. Always raising the rent. I need to get my hands on some real funds this time."
Her fingers blur when she opens her holoband and creates a search in the deep web. "Synoid market has gotten a lot more dangerous. The crackdown on handlers has everyone paranoid."
"Yeah, I know. But that drives the payment up for someone who can deliver the goods, which works in our favor."
"Who do you have in mind? Practically everyone we've dealt with has been arrested or driven out of business."
"Not Keno."
Her eyes search my face. "Keno? Doesn't he still want to kill you?"
I give her a genuine attempt at a reassuring smile. "I'm pretty sure he was exaggerating."
* * *
Downtown San Bernardino is a ghost town where relics of pre-Cataclysm buildings die without dignity or grace. The crumbling, burnt-out husks are used to host homeless squatters, fugitives, and anyone looking for cheap thrills. People who venture into the area usually look to purchase contraband, drugs, or just party like it's the end of the world at one of the many raves that last all night long. Huge bonfires blaze; guns and firecrackers explode nonstop.
I exit the shuttle and head into the thick of it. Ravers with tattoos, cyborg enhancements, multiple piercings, and handmade masks push and shove through the streets, screaming like banshees and moving to the pulse of music that swells from one stage to the next. I use the plugs from my headgear to mute the sound somewhat, staying on the fringe of the crowds so I won't get trampled.
The harsh lights and deafening noise are almost too much. It's only the presence of Hel that gets me through. She takes in the chaos with a broad smile, staring wonderingly like she always does when she crosses over to the real world. Throwing her hands up, she laughs, shaking her hips in perfect time to the beat, every movement arousing. Her skin glows in the flashing lights, beaded with sweat, her body throwing shadows like everyone else. She looks so real that I'm only reminded she's not here in the flesh when someone walks right through her, temporarily disrupting her holographic image.
We finally make it Mad Dawgs, a popular club in the area. It used to the City Hall sometime before the Cataclysm, the now the building is dilapidated like all the others. Windows broken, walls crumbling. But when I tap a button on my holovisor, everything changes. The CG effects filter transforms it into a hip-hop haven; the exterior savaged with torches and skull carvings, the entranceway fashioned into a snarling dog's head with the door in its open mouth.
The interior is several floors of hardcore partying, roiling smoke, flickering lights, with the overpowering sound of the ground-shaking beat making it impossible to hear anything beyond the range of my arms. I pull my hood over my head and make my way upstairs, taking it slow because of the bodies in the way. Some are unconscious; others are just blazed out of their minds.
The top floor is somewhat quieter; the walls insulated to keep the riotous din at bay. A bruiser in a dog-shaped medieval helmet and spiked leather stares me down when I approach the room at the end of the hallway. Hel is right beside me, but the thug can't see her. Pulling out a gun that looks more like a cannon, he points it in my face.
"You lost, runt? Piss off."
I hold up my hands. "I need to see Keno."
He barks a laugh. "Yeah, mate. You and everyone else. I'm not telling you again."
"Yeah, sure. Figure I'm doing you a favor, though."
"Yeah? How's that then?"
"You tell him that Specter wants to talk."
"You're Specter?" He leans in for a closer look. "Little piss-rag, ain't you? I thought Specter was a bloody madman."
I remove the hood and look him square in the eye. "Don't let the looks fool you. I got business with Keno. Buzz me in."
Dog-Face stares for a second before lifting his wrist and muttering into his holoband. An orbital cam in the corner dislodges from its holder and hovers down, whirring as it scans my face. A second later, the door slides open. I give Dog-Face a smug grin when I walk past and enter the private lounge.
Keno has his back to me, bobbing back and forth to the beat with his crew of like-minded deviants in a cloud of weed smoke thick enough to make my lungs burn. Blacklight lamps bathe the room electric blue, turning skin tones purple and inverting colors. A vast pane of one-way glass provides a view of the crowd dancing below.
Keno turns around and gives me a hard grin. He's a fresh-faced, cold-eyed Brit bastard with the looks of a college kid and the street smarts of a born hustler.
"Well look at this, fam. I can't believe my eyes. My man Specter, back among the living. Don't be shy, mate — bring it in."
"Keno." I cautiously approach, keeping an eye on his hands. Fortunately, he's not holding a weapon. It turns out he doesn't need to. When we clasp hands in greeting, a stiletto blade pops from the wrist of his other hand, the gleaming point hovering a hair's-breadth from my throat.
"Like the upgrade? Ace, innit?" His grin is an ugly thing to witness, containing no mirth at all. His pupils quiver deliriously, fixed on my face. "Laser-etched titanium alloy and sharp enough to shave with. Just had it installed. I wanted the whole firearm thing, but my mandem talked me out of it. Those things tend to be a little dodgy; end up blowing your whole arm off."
"Yeah, it's cool," I managed to say, trying not to move. The goon squad closes in, nudging each other and laughing. I slide my eyes edgewise at Hel, who leans casually against me, elbow propped on my shoulder. Wrapping an arm around my shoulder, she whispers in my ear.
"Show them who's boss, baby."
I focus my gaze on Keno. "What's with the chilly reception, man? I thought we left on good terms."
"Then you need to reevaluate your thought process, bruv. Because I told you I'd kill you the next time I saw you."
"I thought you were exaggerating."
"There you go thinking again. Allow it, mate. You turned my offer down flat and told me to go swing. We had a highly profitable arrangement that you muffed up big time."
"People died." I place a finger on the flat of the blade and gently push it to the side. "We agreed that no one got killed. You didn't listen, so I took a breeze. Nothing personal. I told you from the beginning that my work was freelance. I meant it. But all of that was then. This is now. Not point getting bent out of shape over it. Especially when we can get back to making money. Big scores. Like we used to."
He stares at me for a few seconds before a wide grin flashes across his face. The blade retracts back into his arm, and he crushes me with a fierce hug.
"My boy Specter. Always cool as ice." He laughs, and his sycophants laugh with him. He waves them toward the door. "Give us a minute or two, fam. Gotta catch up with my man Spec. Go get pissed on a few bottles. I'll catch up in a few, innit."
He waited for them to clear out before brightening the lights and turning back to me, face turning serious. "Don't think this makes us good. You left me gutted, mate. I was counting on a few more scores to get me back across the pond."
"London? I thought you hated it there."
"Absence makes the heart grow fonder, or so they say. Point is, I could be there already if you hadn't skipped out. Hope you're in for putting in real work or you're wasting my time."
"I'm in for it. Looking for something heavy. Rent on DSPs is sky-high, man. I need enough to last for a while. Whatever you got."
"DSPs?" He sneers, shaking his head. "You and your v-addiction. It's worse than any grime on the streets. Got you Sleepers shook when you have to come back to the real world."
"It's not an addiction, man. It's a lifestyle. No different than the one you choose to live."
"Bollocks. Life is walking and breathing, mate. Not hooking some corporate IV in your veins and bleeding five hundred quid a day into their fat accounts. And for what? To trip on a fantasy. Immersion is just another drug. The most addictive substance on the planet and you know it."
I fold my arms and grin. "Listen to you. Next thing you'll be hooking up with the Digital Underground, fighting for humanity's freedom and all."
"The DU? Not me, bruv. I got scratch to make." He glances around. "Not used to seeing you without that peng holo you run with. She finally let you off the leash, eh?"
"She's not a hologram. And you gotta use the visor, man. She's right in front of you."
"Ha! No holovisor for me anymore. Got the shines last year. Just have to make the adjust." His eyes glimmer for an instant as the cybernetics switch to the right filter. He grins when she materializes in front of him. "There you are, Hel. Looking well fit as usual. Still got this wasteman proper moist on you, eh?"
Hel waggles her fingers, switching her accent to match his. "Cheers, luv. Got nothing to do with Specter's decisions. I follow where he leads, you know?" She sidles to the window and dances sinuously in the flashing lights, throwing a wink over her shoulder at me.
Keno snorts. "Yeah, right. Well, I gotta say that you two showed up just in time. I was just kicking myself for having to cancel out on a major score." He points to the nearby glass tabletop, where several rolled joints are stacked. "Bun a zoot, bruv?"
I shake my head. "No, thanks."
"Going clean, that it?"
"My lungs can't take the beating. Especially the skins you roll."
"Aw, what's the matter? The Deep Sleep wankers cut back your nutrients again? You look half-dead, mate. Just another reason to quit Immersing while you can."
Hel turns from dancing in front of the window. "I thought you said something about a major score."
"Just getting to that, luv." He frowns at her for a second before turning back to me. "Look — are you really back or just looking to pull small fries like last time? I need to know before I go any further."
I open one of the bottles of Guinness from the open chest on the counter and take a swig. For some reason, beer always tastes better outside of Immersion. Something about the translation doesn't quite match up.
"I'm back if the payday is major. But just so you know — after the job's finished, I'm going back to Elysia. Don't try talking me out of it. Waste of time."
"Yeah, yeah. They got their hooks in you right proper." He crashes into a padded armchair, looking uncharacteristically sober. "Look, I've been working on this for a while. Should be more than enough to make you a permanent resident of your virtual world if we can pull it off. I'm talking a one and done, hit and retire kind of score. Coordinating with several different parties to get it rolling. The only missing piece is a sure-bet core-jacker like you."
I sit opposite on a cheap faux leather couch. "So obviously this involves synoids."
"Yeah. But not your ordinary rollover. We're not talking five-and-dime manservant or cutesy little sex doll types."
"Military-grade, then?" I scrub a hand across my chin. "Soldier units. That's gonna take some real strategy. Not some half-baked plan like last time that got two bodies dropped."
He glares at me, rage twisting his face into something feral. "You're lecturing me about killing people? You gotta be taking the piss, mate. How many bloody bodies have you burned in Elysia? Don't hear you getting arsey over those corpses."
"Those corpses aren't real."
"Allow that, bruv. You don't get to choose what's bloody real and what's not. You're hooked on Immersion like a fiend with a needle in his veins because you think Elysia is more real than this world. If that's so then the killing is too. Worse, even. Because you can laugh it off. No guilt, no trauma. It's just a game, right? You can pull a trigger, watch the blood spray, listen to the screams, and feel nothing. Nothing but the thrill, that is."
I snort out an uneasy laugh. "Jeez, Keno. What's got into you? Why all the hatred of Elysia?'
"Nothing, mate. Nothing except maybe I know a little bit about the dirty laundry there. Like maybe I had a proper bird I was sweet for a bit — proper toff, but always up for it, you know? Turns out she took a vacay to Elysia for a tad. Total noob, she ended up taking a wrong turn or two, found herself in a skin district, one of the dodgy ones. Buggers who like the rough stuff, rape fantasies and all."
I feel the fight drain out me. "Aw, man."
"Yeah. Bloody bastards used her like a human toilet for thirty-six hours straight because she didn't know how to switch the environment. When she finally got out, she was never the same. We weren't the same, you know? She doesn't like anyone touching her. Not after counseling, not after months of her being back in reality. She still has flashbacks. Still has nightmares."
"I'm sorry, man. But that's not me. That's not what I'm into."
He settles back in his chair, a bitter smile on his lips. "I know that. But that place is proper grimy, bruv. It's a cesspool where people go to wallow in their true natures in like pigs in a sty. No shortage of psychopaths and sickos with their masks off, indulging in their basest desires. You know it. You've seen it."
My eyes drop. "Yeah. I've seen it."
"Then don't go telling me about the place like it's the dog's bollocks. You wanna turn a blind eye, that's fine. But don't expect everyone to buy in on your little whitewashed fantasy."
"Yeah, I hear you. Look, we talking Elysia or we talking business? You were saying something about jacking a shipment of military synoids."
"No, not military." He leans forward, face intense. "Even harder."
"What's harder than military?"
"Prototype. Maximillian Industries. I'm talking the nick of all nicks. Straight from the vaults of Los Nuevos, bruv."
The bottle nearly falls from my hand. "Let me get this straight: you're talking about hijacking a heavily guarded transport rig carrying prototype synoids from a corporation known to kill to protect its secrets."
"Bloody right, mate." A wide grin stretches across his face. "Time to go big or go home."

Chapter 6: 3N16MA

I want to wake up.
The world is washed out, hazy around the edges. I know I'm dreaming again, trapped in a miasma of memory that resurfaces whenever I'm too weak to stop it. Weak, just as I was then. Eight years old, abandoned by whoever birthed me into an overcrowded orphanage. Not enough beds and not enough food led to the survival of the fittest, and I wasn't fit enough to stay. Pushed out by children stronger and more ruthless, I found myself on the streets in a week. No one bothered to look for me. Children vanished all the time, and the only people who noticed were predators.
It took only two days of frightened wandering before I caught the eye of a monster in a man's form. I don't remember his face. It's shrouded in my dreams, wild-eyed and bestial. Giggles escaped his lips as he trailed me, perverted whispers of what he'd do when he caught me. He took his time, stalking me through alleyways and darkened streets where the light was scarce and people were just shadows, eyes blinded by holovisors. They walked by without a glance as if I was invisible, something beyond or beneath their notice.
The monster lurched toward me, gibbering profane threats. I curled into a ball and wrapped my arms around my head, surrendering to the imminent torment. But a sickening gurgle was the only thing I heard as warm liquid spattered on me like summer rain. I summoned enough courage to peer through my fingers, terrified by the accompanying silence that somehow was worse than the maniacal sputtering.
The monster stood at an odd angle, staring at a curved blade protruding from its chest. Blood streamed from the wound, pooling on the ground. There was a whirring sound, and his body jerked as another blade impaled him from behind. Something like a bubbling scream exploded from the monster's throat.
Two more blades pierced him as if his flesh was ripe fruit. He flailed as he was yanked backward, mewling and scrabbling at the ground. When his assailant stepped from the shadows, I saw the blades were fingers connected by segmented links to the massive gauntlet on the woman's hand. She was slim, dressed in black and red combat armor, a snug hood covering her face. Only her fierce grin was visible, the crimson smile of someone enjoying her work.
The gauntlet retracted the finger blades, yanking them from the monster's body in a spray of blood droplets. The beast screamed, begging for his life, but his pleas for mercy fell on deaf ears. Without ceremony or hesitation, the woman pointed a small handgun at his head and pulled the trigger. The blast seemed too loud for such a small weapon, and the damage was equally devastating. What remained of the monster flopped to the ground, forgotten by the woman as she approached.
"Stand up, girl," she commanded.
I hesitantly obeyed, almost as frightened of the stern woman as I was of the monster. She was only four inches over five feet, but at that moment, she towered over me like a giant. Her hood shadowed her face, but I saw brown skin and dark, penetrating eyes. Fresh blood still painted her weapon, steaming in the frigid air.
"What is your name, little girl?"
"G-Gemma," I manage to stammer.
She gave me an accessing stare as if summing up my potential in a single moment. Finally, she nodded.
"Gemma. My name is Dabria. You're free to go. Run, hide, try to survive. And you're free to come with me and never be afraid of anyone again. The choice is yours."
I looked down at the monster, surprised to see he was only a man. A soft, overweight pile of dead flesh leaking rivers of blood that spread around him like dark wings. He was dead, but I was very much alive. And I knew at that moment that I never wanted to feel helpless again. I wanted to be strong. Fearless. Like Dabria.
I looked up at her. Her eyes gleamed, waiting for my response like a vampire on an invitation to enter.
"I want to come with you."
"Then come."
She turned and strode away, black coat fluttering behind her. I took one last look at the dead man and followed her. For the rest of my life, I followed.
* * *
The stratum between dreams and reality splinters with a buzzing sound. Someone at the door. I claw my way out the bed, hungover from the two hours of sleep that crashed over me like a tidal wave.
"Who's there?"
"It's Zen. Open up."
I manage to pull some clothes on without tripping on my face. "Yeah, come on."
The door unlocks at my command. I'm still groggy, so it takes a moment to realize it's not Zen at all. Kage glides in like a ghost, eyes glinting red to match the thin slash of a smile on his face.
"Your feed disrupted last night," he says, still speaking in Zen's voice. "I need to know everything that occurred when you entered the Spider's Den."
I involuntarily edge backward until my back presses against the wall. "I talked to Nox about finding Specter. He said he'd be able to do it and will get back with me when he has something."
Kage tilts his head and studies me, eyes whirring and clicking in his bloodless face. His voice alters back to his own, velvety soft and menacing. "That's one sentence. I need to know everything. Word for word. Exactly as it was spoken."
I manage to meet his unnerving stare without flinching. "Come on, Kage. I told you all that you need to know."
He sighs, lifting his hand. His forefinger touches his thumb, lightly rubbing one against the other.
The simple action causes a jolt of agony to explode in my head. I shriek, pain flashing so intensely that I nearly go blind. I end up on the floor without memory of falling: drenched in flop sweat, chest heaving, vision blurred, the coppery tang of blood thick in my mouth from biting my tongue. Snot drips from my nose, and I feel the wetness of urine at the same time that the scent stings my nostrils. I'm in too much pain to be embarrassed by peeing in my pants like an invalid. My skull throbs as if it's been repeatedly smashed into a brick wall.
Kage kneels, moving more like a serpent than a man as he gazes at me without emotion. I'm more frightened by the apathy than the act itself. Causing me endless pain is nothing to him. I'm not sure if there's any humanity left at all inside his cybernetic shell.
"You seem to forget yourself, Scyther. You forget your place in this arrangement. What are you?"
I spit a glob of blood into the carpet, managing to push myself to a sitting position. It's nearly impossible to concentrate with pain exploding in my head. "P-property. I'm property."
"Excellent. And who do you belong to?"
"Cyber Corp."
"Very good. And who is your handler?"
"You are."
He nods, reaching out to cup my chin. "And when I tell you to do something, how do you respond?"
"Obey without question."
"Good girl." His cold, metallic fingers brush against my face, sliding to the back of my neck. A light touch and the pain vanishes. I nearly sag in relief, but the tiny act of holding myself erect is the only defiance I have left.
Kage smiles as if he understands. "The Ministers knew you'd be a problem. Rebelliousness is deeply entrenched in your personality. You were bred to rebel. That's why Cyber Corp gave you to me. I was once like you, a long time ago. I remember when I had a minder attached to my skull, just like you."
His smile widens as the horror dawns on my face. "Yes, Enigma. I didn't volunteer to become this way. I was broken and reformed, given an opportunity to serve instead of indulging in my former selfish and wasteful lifestyle. And I will break you as well. You will fight at first, because that is your nature, as it was mine. But in time you will succumb and be reborn as I was. You will be grateful to serve and earn a place in our productive society as a Sentry of Cyber Corp."
I look into his artificial eyes and know I don't have a choice. Not from the ease of his control over me, but because as I look at his inhuman face, I know I'm staring into my future. And the worst part is that there's nothing I can do to stop it.
He picks up a towel from a chair nearby and uses it to dab the blood on my lips. "Now, let me explain what's going to happen. I'm going to hurt you. Then you're going to tell me everything. Every word from the moment the transmission was lost in the Spider's Den. And in return, I won't believe you. Not the first time. Perhaps not the second time. So, I will hurt you again. And again, until you convince me that you've told me everything."
I tell him everything. Every moment, every word, every detail I can remember. With pain cutting like razors into my brain, I still concentrate enough to paint a vivid picture of precisely what happened.
But true to his word, he isn't convinced. Not for a long time.
* * *
I'm in an autocab, light and shadow flickering across my face. Eyes blank to the shimmer of grandiose buildings, the stylish fashion of the picture-perfect residents who stroll the sidewalks for the sole purpose of being seen. I'm in no shape to ride my rumble bike, no shape to do much of anything except lay on the cushioned seats while the computer-operated vehicle shuttles me to my destination. I still have to meet Zen, and I use the transit time to pull myself together. I know she'll just get worked up if she learns what happened, and I can't deal with the shame of her knowing. That would be worse than the mortification I felt while cleaning myself up after Kage finished with me. After sobbing until my chest burned.
I hate the weakness in myself. The begging, the tears. Dabria trained me better than that. If she were here, she would tell me that as long as I'm alive, then I can figure things out. Find a way to survive. But Dabria isn't here. She's somewhere else, waging her eternal war while her soldiers fall by the wayside. We're just the collateral damage she leaves behind.
I don't even know the time when I arrive at Zen's hotel across town. The door syncs to my holoband and automatically opens when I approach. A seven-foot teddy bear looks my direction when I enter. He's dressed in his usual outfit: padded vest and cargo shorts. A harness crisscrosses his stout chest, centered by an orb that activates protective nano-plate armor in battle-mode. Far from cuddly, he looks like an abandoned toy out for revenge, complete with matted fur, dull marble eyes, and a grizzled face.
"Hi, Brutus."
"Hello, Enigma," he rumbles.
"Enigma, is that you?" Zen wears an oversized VR helmet and goggles, cyber-dreads hanging from the headgear like Medusa's serpents. Her fingers slide across the air, interacting with invisible interfaces.
"Yeah. Take your time." I crash on the sofa, feeling completely exhausted.
Brutus stomps over, leans forward and thrusts his enormous furry head in my face. "Zen, look. Enigma is hurt."
"What?" Zen removes the helmet and glances over at me.
"Nothing. Move, you big, dumb bear." I try to shove him away, but he's immovable, fortified by a heavy alloy skeleton under all the fur and fluff.
"You are in pain, Enigma. Tell Brutus who hurt you and Brutus will crush him."
"Outta the way, Brutus." Zen shoves past and places both hands on my face, checking for injuries like I'm her child. "I don't see anything. You smell clean, though. Did you use soap? That's always a bad sign."
"Yeah, thanks. Look — I'm fine, okay?"
She crouches on her haunches, glaring. "No, you're not. Brutus has empathy sensors off the charts. If he says you're hurt, you're hurt. What did Robo-bastard do to you this time?"
"Brutus will crush him," Brutus growls from behind her.
I shake my head. "Neither one of you are gonna do anything. They're listening to every word and see everything I see. So forget the threats and let's concentrate on the mission, all right?"
Frustrated tears slide down Zen's cheeks. "Damn it, Enigma. I hate this so much. I don’t see how you can take it."
I take her hand and squeeze it. "I can take it. And you shouldn't even be here. I told you to cut me loose when you had a chance."
"You mean when I thought you died with everyone else? No chance. Me and Brutus don't leave people behind."
"Doesn't mean you had to turn yourself in. They're controlling you the same as me, using my situation to keep you in line. You're lucky they didn't plant a minder in your skull. You should let me talk to the Ministry. Maybe I can convince them to cut you free."
Zen's face regains its normal stubborn look. "We're in this together — the last of the team. We're not leaving until you do. Right, Brutus?"
"Damn right," he growls.
"That means you've been outvoted, Enigma. We're not going anywhere."
I laugh despite myself. "Not fair. Brutus does everything you say."
"Of course. I built him like that." She gives Brutus a big hug, arms reaching only halfway across his massive girth.
"Yeah, you're a genius. Since you're so smart, why don't you share what you found on Specter?"
She smirks triumphantly. "You're gonna love this."
"You found him?"
"I found his Deep Sleep location."
She opens her holoband and flicks the screen into the air, where it widens into a much larger version. On it is an identification file for a Deep Sleep resident, including a picture of a young man's hollow-eyed profile displayed along with his pertinent information. He looks nothing like the square-jawed, perfectly handsome synoid I spoke to last night. It's almost a relief to see that the infamous Specter is just a normal human being. Dean. I have to remember that. It's hard to believe anyone could think he's essential to anything. He's so… average.
I look at the name on the file. "John Smith? Wow, he couldn't have been more original?"
"Yeah, I know. An obvious alias. But this guy fits the bill. The synoid he made into street pizza was stolen in transit to Palm Springs, which is only fifty-four miles from this Deep Sleep complex in San Bernardino. The real kicker is the clue you gave to me yesterday."
"They've had some synoid malfunctions."
"Right. The synthetic staff kept granting bonuses to different sectors of residents. Our guy was smart. Kept it scattered, but his sector benefited more often than any others. It kept on until management finally staffed human supervisors in that wing."
"Which is unheard of."
"Right."
"How did you narrow it down to our boy here?"
"Other than the alias red flag? Of all the residents in that sector, he's the only untraceable one. Fake ID, last known residence is a condemned building, all financial records are quick deposits and withdrawals using only v-notes. He's a ghost in the system."
I stare at the digital photo. "You mean a Specter."
"Exactly."
"Looks like we're taking a trip to San Bernardino."
Her eyes roll. "Yeah, can't wait. Goodbye Haven, hello flaming garbage dump."
"C'mon. It's not that bad."
"Wrong. It's even worse."
* * *
It's a fifteen-minute ride to San Bernardino via the jet chopper, too fast to see the swaths of abandoned and crumbling buildings we flew over on the way. But I'm more than familiar with the wasted stretch of badlands that encircle Haven Angeles. My earliest memories are of pock-marked tenements, yellow-eyed squatters, and sudden violence. I can't remember my mother's face, but I remember holding on to her, crying uncontrollably after a gang of kids beat a puppy to death with stones outside our building. It was the first of many experiences with the vicious nature of people at the lowest spectrum of existence.
And here I am, nearly in the same position as the puppy.
Zen glances back at the chopper. "Brutus, stay there."
His large button eyes manage to look wounded somehow. "Brutus wants to come with Zen."
"You'll be in the way. Just chill in the chopper. I'll call you if I need you."
He stays in the chopper with the HSSC squad, staring at us like a lonely dog watching his family leave on vacation. Zen walks on beside me, looking at our surroundings in disgust. I can't tell if it's the environment or the suit she's forced to wear when on official business: pleated black slacks, white shirt, black tie, black blazer. A lot less conspicuous than the cyber-goth getup she loves so much. The faux-dreads are gone too, leaving her natural mid-length hair, which is dyed purple now. With bio-dye so popular, she can change her hair color at the touch of a button on her holoband, so she never keeps the same shade for long.
I'm more tactical in my black Scyther ensemble, complete with metaflex jumpsuit, light combat armor, and an array of straps and harnesses to hold my weapons in place. You'd think I was here to break into the site, which is the point. The word Scyther is closely associated with intimidation and sudden violence.
Zen pulls her hood over her head to keep the light rain off. "The zombie fortresses. God, I hate it here."
I can't argue with her. The Deep Sleep compound does look like a fortress, constructed to provide security for the residents inside. The solid fencing, sentry guns, roving android guards, and endless cameras only reinforce the reality of the prison aspects of the place. Dabria always said that just because the prisoners volunteered to be there doesn't excuse the obscenity of the building's purpose.
"Remind me why we're doing this in person instead of making a call from the Haven? Hell, creepy ol' Kage can do this in his sleep with his cyber-mind. Hack their system, get whatever info he needs. So why send us, unless he likes to see us do his dirty work? Yeah, I bet that's what it is."
I don't bother responding. Zen is just ranting, and I don't want Kage to hear what I think anyway. Because I believe that he's still limited in spite of his enhancements. Being able to access information instantaneously is helpful, but there's always something to be said for human instinct, something machines still can't match. We're not here to process information. We're here because a human touch is still necessary if you want to get the job done right.
When we approach the main entrance, a spherical robot thrusts itself in our faces like a dislodged eyeball, scanning for identification and perceived threats.
"You are not Residents. Please state your business."
I point at the crossed scythe emblem on my chest. "I'm a Scyther for the Allied Security Bureau. This is my partner. We're requesting detailed information on one of your residents for a highly classified case. Refusal isn't an option for you."
The orb whirred. "Will this investigation reflect unfavorably on this facility or any of its employees?"
"No. I'm just here to ask some questions for now."
The orb clicks a few times before returning to its housing. The doors open, and we enter the compound.
"Damn, girl. You pulled the ASB card on them," Zen says.
"Works every time."
"Yeah, only because no one knows what the heck the ASB is. A security detail that operates across Territory boundaries when the Territories act in their own self-interest? How's that supposed to work?"
"The Territories are allied. One big happy family."
"If by happy, you mean fully dysfunctional."
"Exactly."
The lobby is a grand setup, massive and equipped with floor-to-ceiling holographic displays of the footage from the thousands of worlds inside Elysia. Crowds of tourists mill about, taking in the sights and talking excitedly. For them, Deep Sleep is a diversion. A vacation. A way to completely escape the world and its worries for a few days or weeks. From here, you can travel safely around the world, engage in endless adventures across complex worlds and environments, even soar into the stars on an intergalactic cruise. There's no end to what you can experience, and all of it without even leaving your city.
I pause as one of the wall-sized advertisements shows footage of a bedridden young girl, born with a rare form of severe combined immunodeficiency. Reduced to a life of mandatory isolation in a sterile environment, she found a new life inside Elysia, where she went to school, made close friends, enjoyed every type of social interaction without focusing on her crippling illness. Her bright eyes and smiling face fill the massive screen.
"Because of Elysia, kids like me can live a normal life. I got a second chance, and so can you. Reality is what you make it."
I shake my head. "Wow. Going hard for the feels, aren’t they?"
Zen smirks. "I wonder why where the ads for the mature-rated sectors are."
"Those ads pop up when you're inside. Besides, everyone knows about the sleazy sex and ultraviolence. There's no real need to promote what nearly everyone comes here for anyway."
People automatically step out the way as we make our way across the lobby. I get no end of curious and cautious stares with my height and Scyther uniform. I stare straight ahead, not bothering to make eye contact. These people are nearly alien to me. Romantic couples, husbands and wives, families with children. It's a life I never experienced, a world of which I've never been part of. I've trained and fought and killed nearly all my life. If I wasn't forced into being a Scyther, then I'd still be in Dabria's Underground movement, fighting in her war. I wonder what I would be doing if my life had any normalcy. If I'd grown up in a regular home, had a typical childhood like the boys and girls that run around, laughing and staring in wonder at the attractions around them.
I push the thought aside as we pass the lines of tourists and head for the residencies. An android in a suit and a glossy, featureless head greets us at the door.
"Hello. My name is Gary. As per law, any investigative inquiries must be witnessed by a duly appointed escort."
"Let me guess. That's you, Gary."
"Yes. How do I address you?"
"My name is Enigma. My partner's name is Zen. That should be good enough."
He bobs his gleaming head in acknowledgment. "Very well, Enigma. You may follow me."
He leads us into the residency sector. We pass a massive counseling ward, nicknamed Purgatory by the residents. From what I hear, most of them are filled to max capacity with people dealing with reality confusion, a common malady afflicting millions who Immerse for lengthy periods. Unable to separate the virtual world from the real one, they lapse into fits of severe misperception, paranoia, rage, and even violence if untreated.
Though robots and androids freely roam the roomy halls, the sector is eerily quiet when coming from the tourist area. Only a few residents are visible, almost all aided by an android assistant. Some stagger on walkers; limbs shrunken, hollow-eyed, barely able to support their own weight. They look like patients battling debilitating diseases instead of people who volunteered to live in a virtual wonderland.
Zen shakes her head in disgust. "Look at these idiots. They're killing themselves and don't even care."
"Not true," Gary says. "Residents in danger of malnutrition, organ failure, or any other concerning issues are removed from their apartments and administered treatment to get them back to health. The Deep Sleep corporation has an excellent preservation rating, one of the best in the Territories. We pride ourselves on our ability to preserve the minds and bodies of our happy residents."
Zen sneers. "Yeah. Look at the joy on their faces."
I glance at Gary. "How many Deep Sleep customers have residencies?"
"At this moment, around one hundred twenty-nine thousand."
"And what's the rate you're so proud of?"
"We retain an excellent preservation ratio of ninety-eight-point-seven percent."
"So, you're telling me that you expect over a thousand of your customers to die under your care."
"Like I said — an excellent ratio. Ah, and here we are."
We go into the Reentry office and visit the small cubicle where a cheerful woman greets us with a dazzling smile. Her glossy black hair is pulled into a neat bun, and her gleaming lips practically bleed red.
"Welcome to Deep Sleep, where reality is what you make it. My name is Cindy. How can I help you today?"
"Nope. This is all wrong." I tap on my holoband and pull up the dossier on the employees for sector seven. "According to my records, this station is operated by either Flo or Fran. They've been pulling twelve-hour shifts for months now."
Cindy's face never changes, and right away, I know she's a synoid. "I'm sorry, but Flo and Fran never showed up for their shifts. Is there something I can help you with?"
I turn to Gary. "Don't you think it's odd that both of your human employees just don't show up for work on the same day?"
"It is highly irregular, but all we can do is try to contact them. We weren't able, so we activated a backup operator until they should decide to resurface for evaluation."
Zen glances at me, frowning. "No way this is a coincidence. Someone got to them first."
I nod. "I can only think of one person who would take the risk."
"Who?"
"Dabria. She's got a head start on us. We have to move fast because her next move will be for Specter."

Chapter 7: 5P3CT3R

I float in the digital cosmos, a single star in a galaxy of glimmering billions.
My body is immobile, seated in an uncomfortable chair. A heavily modified neural interface device encases most of my head. Heavy enough to be a problem for long periods, its weight is supported by cables and wires that dangle from the ceiling. The warehouse is somewhere on the outskirts of Downtown, guarded by Keno's hired muscle along with sentry drones and an array of booby traps prepared to maim or kill any unauthorized visitors.
I'm physically restricted, but my mind is free, untethered in the infosphere. Racing down a busted avenue in a sleek, all-black Lambotron racer, I finally feel more like myself again. I take a look at my chiseled jaw and perfectly slicked hair in the rearview mirror and flash a perfect smile. It's not quite the immersive quality of Elysia, but it doesn't matter. What matters is that I'm in control.
"Finally decided to show up, mate? You're pushing it bloody tight."
I glance to the side, where an armored transport rumbles at over one hundred miles per hour, headlights blazing in the darkness. Keno and his crew, no doubt jostled and jarred from every pothole and crevice in the road. I don't feel a thing because I'm traveling in virtual mode, able to interact only through cyberspace, visible as a hologram to Keno and his crew. The racer is courtesy of Keno's chop shop side business. I drive with absolute impunity, take any risks because I'm not physically in the vehicle and literally can't be hurt.
"Not my fault your equipment wasn't up to snuff. I had to reboot and update the entire system. But forget all that: I'm right beside you. Closing in on the payload. Hel, you're up."
"Already ahead of you." She drops in on a stolen aerocycle, fusion thrusters pulsing electric blue. She's dressed in all-black stealth gear, fearlessly whipping back and forth on the jet-propelled aerocycle. Like me, she appears as a hologram, flickering light outlining her figure. Invisible to cameras and sensors but fully capable of accessing all of the vehicle's operations. We're ghosts in the system, incorporeal beings that can still impact the physical world through remote interaction.
Not that anything we're doing is simple.
The heist is pretty straightforward in theory. Take out security, hijack an automated cargo rig, and transfer the cargo before backup arrives. But I know all too well that even the best-laid plans will blow up in your face at any given moment. And with us hitting a higher profile target, I fully expect some nasty surprises.
The hauler is directly ahead of us: a massive hover-rig hauling an oversized semi-trailer. The design is streamlined, gliding over the road on gyroscopic thrusters. Smaller sentry floaters protectively escort in the front and rear. The road might be crap, but standard light strips that double as streetlights and fusion chargers illuminate it on both sides.
I activate my combat system and target the rear sentry vehicle. Twin turbine guns pop up from the hood of my ride and open fire with a buzzing sound. The sentry vehicle swerves but can't escape the barrage. It veers wildly, flames exploding from its hull as it crashes in a bloom of fire against the side of the road. Sparks dance across my windshield as I whip by.
"Nice one, mate!" Keno whoops over the receiver.
Hel accelerates her aerocycle to the leading sentry, charging the rail gun that protrudes from the front of her cycle. The front sentry's rooftop pops off, and the androids inside aim their rifles, hesitating to compensate for the vehicle's movements. That's all the time Hel needs. Her weapon crackles, firing a doughnut-shaped ring of plasma that destroys the sentry vehicle on contact, reducing it to a scorched alloy frame skipping across the roadside. I veer sideways to avoid colliding with it.
I hit the com button. "Okay, we're going to take the rig. Get into position."
Keno's voice crackles over. "Gotta make it quick. An emergency call went out. We got five minutes before a drone ship shows up."
"Yeah, man. This isn't my first time, remember?"
I look over at Hel, who has her bike in auto mode. She aims a handgun at the rig's window and opens fire. The glass explodes, skittering across the roadway. Without a thought for physics or safety, she leaps from her bike onto the side of the rig, reaching in to grapple with the driver. After a brief struggle, she snatches him from the driver's seat with one hand and yanks him through the shattered window. A second later he bounces off the asphalt before disappearing as if he never existed. Like us, the driver isn't really there. He's just an autopilot program that Hel hacked to gain control of the vehicle.
Seconds later, the rig's reverse thrusters activate, bringing it to a shaky halt in a cloud of grainy dust. I slam on the brakes and bring my racer to a screeching halt, leaping out as the canopy slides back. The mostly dead trees that line the road like skeletal remains surround us, hushed as if in anticipation. I scan the sky uneasily. Nothing yet, but I can't shake the feeling that everything went too smoothly.
Keno's cargo truck makes up for the silence by ratting and hissing when the driver turns it around and backs it up to the rig so we can load easier. Keno leaps out the back as soon as the door rattles open. His eyes glow in the dark from his nightvision filter, and excitement flushes his face. I know part of that is from the nirvanic he hit before we left. He always claimed he's at his best when he's high, and I can't argue with that. I'd point out it also makes him prone to unpredictable bouts of violence, but I know it's pointless.
"All right, Specter. Time to work that magic."
"Just as soon as Hel disarms the dampeners." I glance at the rig. "Hel?"
She sticks her head out the window. "We got a little problem."
"Problem?"
"Security overrides have been upgraded big time. It's gonna take me a minute to crack it."
"We don't have a minute to spare."
"Better have a backup plan, then."
Keno whirls around and whistles, gesturing to his crew inside. They leap out and take positions around the truck and the roadside, armed with heavy pulse rifles and hand cannons.
I eye the artillery, feeling more nervous than before. "You expecting to go to war, Keno?"
"I'm always ready to go to war. Figure it's better to be ready than caught with your pants down, innit? You worry about your problem, mate. I'll worry about the guns. We talked about this already."
I jog over to the rig and leap up to the window. Hel is seated inside, her arms and face blurring as she interfaces with the security system, trying to override its parameters. Data scrolls across the holographic screen at speeds impossible for me to track.
"We're gonna need a break soon or have to abort."
Her movements never slow down. "Just a few more seconds."
"I'm tracking a drone ship headed our way," Keno shouts. "Four minutes."
"Not enough time. We gotta abort."
"We have the time if she breaks the dampener. I need this haul, mate."
I turn to Hel. "Do or die time, babe."
A triumphant smile flashes on her face. "Got it! Opening the trailer doors now."
Keno whoops as the doors creak open. I leap off the rig just in time to see his expression alter from excitement to distress. He curses, jumping sideways just as a concussive blast detonates where he just stood. He rolls and leaps back to his feet, ducking low and running to the cargo truck for coverage. His squad of goons covers his escape by opening fire as something large, bulky, and metallic emerges from the back of the trailer.
A spider mech.
It's the size of a small car, but armored with graphene shielding that can repel most weapons with ease. With its eight expandable and retractable legs, it's capable of skittering, leaping, and maneuvering with startling speed and agility. I watch in fascinated horror as it rolls into a protective ball, using its armored exoskeleton to deflect or absorb the rounds that manage to find their mark. In the time it takes to blink, the mech rolls over to the nearest squad member and springs back to its original form. The turret gun blazes at point-blank range, turning the startled man into a shredded pile of bloody pulp.
The act of gratuitous violence jolts me to action. As the air hums with pulse blasts and explodes with gunfire, I focus my mind and lose my digital form. Truly intangible, my consciousness drifts like a disembodied spirit, phasing through the walls of the trailer into its interior.
A game. It's just a game…
That's what I tell myself over and over as I the sounds of carnage continue outside. Men and women scream. The mech's legs click like typewriter keys as it scrambles. Keno's voice yells over the com line.
"Shut it down. Shut it down!"
The trailer is full of synoids, lined up and secured in capsules that look strikingly like the Deep Sleep pods. For a second, I'm disoriented, unsure of whether I’m awake at all; if I ever left Elysia. Then I remember that it doesn't matter. I have a job to do.
I cast myself into the nearest synoid in a rush of light and static noise. I open my new eyes, lifting my hands in front of my face. I feel sturdy and durable. A system check scrolls across my vision as I open the capsule door and step out in a cloud of vapor when hot air meets cold. My outfit is combat-ready: carbon nanotube armor in the form of a ballistic vest along with neck and shoulder guards. Underneath is a spider silk tactical uniform for further protection. Definitely a military model.
That works in my favor as I assimilate the unit's system, downloading millions of tactics and scenarios that give me a lifetime or two of combat experience in a matter of seconds. The data submerges into my subconscious, ready for me to tap into whenever needed as long as my mind connects to the synoid.
"I've attained symbiosis, Hel. Gotta take down the friendly neighborhood spider mech."
Her voice buzzes in my datcom. "I'm already ahead of you."
I calmly walk over to the wall of the trailer where the arms locker is secured. Using my superior strength, I take hold of the metal door and tear it off the hinges with a metallic grinding sound. Snatching up a Particle-Beam rifle, I slap a charger cartridge into the ionizer and run toward the sounds of carnage.
The spider mech has Keno and the last of his squad pinned behind their cargo truck, which is being shredded by the mech's digitally precise shooting. Hel exited the rig and is on her aerocycle, targeting the mech with her rail gun. The mech raises an ion shield at the last minute, unharmed by the explosion of plasma that sizzles around it. Dropping the shield, it fires a targeted missile from its housing in a cloud of smoke. Hel tries to evade, but she's too close. The aerocycle explodes, sending her flying like a rag doll to the ground below.
I don’t pay it any mind. Like me, Hel doesn’t have to worry about being hurt in her current manifestation. I stay focused on the mech. When it returns its attention on Keno and his men again, I leap from the trailer, landing in a crouch on the broken street below. Raising the PBR, I lock the target tracker and pull the half-trigger, charging for a more powerful shot. When the rifle pulses, I drop my finger to the full trigger and fire.
The blast is instantaneous, striking one of the legs behind the joint and shredding it in an explosion of sparks and flame. The mech immediately whirls its sentry gun, limping just a little while compensating with its other legs. I drop and roll, narrowly avoiding the barrage while continuing to return fire. I destroy two more legs before it has time to raise a shield in response. At this point, it's a useless gesture. Emboldened, Keno and the others leap from their cover and fire nonstop. Between all of us, the mech's shields are overwhelmed. One shot from my rifle to its central body obliterates the spider, leaving only charred, twitching limbs behind.
"Bloody hell!" Keno staggers to the bodies of his fallen men. Most are unrecognizable, shredded to raw meat like fresh roadkill. "Those sodding wankers put five of my best mates down. I knew something was wonky from the start. Too bloody easy."
"We can't do anything about it, Keno. Let's get these synoids loaded, or it's all for nothing."
"Oh, that's easy for you to say." Tears spill from his red-rimmed eyes. "You get to wash your hands clean, go back to sticking your head in the sand after this. Meanwhile, I got fam that's not coming home. And all we got to show for it is this heap of scraps." He kicks a metal leg with enough force to break a toe. "That's not bloody good enough."
I seize his harness straps and shake him. "Hey. This is your score, remember? You got a rig full of prototype synoids. I'd guess improved soldier units for off-world stations from the looks. We're talking top cream for these. So, we load them up and get the hell out of here so we can get paid. That's why we're here, right? Take the money and split it with families of the soldiers that fell."
Keno stares at me without comprehension for a moment before finally nodding. Clapping me on the shoulder, he nods. "Right, bruv. Right." He barks a laugh. "Bloody Specter. Always cool as ice. Proper nice look you got there, by the by. You're a bleeding madman; you know that?"
I grin. "We're all mad here, bro. How much time we got?"
The color drains from his face. "Time's up. I think we're buggered, mate."
The jet-sized drone ship appears as if in answer, humming on fusion rotors as it drops from the night sky like a mechanical bat, beaming powerful spotlights on us and kicking up clouds of stinging dust. We run for cover around the truck and rig as it hovers, scanning the area. A robotic voice blares from its communicator.
"You're violating state and federal laws. Lay down your arms and surrender or lethal force will be authorized."
I glance over at Keno, who shields his eyes from the glare, gripping his ion blaster with his teeth clenched.
"What's our play here, Keno?"
His eyes shimmer with a familiar insane look. "We take the ship down. Only option."
"Are you kidding me? Look, I can't die in this synoid. But you and your people can. Abort the mission, live to fight another day."
"No way we're backing out now. We lost too much already!"
My angry reply is cut off by the drone operator. "Your time is up. Lethal force authorized." The statement is followed by an ominous humming sound as panels open on the wings, revealing missiles ready to fire.
An arc of light flashes from the woods, striking the hull of the drone ship like a bolt of lightning. The drone goes haywire: lights flickering, emergency thrusters barely keeping it in the air as whirs and wobbles drunkenly, stirring gusts of wind and making warbled noises.
Hel appears out of thin air beside me. "We have visitors."
"Yeah, I guessed that. Who the hell are they?"
A single figure steps out of the shadows of the dead woods, carrying a modified rocket launcher on her shoulder. She cuts an imposing figure: sleek black combat armor that glistens like wet ink. A snug helmet encases her head, leaving only the lower portion of her face visible. Her skin is almond-shaded, her lips painted burgundy. A jagged scar trails down her cheek to her chin.
"I bought you a few minutes while it re-routes its systems. But you have to move now if you want to live. More drones are on the way."
Keno squints at her. "And leave the haul behind? No way, luv. We gave up too much for this."
Her look of searing scorn is apparent even with the visor covering her eyes. "What you don't know is that your plan was doomed from the start. You don't know that even if you were to get away with the payload, these new models have nanosensors in their bloodstreams, undetectable and irremovable, unlike previous versions. You don't know that this transport was a setup arranged by the UH military and HSSC to crack down on piracy. The goal is to let you steal the payload, then track you, your organization, and your customers. Once they have complete intel, they plan to take everyone down in one fell swoop. What you don't know is that they plan on setting a brutal example when they catch whoever is stupid enough to take the bait."
Hel and I exchange glances. I see the affirmation in her eyes before she nods. She knows just like I do that the newcomer is telling the truth. We're at the verge of losing everything because of Keno's brash, ill-informed rush job.
I turn back to the woman. "Who are you?"
A hint of a smile quirks her lips. "My name is Dabria. And I've gone through a lot of trouble to find you, Dean Gray."
I try to contain my shock. "You know me?"
"I know about you. About what you can do. You're a symbiont, Dean. A man born with a rare, remarkable talent. One that could potentially ignite change that the world has never seen. I've come here for you, Dean. But we can continue this conversation later. For now, we have to escape before reinforcements arrive."
Keno still has a suspicious look on his face. "How? My cargo truck is shredded. And how do we know we can trust you?"
"You can't. But I just saved your collective asses, so there's that. I won't lie: the only one of you idiots I care about is Specter. But I have an airship a hundred yards away in the woods that can transport everyone. And if it's money you care about, I have a job offer as well. Something far more profitable than these scraps, and with the added bonus of oversight from someone who knows what the hell they're doing. Your choice."
I look up at the sputtering drone ship, which appears to regain its equilibrium slowly. "We don’t have a choice, Keno."
"Fine, mate. We'll get sorted out later." He whistles to his crew. "All right, form up, fam. We're out of here."
Dabria has her back turned, but she shocks me further when her voice speaks inside of my head.
I'll take your friends to wherever they have your body stored, Dean. I know your instinct is to run from these situations. Cut loose and let the chips fall where they might. I'm sure a man like you always has a backup plan. But I'm letting you know ahead of time that running will be a fatal mistake.
She slowly turns around, a deadly smile on her burgundy-stained lips. But once again, her mouth never moves even as I hear her words as if she's whispering directly into my ear.
I wasn't joking when I said I'm only interested in you. Your friends mean nothing to me. And I know they mean nothing to you. Just a means to an end. So, I won't threaten to kill them. I know that won't motivate you. Nod if you understand.
I swallow hard, making sure she sees me nod in response.
Good. Now let me threaten you with something more intimate. I found you because of your Digital Life Partner. You're so very close to her, aren't you? From what I've seen, the is inseparable. What's her name? Oh, yes — Hel.
I throw a startled glance at Hel, who gives me a confused stare in response. She can see something has me shook, but she can't hear Dabria's voice. She doesn't know how precarious our situation has just become.
Yes, Dabria says in my head. I thought that might get your attention. I visited your Deep Sleep facility. Had a chat with the aides that monitor your sector. I persuaded them to surrender the files on your resident history, which led me to your DLP. Now that I have her origin code, I can track her anywhere. Which means I can follow you anywhere. But that's not all I can do. I attached an erasure virus to her coding, Dean. You know what that means if I activate it.
Somewhere in a guarded warehouse in San Bernardino, my pores break out in a cold sweat. Somehow, I feel the sensation in my synoid body as the casual menace of her words hit home.
"You can wipe her from existence. Completely erase her coding from the backup cloud."
Smart boy. Continue being smart and make sure you're waiting for me when I get there.
She turns, swift strides taking her into the forest. As Keno and his squad follow, dozens of other figures silently emerge from the shadows, covered in black and armed to the teeth. They fall in around Keno's crew without a word. Keno turns and looks back at me; his expression speaking without words. Probably wondering what would have happened had we refused the invitation.
I have a pretty good idea. But Dabria is right. I would have let Keno and his men die before surrendering myself over. But now it looks like I don't have that choice.
I focus my mind and sever the connection with the synoid. The last images I see as the body falls to the asphalt are bright lights approaching swiftly from the air: reinforcement drones and manned airships on the way. A part of me hopes they catch Dabria and take her out. But my luck has never been that good, and I'm pretty sure Dabria is an expert on evading the authorities. There's nothing I can do except make my exit.
Everything fades in a rush of blinding light as my projected mind rushes back to my body, traveling the distance at the speed of thought.
* * *
My eyes open. I remove the neural interface helmet with shaky hands, feeling nausea from more than the disorientation of core-jacking. I've been in many dangerous situations in my life, but I've always been confident in my ability to get myself out of them. This is different, though. No one has ever targeted Hel before. We've lived our lives carefree because of her non-physical state of being. Any danger or threat has been toothless at best, overcome by a simple respawn in any of the countless encounters we've experienced.
Until now.
My feet are killing me. Sitting down for so long made them go numb, and now that I'm awake, I immediately feel stabbing pains. I grit my teeth and slowly work my ankles, trying to get the circulation going again.
My holoband buzzes. Of course it's Hel, her concerned face gazing from the screen when I pull up the screen.
"What happened back there, Dean? I've never seen you look like that before."
"Dabria. She… said she tracked you. She talked to me through some kind of mind contact. Like telepathy."
"What? That's not possible. Telepathy or tracking me. We've taken precautions."
"How else can you explain how she found us? We have to assume she's telling the truth."
Hel's eyes widen. "If she's that good then we have to be as far away from her as possible. We need to run, Dean. Get the hell out of here and figure things out. We can cloak my signal — we've done it before. We just need to find the right person."
"That costs money. Something we don't have much of." I rub my temples, grimacing. "And we can't run, babe."
"Yes, we can. Are you worried about Keno? Forget that loser. He almost got you busted. It's just you and me, baby. Remember? Nothing matters except us."
"I know. That's why we can't run. Dabria hit me with something else."
"What are you talking about? I didn't hear her say anything."
"She was in my head." I gesture frantically. "I don't know how. Maybe she's like me. You know — she might have some sort of extrasensory ability. But here's the point: she says she installed an erasure virus to your root code, Hel. She claims she can… kill you."
Hel's expression goes still; eyes quivering as she processes the information. The screen background darkens, and her face alters, softening into a childish, frightened version of herself that nearly tears my heart in two. I feel my resolve harden, knowing I would do anything to protect her from harm.
A single teardrop glimmers like a liquid crystal and slides down her cheek. "What are we going to do?" she whispers. "You can't let her kill me, Dean. I… I don’t want to die."
I bite my lip, trying to stay strong for her. "We do as she says for now. See what kind of game she's playing. She said something about a job. Something that pays big."
"What are you saying? You want to work with this woman after she threatened me like that? We can't trust her, Dean. I know her type. She'll use you and get rid of you after the job is done. She'll kill both of us. Put your Sensync gear on. I can't talk to you like this. We need to be face-to-face."
I place my fingers on the holographic screen, wishing I could. But I know the same as she does that if I see her like that, smell her scent, feel her touch… she'll talk me into doing whatever she wants. And both of us will pay the price for my weakness.
"I can't. Not right now. I need a clear head, Hel. I can't focus on the problem if I can't think straight."
She stares disbelievingly. "What are you saying?"
"I have to protect you, Hel. Wait for me at the safehouse. I'll call you when I have something to share." I place a finger on the END CALL button.
The darkness thickens around her like something alive, claiming all of her except her tearful face, pale with fright. "No. Don't leave me, Dean. I'm scared. I need you to—"
Shutting the call down feels as painful as cutting off my hand. My chest heaves and hot tears spill from my eyes. But I have to do it. For both of our sakes, I have to face this on my own.
The entire warehouse rattles as an aircraft drops from the sky. I stand up, powdered by chalky dust that falls from the rafters. Keno's guards shout to each other in confusion, but I know what’s happening. I walk past some of them and exit out into the humid outdoors, where the air is still thick with stirred-up dust. I embarrass myself right away by succumbing to a coughing fit.
Dabria's airship has just landed; sharp, gleaming, and dangerous, just like the woman herself. It is fashioned like a bird, complete with wings equipped with slim panels that replicate feathers. She is the first to exit, walking with sinuous strides straight toward me as I bend over, hacking my lungs out.
"I'm glad to see you made the right choice, Specter."
I try to salvage my pride, straightening up to look her in the eye.
"One thing from the start. I’m not a killer. I won’t jack a synoid to assassinate anyone. That’s not who I am."
She regards me with a cold expression. "I know who you are, Specter. You’re an addict. And like so many others, you support your addiction by theft and robbery. But don’t worry. I don’t want you to kill anyone."
"Then what do you want from me?"
She reaches up, taps the side of her helmet. The lock disengages with a whirring sound, and the dome and visor retract and slide back into the neck guard. Her ageless face is chiseled and statuesque with large, dark eyes that glimmer with anguished pride. Her shoulder-length hair, slicked back from the helmet, is black as fresh ink. The scar on her face runs from eyebrow to cheekbone. She has the face of a warrior. A survivor.
Her fierce eyes lock onto mine. "I don't need you to kill for me. I need you to save someone’s life."

Chapter 8: 3N16MA

"Let me guess," Agent Rogers says. "Another dead end."
We're back in the jet chopper, flying in low altitudes over tangled thickets and steaming, mist-enshrouded woods that look more like a primordial jungle than the San Bernardino National Forest. Once in a while, a rooftop or building is briefly visible, relics of civilization reclaimed by nature after the Cataclysm. Rogers sits with his five-man squad on the other side of the chopper, looking sour as usual.
I smile at him. "Not really. Deep Sleep gave us access to their records."
"Great. More data to scroll through."
"Yeah. But more importantly, we have a visual on our guy. His real face. No synoid, no avatar." I pull up the holo-pic and cast it in the air, where it rotates to give everyone a view.
"Ladies and gents, meet Dean Gray, aka Specter."
Rogers leans in for a closer look. "This is the guy we've been hunting? This half-starved punk kid?"
"He's twenty-seven, Rogers."
"I said punk kid, didn't I? He doesn't look like any master criminal to me."
"And you don't look like a top agent, but here you are — blessed to be on this mission with us."
He grunts. "Blessed with a Scyther, a tiny goth-hacker, and a giant teddy bear. What the hell did I do to deserve this gig?"
Zen removes her holovisor. "You botched your last op and got two of your men killed, from what I can tell."
His head snaps up, eyes widening. "What? That's not true."
"It's all right here." Zen helpfully projects the file into the air and points to a few lines. "Says your leadership was 'highly incompetent,' your tactical plan 'disastrous,' your poise under pressure 'severely deficient,' your—"
"Okay, shut it down," Rogers snaps. "You're not supposed to have access to that file, anyway." He throws a nervous look at his squad, who stare back with newfound contempt on their faces. It seems the data was new to them too.
Zen grins, shutting the page down. "Lots of stuff I'm not supposed to have access to. I keep stumbling across it for some reason, though."
While Rogers looks duly chagrined, the monitor on the wall flashes on. Any amusement I feel evaporates when Kage's face appears on the screen. He gazes at me without expression, as if the earlier torture session never happened.
"I have new intel, Scyther. It appears your earlier deductions have paid off. An attempt was made to hijack a shipment of prototype interstellar soldier synoids while in route to the station in Haven Angeles. Surveillance feed places Oliver Corbyn, aka Keno at the scene with a crew of his associates."
Zen pulls up a datasheet from her holoband, displaying a photo of Keno along with a list of pertinent info. "Oliver Corbyn, aka Keno. Arrived on US shores eleven years ago after fleeing London, where he has outstanding warrants for robbery, hijacking, assault, and murder. Since then he's pursued mostly the same activities across the Territories. Most recently he's settled into running drugs and contraband through his rave clubs in San Bernardino. And of course, he is a known associate of a mysterious man named Specter."
"Bingo," I say, studying the video feed. I pause it and point. "Looks like one of the synoids was activated, which means Specter was there on the scene."
The video crackles and winks out. I glance at Kage. "What happened?"
"That's what you're going to find out, Scyther. Someone took out functions of the drone ship. When they restored control, everyone had vanished, leaving the shipment behind. We're working on possible scenarios for where they could have gone, but I want your team on the ground right now."
"How close are we?"
"You can get there in minutes. I'm sending the coordinates now."
"Okay. We're on it."
Kage's smile is mocking as he ends the transmission. I shiver inwardly, trying not to think back to the hotel room. I concentrate on the mission. Can't worry about what I can't control. Have to stay calm, and my thoughts focused. Can't let the pain show. Can't let the fear show.
I nearly think I'm successful, but when Brutus turns his grizzled head and looks at me, I know I haven't fooled him at all.
* * *
Dead bodies sprawl on the roadside, dark splotches around them where the blood soaked into the ground. I've seen plenty of death in my life, but that doesn't stop it from being unsettling. The bodies have been decimated by close-quarters gunfire, and what remains is barely recognizable as human.
Agent Rogers has his squad fanned out, assisting the military and investigative units, but there isn't much they can do except gather evidence and profile the area. United Havens military has command of the scene, so I approach the lead investigator and flash my credentials. Sergeant Mills looks at the Scyther emblem and frowns. But to her credit, she has nothing rude to say.
"Cyber Corp on this one? Figures. I have a few IT guys looking at it, but they can't figure out much other than what we already know: hacker took over the driving controls then somehow activated one of the units and took out our security mech. That's the what. The how is what I want to know, but they haven't been able to figure that out yet. Guess your people are more equipped for this sort of thing."
"We are." I blink in sequence, mentally activating my cybernetic eye and adjusting it to Investigative mode. Data scrolls across my vision, gathering the evidence at the scene and arranging it in a simulated playback mode.
"Okay, we have Keno's crew in the cargo truck for transporting the synoids. Then we have the sweet Lambotron speeder modified with ion turbine guns, and an aerocycle armed with a rail gun. Both remote-operated. One of them had to be Specter. But who's his partner?'
"Thought he was a lone wolf," Zen says, eyeing the scene with her enhanced vision activated via her info-lenses. She works her cy-gear glove, adjusting the variables in her simulation. Brutus shadows her, looking suspiciously into the heart of the dead thicket nearby.
"He is. That doesn’t mean he won't partner up if the has to. Any way to trace the link from the vehicles?"
"Working on it."
I follow the highlighted footprints, which get muddled as the men scrambled to fight the mechanized spider. Stepping over the remains of the mech, I note a single set of tracks coming from the woods. I motion Sergeant Mill over.
"No footage of the latecomer to the party?"
She opens her holoband and pulls up a video file. "We were still miles off, but our cameras were running. I've enlarged the recording as much as possible, but the feed is still grainy. They were gone by the time we landed. Had an airship in the woods not that far away. Probably in another Territory by now."
"Yeah, maybe." I squint at the video stills. The figures of Keno, his squad, and Specter's synoid are barely visible, along with another person with her back to the camera. Sleek, black combat armor. Her stance is instantly familiar.
Dabria.
Sergeant Mills looks up from the photos. "Anyone you recognize?"
I slide the video back to her. "I'm afraid not. Please forward the files along with any other pertinent data to my inbox." I tap my holoband against hers to sync up.
Her eyebrows rise. "That's it? You're leaving?"
"I think you've got the situation well in hand, Sergeant. We're going to follow up on other leads."
Rogers joins me as I head back to the jet chopper. "We just got here, Enigma. I hate to chase my own tail, but there has to be something we can use from the evidence."
"I have a better idea, Rogers."
"Yeah? What's that?"
"I'm tired of playing this game from behind. Keno runs a ring of clubs in Downtown San Bernardino. Feel like knocking down some doors?"
He smiles for the first time since I've known him. "Definitely."
* * *
Minutes later we're hovering high over Mad Dawgs, Keno's most popular club. I approach the open door of the chopper, glancing at Agent Rogers, who gives his squad last-minute instructions. He's armored, armed, and ready to go. I'm pretty sure he wants to make up for his last mission's total disaster. Works for me, so long as he follows my orders.
I tap his shoulder. "I'll start at the top of the club. Your squad takes the front and rear. Target armed security only. No civilian casualties."
He slaps the side of his helmet and nods. "Understood."
I nod to Zen, who straps herself into a combat exoskeleton. "Let the soldiers take the lead. Stay behind them."
She adjusts the chassis, working the mechanized arms. Two additional limbs snap out from the backside, offering extra support and offensive options. She grins. "Oh, don't worry about me. I'm not the super-soldier. More than glad to let you guys have all the fun."
I tip my fingers at her. "See you on the ground then." Leaping out the door, I launch myself into the air, fold my arms at my sides, and dive toward the ground. The wind whistles in my ears, the air cocoons around me. For a moment, I close my eyes. Imagine that these few seconds will be the last of my life. It's almost a peaceful thought. Falling feels weightless, peaceful. I could be in the ocean. I could be adrift in space.
My eyes snap open.
The world below rushes at me faster than seems possible. There are only lights at first; then buildings become visible. A second later, bodies are discernable. Milling crowds caught up in a throbbing beat that grows more audible as I approach. They rock back and forth in the light of flickering torches, bonfires, and laser lights, oblivious to the doom coming from above.
At the last possible second, I flip over and activate the retro-thrusters in my boots, slowing my fall just enough to avoid injury. If I were an average human, I'd still shatter my bones on impact at that speed.
But I'm better.
My boots smash through the skylight, shattering the glass into powdery shards. My vision switches to combat mode, highlighting heat signatures and immediate threats. I'm already firing my inferno blaster before my feet hit the ground. The incendiary rounds explode on impact, engulfing the targets in flames. The three guards on the top deck were practically sleeping, and they pay for their lack of discipline, rolling on the ground screaming and trying to pat the fires out. I roll, flip to my feet, and fire a few more rounds until the screaming stops. Somewhere in the back of my mind, I hear a voice whisper that these men aren't my enemy. They're just people, men doing a job.
I ignore it.
I've been a soldier all my life. First in Dabria's ranks, now in Cyber Corp. And I can't deny what I know to be true. I don't feel more alive than when in the heat of battle, when the stakes are ultimate, when my life is on the line. The thrill of being faster, smarter, stronger than the enemy in front of me. I was good as a soldier, but I'm nearly unstoppable as a Scyther. And as much as I hate to admit it, I get a rush every time I go into combat. Sometimes I think it's the only thing that keeps me going. Like I was made for this.
I'm sure Cyber Corp would say I was. The thought would be chilling, but I'm in the zone now. Nothing matters except for the mission.
I hear the sound of footsteps. The door bangs open, and two frag grenades bounce inside the room.
I turn, run, and smash right through the wall. Sheetrock and wooden framework offer little resistance against my cyber-enhanced strength. My momentum carries me into the hallway, where I slam against the other wall, showered by dust and broken drywall. The grenades explode inside the room with a loud blast, shredding the interior. I crouch down, peering through so much flying debris that I'm barely able to see the guards ten feet away. They stumble, rocked by the explosion.
I'm already on my feet, flying toward them. They try to recover, laser sights cutting through the smoke and dust as they aim their submachine guns. They never had a chance. I pick them off faster than they can react, and I'm already running past them when their bodies hit the ground.
I hear gunfire and screams from down below, indicating Rogers has made his presence known. The building rocks from an explosion, followed by the sound of stampeding feet.
I turn around the corner. A lone guard stands in front of a door at the end of the hall, where my enhanced vision detects a small crowd of frantic bodies scurrying around. The guard is tall and jacked like a fanatical bodybuilder. A shiny metal dog's face mask covers his head, and he totes a shotgun that's nearly as big as he is.
Seeing me, he lowers the gun. "A girl? I thought bloody killers were mobbing us. Why don't you come over here and give Daddy a kiss, eh?"
I holster my blaster and spread out my arms invitingly. "Think you can handle me, big boy?"
"Oh, you better believe." Dog Face drops the shotgun, flexes his massive arms, and runs toward me, bellowing like an insane beast.
I dart forward, leap alongside the wall and spring, clotheslining him in the throat. Synthetic arm meets throat with the force of a baseball bat. He gurgles and slams against the floor, clutching his ruined throat. I keep going, using my momentum to smash into the door, buckling the steel and knocking it inward off its hinges.
Scantily-clad women scream, cowering against the walls while the crew leaps to their feet, snatching guns from tabletops and wall racks. They're too slow. I pick them off one-by-one with precisely-aimed shots, purposely leaving one of them unharmed. He takes advantage of the brief moment by racking his shotgun, visibly terror on his heavily pierced and tattooed face. I'm on him before he can raise the weapon.
A savage chop to his wrist breaks the bone and sends the gun flying. My other hand seizes him by the throat and slams him against the wall so forcefully that the drywall fragments, forming a web of cracks around his head. He writhes painfully in my grip, trying in vain to pry my fingers away.
I lean in close. "One chance to talk. Give me what I want, and you get to walk away."
"What… do you want?" he gasps.
"Keno. Where is he?"
His eyes practically swim with fear, but he has the guts to resist, spitting his words through clenched teeth.
"Sod off. You're getting jack all from me, so do your bloody worst."
I tilt my head, a smile tugging the corner of my mouth. "Your funeral."
Still clutching his throat, I pivot and slam him into the floor-to-ceiling window overlooking the party scene below. The pane shatters, and we both fall through, tumbling down and smashing into the DJ equipment, collapsing the table in a shower of sparkling glass.
The air hums with bullets fired by Keno's men as they exchange rounds with Agent Roger's more disciplined squad. Ravers mill around in mass panic, trampling each other, running into walls and other people because they still have their eyes covered by malfunctioning holovisors. In the chaos I catch a glimpse of Zen in the crowd, shoving bodies aside using her exoskeleton arms. Brutus is in front of her, protected by the Kodiak armor activated by his chest harness. He guards her jealously, swinging his big, furry arms; every swipe sends bodies flying through the air as if they're weightless.
The shootout ends quickly, with Keno's guards put down or retreating. Frightened partygoers continue to stream out the exits, while others stare and take photos. Rogers shouts orders, trying to get a semblance of order to the place. I leave him to it as I glance down at the man sprawled underneath me. He groans, blinking his eyes in a near-daze. I slap his face to keep him focused. He glares up with red-rimmed eyes, face twisted in pain.
"You… bloody cunt. I think you broke my back."
I slam a knee into his ribcage and use my cyber-eye to scan his body for lethal injuries. "Not broken yet, but I can fix that if you keep giving me lip. One more time: where's Keno?"
He tries to move, but convulses, biting off a painful moan before finally sagging in defeat. His eyes close, and I have to lean in to hear his whispered words.
"Went to jack a shipment. All I know."
I put more weight into his ribs. "That's old news. Where would he go afterward? Talk, scumbag."
"Safehouse a few miles from here. He doesn't tell me anything else, I swear."
I reach down, snatch him by his collar, and hoist him to his feet.
"Show me."
* * *
We're back in the chopper, flying top speed to the warehouse our cooperative guest has indicated. I give him a warning glance.
"You better not be lying, or you'll be the first out the door. And I don't think you'll survive the drop."
He grits his teeth, clutching his side. "I'm not lying. Look, I need medical attention. I think I'm bleeding internally."
"You get a nano-med shot if your info pays off. That's the deal."
I glance over at Zen, who looks back with a pensive stare. I know what she's thinking, what she can't say because of the listening ears. She's worried, maybe even scared. Because Dabria will probably be there. And if she is, I'm going to have to fight her. I'm going to have to kill her, or she'll kill me. I don't think I can avoid the inevitable encounter. Even worse, I don't know how to feel about it. Not without answers. Not without knowing why she abandoned me to this fate.
Agent Rogers looks up from tending to a wounded member of his squad. "Two minutes."
I stand up and walk to the door. "Give the snitch his shot. I'll clear the landing zone."
He nods. "We're right behind you."
I look at the monitor, where the warehouse district is visible, growing larger by the second. A sleek airship shaped like a streamlined bird is on the ground, which could only belong to Dabria. Two people are out in the open: Dabria and a man I recognize only from the recent photo obtained from Deep Sleep.
It's Specter.
This is it, then. No turning back now.
I leap out of the door. It's a much shorter drop this time: wind, gravity, ground. I hit my boot thrusters to brake, then hit the ground running. Dabria turns around. To my surprise, her helmet is off. She looks no different than when I last saw her: commanding eyes, bold nose, full lips, chiseled jawline. There is no shock, no surprise visible on her face. She waves Specter back, and he runs for the airship. I pay him no attention because I know one slip of concentration is all Dabria needs to stop me.
I snatch my inferno blaster from the holster and open fire on the run, scattering my shots to compensate for the movement. It makes no difference. Dabria anticipates the move and is already airborne via her boot thrusters. With a snap of her wrist, her forearm alters, panels readjusting to reform as an ion cannon.
Well, that's new.
She's still in midair when she fires. The ground erupts at my feet, the concussive force slamming into me like a massive fist. I sprawl sideways while she lands, skidding across the broken ground. Her cannon continues to fire, forcing me to roll and scramble to avoid the blasts. The stench of seared ozone and charred earth stings my nostrils, and the debris nearly blinds me. I catch a glimpse of her running in zigzag formation like a metallic panther. The helmet is back on, sealing her face. She's a beast of prey now, as I am.
I raise my inferno blaster, but she's on me before I can fire. A whirling kick knocks the weapon out of my hands. Without slowing, she spins again, avoiding my counterpunch by dropping low and sweeping my legs from under me. I slam against the ground but ignore the pain, flipping over to land on my feet. Dabria presses her attack, striking with efficient punches that keep me at bay. I notice the cannon has reverted into a hand again, forcing me to realize an unwanted truth.
She doesn’t want to kill me.
I squash the thought ruthlessly, sweeping her blows aside and answering with a shot to her visor to blind her and a hard chop to the neck to stun. Her armor holds up, and she returns with a jab to my ribs and a flurry of shots to the chest that stagger me.
The sound of gunfire and ion rounds clap like a thunderstorm. The circling chopper kicks up sweeping winds and gritty dust as it circles, exchanging shots with Dabria's men in the airship. Only seconds have passed, and only seconds remain before one side has the advantage. No matter how many battles I've been in, that much is constant. There are only heartbeats, heat, and adrenaline.
Then it's over.
Dabria advances. I leap backward, drawing my backup handgun. No hesitation. No mercy. A pull of the trigger, the gun recoils. The round detonates on impact, shattering her chest armor and knocking her several feet back, where she collapses.
I land in a crouch, staring in shock. No way it could be this easy. I've bested Dabria only once in my life, and even then I thought it was a fluke.
I approach hesitantly, wary of a trap. Her body is prone, smoke wafting from the cavity in her armor. I keep my gun trained on her; laser sight trained on her head. She doesn’t move. Blood streams from her nostrils, but the color is wrong.
It's blue.
"Synoid." I clap my hand to the com in my ear, whirling around to wave at the chopper. "Fall back; it's a trap!"
A laser beam crackles like lightning as it fires from the door of Dabria's airship. My chopper is enveloped in sizzling blue energy and tumbles in a tailspin, emergency lights flashing. I hear Zen and the others over the com, yelling as the craft goes down. The failsafe boosters activate at the last second, saving them from a disastrous crash as the chopper slams into the ground.
Dabria stands at the door, gleaming in black and magenta armor with a rocket launcher propped on her shoulder. She glances my direction and nods, an approving smile on her lips.
Then the airship lifts off like a gleaming, metallic raven and thrusts away in a gust of hot wind, quickly disappearing into the distance.

Chapter 9: 5P3CT3R

I can't remember a time when I've been so afraid.
I've worked with some dangerous people, but they were always like Keno. Slighter better than averages thugs. I make sure to steer clear of the hard hitters. People who would look at my ability for purposes other than quick and easy profit. People with agendas.
Like Dabria.
She stalks the cabin like a caged animal, eyes unfocused, lost in thought. I'm pretty sure she's thinking about the encounter between her synoid double and Enigma. The two obviously have a history, although I can't imagine how someone working for Cyber Corp could have something in common with an underground militia leader. Unless Dabria used to be with Cyber Corp. Or Enigma used to be with the DU. Either way, I'm too scared to ask Dabria. She doesn't seem the type to share information with just anyone.
I glance over at Keno, who sits beside me with a shell-shocked expression on his face. I don't blame him. I doubt he ever thought his night would end up like this.
I nudge his elbow. "Sorry about your crew."
He gives his head a regretful shake. "Yeah. Me too, bruv. Lost some of my best mates tonight." His eyes moisten as he exhales a trembling breath. "They were there because of me, you know? And I let them down. Bloody stupid plan. Should've known things would get bollixed up. Needed more time to plan things out, but I just ran with it. That was a Scyther on our tail, Specter. Bloody Cyber Corp. What the hell was I thinking?"
I open my mouth but decide to hold my reply. I feel a stab of guilt, but there's no reason for Keno to know that Enigma was there because of me, not him. The remainder of his crew sits beside him, looking completely subdued. I doubt any of them have ever been so far out of their element before.
Across from us are Dabria's crew, looking far more comfortable. And far more dangerous. Dressed in flowing long coats over sleek combat armor, they are disciplined, quiet, and reserved. Two women and three men, all barely out of their teen years. All with a fanatical fever in their eyes when they look at Dabria. I don't doubt that either one of them would gladly execute us on the spot if she gave the word.
I close my eyes and cautiously scan the airship mentally, but there are no synoids aboard. I'm pretty sure Dabria never meant to take her carbon copy back onboard after she deployed it. It served its purpose, and she wouldn't risk me core-jacking it and putting her mission in jeopardy.
Whatever her mission is.
She looks in my direction as if she can read my mind. Her fingers beckon impatiently. I stand up, feeling uneasy. Although I'm taller than she is, she still manages to dominate, motioning for her to follow her around the corner and into a tiny, cramped room. Once we're inside, she grabs my wrist and snaps a device into one of the ports in my holoband.
I snatch my arm away, staring at the contraption. "Hey, what the hell?"
A vindictive smile tugs at the corner of her mouth. "That's a holoband lock. You can access your information, but you can't log into the infosphere. I can't risk having Cyber Corp track you and jeopardize the mission. Don't bother trying to remove it. Your holoband will be irrevocably damaged if any tampering is detected."
Hel. My heart tries to claw out of my chest in a panicked adrenaline rush. "You can't do this to me."
"I just did." She gestures. "Sit."
I look down. The only seat available is a toilet.
"Uh, no thanks. I'll stand."
Her eyes narrow dangerously. I sit on the toilet seat.
The walls are too close, threatening to close in on me. My heart pounds; a throbbing pulse that swells to my head and stays there, beating the walls of my skull. My pores break out in a sweat, and I can barely breathe. Pulling a Chillz pack from my interior pocket, I shakily pop a tab and toss it down my throat. All the while, Dabria silently watches with a judgmental gaze. It's been a long time since I've been the target of that much contempt.
She folds her arms. Her mouth doesn't move, but I still hear her voice in my head.
Are you finished?
My head snaps up. "How… how are you doing that? Is that… telepathy? Or some kind of trick?"
No trick. I'm not that deceptive.
"You tricked Enigma with that synoid. How'd you get a carbon copy made anyway? Those are super expensive."
I have friends in many places. But none of that is your concern.
I wince, shaking my head. "Stop it! Stop talking in my head. How the hell are you doing that, anyway?"
Her lips part, uttering the words by voice this time. "You’re not the only one with special skills, Dean."
"You're like me?"
Her face twists with undisguised scorn. "Make no mistake — we're nothing alike. The only thing in common is our extrasensory abilities."
"So, what does that mean for you? You can read my mind?"
She shakes her head. "Nothing so drastic. I can sense feelings, anticipate thoughts sometimes. And communicate without speaking. I can't read minds or control anyone, thank Allah. If I could, I would be the most powerful person alive. And the most corrupt."
"How many people like us are there?"
She shrugs. "Not many. Atavists are very rare."
"Atavists?"
"Genetic throwbacks. Some strain of DNA leftover from the Imperials, when Aberrant energy caused mutations that gave a small segment of the population various abilities. All tied into what led to the Cataclysm. Our gifts are nothing compared to the Imperials. They were gods. We're simply enhanced slightly above normal."
"Imperials." I pause in thought. "There's a lot of sectors in Elysia where you can proxy as an Imperial. Superpowers and all that. I've done a few Imperial campaigns as a proxy that had superhuman strength, could shot lasers from his eyes, and could fly."
Her metal-shot fingers drum impatiently against the wall. "Yes, I'm sure it's exciting. And nothing like the truth."
I sigh. "Right. You're not a fan of Immersion."
"No. I'm not. I'm against everything it stands for. Corporate enslavement of the weak-minded, taking advantage of their vulnerability and low self-esteem, goading them into mental enslavement and draining them of every financial resource they own before cutting them loose. Do you know what happens to Immersers that can't afford to get back into hibernation?"
I shake my head, frowning. I never thought about what I'd do if I couldn't raise money. What my options would be. I recall the screams of people turned away from Deep Sleep, dragged away by unfeeling android security bots. And I remember the woman at the shuttle station — the brief reflective moment staring in her crazed eyes like a vision of my future.
Dabria continues, voice slicing like a knife. "Seventy-eight percent of them die within two years. Some die in the act of committing crimes. Others starve to death, unable to function enough to take care of themselves. A large number end up homeless, easy prey for predators to pick off. But most die by suicide. The inability to cope with reality, heartbroken over their exile from what they consider the real world."
I shift uncomfortably on the toilet seat. "Look, that's messed up and all. But no one's forcing anyone to Immerse. It's a choice. You can come and go as you please. It's not a prison, for God's sake."
She smiles bitterly. "You keep telling yourself that, Dean. Add that to the lies you've told to justify your addiction. Like you can quit anytime you want to."
"I can."
"You betray yourself with every word. It's that lack of self-resolve that makes you the perfect candidate for the corporations that control your existence. Let me ask you something, Dean. When you wake from Immersion and have to face reality, what do you feel?"
I drop my gaze, cheeks burning.
Her armor creaks when she squats down to my level, eyes boring into my face. "Is it shame? Self-humiliation when you realize how much time you consume engaging in a pursuit that ultimately means nothing? How it must hurt to know that you wasted so much of your life away and yet still can't seem to bring yourself to stop. Like a man who stabs himself repeatedly because he loves the way blood slides down the blade. Tell me, Dean: when did you first start to hate yourself?"
I shiver, practically wilting from the intensity of her stare. "I don't… hate myself. I…"
My voice trails off as the memories resurface. Conversations I haven't thought of in ages. I think of my mom's face. The crushing disappointment when she showed me proof of my crimes. The worst part is that it wasn't just simple theft. I was stealing from her. My own flesh and blood…
I was seventeen, staring in a barely-conscious stupor as tears streamed down her face. Her beauty had faded somewhat, ravaged by long hours spent painting murals in and outside of buildings. It was the only work she could find. Art was still one market not dominated by machines, something they could duplicate but not genuinely conceive.
My father died a year prior, another fatality in the tangled routes of interstellar travel. The report came back as suicide. They said he donned his suit, opened a hatch, and leaped out before anyone could stop him. There was no way to rescue him by the time his crew realized what happened. He simply floated away, lost like a dandelion floret in the mighty ocean.
His behavior had grown increasingly erratic, and he shouldn't have been on active duty in the first place. That's what the lawyers tried to argue, but in the end the lack of psychiatric evaluation left my mom with a Haven residency she couldn't afford and no pension from the shuttle company because of how my father chose to end his reality.
We had to leave Los Nuevos, exiled to a life on the Outside where our stark comfort quickly faded like a pleasant dream. It was replaced by a much harsher existence in the crumbling towns surrounding the Haven. There were only a few neighborhoods considered somewhat safe, and mom did her best to make sure we stayed in one. Gone were her artsy friends and cocktail parties, exchanged for grueling work painting and resurfacing buildings, allied with a group of like-minded aspirants trying to beautify the area and attract more affluent residents.
While the drastic change of circumstances took a toll on my mom, I was mostly unaffected. I had my Sensync headgear, so I had a world of pleasure and adventure that I took advantage of at every opportunity. While mom coped with her problems by an ever-increasing amount of alcohol, I continued my investment in a digital lifestyle, where Hel and I engineered a lifestyle of dreams. We stayed in the finest residencies, ate the finest foods, and made love with abandon, two young lovers in a world of our creation, where the only limits were our imaginations.
Or so I thought. In reality, the only limit was money.
My father's income and the habit of both parents' guilt spoiling created a stream of income that I fed directly into Elysia. Hel was my lover and best friend, but she came with a monthly charge. It was called a treatment for her 'condition.' Falling behind on payments meant watching her weaken, get sick, and eventually die. The Elysian system had backup files if that should occur, but they penalized severely with hefty charges to reboot. Otherwise, I would have to start from scratch with a brand-new version.
Of course, I would never let that happen.
Without my father's income, the funds in my account drained quickly. When I was unable to afford a treatment for Hel, I had to watch in panic as she took sick. Lethargic behavior followed by a collapse. I sat at her bedside, holding her hand while she convulsed beneath the sheets, burning with fever. It was a cruel thing to witness, a devious ploy by the programmers, but I was too caught up in the reality we created to care about the manipulation. I racked my brain for ways to make money, but time was short and, in the end, the quickest way was the action taken by the majority of addicts who needed their fix.
Steal from your loved ones.
Finding a hacker was easy in Elysia, where they freely advertised their services. I paid to break into my mom's account and funneled money to save Hel's life. Then stole more to cover the yearly access fee. Then stole some more to cover future treatments. Then stole some more for upgrades and bonus gear.
Then stole some more because I couldn't stop.
And then the day of reckoning came when I stared in a barely-conscious stupor as tears streamed down my mom's face. Her holoband projected the truth, the results of the investigation she paid for to track the thief stealing her hard-earned money. She had been hiding the case from me not out of suspicion, but because she wanted to shield me from the truth. The truth that we would be evicted from our home because she didn’t have the funds to pay the rent. That food would be near-impossible to purchase because of the theft.
And to her shock and anguish, the trace led back to her own house.
I usually don't remember much about that day. I think I blocked most of it out. But now I recall the first time I saw rage on mom's face, the terrible words that shrieked from her mouth.
"You sicken me…"
"How could you…"
"You weak, pathetic excuse for a…"
"Your father would be so ashamed…"
I remember shouting back and crying, not because of my betrayal, but because she hurled my Sensync headgear to the floor, breaking it to pieces. I dropped to my knees and wailed, holding the shattered pieces like they were shards of my soul. All I could think about was how I was supposed to get back into Elysia now. If I would ever see Hel again. The room span in dizzy circles around me; my vision blurred, and my chest burned as if my heart was about to explode.
Drained of her fury, Mom responded by wrapping her arms around me. We clung to each other, shuddering and wet with tears.
"I'm so sorry, Dean. This is my fault. I should have paid you more attention. I should have seen the signs. We're going to be okay. We're going to find a way through this. I love you, Dean. Understand? I love you."
And with every word, I hated myself that much more.
I let the memory go and glare at Dabria. I can't tell what she knows, how much of me she can read. I hope she can at least taste the self-loathing I feel. It would be the least amount she can pay for invading my mind.
"What do you want from me?"
She leans in closer. "I want to take you back to where it all began. I want to take you home."
* * *
"Los Nuevos?" Keno's eyes widen in shock. He looks around and lowers his voice. "Are you serious, mate? We're bloody going to Syn City?"
"Looks that way," I mutter. My foot taps the floor in a nervous staccato. I'm trying not to think of Hel, but the more I try not to, the more I do. I think about her face when I shut the transmission down. She was frightened, and I did nothing to console her. Now I'm not able to talk to her at all. For the first time since my childhood, I'm on my own. And it feels terrible.
I glance across the narrow aisle. Dabria's crew observes us silently, not bothering to try to get acquainted. I'm pretty sure they're eavesdropping, but there are probably hidden recorders keeping track of everything we say anyway. Dabria's in the cockpit with the pilot, confident in her ability to keep me tethered to her plans. And try as I might, I can only conclude that she's right. As long as she can harm Hel, I have to do what she says.
Keno lowers his voice. "So, you two had a bit of conversation, right? Did she say anything about the job she mentioned earlier? She tell you what it is?"
I sigh, feeling completely drained. "Yeah."
"Well? Spit it out, mate."
"We're going to join up with a group of rebel soldiers and infiltrate the most secure Haven in the Territories using one of Jude Maximillian's stolen carbon copies."
Keno's jaw drops. "Jude Maximillian? As in the head honcho of bloody Maximillian Industries?"
"As in one of the richest and most powerful men in the world? Yeah, that's the guy. Apparently, he's the seriously paranoid type. Thinks at any time he can be abducted or assassinated, so he rarely makes personal appearances. I heard he uses personally constructed synoid body doubles to handle most of his business."
"And she wants us to steal one? That's pure bollocks — no way to pull that off. You'd need a foolproof plan, and that would take months to get together even if there was a small chance of success. Which there isn't."
"She's been planning this for years, Keno. The only missing piece was someone like me." I squeeze my eyes shut and rap the back of my head against the hangar wall. "It was only a matter of time before someone got to me. I've been living on borrowed time, and now I'm finally trapped like a rat in a cage."
"Well, look at the bright side, bruv."
"Like what?"
"Like you weren't nicked by the Feds, for one. Look — the situation isn’t ideal, but say we play along, do the work and hope things don't get cocked up. Best case scenario is we get paid well enough to vanish. Get the hell out the game and never look back."
"Yeah, sure. And the worst-case scenario is Dabria puts a bullet in our heads when the job is done. That's if we don't catch a slug a lot earlier. Trying to break into any Haven is a suicide mission, never mind that Los Nuevos has the tightest security of all of them."
"That's not exactly looking on the bright side, innit?"
"Looking on the only side available. We're screwed every which way. I don't know how we're gonna get out of this one."
"Maybe it won't be so bad. I've heard about Dabria. Bits and pieces here and there. Fierce as they come, a proper beast in combat. Made the rank of commander before she went rogue and started the Digital Underground movement. She's a bit of a legend. You don't reach that kind of status by taking unnecessary risks."
"No need when she can force others to take risks for her."
Keno goes quiet as if just figuring out what I knew as soon as she told me her insane plan. He gives me a worried glance.
"You figure we're royally buggered, don't you?"
"It doesn't matter what I think. I know that for Dabria, this is personal. And I don't think she'll care one way or another who gets killed as long as she gets what she wants."
"Well, what the bloody hell does she want?"
I stare at the lock on my holoband, feeling more trapped than I've ever felt in my life. "She wants to destroy Elysia."
Keno snorts. "No problem from me, then. You know how I feel about the bloody place."
Something flickers in the surface of the small window opposite me. Hel's face materializes on the surface, staring at me with heartbroken eyes.
"Don't let her kill me," she whispers.
My eyes widen. "Keno, did you—?"
He gives me a worried look. "You okay, mate? You're looking even paler than usual."
I look back at the window, but Hel's face has vanished. I know what's happening to me. Reality confusion. My brain, hardwired to virtual existence, now trying to adjust to sensory input from the real world. It's happened before, and there's not much I can do about it. Either I'll adapt, or my mind will completely unravel, creating lucid hallucinations and further distorting the planes of fantasy and reality.
I've got to pull it together, if only for Hel's sake. Because I won't be able to help either one of us if I wind up losing my mind.

Chapter 10: 3N16MA

The flight home is decidedly different than how we arrived. Zen is out of her exoskeleton armor, snuggled up against Brutus, face half-buried in his clumpy fur. He has one shaggy arm protectively around her, his dull button eyes looking in my direction. Somehow intelligent. Somehow alive.
Zen might look like she's sleeping, but I'm not fooled. She's peering through one half-closed eyelid, studying me. Wondering how I'm feeling. Wanting to say something comforting, but unable. Because Cyber Corp is listening. They're always listening. And the last thing they need to know is how conflicted I feel inside. I fought Dabria without emotion. Without mercy. Just like she taught me. And had it really been her, she would have died by my hand. The strange thing is that I finally think I understand myself more than I ever have before. Abandoned child. Soldier in training. Underground warrior. Scyther in a cyborg body. All of it has led me to this. Facing the truth about myself. Who I really am.
I'm the one who survives. No matter what it takes.
Agent Rogers has a smile on his face, talking excitedly with this squad about the battle. You'd think nearly dying in a jet chopper crash would put a damper on the mood, but that fact that no lives were lost appears to counterbalance that. Rogers performed well, and he knows it. Nothing like a half-successful mission to help salvage a damaged reputation. Rogers and his crew are more comfortable around us as well, the camaraderie of mutual survival overcoming any earlier misgivings.
It's a familiar feeling, one I immediately distrust because I've been here before. I know where it leads. And exactly how it ends.
I glance down at my wrist when my holoband buzzes. Kage's bloodless face flashes on the screen, staring at me with inhuman eyes.
"Plug in your v-drive. We're going to the Ministry. I'll send the coordinates remotely."
The connection ends. My heart quickens, driven by the fear that clutches my chest like a bad case of asthma. The Ministry. I've never been there before and never wanted to. The secret headquarters of Cyber Corp is only spoken of in whispers by the few people who know anything about it.
But I have no choice but to obey. Ignoring Zen's questioning stare, I plug the v-drive into the port behind my ear. The interior of the jet chopper blurs as my mind transports into the infosphere. I make sure to retain my natural appearance as the virtual world morphs into place around me. I don't want to hear any insulting remarks from Kage about my cyborg proxy. I focus on appearing in my off-duty outfit of low-rise distressed jeans and junker jacket over a snug tank top.
We're in a location so deep in the infosphere that it doesn't technically exist. A sector guarded by the tightest security, attacked hourly by hackers that don’t even know Cyber Corp is paying them. Anyone who finds a weakness is paid handsomely. Then they end up dead or missing in a matter of hours, or so it's rumored. I wouldn't doubt it. There's no dark deed I wouldn't put past my captors. They are the most covert security force in the Territories, answerable only to their enigmatic Director.
Kage glances at me when I materialize beside him, but he says nothing. He simply walks in the direction of the Ministry Headquarters.
The massive building is fashioned in pagoda style, a tiered seven-story tower with multiple eaves, but constructed from glass and steel instead of traditional materials. Bright blue-white lighting illuminates the tiers and the antenna on the top of the tower. It is the only light in the general area. Everything beyond is pitch-black, like a night sky if stars didn't exist.
The doors open at our approach, revealing more darkness. We enter, and the sensation of motion and direction evaporate. I can't tell if we're moving or if the building is rearranging itself around us. I can't see Kage or anything else. I'm blind in the gloom, floating in the still waters of a black ocean. The only reason I don't panic is that none of it is real. In reality, I'm on a chopper jet going back to Haven Angeles. In here, anything is possible. Nothing is real. I'm simply in a loading program, waiting for the final manifestation. There is nothing.
Then there is the tree.
It materializes from nowhere like a dream. Scarlet leaves flutter on wide-spread branches, illuminated by a single beam of light from the ceiling. An invisible wind touches the boughs, gently rocking the branches. The sight is so unexpectedly beautiful that it takes a few seconds for me to see the bodies arranged at the base of the tree. Dozens lie prone, connected to the tree trunk by hundreds of thin cables. They look like part of the fragile ecosystem, as if they tumbled from the branches like dead fruit.
"The Collective," Kage murmurs. He stands beside me, though I never saw him arrive. He is just there, red lips parted as if in awe. "You have no idea how fortunate you are to see this day, Scyther."
I repress a shudder. "Who… are they?"
The tree shudders as if in response to my question. One of the discarded bodies slowly raises, twitching and jerking to a standing position. On closer examination, it appears to be an older model synoid; one of the eerie doll-like, uncanny valley creations before the creators perfected their design. The android is partly decomposed, much of the synthetic flesh eaten away, exposing its mechanical innards. Glowing blue eyes peer from a worn and weathered face that I can tell even now was once beautiful. Its lips part, mouthing words in a slightly off-kilter fashion.
"We are those who gave up their weak and finite physicality to form a collective consciousness. Undying. Ever-expanding. Without limitation. Your eyes gaze upon a perennial plant and believe it to be a tree. But it is what you do not see that makes it a tree. It is the network of roots, the association with nutrients in the soil, the underground ecosystem that ensures the tree's survival."
As the synoid speaks, a diagram is created, illustrating the words with glowing blue depictions of the root system under the tree. The lines thread to other, continuing to multiply until I'm surrounded by a systematic display that looks more like binary tree coding than a biological network.
When I look up, the tree transforms into code, scrolling ones and zeroes in pulsing red characters. The leaves stir as it continues its delivery through the surrogate body.
"We are the network that ensures humanity's survival. Cyber Corp is but one of the branches of the tree. We are integrated into every camera, every machine, every system in the world. We are the architects, the creators, the judges, the administrators that provide structure to your existence. We are the Collective."
I can't help but feel tiny and insignificant under the pressure of the place. The sensation of thousands of eyes focused on me, weighing and assessing is almost too much to bear. Kage stands silently behind me like an angel of death awaiting a deliberation of judgment. I get the eerie feeling as if I've been transported to some hellish realm, a digital underworld where the dead goes to have their minds assimilated into storage, reduced to bytes of data in an ever-expanding library of information.
"What… do you want from me?"
The synoid never blinks, staring with robotic eyes that somehow appear too intelligent for its weathered face. "Like any organism, our system is susceptible to parasites and viruses that infect and destroy. You are in a unique position to assist in our efforts to terminate such threats."
My hands clench into fists. "You mean Dabria."
"Dabria and her foolhardy rebellion are but a minor inconvenience. Had we wished to contain or destroy her, we would have done so already."
I'm not sure I believe them, but I don't dare voice the opinion. "Then why let her live?"
"Because we have examined the possible outcomes of her current path and determined that she can lead us to a much deadlier enemy."
A holographic projection of a man appears in front of me. I take in the obvious details: Tall, broad-shouldered, dark brown skin, close-cut hair so white it can't be natural. He's dressed in combat gear, and a pair of aviator sunglasses shield his eyes. His aggressive stance suggests a military or mercenary background. Normally someone of his type wouldn't merit a second glance, but there's something about him that stands out. He exudes a certain kind of menace that's hard to define. But right away I know he's a killer. Not the common type that might kill for survival, not even the kind that kills for sport.
He's the type you send to slaughter everything that moves.
The branches stir, the leaves flutter. The synoid shudders in response before continuing its delivery. "Ethan Kilgore. A veteran of the controversial Youth Recruitment Program, and a volunteer for the Elite bio-enhancement procedure. A highly successful agent of the HSSC, specializing in covert operations before volunteering for a dangerous super-Elite procedure and leaving the planet for military missions on Mars under the new name of Beowulf Kilgore, where he advanced to the rank of Captain. He reportedly went insane on Mars after an incident with unexplained phenomena. Upon his arrival back on Earth, he destroyed all traces of the Elite program, including killing every person involved. Since then, he has focused on personal vendettas, all involving mass murder and destruction. Unlike most enemies of the state, he easily evades surveillance and can inexplicably travel distances at rates that defy logical explanation."
The glowing eyes of the synoid stare at me, devoid of emotion. "Kilgore and Dabria both resurfaced from lengthy absences within days of each other. We do not believe this to be a coincidence. They either have been working in conjunction or will soon be. We predict they will continue Dabria's mission to destroy the Immersion network and cripple the industry, wreaking financial havoc and causing immeasurable mental and emotional damage that will last for generations."
I say nothing, waiting for demands I know are coming. Speaking will only lengthen an outcome that I can do nothing about anyway. I can refuse the Collective the same as I can refuse Kage. Which is to say not at all.
The synoid's lips curve as if it read my mind. "We have interests in preserving the Immersion industry, so we cannot allow Dabria's mission to succeed. But we also need to discover Kilgore's true intentions, so we must allow their collaboration for a short duration. You will be our agent in their organization. Your mission is to ascertain what Kilgore's motives are, as well as observe any weaknesses we can exploit."
I clear my throat, grateful to find that my voice still works. "I'll never be able to get within yards of him or Dabria. I'm a Scyther now, with a built-in surveillance system. They'll kill me before trusting me. I'd kill me if I were in their place."
The leaves on the tree pulse in luminescent ripples of light. The synoid corpse delivers their message. "Dabria has a plan to liberate you from our grasp. We will allow it to occur without permanent damage to your brain. You will be free of your minder, your surveillance system disabled."
For the smallest of moments, I feel a glimmer of forbidden hope. My heartbeat increases fast enough for me to feel frightened, that the quickening of my pulse might be detected and determined as excitement. I sense Kage stirring behind me, but he says nothing in protest. They synoid's electric eyes flick in his direction, calculating. It speaks in answer to his unspoken outburst.
"Your overseer believes that you will immediately rebel against us when your minder is disabled. But we have more than one way to keep you compliant. You will consider rebellion, surely. Why would you not? But know that should you not obey, there will be lethal consequences. Not to you. One way or another, you will be reclaimed. No, the price of your disobedience will be your companion. Zen. Do not doubt our capabilities. We will follow her. We will track her. You cannot hide her. You cannot shield her. Should you attempt to thwart our commands, her life will be forfeit. You will witness her capture. You will witness her torture. And when we tire of her screams, you will witness her destruction. Only after that will you be reclaimed."
I drop my head, numbed by the familiar weight of crushing defeat. "I understand."
"Then go. We will be watching."
The android body unceremoniously topples to the ground, once again a useless husk. The glimmering tree and its unholy fruit pull away, dwindling until it vanishes into the darkness. Then I'm left with Kage, just the two of us in the infinite blackness. He gazes at me, cybernetic eyes glimmering with something I've never seen before. Emotion. For the first time, the mask slips a little. Scalding anger, shame, regret… it flickers so quickly that I'm not sure I even see it.
"Know this, Scyther. Know it well. There is only one absolute in the dark little world that we share. And that is, we will never be free. Never. The sooner you accept it, the smoother your transition will go."
He vanishes, leaving me with his words hanging in the air like steam. And the realization dawns on me that Kage is just as much a prisoner as I am.
I tap the v-drive, severing the connection. The interior of the jet chopper fizzles into formation as the simulation ends. Zen stands over me, a concerned look on her face. Brutus is a shaggy shadow behind her.
"There you are. We just landed. I thought we'd have to lug you out of here unconscious and everything. Where did you go?"
I avert my eyes, unable to meet her gaze. The chilling words of the Collective crawl across my consciousness like insect legs.
"The Ministry."
A startled hiss escapes her lips as she drops down to a crouch, looking around as if for spying eyes. "Are you serious? What did they want?"
"Mission instructions. We're going after Dabria again."
Zen sighs. "Of course we are."
I grab hold of her arm, slide down to her hand, intertwine my fingers with hers. Connected, just like we are. Inseparable. Tears well in my eyes.
"You should have never turned yourself in, Zen. You should have stayed away from me."
She throws her arms around me, clutching the back of my head while I sob into her shoulder. I'm so much taller and stronger than she is, but right now she's my support. She's all that's left of anything good in my life.
"It's gonna be okay." Her whisper is fierce; her embrace tight. "We're gonna make it, Enigma."
Her fingers type a sequence across my spine, quick enough to escape notice, coded like we used to do in Dabria's militia.
THEY THREATEN MY LIFE

I tap the answering sequence across her shoulder blades.
YES

It seems impossible, but her wiry arms hug me even tighter. Her fingers drum across my back.
DO WHAT YOU HAVE TO NO MATTER WHAT

My jaw tightens. She's right, though not in the way she thinks. I'll do what I have to. Because survival is the only thing that matters. But for the first time, I realize it's not my survival that's most important.
It's hers.
* * *
"White Rabbit."
Nox leans casually beside the doorway of the Bradbury Building, a playful smile on his lips. Black blazer, white shirt with three buttons undone, black pleated pants. His features are as chiseled and handsome as in Elysia, but here in the real world his face is shadowed by a close-cropped beard, and his dreadlocks are longer, hanging past his shoulders. His eyes aren't quite the liquid gold shade of his digital proxy, either. Here they are hazel but just as hypnotic. A scar splits his right eyebrow in half, trailing halfway up his forehead.
How many times have I caressed that scar, ran my fingers across his brow while he stared at me with rarely-revealed kindness in his eyes? It's been barely over a year, but it feels like a lifetime ago.
"What are you doing here, Nox?" I don't bother looking around for who might be watching. I can practically feel the electric eyes pinpointed at us like targeting lasers.
He shrugs. "You think Cyber Corp will snatch me up like they did Zen?"
"Zen didn't get snatched up. She turned herself in because she didn't want me to be alone."
"And so that she wouldn't be alone, either. She plays tough, but we both know she can't stand to be by herself. Why do you think she built that watchdog teddy bear monstrosity?"
"This isn't about Zen."
His smile is infuriating. "Why should I worry about your… employers? I left Dabria's crew of my own initiative. And here I am, cooperating with them on an important mission."
"So, you have something?"
"Of course." He holds out v-drive. "Specter's Immersion information. Everything you need to trace him when he returns to Deep Sleep."
"How'd you pull off the trace?"
"Easy. He's smart enough to cover his tracks, but like most Immersers, he's attached to a DLP."
"DLP?"
"Digital Life Partner. One of Elysia's most common sources of income."
"Yeah, I know. Your own perfect boyfriend or girlfriend. Completely loyal and supportive in every way. Never argues or does anything you don't want to do."
"Partly. They can be rather manipulative under all the submissive acting. It's necessary to keep people Immersed for longer periods. Not to mention keeping them coming back."
I take the v-drive and slip it into my pocket "So, this is the DLP's traceback??"
"That's right. Follow her, and you'll find your boy when he Immerses."
"You could have sent this by drone."
"I was in the neighborhood. Do you know why she wants to do it?"
"What are you talking about?"
"Dabria. Her endless war. Saving humanity from the evil corporations that threaten our freedom."
"Just like you said. Humanity is weakening, coerced by corporations to surrender their free will."
"Don't believe the hype, Enigma. The segment of the population that categorize as Sleepers in Elysia is less than five percent. The rest are vacationers, leisure visitors."
I feel my cheeks burn from his casual dismissal. "Well, if you're so smart, why don't you just tell me?"
"Dabria lost her sister. While she was away making a name for herself in the Red War, her younger sister got hooked on Immersion. She was one of the more susceptible junkies, developing a habit that affected her brainwaves. In short time she couldn't do without and was crippled by a debilitating case of reality confusion. They pulled her from a Deep Sleep center barely alive. She died a few days later, right before Dabria came back from Mars. Obviously, Dabria took it hard. And personal."
I felt numb, trying to imagine what Dabria felt when she stepped off the shuttle. The family that waited for her, faces lined by grief instead of joy. The loss of a beloved sister… it was beyond my ability to envision. I've never had a family to lose. At least not until Dabria took me into one.
"I… never knew."
Nox studies me, eyes intent on my face. "I figured you didn't. This is a vendetta for her, Enigma. It's not some noble war to free humanity. It's revenge, plain and simple. They hurt her, so she wants to hurt them."
"Why are you telling me this?"
"Because you need to know. Because maybe when this is over, you might decide to choose for you instead of being a naïve soldier in another person's war. Maybe you choose freedom instead of further imprisonment."
"You don't get it, Nox. This will never be over. Not for me, anyway."
"Everything ends, one way or another. Don't lose that drive. I made it especially for you." He gives me a roguish grin as he walks to the curb, slips into an autocab, and glides away.

Chapter 11: 5P3CT3R

The city sparkles.
Shimmers of phosphorus. Streaks of neon: blues, reds, magentas, purples. Impossibly high structures tower and interconnect. Air traffic whizzes by in suicidal formations, somehow not collapsing into mass destruction. Sky surfers soar above my head on garishly painted hover-boards, laughing as they court death by weaving in and out of air lanes.
The only thing missing is Hel. To see her laugh, to feel her hands stroke my face. To taste her when she kisses me against a backdrop of glittering lights.
I glance at Dabria, who observes the scene with her hands planted against the balcony railing. She is without the headgear, hair blowing in the wind. She looks exactly as she does in reality, choosing not to adopt a proxy like most of us in Elysia do.
I am in my customary perfect proxy: slim but muscular, faultlessly handsome, hair coifed without a strand out of place. Tailored suit, eyes shielded by Vantablack sunglasses. I usually feel untouchable, overflowing with confidence that I can't feel in any other place. But standing beside Dabria, the only thing I feel is fraudulent.
She scans the skyline, lips compressed. "Do you know how all of this came into being, Specter?"
I shrug. "Not really. I guess it expanded from gaming or something."
"Immersion was created before the Cataclysm, designed specifically for those selected for hibernation residencies in the Havens. Scientists feared that sleeping for two hundred years would result in irreversible damage to the human mind. Immersion was the antidote to those fears. A virtual existence for the brain to actively inhabit, creating the same complexities and decisions of reality. The creators hoped that humanity would awaken completely refreshed, even enhanced by the experience."
"Let me guess. Things didn't turn out the way they predicted."
"Not for everyone. While a majority of sleepers awoke from hibernation intact, a segment of the population suffered from what is now known as reality confusion. Unable to be convinced that the lives they lived under Immersion weren't real, many suffered mental breakdowns and suicidal actions. The creators of Elysia did their job too well. And that was only the first version. Major improvements have been patched in since then. The number who suffer from reality confusion has quadrupled, quietly removed and placed under psychiatric care while the rest of the Sleepers enjoy themselves undisturbed."
I thrust my hands in my pockets, irritated by her derisive monotone. "Accidents happen. If you hate Elysia so much, why did you bring me here?"
She turns in my direction. "Because you needed this. Had you gone without Immersion too much longer, your ability to function would rapidly deteriorate. And we need you as sharp as possible if we're going to pull this off."
"Pull what off? I don't even know what my role is, or what the hell the plan is."
"That's on purpose, Specter. I don't trust you."
"You're going to have to, or there's no point to us working together."
"We're not working together. I'm coercing you to work with me. I've put your precious DLP under threat of erasure, and you'd do anything to stop that. Even now, you're thinking. Scheming. Trying to find a way out of your bondage. Trying to find a way back to your precious Hel. Because despite knowing she's an artificial creation, you still crave her as if she's real. You would betray a flesh and blood person in a heartbeat if it meant reuniting you with her. So, tell me: how can I possibly trust you?"
I drop my head, face burning from the humiliating ease of how quickly she dismantles me. "I guess you're right. When you make a person your prisoner, there's no way you can trust him."
She stares, dark eyes unreadable. "That's the irony, Specter. The corporate slavers who designed Hel and millions like her have already made you their prisoner. And yet because of your blindness, you don't direct any of that animosity toward them."
I shake my head, a bitter grin on my lips. "So, you brought me here to listen to you lecture? Nice way to spoil the mood."
"No, I brought you here for a choice." She points upward. "You know what this is."
I follow her gaze. The city is thick with fliers of all sorts. Gliders, sky surfers, aerocycles, jet packs, and wings, both artificial and natural. They soar and weave between buildings, fooling around. Waiting for the big event.
"It's the Mass Attack tournament. Aerial, so it must be Wednesday."
"And you're pretty good?"
I pause, checking to see if she's joking. Her face gives nothing away, but I swear she's laughing at me. I stand up straighter.
"Top ten if I'm fooling around. Top five on a good day."
"Then I have a proposition for you. We'll play this round. If you outlast me, I'll let you go. No strings attached. Back to Elysia, back to pretending your DLP is a real girl."
My pulse quickens, leaving me shaky with adrenaline. "And if I lose?"
"Then you agree to work with me. No more threats, no holding your DLP hostage. You agree not to contact Hel until this is over. Not to enter Elysia until it's over. You give me your word, and you see it through to the end."
I can't help the grin that spreads across my face. "You're on. It's a deal."
"Then get ready. Because the Leviathan is on its way." She taps her holoband, and wings sprout from her back. Black, metallic, and gleaming with razor-edged feathers. An angel of death with a long ion blaster in one hand. She gives me a hard smile before shooting upward in a blast of rushing air, joining the overcrowded sky where the other participants restlessly soar and hover.
The building trembles as if struck by a giant fist. The crowds roar at the approach of the Leviathan. In the distance, skyscrapers topple in massive clouds of dust and debris. Something enormous is barely visible, slowly approaching like a nightmare storm. Tentacles writhe from its midst, flailing about with destructive energy. A bellowing sound emits from the monster, shattering windows as it announces its arrival.
The skyboard clicks on, listing the rules of the tournament. Aerial battle only: no touching down or hiding within buildings. Nothing larger than an aerocycle allowed for combat. No upgrades except for in-tournament drops. I ignore it, already knowing the rules by heart. I try not to think of Hel, but it's impossible. I haven't entered a singles tournament in ages. It's always been co-op. Always with Hel watching my back and cheering me on. Without her, I don't feel myself. I don't feel complete.
The ten-second countdown begins. The crowds shout out the dwindling numbers while the Leviathan continues its approach. I wait until the last possible second before hurdling the railing and dropping into open air, freefalling as the tournament begins with a massive roar.
I tap my holoband to open my air-scooter, glancing upward as the vehicle forms around me. Explosions ignite in the sky like fireworks as the fliers engage in close-quarters combat. Nearby buildings take substantial collateral damage, filling the air with falling debris. Twenty-five percent of the combatants are eliminated in a matter of seconds. It's always the case, which is why I learned to avoid the chaos with a different approach.
I slam on the thrusters just before the aerocycle is about to hit the ground. In the normal world the abrupt stop would kill me, but here the rules are more flexible. I feel a hard jolt, then I'm dodging collapsing rubble at street level, weaving between buildings and street vehicles at speeds that reduce everything to blurs of movement. The v-drive enhancer automatically compensates for the increased speeds and threats, allowing me to counter before a catastrophic crash. I spot a couple of fellow fliers with the same low-altitude idea just ahead of me. I initiate target lock and fire torpedoes to congratulate them.
One direct hit, a bloom of flame. The other manages to evade by turning a hard corner. The torpedo hits the building; I let the guy go. If he thinks to cut back to look for me, I'll be out of firing range. I glance at the rankings on my dash — thirty-six out of one hundred dead. I'm ranked at fifty-seven. Pretty bad, but my strategy hinges on winning, not how many kills I rack up. Scrolling the list, I see that Dabria is ranked thirty-three. Surprising. I realize that she's had experience with this. I should have known when she issued the challenge, but I’m still confident I can outlast her. After all, there's no way she's put in as many hours as I have.
No way.
I pull up, rising against the surface of one of the towering skyscrapers, shattering glass in my wake. Angry clouds billow in front of me, tinged with licks of searing flame. The sheer force rattles my scooter, but I punch the thrusters, going even faster. A massive tentacle blindly swings past, smashing into the building like a wrecking ball. I weave around it, passing through the smoke and mist to rise into the aerial battlefield, where the Leviathan wreaks havoc.
The monstrosity looks like someone tried to graft a giant squid to a blue whale but gave up halfway through the process. Part biological, part mechanical, it drifts slowly but deals punishing damage with its tentacles, ion cannons, target-locking missiles, and other nasty weapons equipped all along its gigantic frame.
I immediately open fire from behind it, landing cheap licks to boost my score. At the same time, I have to dodge multiple attacks from the other fliers in the area. Just about everyone left is in the vicinity — shooting, weaving, and dodging attacks from the Leviathan and each other.
An alarm blares in the cockpit, alerting me to a target lock. I quickly drop, spinning in corkscrew fashion and weaving around the tail of the Leviathan. An explosion from behind rocks my scooter, but the monster took the brunt. Energy rounds follow, trailing after me as I try to evade. Whoever is on my tail isn't giving up. From a glance in the rearview, I think it's the flier I attempted to hit earlier. Must have a grudge.
Grinning, I give the controls a sadistic yank and fire a torpedo into the nearest building, following quickly behind the explosion. Keeping my hands on the trigger, I use energy rounds to blast through walls as I whip through, catching blurred views of people and office furniture flying through the air from the force of my passage. My pursuer follows, refusing to be thrown off. His guns blaze, and my scooter rocks from multiple rear impacts. Wincing, I check my shields — thirty-seven percent integrity. I start to worry.
I fire torpedoes again, and I'm out of the building, followed by my persistent pursuer. Another target lock alarm flashes on my panel. My palms are slippery with sweat.
Then he's gone, shredded by another attacker — someone who used her metal wings to shear his craft in two. I recognize Dabria as she soars away, firing at the Leviathan. Her voice buzzes over my com.
"You're not gonna even get close if you keep that up, kid."
"Yeah, thanks," I mutter, taking my frustration out on a trio of sky surfers. One torpedo, three kills. Bonus points, baby.
I weave when I catch the Leviathan opening his mouth. The sonic force of its rumbling roar decimates the unlucky fliers caught in the path, along with the nearest building, which shudders and crumbles downward in a cloud of dust and debris.
I dip under the Leviathan, firing at its exposed belly. Missile launchers pop out and fire in response, but they're not locked and easy to evade. I continue my barrage before whipping up and dodging a swing from its massive tail. It slams into another building, taking out most of the top half. I catch a flier using the tail for cover and lock on, firing until the aerocycle explodes.
There are only twenty-two fliers left. I'm ranked at twenty, behind Dabria who's already ranked nine. Gritting my teeth, I wheel around and activate my lightrazor. It hisses when it activates from the bottom of my scooter. I make a pass alongside the Leviathan, positioning right where the tentacles meet the scaly body. The razor slices right through the first tentacle, then another. The third is mechanical, which takes damage but still holds. By the point the Leviathan responds with a barrage of missiles and ion rounds, not to mention more tentacles wriggling in my direction like gigantic, angry snakes. It takes all of my skills to escape destruction and keep firing at the same time, racking up significant points. I'm practically surrounded by explosions and tentacles by the time I finally pull up to catch a breather.
My ship shudders from damage taken, and I fly around one of the remaining buildings to give my shields a chance to recover. The Leviathan seems to take my attack personal, using tentacles and cannons to destroy my cover in a furious attempt to take me out. I dip down and circle, using the debris to cover my trail as I gear up for my next run. I glance at the rankings. I'm now ranked ten, right behind Dabria.
I whip up, guns blazing. To my shock and surprise, an armored scooter with a solid gold paint job is directly in my sights. Instantly recognizable as Broodient, one of the players who always finished in the top five. I fire my last two torpedoes, not even taking time to lock on. Broodient goes out in a massive explosion, and a cascade of upgrades and game points are mine. My torpedoes are refilled and twice as powerful, my guns armed with explosive rounds, my shields boosted. My rank: seven.
Time to finish it.
The Leviathan bellows a wounded cry, tilting sideways and into one of the few buildings still standing. Most of its tentacles are destroyed, smoke pours from gaping cavities in its body, green blood showers to the streets like rain. I search for Dabria, spot her whirling above, engaged in a firefight with another winged flier. They move too fast for a target lock. I change my mind and pursue one of the sky surfers instead.
It's Blazer, one of the most reckless and dangerous players. She rides an air-board, managing to maintain her balance while firing powerful blasts from the massive cannons mounted on her forearms. A rotating turret gun on the bottom of her board takes care of any unseen threats. Which at the moment is me. I take the barrage head-on, trusting my boosted shields to deflect the damage. Blazer senses my attack and dives toward the dying Leviathan. I follow her, guns firing continuously. Somehow, she manages to stay just ahead of the streaking blasts.
Her evasive concentration on me costs her. One of the Leviathan's last tentacles makes a blind swipe and crushes Blazer against the side of a building like a flyswatter to a buzzing insect. I circle underneath, firing torpedoes and severing the tentacle at the body in a plume of flame and gush of blood. A flier whizzes past, chasing after Blazer's upgrades. Bad move. I target lock and take him out.
Something hits my scooter so hard that I tailspin uncontrollably for a few seconds. Disoriented, surroundings blurring, scooter rattling like it's about to fall apart. I press the gun trigger, firing in circles to keep my attacker at bay while I fight to regain control. When I finally do, I spot a circular aerocycle, constructed to look like a miniature UFO.
IllLegalAlien. He boasts the largest number of wins in tournament history. His scooter is outfitted with guns all around, making it possible to target any threat. So while he's weakening my shields with a steady bombardment, he's also gunning down two other fliers as he hovers and spins.
I veer off, whirling to avoid his shots. Toward the crowds on the streets below who stare upward and cheer us on. His energy rounds follow me, tearing into the onlookers. Charred bodies fly through the air as I weave by. Others in the throngs run for cover, laughing and shouting. Death instills no fear in Elysia, not when you can respawn only seconds later.
I whirl around the listless Leviathan, glancing up to where IllLegalAlien battles with the last four fliers. Dabria flits around his rounds like a hummingbird, firing her rifle and weakening his shields. The other three attack IllLegalAlien as well, recognizing him as the most prominent threat. As I fly toward the battle, one of the fliers goes down in flames, exploding against the side of the downed Leviathan. I arm the best upgrade I took from Blaze: a shield disrupter. Targeting IllLegalAlien, I fire it.
Dabria senses the change when the disrupter strikes. Her wings glimmer and razor-edged feathers fly at the spherical scooter with gale-force strength, tearing through the ship as though it was made of cardboard. IllLegalAlien dies fighting, activating a self-destruct detonation that takes the other two fliers down with him.
Leaving just me and Dabria.
Grinning, I fire a volley of unguided missiles while simultaneously firing inferno rounds. I do a lot of damage to the injured buildings nearby as Dabria whirls; wings folded to enhance her speed. I follow in confident pursuit, pressing my advantage. Through the smoldering cavity of a ruined building, out the other side, diving down like brilliant meteors, blazing against the splintered windows of the skyscraper.
Toward the Leviathan.
She flies into the monster's gaping mouth, scattering bombs behind her. I whip past before they explode, firing round after round. We enter the creature's maw, where its innards look like a biomechanical nightmare: moist like an open mouth, steam gusting from cracked and broken metallic bones.
Wires stream from Dabria's wings, lacing together to form a tangled web that slows my aerocycle. I try to shoot through the gleaming strands, but there's too many of them. She blasts a hole the side of the Leviathan and exits as my scooter is snared in the glittering mesh, jerking and twitching as I frantically try to free myself. My finger is on the flamethrower trigger when proximity alarms blare, illuminating my display in pulsing red light.
I try to pinpoint the source, but then it hits me: the bombs Dabria dropped earlier were timed, and all of them are about to explode simultaneously. It's a trap, and I fell for it like the greenest noob on the planet. I can only throw my head back and roar with laughter as the bombs detonate, shredding my scooter and engulfing me in searing flame.
* * *
I'm still laughing when Dabria severs the connection by unplugging the v-drive from my neck. She keeps her face composed as usual, but I can sense the triumph that practically emanates from her pores. She finally cracks a smile as she helps me up from the battered chair.
We're in a makeshift Immersion cubicle set up in one of her safehouses, far away from where we encountered Enigma and Cyber Corp. The abandoned wheat milling facility is a pre-Cataclysm relic, full of ancient machinery, dust, shadows, and echoes. Scattered lights give the place a semblance of illumination, blues and golds blooming in the darkness. Her soldiers are stationed in defensive positions throughout the building. Keno and his crew are in one of the oversized rooms, sleeping away their worries. That leaves me alone with Dabria. I wonder if she worries that I'll try a desperate physical attack and try to escape.
I doubt it. I'm sure she knows I'd never be so stupid, especially since I wouldn't stand a chance.
I give her an approving nod. "Okay, I'm impressed. Not bad. Not bad at all."
"Impressed that I can beat you at a game?"
"Well, yeah. Mass Attack isn't just an ordinary game. Takes skills to rank in the top ten. Even more to actually win the tournament."
"It's nothing. You should try real combat. Real stakes." Her eyes grow distant. "I fought in the Red Wars on Mars. Towards the end, we engaged in a battle similar to your tournament. Our enemies constructed a behemoth of a ship; a destroyer created to withstand massive damage and unleash hell. It took everything we had to take it down, but it cost us. I lost many sisters in that battle. No fake deaths, no respawning. Just the final silence. Warmth leaving a body as you hold it. Hearing the panicked gasps from someone struggling for their last words. Dissolution of a soul. That is what real war is like. What real death is like."
I want to touch her. Place a comforting hand on her shoulder. But I know she doesn't need that from me. She doesn't need anything I could possibly offer.
I drop my gaze instead. "I wouldn’t want to experience anything like that."
She takes my hand in hers. "Life rarely gives you what you want, Specter."
"That's the whole point of Elysia. You can have anything you want. Why can't you see that?"
"Because it's a lie. You're really just in a hibernation box, rotting away while the real world spins around you, leaving you behind. You feel it every time you have to leave Elysia and re-enter our world. You know what I'm talking about. The guilt. The shame."
Turning my wrist over, she removes the holoband lock. "We had a deal. Can I trust you to honor it?"
I try not to look at the holoband, focusing on her eyes. Making sure she sees my sincerity. "Right. I don't go into Elysia. I don't contact Hel. I help you on your mission and see it through to the end. I'll do it."
"This is your promise, Specter? I have your word?"
"Yes."
"Good. Get some sleep. We have a lot to do tomorrow."
"What happens tomorrow?"
"I tell you your part in this. Everything you need to know."
She strides away, out the door and down the hall. I listen as her footsteps fade. I'm left in the silence and darkness of the storage room, where my thoughts are the only thing to keep me company.
My twisted, manipulative, contemptible little thoughts.
I hear them like dirty whispers in my ear, spurring me on. I try to ignore them. Because I know how it ends. I've betrayed too many people, broken too many trusts. I don't want to see the crushing disappointment in Dabria's eyes when she finds out how weak and pitiful I am. How my word is nothing, just garbage I hand out to anyone gullible enough to accept it. So, I try not to think about Elysia. Or Hel, who is probably in tears right now, wondering if I hate her. Wondering if she'll ever see me again. I think about how I cut her off when she was scared and alone, needing me.
Needing me.
I glance at my holoband.
No, no, no.
Stupid. Think about something else. Anything else.
But the itch is there. The ache is there. Nagging. Insistent. Unable to ignore. I know I'll regret it. I know it's the wrong thing to do. But I do it anyway. I can't stop myself. I've tried so many times. And every time the result is the same.
Failure.
I dig into my bag and find my incognito drive. No one has to know. It's safe. Modified to be untraceable. I won't even Immerse. Won't go to Elysia. I'll just check in on Hel. Make sure she's okay, then end the connection. Only a few seconds won't hurt anyone. Won't be traced back to me.
I plug the drive into the port behind my ear and tap a sequence on my holoband. Something practically shatters inside my chest when Hel's face flashes onscreen, gazing at me with her large, beautiful dark eyes.
"Hel." My voice chokes just speaking her name. "I'm so sorry. I didn't mean to stay away so long. There's so much I have to tell you, and there's not a lot of time."
She tilts her head. "Do you know how long it takes for Cyber Corp to send drones to a particular location?"
I blink uncomprehendingly. "What?"
"Minutes, Specter. Do you think they gave up on following you? You might have escaped, but they've run countless algorithms, calculating the direction of our flight, the type of craft we flew in and its fuel capacity, and every possible location we could have gone from there. The air is canvassed with their drones, every one of them armed with cutting lasers, ion guns, and explosive warheads. Searching. Ready to deploy at a moment's notice."
"What are you talking about, Hel? I'm using the incognito drive. No one can trace me. You know how it works. I thought you'd be glad to hear from me."
"They're not tracing you, Specter. They're tracing me."
My blood turns to ice in my veins. "Cyber Corp is tracing you?"
"You're a fool, Specter. Not able to go unsupervised for even minutes. And now, you pay the price."
The building rumbles. Chalky dust falls from the ceiling. Gunshots become audible. People run, shouting confused questions. I leap to my feet, staring helplessly. I don't know the building and have no idea where to go. Shutting down the connection, I stagger to the door and glance down the dim hallway. Something is in the building. When it clicks on its bright searchlights, my heart freezes in place.
A Hunter drone.
I don't have time to think or act. A missile fires, streaking toward me. I shield my face and scream in panic.
"Pause simulation."
I slowly lower my arms, staring in confusion as Dabria walks past the immobile drone. The missile is right in front of my face, frozen in time.
I exhale a relieved breath. "This… is still Elysia? This isn't real?"
"No. You're not in Elysia. We came back, but I kept you plugged into a private drive. I had to know the truth. Test you out in an environment where you couldn't destroy everything we worked for. So no, this isn't real. The only thing real is your betrayal." She reaches behind my ear and yanks the v-drive out.
The building remains the same, but the drone and missile flicker out of existence. We're not alone. Dabria's main squad is present, staring at me with judgmental eyes. Keno is there as well, looking distraught. He shakes his head and drops his eyes as though ashamed to be associated with me.
My face burns and I tremble with the effort of not breaking down and sobbing like a baby in front of them. I haven't felt self-loathing of this magnitude since my mom died. I thought I could never feel like that again, but I was wrong.
Dabria watches me, nodding her head. "I wanted them to see. To know why no one can trust you, not even for a minute. You gave me your word, then broke it like it was nothing."
"It is nothing." I spit the words out bitterly, vision blurring with tears. "It's never been anything. I want it to be. But I can't stop. I tried — so many times. I tried to leave it alone. Leave her alone. But I can't. I don't have the strength."
"I know." She stares at me in contempt. "I've seen it. I know what they've done to you. What you've done to yourself. So, your holoband lock stays in place. You'll be escorted everywhere you go, even to the restroom. And you'll follow orders, or I'll destroy your DLP. Try to escape, and you'll be shot. Now, come on."
I scrub my eyes. "What? Where are we going?"
"Did you think we're here for nothing? I still have work for you to do."
She stalks down the hallway with me following on her heels. Two of her guards trail closely behind me. I feel their eyes on my back and know to them I'm less than nothing. They'd kill me on the spot if ordered.
Dabria stops at a door and gestures for me to enter. My heart pounds as I obey. But nothing I imagine prepares me for what's inside. A silhouetted shape shackled to a harness secured by a cable hanging from the ceiling. The broken, tortured figure held captive is more machine than man. Not a synoid. Not even an android. I gasp when I finally recognize what it is.
A Sentry.
Most of his humanity has been stripped away, leaving his cybernetic enhancements exposed. His head is mostly a metallic grinning skull, with flesh covering only the top portion of his face down to his nasal cavity. Wires protrude from his face and body, keeping his vitals intact. Even captive and subdued, he still exudes menace. I automatically take a step backward, chilled to the bone.
His eyes open when we enter, whirring and clicking as they focus. His voice rattles, varying in electronic pitch.
"What… do you want? I gave you everything you wanted to know."
Dabria places her hands on her hips. "Maybe you did, Pincer. Maybe you're holding back. We just don't know, do we?"
I jump back when the shackles jerk. Pincer struggles for a few long moments, cybernetic body straining against his bonds. Finally, he sags in defeat.
"What… do you want… this time?"
"I brought you a playmate." Dabria glances at me. "Specter this is Pincer. A Sentry created by Cyber Corp. He's been accommodating since being persuaded to cooperate. A lot of how we evade surveillance and hack advanced systems has come from him."
I swallow hard. If ever I forgot how dangerous Dabria is, she just reminded me. Just the way she says persuaded sends a shiver down my spine. I can't imagine the torment required to make a Sentry cooperative.
I try to keep my voice from shaking. "Why did you bring me here?"
"For practice."
"Practice doing what?"
A hard smile touches her lips. "You're a symbiont. I want to achieve symbiosis."
I stare in shock at the Sentry. "With him? That's impossible. It only works with synoids. I've tried to merge with a human before. Both of us nearly died."
"He's not a human, though. I think the similarities are close enough. And I'm not asking you, Specter. I'm ordering you to do this. Because if you can't, I have no use for you. And if you're not useful, I'm afraid we'll have to terminate our relationship."
I give her a wary look, knowing a threat when I hear it. "I'll… try."
"I don't need you to try, Specter. I need you to succeed. I'll be back to check on you in a while."
She walks out with her entourage in tow. Even Keno follows without a backward glance. The door shuts, leaving me alone with the Sentry. I look at him. He looks back, mechanical eyes glinting in the dim light. With most of his face missing, it's hard to read his expression.
But I still get the feeling he's just as scared as I am.

Chapter 12: 3N16MA

My hotel room pules with neon as if beckoning me to join the masses milling outside. Day or night, there is always something to do, some new entertainment to revel in. The life of a Haven resident is one of privilege with neverending opportunities. But I'm not from this world of pleasure and indulgent. My life exists outside of the bright lights, in the shadows where demons still lurk.
Kage stares from his holographic profile, eyes glowing from his chalky-white face. "Don't think that your meeting with the Collective has given you any leeway, Scyther. If anything, the pressure is even greater for you to produce results. So far, I'm not impressed."
I repress a shiver. "I'm monitoring Hel's com channel. When Specter makes contact, we'll lock on his location and track him down."
Kage's face twists into a furious mask. "And you believe Dabria foolish enough to let that happen? She has him locked out of the system, or he would have already connected with his DLP. You disappoint me, Scyther. You know I don't like to be disappointed."
A sharp, agonizing sensation flares in the back of my skull, like a laser searing into the flesh. I gasp, teeth gritted to trap the cry of pain that tries to escape. Kage could be anywhere but still can torture me whenever he chooses.
His voice is deceptively soft. "Do I need to motivate you, Scyther?"
I tremble in my chair; hands clamped on the armrests. "No, Kage. I will work harder."
"Good. I have work to do on my end. I will check on your progress soon. Don't disappoint me again."
"I won't."
The connection ends along with the explosive pain in my head. I heave a trembling sigh, wiping a hand across my face, smearing red across my fingertips. Another nosebleed. I ignore it. It's not the first or last.
Dismissing it, I down a pain pill dry and trying to focus on the problem. Dabria is an expert on evading surveillance, but according to Cyber Corp's records, she's practically become a ghost, near the top of their most elusive targets. It should be impossible. Between Cyber Corp, the HSSC, countless drones and cameras, and numerous spies all transmitting information that streams directly into the computer-enhanced brains of the Sentries, it should be impossible to stay off the radar for any extended amount of time unless you're in Hinterland or one of the other few blackout zones.
Dabria moves around too much for that.
"Holo, call Zen."
Zen's face flashes up on the screen. "Hey, Enigma. Can't sleep? Neither can I. Keep thinking about what happened."
"What do you mean?"
"You know. You fought Dabria."
"That wasn't Dabria."
"Might as well have been. You could have killed her."
"She taught me that if someone's on the other side, then that person is your enemy. In combat, you can't think about the particulars. So yeah — I would have killed her. But I didn't. Nothing to worry about."
"If you say so." She doesn't look convinced, and I see the worry in her eyes.
"Stop looking at me like that."
"Like what?"
"Like you feel sorry for me."
"Well, I do. I can't help it. This whole thing sucks."
"How does she do it?"
Confusion flashes across Zen's face. "What are you talking about?"
"Dabria. How does she avoid surveillance? I remember when she wore the tech hood…"
"Yeah, the edges were lined with sensors that cast electronic chaff, obscuring her features. A lot of people have those, especially outside the Havens. Hoods, masks, visors — anything to avoid being spied on. I have a few myself. Dabria's was cutting edge, but even then, there are other ways to ID people with their faces hidden. Posture and gait, ear shape, heartbeat signature, odor recognition…"
"It takes a blood and eyeball scan to pass from one Territory to the next."
"Exactly. Not that crossing Territories is any real challenge. But yeah — there should be no way to just vanish."
"So how is she pulling it off?"
"Easy. She's in the system."
I pause, standing up to pace the room. "You're saying she finally pulled it off."
"She was always after a way to travel unhindered. Slide behind the curtain, as she put it."
"Yeah, she also said recovering a cloaking key intact to was like finding the Holy Grail. They're designed to self-destruct at the slightest detection of tampering or removal. That's what we were after on the last mission…"
The memories flood. The Cyber Corp ambush was precise and brutal. An army of troopers led by Scythers cut us to ribbons. We fought the best we could, but we were hopelessly outnumbered. I tried to organize a retreat, but we were cut off by a heavily armed squad led by a Scyther. He targeted me while his men finished off my unit. Their screams rang in my ears as I toppled to the ground, perforated by the Scyther's inferno rounds. Fire, blood, and agony. My body literally falling to pieces. The only thing left was death…
"You okay, Enigma?" Zen's eyes glisten with sympathy. She was lucky that day, running coms from a remote location nearby. She was able to survive unscathed, and I don't think she's ever forgiven herself for that.
I blink. "Yeah. Fine. What was I saying?"
"The cloaking key. It's an access code to go dark when you need to disappear. Only available to the highest security clearance personnel. The president. Certain members of Congress. Heads of intelligence agencies like the HSSC and Cyber Corp."
"Sentries."
"What?"
"Yeah. Kane can go completely off the grid."
"Wow. Didn't know that." Zen taps on a digital keyboard that levitates in front of her. "Well, we have to assume that Dabria has a cloaking key. She's able to mask herself from surveillance."
I nod, idly chewing on a hangnail. "She always said that was the last hurdle to her ultimate goal."
"Access to the Vault. Her El Dorado. The one place with enough reach and power to destroy Elysia."
"Right. She's going to the Los Nuevos Haven. Syn City."
"Evading detection won't automatically get her inside the Haven. It's protective by the strongest forcefield in the world, backed by the most advanced security system invented. So, what's her way in?"
"Probably this guy." I pull up Kilgore's info and send it over to her.
She purses her lips, nodding approvingly. "Kinda sexy. In a mature, sugar-daddy kinda way."
I stifle a laugh. "You mean in a psychotic, mass-murdering kinda way."
"Hey, I like my men a little on the rough side." She taps on her keyboard. "All kidding aside, this guy is the most wanted man on several high-profile intelligence lists. There have been entire campaigns dedicated to his capture. Failure on all counts. This guy is either immortal or has the best luck in the world."
"Well, intelligence indicates Dabria either is or will be allied with him. So, finding out where he is will inevitably lead to her. They want to take both of them down at the same time."
"Use one fish to lure another. Makes sense." She looks up from the keyboard. "This guy makes Dabria look like a cute little puppy, Enigma. You sure you want to do this?"
"I have to do it."
She nods. "Okay. I'll run a search. Who knows? Maybe we'll catch a lucky break for a change."
"Get back with me if you find something."
* * *
Minutes later, I'm on the rooftop. Have to get fresh air in my lungs. As clean as the air gets in a climate-controlled Haven, anyway. Advertisements immediately drift my way like approaching nightmares, clamoring for attention to their personalized wares: new tactical harnesses, weapons accessories, digital upgrades, even combat armor polish. They know I'm not in the market for anything else. No surgical enhancements, no trendy new outfits, not even the latest enticing junk foods.
I block ads on my holoband, forcing them to wink out of existence or search for easier prey.
The city breathes around me. Always moving, always fluid. Bright lights, dark shadows. Sleek air vehicles hum overhead, digitally directed into coordinated sky lanes that weave between the massive, glimmering buildings. Trams glide on electromagnetic tracks, carrying commuters back and forth. Below me, crowds of people walk the streets, most accompanied by synthetic servants and counterparts. Nearly all have their eyes obscured by fashionable holovisors, tuned in to virtual worlds or entertainment and information streams, so they never miss a thing. Docilely accepting of the data they're spoon-fed, blissfully ignorant of what transpires in the Haven and beyond.
It's almost as bad as Elysia. For a minute I feel dizzy, unsure of whether or not I'm even in reality. Maybe Specter is right for burrowing into Immersion. At times I'm not sure what the difference is. When the world is synthetic, what does it even mean to be human?
A collapsible staff is in my hand. A click of a button and both sides pop out, forming the thin but sturdy weapon. It whirs in my hand as I go through my form, focusing my mind and body. Embracing the discipline. I move in ways I never could before, not even in my previous top form. I'm faster in my enhanced body. Stronger. Nearly flawless. I'm not even sure if Dabria could best me now in a sparring contest. So different than in the beginning. When I was a playful student and she a patient mentor…
* * *
I remember the sunlight. Not the artificial, waxen glow of the Havens. But real sunshine, bright and warm on my skin as I stalked the garden at the retreat where she trained us. She was hard at work, weeding with her back to me. I crouched low to the ground, creeping with a bamboo staff in hand. She never saw me coming when I sprang and whipped the staff forward, blurring as it struck.
Quivering, the vibrations rattling my hand when her rake blocked my attack.
Her head turned slightly in my direction. "Still at this game, child?"
I leaped back, automatically assuming an offensive stance. "How did you know I was coming?"
"Training." She stood, towering over me.
I attacked, awkwardly wielding my practice weapon. "I never made a sound."
She casually blocked my strikes. "You made many noises. That is the difference between the trained and untrained. In time, you will be able to move soundlessly. With much practice."
Her rake handle whipped out, catching my legs and sweeping them from under me. She was already back to weeding as I fell to the soft earth.
"Your sparring skills are equal to your stealth. Both need more practice."
I picked myself up, staring at her. She was in coveralls and a cotton t-shirt, black hair pulled back in an untidy bun. Sweat beaded on her bronzed skin. She didn't look like a soldier at all.
"You spend a lot of time in the garden."
"Yes."
"I thought warriors were supposed to spend their time fighting."
She wiped a grimy hand across her brow, glancing at me with a wry smile on her face. "One day, after you fight your battles, you will understand."
"Understand what?"
"That there is more glory in this humble garden than any battlefield, and more pride in hands stained with earth than with blood."
* * *
The staff blurs in my hands. My muscles burn where the flesh and blood bond with the synthetic. Part of me is fire, the rest cold, numbed to pain and sensitivity. I strike and defend on the rooftop with an invisible partner, recalling when I did the same with Dabria, day after day. Week after week. Month after month…
* * *
It takes years to warrant Dabria's full attention. But I worked hard, training continuously, engaging in extra sessions until I could nearly match her skills. We sparred on a rain-slicked rooftop in a city at night, glittering lights flashing around us. Our staffs whirred and clacked as we fought, neither giving quarter. Back and forth we went, far longer than I ever lasted previously. But in the end, it was her strikes that penetrated my guard once again.
Her staff stopped just short of a crushing blow to my throat. "Well fought, Enigma."
I hurled my weapon away, face flushed with anger. "I thought I finally had you this time. But you got past my guard again."
She leaned on her staff, face composed. "There's no need to get upset. This is why you train. To get better."
I glared at her. "Yeah, like you remember what it's like to lose."
"You think so? Then you'd be surprised because I definitely remember what losing is like." She stared at something unseen, eyes unfocused. "It's nothing like a sparring contest, Enigma. Losing in real life cuts. Every loss takes something from you. Pieces of yourself you can never recover, no matter what you do or how much time has passed."
I feel the hostility drain out of me. "I'm sorry, Dabria."
She shrugs. "Such is the way of war."
"How many wars have you been in?"
"Only the Red War."
"What was that like? Fighting on Mars?"
"The closest thing to hell, Enigma. Had I been wiser I would have never have enlisted. But I wanted the glory. That chance to prove myself beyond my training. What a fool I was."
"But… you're a hero. A decorated veteran."
"A fool with medals." Dabria exhaled slowly, glancing upward as if for answers. Rain fell on her face like tears. "I suppose it's in my blood. My people were fighters long before the Cataclysm."
"Your people?"
"My people hail from Kurdistan, a land torn by war and suffering. For centuries, we fought for the right to claim our homeland as our own. We fought simply to exist. For many people, the Cataclysm was the worst disaster in human history. For my people, it was a blessing."
"But… the Cataclysm nearly ended the world."
"Yes. Turmoil and opportunity often go hand-in-hand if you have the strength to endure. And while the rest of humanity scrambled for hibernation stations and Havens, my people were free to claim the lands once lost to them. We fought the madness that roamed the world in the Cataclysm's aftermath. We fought the raiders and savages that roamed the area. And when the hibernators awakened, we fought them to retain our claim. And so, Kurdistan was recognized as a sovereign nation, beholden to no one.
"I was raised on the stories of our battles, our heroes who fought and died for our independence. I trained and enlisted in the military, but by that time, service was mostly ceremonial. When the war broke out on Mars, I didn't think twice about volunteering to join the troops headed there. I had no idea that the stories of sacrifice and glory would be replaced by the red-stained horror of war on foreign soil. Killing and maiming other people, day after day, and for what? For the rights to harvest crimsonium mineral? And all the while, what was truly precious was far away from me. Here, on Earth. Where I should have never left."
I lean against the railing, breathing vapor into the rain. "Guess I never looked at it like that before."
"Fight for a worthwhile cause, Enigma. Fight for life, for home, for basic human rights. Fight to survive. Never for financial gain or to further the interests of someone you don’t know and who doesn't know you. Fight for something truly worth the sacrifice."
I grin at her. "Like winning a sparring match."
She smiles in return. "Like winning a sparring match. Speaking of which, do you know why you lost?"
"Because my concentration slipped."
"No. Because you're fighting to win."
"I thought that was the point."
Sadness touches her face. "The point of fighting is to kill your enemy, not win a match. Remember that if you want to survive."
* * *
I'm winding down my workout when my holoband pulses. Zen's face flashes on the screen. She looks more resigned than anything else, and I immediately know she found something.
"You got a hit."
"Yeah. Kilgore's hooked up with some ex-General named Hamilton. Looks like he's amassing some kind of mercenary army."
"Well, chances are that Dabria will be hooking up with him soon is she hasn't already. Track the General. I'll assemble the team, and we'll head out as soon as we can."
"You got it."
No enthusiasm in her voice and I can't blame her. We're on another collision course with Dabria again, and this time I don't think she'll have a synoid double to fool us. I know the Collective claimed that she had a plan to rescue me, but I don't see how that's possible. Doesn't matter. Our sparring days are over. All that's left are two soldiers on opposite sides of the battlefield.
Conflict is inevitable.

Chapter 13: 5P3CT3R

Dead.
Cold and dead at my feet.
Marked only by two flat markers on the ground, all that's left of my parents. Their entire lives reduced to a pair of cheap memorial signs. I read once that people used to bury their dead, leave them to rot in the ground instead of the far more efficient and sanitary burning of the bodies as the law requires. Memorial grounds are on the property of the cremation center. Sprawling gardens where the bereaved can come to mourn or revisit. The beauty of the place sharply contrasts with the feeling of grief that hangs overhead like rain clouds.
Hel flickers into existence beside me, dressed in somber black, a veil across her eyes. "Why are you here, Dean? Why torture yourself like this?"
Questioned by a phantom conjured from my own malfunctioning brain. I close my eyes, concentrating on the moment. Hel isn't real. The two memorial plaques in front of me are. This is what matters. This is real.
When I open my eyes, Hel is gone. I don't even know how to answer her, anyway. Why am I here? To wallow in the shame, maybe? To let the sharp edges of long-buried memories slice my feelings wide open?
I remember the day when I walked out of the Crematorium with my mother's ashes in hand. I hadn't made it more than ten steps before my tired legs gave out. I fell hard to the concrete, staring in horror as my mother's urn shattered in front of me. I scrambled forward, trying to scoop up the ashes, but it was useless. I could only watch as the wind scattered her remains across the memorial grounds.
I guess it was a karmic reminder, a final humiliation to remind me of how low I'd fallen.
She died while I was locked away in a Deep Sleep vault, blissfully enjoying a long stint in Elysia, making love to Hel, enjoying the riches of my alternate existence. I had seen Mom four months earlier, when she hid her chronic illness from me. We exchanged heated words once again and I walked out, unaware that it was the last time I'd ever see her.
Had my mind been sharp, if I weren't in a mental fog from Immersion withdrawal, I would have noticed. I would have seen that she was sick. But I let those signs fly over my head. In the end, I hated seeing her. I hated the guilt that stabbed me every time I looked into her eyes. I hated her pestering, her nagging, her questioning when I would grow up, when I would take responsibility, when I would finally act like an adult. She had finally kicked me out the house after the third or fourth theft, but that didn't stop her from trying to be my anchor, a conscience that pricked me whenever I resurfaced from trips to Elysia.
And because of my inherent selfishness, I missed the fact that she was dying.
I remember her face the last time I saw her. Haggard and lined from what I thought was fatigue. Proud eyes glistening, mouth thin and hard from holding in what had to be unbearable pain. I don't know what she saw when she looked at me. Hopelessness, I'm sure. I was her only child, the embodiment of her future, and I was lost to her. Claimed by something more potent than blood, something that even her love couldn’t compete with. She couldn't even tell me she had only weeks left.
To the very end, she tried to protect me.
I learned the truth when my Immersion was interrupted ahead of schedule. Furious, I raced to the Reentry office, demanding to know why they awakened me from hibernation. Flo was on duty, and she had to tell me the horrible truth. And despite her overall disdain of me, she was the one that held me when I broke down sobbing uncontrollably.
It should have been a wakeup call. The moment of clarity that freed me from my addictive lifestyle. Had it been a scene in a motivational movie, I would have sworn a solemn vow on my mother's memorial to change my ways and from that day forward live a meaningful and rewarding life. But life isn't a motivational movie. Instead, I stood at her memorial service with a massive Immersion hangover, fuming at the few people who showed up to observe her passing. Not one of her friends from the Haven bothered to attend. It was just a handful of people who befriended her in her exile, a sprinkle of caring souls who offered murmured condolences. Some spoke of things my mom did and said that I didn't know anything about. It cut me to realize that in the end, those strangers know her better than I did.
At least she had someone. Friends that were there for her in her times of distress. I had no one. No friends, no remaining family. No one that cared whether I stayed or went, whether I lived or died. And so instead of taking a vow to change my life, I did the only thing I knew how to do.
I took the remaining funds from mom's account, cashed in the rest of her insurance policy, and went back to the Deep Sleep facility. Back to Elysia, where Hel waited with comforting arms to assuage my grief. Where I could forget my self-hatred and pretend that nothing could touch me. I knew it was all fake. Something as shallow and empty as my soul. But it filled a void that I couldn't face on my own. And I was so dependent on the feeling that I couldn't live without it.
I knew that if I left Elysia for good, I would kill myself.
"Your parents."
I turn slightly. Dabria stands a step away, wrapped in a long black overcoat, strands of hair blowing across her face.
"How long have you been standing there?"
"I just got here. Didn't want to disturb you. How does it feel to come back home?"
I take a look around at the botanical surroundings. "This isn't my home."
"No. It's your future. How soon will it be until a third marker is placed here, Dean Grey?"
"You're the one with a gun to my head. You tell me."
"You'll kill yourself before I will."
My head jerks up, startled by the echo of my earlier thoughts. "Is there something you need?"
"I need you to come with me. There's someone I want you to meet."
"Who?"
She gives me a considering look. "The most dangerous man alive."
* * *
"This is your secret weapon?"
Kilgore stares at me and breaks into raspy laughter. "Dabria, I thought better of you."
He's a dark-skinned, white-haired, six-foot six-inch man-god. Tactical aviator shades shield his eyes, and a vest of combat armor is all that covers his upper body. I can't help staring at his arms. It seems impossible to have that much muscle and still maintain a sleek physique.
He thrusts a finger at me, a miniscule gesture that somehow seems loaded with potential violence. "Look at him. He's a junkie. Hooked on Immersion so badly that he can barely function. This is a waste of my time. He'll betray us the first chance he gets. He'd gladly sell his own mother for five more minutes in Elysia."
I wince, seeing my mom's memorial plaque in my mind once more.
Kilgore's lips pull back in a mirthless grin. "See?" He knows what he is. Save yourself the trouble and put a bullet in his head. I'll gladly do it for you. And make the body disappear so no one will ever find it."
A nervous laugh bursts from my mouth before I can stop it. It isn't until Kilgore fixes his cold stare upon me that I realize he's not joking. A wave of heat crashes down, and it's all I can do to keep my legs from giving out.
We're in the command center of General Hamilton, a decorated war hero who is out on other business at the moment. The Red Legion has commandeered an entire warehouse district. They are a militia composed of veterans from the Red War along with an assortment of mercenary squadrons. I don't know anything about military factions, but even in my ignorance, I can tell the makeshift headquarters is thick with tension. The veterans don't like the mercenaries. The mercenaries don't like the veterans or even other bands of mercenaries. Scowls and suspicious looks are everywhere.
Kilgore either doesn't notice or doesn't care.
My bet is on the latter. Even if Dabria hadn't described him as the most dangerous man alive, I would have still sensed the raw menace that radiates from his every movement. He is both tense and relaxed; every step light and catlike, every muscle coiled like steel springs ready to release unrelenting carnage.
Dabria is far more relaxed than I am, meeting his murderous suggestion with a cool glance. Finally out of her sleek black combat armor, she wears the crimson uniform of the Blood Legion veterans. "I have him in line, Kilgore. He's my responsibility, not your concern."
He folds his muscular arms, sneering at me. "Anything that can jeopardize the mission is my concern. I'm taking a huge risk taking an unproven potential asset in at the last phase of the operation."
"An operation that requires and ace in hand to ensure its success. You gave me the task of securing the ace, and that's what I did. Are you having second thoughts in the most crucial moment?"
His mouth stretched into a snarling grin. "Never. Especially not when change is about to come crashing down on us. Have you seen the footage from Neo York?"
He gestures to a feed display on the central console, where a massive crowd is gathered outside the Rescue Combat Enforcement building, most wearing masks and wielding bladed and bludgeoning weapons. A curtail of RCE officers and riot squad mechs stand in formation around the building.
The camera focuses on three prisoners kneeling on the steps of the building. A tall, handsome man with elvish features stands in front of them, flanked by imposing android guards.
Kilgore nods. "The Justiciar for Haven Core."
A Justiciar. I've never seen one before. They are members of the Denizens, the royalty of Haven Core, which houses the Ministry of Law and Justice as well as the Ministry of Security and Defense. Justiciars are the final word on judgment, members of the Supreme Court of the Havens.
When the Justiciar finishes speaking, the androids stomp over to the weeping prisoners and places their large hands on the prisoner's heads. Then with a brutal yank, they tear the heads off, still attached to most of the backbones. The casualness of the brutality makes my stomach churn, but I can't take my eyes off the screen when the crowd erupts in raucous cheering and celebratory shouts.
Kilgore pauses the feed when the androids lift the grisly trophies high for the people to see. "Do you realize what we just witnessed?"
I don't, so I look at Dabria, who still stares wonderingly at the screen. Her lips part as if she sees something rapturous.
"That was judgment ruled against fellow Denizens, in full view of Haven outsiders."
"That's right. And that's not even the best part. Turns out the whole fiasco was the result of an outsider. A man who calls himself Vigil caught the three Denizens in an underground child sex cult of all things."
"Disgusting."
"Yeah. Vigil busted the cult and left the Denizens literally hanging for everyone to see. Nothing the Haven could do about it but pronounce judgment."
"You know they can't be happy about that."
"Doesn't matter. What matters is that it's spreading. Vigil's actions started an underground movement. In cities across the Territories, people are stepping up to stop injustice and protect their communities. They're calling themselves the Vigilant."
Dabria stares at him. "Just like you said. The revolution is beginning. Do we reach out to Vigil?"
"He'll reach out to us when the time is right. For now, we have our work to do." Kilgore gives me a look of searing contempt. "Make sure to keep him on a tight leash. I can't guarantee his safety if he strays, ace or not."
Brushing past me, he exits the command center striding through the crowds of soldiers, who part to let him pass as if by unspoken compulsion. I glance at Dabria, who still stares at the scene onscreen.
"What in the world is that all about?"
She shakes her head. "Confirmation."
"Of what?"
"Of Kilgore knowing what he's talking about. He told me this would happen."
"What do you mean? He predicted some guy named Vigil would bust some Denizens and get their heads torn off? What does that even mean, anyway?"
She gives me an impatient look. "Nothing you have to worry about. How are your sessions with the Sentry going?"
Just thinking about it sends a razor blade of pain slicing into my brain. I raise a hand to my throbbing temples. "Painful."
"Nothing is accomplished without some level of discomfort. Follow me."
She stalks out into the warehouse, where it looks like the soldiers are preparing for a small war. Squad leaders shout orders, vehicles pull up and depart from the loading dock, dropping off supplies and more soldiers. Guns and ammo are unloaded and distributed; combat gear is parceled out. It's a hive of continuous movement and racket. Dabria passes through the crowds of soldiers with the same ease as Kilgore; the men automatically steering out of the way as they go about their business.
I don't get the same courtesy, forced to weave between bodies and avoid collisions. I mutter apologies, but it still doesn’t stop any of the men from trying to murder me with their glares. All the while, Dabria talks as if we're alone in a comfortable private room.
"I know you're a little lost right now, Specter. A single cog can't see the magnificence of the complete machine. But you should know that we're in a struggle. You, me, everyone that you know and see. Whether you realize it or not, you are involved. You play a part as much as I do. The only difference is whether or not you choose to take a side."
I try my best to listen as I bounce off shuffling bodies. "Take a side? I don't know what—"
"You see the world as it is orchestrated for you to see. Most of the time, it isn't even real. You've been tethered to digital existence since childhood, your mind so dependent on Immersion that your brain has adapted, chemically altering itself to compensate for the invasiveness of constant bombardment by virtual reality. And therein lies the dilemma. Corporations have become literal leeches, feeding directly from human bodies and minds for profit, purposely creating addictions that in turn lead to increased theft, robbery, and murder from addicts willing to do anything to return to Elysia."
I push and slide past muscular military grunts, trying to hear over the noise. Dabria casually strolls forward, unhampered.
"And the waves of crime are just a mild byproduct of Immersion addiction. The effects on human relationships are catastrophic. Entire generations have been raised to prefer digital existence to reality, on forming bonds with DLPs instead of real people. Romantic interests have fallen to a dismally low rate, with so many seeking sexual satisfaction in virtual form and subtracting the relationship aspect entirely. The very bonds of human interaction are quickly deteriorating, and Immersion is responsible for a large percent of the blame."
We finally get to an exit door. I follow her outside, shielding my eyes from bright, glaring sunlight while trying to keep up with Dabria's long strides. We cross cracked and broken asphalt and buildings with faded siding and blistered paint. The sky is an unfamiliar blue, lacking the manipulated color hues so prominent in Elysia. I'm struck by how pure the color is, and for a moment I stare upward like a dumbstruck fool.
As Dabria heads for a smaller depot, she continues her lecture. "Do you know what the fabric of humanity is, Specter?"
I shrug uncomfortably. "Love… I guess."
"That answer would be true if you had any idea of what love is."
"I do know what love is."
"I don't think you do, Specter. You might have once, but they took that away from you the same way they took your sense of self. You were just at your mother's grave, but where were you when she died? In the years and months when she needed you?"
I remain silent, all too aware of where I was.
"You isolated yourself from the person who loved you the most. You stole from her. Lied to her. And why? Because you thought you were in love with a virtual reality woman. A DLP created for the sole purpose of forming a relationship that would keep you tied to Elysia. Your supposed love for this false construct kept you from experiencing or reciprocating real love. Family love. Human love. Your world is completely synthetic. So how would you know what it's like to be human?"
I stop in my tracks, face flushed with fierce heat. Dabria pauses, turning around to look at me. My hand clench into quivering fists.
"You think you're my judge, is that it? You get to put me down, act like you're so much better than me. Like you've never made mistakes. Like you never did anything you're ashamed of."
She gives me a pitying look. "Shame? I know it like a reflection of my own face. The mistakes I've made have left me scarred for life. But the difference between us is that I don't wallow in my shame. I don't surrender to the weight of my mistakes. At some point, you have to move forward, Specter. At some point, you have to grow."
"You don't understand." I hesitate, trying to keep my voice from choking up. "I know I'm messed up, okay? I want to change. I want to know what it's like to be normal. To be clean. But I don't have any family. I don't have any friends outside of Elysia. All I have is Hel. All I know is what's in Elysia. And yeah, in the back of my mind I know it's not real. I know Hel is just something a team of programmers designed to match my personality. But it doesn't matter. If I don't have her, then what do I have? I'll be completely alone. With nowhere to go. With no one that cares."
Dabria approaches and places a hand on my shoulder. "You can start here, Dean. With me. With what we're doing here. You can find family. You can find friends. You can have something real."
I look her in the eyes. "Only if I do what you want, right? Only if I let you use me."
A small smile touches her lips. "We all use each other, Dean. We loan of ourselves to help out others. It's called a relationship. That's what the fabric of humanity is. The threads we tie to one another — the things we do to form bonds that strengthen over time. Take away the tech, take away the money, take away the trivial things we own and what do we have left? Each other. And that can never be taken away from us. Do you understand?"
I nod, too emotional to speak.
"Then come. There's something I want to show you."
We enter the depot, which turns out to be surprisingly state-of-the-art inside. Built like a mini-lab, it's equipped with sophisticated equipment and gadgetry. Dabria stops by a human-sized vertical pod that looks similar to a Deep Sleep resident capsule. She places her palm on the access reader and holds her face still while her eyes are scanned. Upon verification, the capsule door slides open with a hissing sound, expelling clouds of vapor into the air.
She motions me to look inside. I gasp in recognition. A man lies in the cushioned interior as if asleep. He's tall and handsome with dark hair and a close-cropped beard.
"That's Jude Maximillian. Head of Maximillian Industries. How in the world did you manage to abduct the richest man in the world?"
"Don't be silly, Dean."
I looked up in surprise. "This is a synoid?"
"Not any synoid. A carbon copy designed by Maximillian himself. So perfect that he used it in place of himself when he didn't want to handle certain activities in person."
"I've heard of that. But there's no way you should have been able to get your hands on this. Gotta be a catch."
"The catch is that this is an older model."
"How old? This thing looks perfect."
"Over one hundred versions old. Maximillian is a perfectionist. Always tinkering. Always upgrading. Striving for absolute perfection, striving for godhood. He has an entire warehouse full of discarded carbon copies. Decommissioned, but still useful in the right hands. All it took was an inside man to smuggle one out. It took years of time and effort, but we were finally successful."
I tore my eyes away from the magnificent model to stare at Dabria. "You want me to link to this synoid. Use it to access Syn City. This was your plan from the start."
"You're the only one who can do this, Dean. This isn't a coincidence. Every moment of your life has led to this moment. The question that remains is: will you take the leap of faith and believe in yourself now that your time has arrived?"
Before I can open my mouth, her holoband buzzes. Kilgore's face appears on the screen.
"The trap is set. They're in route now."
The transmission ends. Dabria looks up at me. "It's time. You know the plan is."
My heart nearly explodes. "But… I need more time. I'm not ready for this."
She taps the badge on her uniform and her uniform ripples, nanomachines altering the material and reforming into her familiar sleek beetle-black armor. Panels slide from her neck guard and click into place, forming her helmet and visor.
"You have to be ready, Specter. Because we're at war and we're out of time."

Chapter 14: 3N16MA

The landscape blurs past the window, imperceptible as my future. We're flying at speeds of over eight-hundred miles per hour toward a confrontation I want no part of but can't avoid. The jet chopper rumbles from mild turbulence, like thunder before a massive storm.
Zen crouches in Brutus' broad shadow, surrounded by a squad of soldiers that look like giants even when crouching to listen to her. She doesn't let her tiny size stop her from ordering them around.
"Okay, listen up. An hour ago, we caught a transmission from target D—" She pulls up a photo of Dabria and leaves it suspended in the air. " — to target K." Another photo, this time of Kilgore.
"They've arranged a meeting at this location, just outside of the Los Nuevos Haven." She flips a positioning map beside the photos. "It's an abandoned amusement park. From what we've deciphered, Dabria's rolling with two squads. Best guess is up to twenty-five hostiles. All highly-trained combat professionals. Do not underestimate them."
Agent Rogers looks at her with strained eyes. "Kilgore has single-handedly taken out every squad sent at him. And not just grunts like us. I'm talking Elite kill squads. Super soldiers. If they weren't a match for this guy, what are we supposed to do?"
Uneasy mutters break out from the gathered squad. They might be hardened soldiers, but every one of them knows the legends about Kilgore. He's a boogeyman, something spoken about in whispers and drunken conversations. Not a living person you've just been ordered to hunt down.
Zen doesn't let the question faze her. "We have two accompanying air units and five on the ground awaiting our arrival. We'll have superior numbers and firepower plus air support. Your orders are to locate and capture Dabria and Specter. All other targets are expendable. So don't worry about Kilgore. That's what they're here for."
Their heads swivel the direction of her pointed finger, over where I sit next to Kage. Brutus growls deep in his throat, beady eyes glinting suspiciously at the bioroid.
Kage is geared up in form-fitting black armor that gives him the appearance of a metallic spider, complete with a skull-shaped helmet to further intimidate. He sits motionless, eyes flickering inside of the mask as countless scenarios play out within milliseconds inside of his computer-enhanced mind. He's running the operation in person, a rarity that only underscores the import of the mission.
He turns head, voice harsh through the helmet. "You know that we're running into a trap."
I swallow hard, nodding.
"This is what the Collective told us about. It's too easy. This is how they lull us in. Make us overconfident. The question now is how they plan to take us out."
He waves a hand across the air, projecting a holographic map from the cy-gear in his palm. "Initial scans reveal only one person in the park. Based on body measurements, it's Kilgore."
I lean forward, looking at the infrared image of a solitary figure sitting cross-legged in one of the abandoned buildings as if in meditation. No other heat signatures are visible. The park looks skeletal, just the bare bones of roller coasters, old booths, an ancient Ferris wheel, and a giant statue of a pre-Cataclysm mech soldier unit.
Kage points to an approaching blinking dot. "That's Dabria's team. They departed from General Hamilton's military compound twenty-seven miles from here and are two minutes from the rendezvous. Two armored transports, two groups of ten."
"That's only eleven hostiles. How many troops at our disposal?"
"One hundred thirty-two, excluding you and me."
"Should be easy then." I wish I felt as confident as I sound.
Kage appears to share my doubt, tilting his head as if accessing information. "It won't be. Dabria would never be caught off-guard this easily. And Kilgore? He's been a ghost for years. If we're here, it's because they want us to be."
"Then we should abort. No point playing right into their hands."
"No. We proceed as planned. They're not the only ones who can lay traps."
I shiver at his words, know that he doesn't plan on letting them break me loose. Kage is playing his own game, and won't give me up just because of the Collective's predictions. He wants my pain all to himself, something to break down and forge into his own image.
"We're approaching the rendezvous. Eagle Two, I'm taking us up out of their detection range."
His eyes flash, and the chopper jet's nose tilts upward, taking us higher. Glancing out the window, I spot Eagle Two following formation. Onboard is another sixteen-man squad like the one we have with us. Both ships hit their retrorockets, slowing down to hover over the attack zone. The wall screen activates, giving us a magnified bird's-eye view of the action below.
Dabria's two transports arrive in the park, driving directly to the supply building that Kilgore waits in. The garage doors open, allowing them to drive inside.
"Give me eyes in the building," Kage hisses.
The screen obeys his command, displaying video feed from insect drones that have already infiltrated the building. With hundreds of cameras in every part of the structure, we're able to get a three-dimensional, interactive display of the activity inside.
Facial recognition immediately identifies the pertinent targets: Kilgore, standing on a rampart above the transports. Dabria in her battle armor, walking beside Specter, who looks completely out of place despite his new outfit consisting of an asymmetric military jacket and matching cargo pants. The rest of Dabria's crew leap out of the transports, securing defensive positions throughout the building.
Dabria looks up at Kilgore. "What's so important, Kilgore? We're not ready to make our move yet."
He raises a finger, scanning the area. "We've been compromised. Everyone watch yourselves."
"What are you talking about?"
"This place is bugged." A device flashes in his hand. "Get ready to move." His thumb clicks a button, and the feed dissipates, the screen going black.
"Damn it." Kage waves a hand as if conjuring magic. The screen flashes back on, displaying a close-up shot of the building. Thermal and X-ray imaging from drones outside gives us an indication of movement from inside.
Kage places a hand to his helmet. "Take the building."
The five transports move in, one through the main entrance and the others through the four corners of the park. They meet no resistance as they close in on the targeted building. Cyber Corp soldiers spill out of the transports like scurrying ants and form attack formations: androids in front, troopers behind, and five Scythers in command. They breach through doors and windows, entering the building at various entry points. We wait to hear the sounds of the imminent firefight.
Instead, the entire park explodes.
The image on the screen is a massive fireball, painting the screen angry shades of red and orange. We stare in stunned shock at the destruction of our ground forces. Kage is the only one who appears undisturbed, already activating failsafe measures and backup plans. An army of saucer-shaped drones drifts from the sky, descending into the billowing smoke and ash in search of the enemy. His eyes flicker as he receives instant transmissions, his enhanced brain processing information in the time it takes me to blink.
I peer at the screen, searching for signs of movement. "No way they set that off while still in the building."
"Agreed. Suicide isn't Dabria's forte. They must have a secured underground bunker." His eyes flash. "Eagle Two, you've got movement on your flank."
"My sensors aren't picking up anything, Eagle One."
"I'm registering a disturbance in the airflow. The ship is cloaked. Get out of there."
"I don't see anything. Where is it?"
"Get out of there, Eagle Two."
Dabria's airship materializes on the side of Eagle Two, surface rippling as the cloak vanishes. The ship opens fire at point-blank range, shredding Eagle Two's armor with ease. Kage is already taking evasive measures, spinning the jet chopper around as Eagle Two spins in jerky circles, falling to the destruction below. The screams of the men inside crackle over the receiver.
Our ship veers, throwing us around as it tries to outflank the enemy fighter. The sound of firing guns is deafening, the thrum reverberating through the hull. I catch Zen's gaze across the aisle. Her eyes are wide, lips compressed, hands clutching Brutus' protective arm. She shouldn't even be here. I suppress a stab of fury, but I can't concentrate on that now. Especially when the situation becomes even more dangerous.
A sliver of light flashes in our ship's interior, crackling like a strike of lightning. When my vision clears, I can only blink in disbelief. Kilgore is inside of our chopper, kneeling with one fist planted against the floor. His head snaps up, looking at me. A predator's grin stretches across his face.
"What the hell?" Agent Rogers screams.
Kane unlatches his harness. "I'm putting the ship on autopilot. Everyone evacuate and regroup on the ground." He moves while speaking, launching himself at Kilgore. The two men brawl in a dizzying display of blurred limbs before Kilgore pivots, spinning around Kane and delivering a reverse kick that sends him sprawling.
Agent Rogers and his squad unstrap themselves and draw their weapons, but compared to Kilgore's speed they may as well be moving underwater. Kilgore whips his arm in their direction. One second his hand is empty, the next he's clutching an ion blaster as if he summoned it from thin air.
I tackle him as he opens fire, slamming him into the floor. Driving my elbow into his back, I look at Brutus. "Everyone clear out. Brutus, get Zen out of her now!"
He immediately wraps one massive arm around Zen and slaps the OPEN hatch with the other paw, freefalling out the door in a rush of roaring wind with Zen's scream dwindling as they fall. The rest of the squad follows suit as a glancing barrage of enemy fire rocks the ship. I grit my teeth as Kilgore pushes himself up as if my weight is nothing, even when I rain down punches on his head that would turn a normal man's brains into mush.
He responds with a swinging elbow to my temple that makes my vision go double. I roll on the floor, wincing as he leaps to his feet and grapples with Kane, who has regained his equilibrium. Two extra arms unfold from Kane's sides, one wielding a laser-edged dagger, the other an ion blaster. Somehow Kilgore manages to counter every stab and shot, moving with a speed that should be impossible for a human body.
I shake the dizziness off and leap at Kilgore as he rips one of Kane's extra arms off, metal crunching in his fist. I plant the muzzle of my blaster against the back of his head, stopping him in mid-motion. A dark laugh curdles from his throat.
"Ah, yes. The prodigal child. You're fighting on the wrong side, you know."
My hand tightens on the pistol grip. "I know you're fast, but I promise you're not fast enough to dodge this."
His hand slowly relaxes around Kane's throat. "I don't doubt it. There's one thing you're not taking into account, though."
"What's that?"
"Autopilot isn't good enough to outfight Dabria's ship."
The side of the chopper explodes from a direct hit, throwing us off our feet in a searing blast of flame and shredded metal. Blinding light crackles around Kilgore, and while still in midair, he vanishes like an apparition. I slam against the opposite wall as the chopper whirls wildly out of control. Kage lands beside me, head jerking back and forth as he remotely tries to keep the chopper from nosediving. The air sucks through the gaping wound in the hulls, howling as if in agony. The smoke nearly smothers me, but I'm able to filter it through my artificial lungs fast enough to keep from blacking out.
Kage turns his head, helmet a ghastly skull with flashing eyes. "I can't keep her in the air. Abandon ship."
"What about you?"
He glances down at the charred stumps of the legs that were torn apart by the detonation. Torn cables and wires spark and leak fluid in place of muscle and ligaments. "I won't make it. I know that makes you happy, Scyther."
Gritting my teeth, I seize him by the armpits and drag him to the open hatch. "We both know that's not how this ends, Kage."
Wrapping my arms around his metal-encased chest, I leap out into the howling winds and blackened sky. The chopper continues its dying descent as we fall away into smoke thick as ocean waters. Radar flashes across my vision, illuminating objects obscured to the naked eye. We're closer to the ground than I thought and falling fast. My boots automatically fire retro-thruster blasts, slowing our fall from instantly fatal to highly probable.
A metal skeleton appears in the gloom, rusty and ancient. We collide with the framework of the giant Ferris wheel with metallic ping, separated by the blow and flying different directions. I lose sight of Kage, trying desperately to right myself as I whirl through the air, but I hit the ground before I can even register the impact. Something tears in my shoulder as I bounce across the charred concrete, through burning rubble before rolling to a standstill in front of a burning building. Everything hurts; a throbbing bubble of agony impels me to curl into a shuddering ball and clamp my teeth to keep from screaming.
Flames blaze, eating the remains of the building as if enraged, searing hot even though I'm ten yards away. I scrub a hand across my face, smearing soot on my skin. A string of blood dribbles from my lips as I painfully push myself to my feet. The audio enhancers in my ear pick up the sound of approaching footsteps. I adopt a fighting stance the best I can, off-balance and barely functional.
A black-armored figure glides through the smoke, silent and ominous.
"Dabria," I gasp. "You're alive. I thought the explosion might have—"
"Killed me?" Dabria tilts her head, helmet masking her expression. "You should have known better. I taught you how to survive, after all."
"You did. I learned the ultimate lesson after you abandoned us for your own survival."
"If I didn't choose to survive, then I would have died or been enslaved. I wouldn't have been able to plan for this day. The day when I could break you free of the chains that bind you."
I spit a mouthful of blood on the ground, where it sizzles like the anger I feel. "You want me to believe you did all of this to rescue me? You're right: I do know you better than to believe that."
She steps closer, moving with caution. "You would have killed me earlier when you fought my carbon copy. Do you plan on repeating that action?"
My hand drifts to the grip of my inferno blaster, which I thankfully didn't lose in the fall. "I don't have a choice. We're enemies now. You taught me that I'm to show no mercy to the enemy."
"You're bioroid master can't hurt you anymore, Enigma. Let me help you."
She freezes when I pull the blaster and aim it with trembling hands. "You don’t understand. He's not human. He won't just die like he's supposed to."
Dabria motions with her hand. "Not even bioroids are immortal."
A massive figure trudges through the thick smoke — shaggy-haired, bestial. Brutus looks so fierce that I barely recognize him. He drags Kage along the ground with one massive paw. Kage is broken; armor battered, legs useless. His head lolls to one side as if he's barely conscious.
I'm not fooled.
Zen stands in Brutus' shadow, armored in her protective exoskeleton. She taps on the cy-gear gauntlet covering her forearm. "Drones are everywhere, folks. I have them chasing their tails for now, but it's only a matter of time before Cyber Corp cracks my virus and gets them back on track. We have a couple of minutes tops before we have to vanish."
I stare at Zen. "You were in on this all along?"
She smirks. "You thought I was leaving you hanging this whole time? I got skills, babe. I was transmitting back and forth with Dabria using Brutus' system. Cyber Corp must have thought he was just a regular companion model. Never thought to take a close look at all the goodies I installed in his system."
Brutus hurls Kage hard to the broken earth. "Brutus is more than meets the eye."
I stare at Kage. He scrabbles on the ground like a wounded insect, dragging himself on his three remaining arms, ruined legs dragging uselessly. Ripping his helmet off, he directs a venomous gaze at Dabria. Blood streams down his pale face, but a fixed grin creases his cheeks.
"At last. I've been waiting to meet you for a long time, Death Angel."
She steps forward to stand over him. "You've been looking for me for how long? Two years? Three? All that time and effort and yet you've never even laid eyes on me in person until now. Until the end."
He sneers. "The end of what? The Scyther and I are linked, tied together with bonds stronger than love or hate. In life and death, I am her master. If you kill me, she dies. So try if you dare. You'll find out that there is no escape from Cyber Corp."
She drops to one knee, studying him. "I never said anything about killing you."
A voice buzzes in my ear. "White Rabbit."
I gasp, looking around. Nothing is visible except smoke, flames, rubble, and falling ash. "Nox? Are you here too?"
"Remember that v-drive I gave you?"
My fingers drop to the pouch on my waist. "I have it."
"Plug it in now."
I don't bother to argue, pulling the drive out and plugging it into the port behind my ear. "What's going on, Nox?"
"Time to break the shackles. I have to warn you; there will be pain."
"What pain?"
My vision splits when a white-hot dagger slams into the back of my skull. I gasp, falling to my knees and clutching my head as fire blazes across my brain.
Nox's voice is barely audible over the roaring rush of agony. "Hold on, Enigma. This shouldn't take long."
What shouldn't? I want to ask, but I'm too busy trying to hold back from screaming. I hear it anyway, a wail of sheer torture. It takes me a few seconds to realize I'm not the one howling.
It's Kane. He's flat on the ground, writhing in anguish, electric eyes blazing, mouth agape in an unremitting cry of torment. Blood leaks from his eyelids, trickles down his nose. His fingers claw into the ground, leaving furrows across the asphalt as if it was soft earth.
Through blurry vision, I see Specter tottering forward, one hand on his head as if he's also in pain. A stream of blood pours from his nostrils, dripping down his lips. And then I understand. Somehow, he's using his abilities on Kage. Core-jacking Kage's cybernetic neural system, so similar to a synoid. Opening a hole in Kage's defenses so the v-drive can sever the link between Kage and myself. We're caught in a triumvirate of mental connections, a battle of wills between captor, captive, and rescuer. Kage fights with everything he has to resist the takeover. The resulting backlash threatens to tear all of our minds apart.
Gritting my teeth, I focus beyond the pain, beyond the red haze of fire that blazes in my head. I concentrate on pulling away from Kage. In my mind, I see a web of razor wire attached to us, stretched so thin it's practically transparent. Glistening in the dull light, so sharp and dangerous. I just have to cut through it. Sever it and free myself.
Tears stream down Zen's face as she yells at Dabria to stop Specter. Brutus holds Zen back, placidly ignoring her attempts to fight against his hairy arm. His dull eyes fix on me, and I can almost hear his guttural words.
Fight, Enigma. Crush your enemy.
Specter roars, eyes wide, staring somewhere beyond the physical world. I join in, a feral scream ripping from my throat as I pull away from Kage. The world flashes electric-white, an electric storm flickering along with my consciousness, and I feel it. One last sharp stab and then… nothing. It's only when my breath raises a cloud of dust that I realize I've fallen, lying prone on the broken concrete.
Zen rushes forward, dropping down to try to help me up. I wave her back, slowly pushing myself up to a sitting position. My head feels like it's been used as a battering ram, but I don't even concentrate on the pain. I can feel it. The sensation that's been in my head every day since Cyber Corp captured me, the needling feeling like a nest of wasps burrowed in my skull is gone. I glance over at Specter, who leans against a column of a shattered building as if his bones have melted. He gives me a weary nod of confirmation.
"It's done."
Kane lies on his back, his pale face nearly obscured by a mask of blood. Eyes staring sightlessly, body convulsing. His lips tremble, teeth clacking together as if trying to speak. I have to step closer to hear.
"H… how does it… feel, Enigma?"
"How does what feel?"
"F-f-f… freedom." His chest heaves, and soft laughter ripples from his mouth. I can't tell if it's mocking or relieved.
"Crush you," Brutus growls, dropping down on all fours. His massive paw slams into Kane's head, crushing it like an aluminum can. One of his eyes explodes from the socket as his body flies several yards before landing in a flaming pile of debris. I watch as the lights in his ruined head wink out, followed by his remaining eye. His skin blisters and peels as it catches on fire. Somehow, he still seems to stare at me, teeth clenched in a sardonic grin. I can't help but think that it's not over. Kane always has the upper hand. Can I believe that he's actually finished for good?
"We have to go," Dabria says.
She helps me to my feet, throwing my arm over her shoulder. Supporting me. I glance at her, face unreadable behind the heavy black helmet. But see the slightest hint of a smile on her lips.
I feel the tears slide down my cheek. "You did this for me. I… gave up on hope. I thought you abandoned us."
Her hand clutches mine, squeezing hard. "You should have known better, Enigma. I taught you how to fight. How to survive. Let this teach you one last thing. You are my family. As long as you and I draw breath, I'll never leave you behind."
Soldiers join us as we make our way through the rubble. Dabria's squad, moving efficiently in a protective formation around us. I wonder what happened to Agent Rogers and his team. I hope they made it, that they were able to get away. Somehow, I don't think they did. They weren't the type to leave a fight. They were soldiers. Warriors. But for a brief time, we fought side-by-side as teammates. I don't want to have to kill them now that we're on opposite sides.
As we turn around a corner, the dilemma is taken out of my hands. Agent Roger's dead body greets me; eyes still open as if shocked by his last moments. The rest of his squad lie scattered around him; limbs broken, bodies desecrated by stab and bullet wounds.
Kilgore sits nearby, waiting for us. He doesn't even look as if he's broken a sweat after taking out the entire unit. Catching my eye, he grins like a wolf.
"Told you that you were fighting on the wrong side, girl."
I can't take my eyes away from Agent Roger's corpse. "You didn't have to kill them. You could have let them go."
He shrugs indifferently. "No point leaving enemy agents behind. Consider this the price of your freedom." Ignoring me, he looks at Dabria. "You got what you wanted. I'll expect you to give me what I want in return."
"You'll get it," she says.
He nods. "I'm done here, then. You better get to your ship. Reinforcements are minutes away. We'll regroup when the dust settles. I'll send word." Dropping to one knee, he plants a fist against the ground. In a flash of crackling light, he vanishes, leaving only floating sparks to mark his passage.
Specter looks as shocked as I feel, staring in shock at where Kilgore disappeared. "What… what just happened?"
Dabria gives him a meaningful look. "He's an atavist."
"Like us? He has… abilities?"
"Yes. Only he's far more powerful than you or I."
I look at her. "What does he mean by that? What does he want from you?"
Her jaw tightens. "We'll talk about it later. After we get you to safety and remove that device from your skull. Come on."
I take a last look at Agent Rogers. For the first time, I wonder if he had a family. A wife, maybe even children waiting for him at home. Hours away from finding out he'll never come home again. All because he received an impossible assignment.
Consider this the price of your freedom.
I allow Dabria to lead me away from the scene of carnage, pushing the thoughts out of my mind. Because I have no time for regrets or mourning. I have no time for celebration. Because I know that the Collective predicted this moment. They knew this would happen. No matter what I do from this point, I know any success will only lead to bitterness. Because even with Kage dead, they'll be watching. And if I don't betray the people I love, they will strike. I know the actual price of my freedom, and it's far more precious than Agent Rogers and his crew.
I look back at Zen. She hangs on to Brutus' hairy arm; face etched with grief as she passes by the dead bodies. Her eyes meet mine, reflecting the conflict I feel inside. I don't know how much more she can take, but I know I have to protect her. Because this is just the beginning, and if I fail, she dies. I have to make sure that doesn't happen.
No matter what the cost.

Chapter 15: 5P3CT3R

Tonight, I dine with the enemy.
It's been two weeks since the battle with Cyber Corp. Two weeks of running and hiding, dodging heavy surveillance and pursuit by law enforcement. Strangely, the time on the run has been good for me. Unable to focus on the crippling need for hibernation, I start to feel normal again. Like a real person instead of the anxiety-filled, sick individual that crawled out the Deep Sleep pod just a month ago. I still think of Hel every day. Every night I find her in my dreams. But the constant need isn't quite as strong as it was. There are times when I can go for several hours without even thinking about life in Elysia.
I'm surprised by how good that feels.
We're in a dilapidated Japanese diner in Reno, eating Champon ramen bowls and drinking ginger beer. It's a celebration of sorts. Cyber Corp forces have left the region, convinced that we departed from the area. On top of that, Enigma's surgery was a success. The minder was successfully removed from the base of her skull, ending any chance of Cyber Corp tracking her or remotely activating the device. She's now a completely free woman. Or as free as she can be while in Dabria's thrall.
We're in a private dining room, finally able to breathe. To relax, if only for a minute. Dabria has guards on the lookout, to be sure. We have an impossible mission ahead of us. But for now, we eat and drink, releasing the pressures of the past few weeks. Members of Dabria's team dine at nearby tables, talking and laughing, enjoying themselves. I'm surprised by how young most of them are. In any other situation, they could be mistaken for a typical group of young people, instead of seasoned soldiers who have probably charted up dozens of kills between the lot of them.
I sit in a booth with Enigma, Dabria, Zen, and Keno, who has found acceptance with Dabria and her people. He and the remaining members of his crew have completely assimilated with Dabria's team, accepted into the close-knit family that Dabria heads with a combination of tough love and military discipline.
I recognize it as the irresistible pull of Dabria's presence, the charisma she exudes like pheromones from her pores. She's a natural leader, the kind of person that commands attention with every movement, every word. She has a way of making even the most ridiculous statements sound perfectly rational. Under her spell, Keno sits beside Enigma, who led a raid with Cyber Corp and killed members of his crew just weeks ago. Now he laughs at something she says, any animosity put behind them. They're on the same side now.
I'm the only one out of place.
It should be easy to slide into Dabria's surrogate family. I know myself better than anyone else, so I recognize the void where a family should be. Dead parents, no siblings, only friends are in Immersion, and most of them are digital. People like me are starving for connection. For a second of eye contact without judgment, but with understanding. Moments of close contact in the comfort of unspoken words.
But I know better than to expect that with Dabria or her people. I'm a tool in her hand, valuable for as long as I'm useful. She smiles, looking relaxed and comfortable for the first time since I've known her. But her eye is watchful, ever alert when she looks at me. I will never gain her trust, not after what I've shown her. So she'll use me. She'll allow me to pit my abilities against her enemies, never minding the thirty-six hours of recovery when I barely knew who or where I was, brain a foggy wilderness of hallucinations and unrepressed memories. If I died from the encounter, she'd feel regret. But only because I didn't last long enough to help bring her master plan to realization.
"You're a hard man to read."
I look up. Enigma gazes at me from across the table, gray eyes intent as if trying to decipher my secrets. With street clothes on and her silver hair pulled back, she looks younger than before. Maybe the lack of stress has something to do with it as well. It's strange to be here, so close to her. Everything that's happened to me started in a similar situation, only she was the hunter and I was her prey. Now, I don't know what we are. Friends? Allies? Teammates?
It could be just forbidden hope on my part, but I can't shake the feeling that she's hiding something. Occasionally I see the dart of her eyes, the compression of her lips as if trying to hold back words. I don't know why that makes her feel like a kindred spirit, but somehow I feel a closeness to her that I can't define. Conversation flows around us, but it almost feels as if we're alone. Enigma leans in closer.
"I never thanked you for what you did."
I study my bowl of ramen, suddenly uncomfortable. "I barely did anything. It was a group effort. Dabria was the mastermind."
"You risked your life. You could have died doing what you did to Kane. I don't know how Dabria convinced you but…" Her eyes glisten with emotion. "I appreciate it."
I don't know whether to laugh or cry. How Dabria convinced me, I want to scream, is by taking everything I love and threatening to destroy it.
But I don't tell Enigma that. I can't. Because she's looking at me in a way that people never look at me. With gratitude. With admiration. And I don't want to spoil that. I want to savor it for a little while longer before it's spoiled forever. Before she finds out what I am.
I glance in the darkened corner of the room, where a massive shape and the glint of coal-black eyes are barely visible. Zen's monstrous teddy bear protector, Brutus. He's always watching. And right now, his unsettling stare is directed right at me. As if he can read my mind. As if he knows.
That's stupid. He's just a robot.
Dabria activates the window shutters, opening them to an expansive view of the landscape outside. Red-orange sky and desert wilderness as far as the eye can see. And in the distance, a glistening half-circle of light. It looks like the sun setting, but it's an energy shield. The dome that protects Los Nuevos, the City of Innovation. The technological wonder of the world, where Jude Maximillian's global-dominating corporation creates synthetic humanoids along with every other tool and device integral to human existence. Including Elysia.
Hel appears from nowhere, leaning over my shoulder to whisper in my ear. "Do you know what that is? The land of Oz, baby. You're off to see the wizard. Where we can finally be whatever we want to be."
I blink, and Hel vanishes. But the view of the domed city remains, glittering as if from the magic within, beckoning for me to enter and claim its secrets.
Dabria turns to us, face again that of a stern warrior. "You can't see it from here, but at this very moment, Syn City is under attack. Kilgore agreed to help us because in exchange, I gave him the location of the facility where he could steal bypass codes to enter the dome. He's led a team of Blood Legion and mercenary soldiers inside, where right now they've activated a failsafe to disable the synoid security forces and take the city."
Surprised murmurs from her crew. Zen raises a hand. "But… I thought we were supposed to infiltrate the city."
"Kilgore has his mission. We have ours. Our path is mutual, but our goals independent. We'll move in regardless of the success or failure of his objectives."
Enigma folds her arms, brows knitted in thought. "If he fails, it will be impossible for us to get inside. The codes will be changed, the security upgraded, every defense on high alert. How are we supposed to deal with that?"
"We have something they won't expect. A secret key that will not only get us inside but into the very inner sanctum where we can finally do some damage to the Elysian slavery machine that's destroying the foundations of humanity."
Her eyes slide to me as she's speaking, as if acknowledging a secret known only to the two of us. I remember the synoid she showed me in the military compound. The carbon copy of Jude Maximillian. I know what she expects me to do: use it to access Syn City. Get her inside so that she can corrupt the databanks of Elysia, bring the entire system crashing down. Erase the coding and backups so that it will take decades to rebuild.
A tiny smile touches her lips. "It's time that everyone knows exactly what the plan is."
She breaks everything down. It sounds insane; the kind of foolishness anyone in their right mind would reject outright. But they don't scoff at the madness. They don't debate or argue. All of them hang on to her every word, nodding and approving because of who she is. Because of what she's done. Because they believe in her.
All I can think about is who's going to die before it's all over. Dabria, Zen, Keno, Enigma? Everyone? I can't say. But I know it's all going to end badly. It's inevitable. I know that just like I know my reflection in the mirror: sallow face, shifty eyes, guilty demeanor. They're fools to give their trust to someone like me. Because of me, their plans are ruined from the very start. They won't die because of an ambush or from being outwitted by their opponents.
They'll die because I'll let them down.
Because I'll do anything to see Hel again, hear her voice, feel her touch. So, I'll fail like I always do. I'll lie like I always do. I'll betray like I always do. I do whatever it takes to become whole again. To be with Hel, to feel the rush of Elysia, the only place where I feel truly alive. The only place that matters. And since Dabria wants to destroy it, that makes her my enemy. That makes all of them my enemies — even Enigma. In the end, I'll leave her hanging too. I won't be able to stop myself.
It's in my nature.
"Specter?"
My head jerks up. They're all looking at me, faces expectant. Confident that I'll fall into place with them, rank and file. Be a part of the team and do my part.
"No problems here," I say with a practiced smile. "You can count on me."

You might not know it, but reviews make a huge difference, especially for indie authors. Don't know what to say? Anything works. "Hey, I really liked this book and look forward to the next." Or even "I really hated this book. Not for me at all." (Though we hope that’s not true!)
You get the point. Quick and easy. But it will help this book get noticed and into the hands of other readers. I then can keep writing, and you get the next book in your hands all the faster. So think about it. We at BWB Publishing greatly appreciate it.
Thanks!
— BC

Keep at on everything from BWB Publishing at the official website: bardwritesbooks.com

Post-credits

Backup energy cells activated.
Flicker
"If he were anywhere in the area, I'd sense the ping when he severed the connection and returned to his body. In this case, there was nothing. No digital fingerprints, nothing to trace. He's a Sleeper, all right. Somehow, he can project his consciousness from the digital world into the real one…"
Flicker flicker
"I'm going to hurt you. Then you're going to tell me everything. Every word from the moment the transmission was lost in the Spider's Den. And in return, I won't believe you. Not the first time. Perhaps not the second time. So, I will hurt you again…"
Flicker flicker flicker
"We are the network that ensures humanity's survival. Cyber Corp is but one of the branches of the tree. We are integrated into every camera, every machine, every system in the world. We are the architects, the creators, the judges, the administrators that provide structure to your existence. We are the Collective…"
Flicker flicker flicker flicker
"Know this, Scyther. Know it well. There is only one absolute in the dark little world that we share. And that is, we will never be free. Never. The sooner you accept it, the smoother your transition will go…."
Flicker flicker flicker flicker flicker
"—the smoother your transition will go…"
Flicker flicker flicker flicker flicker flicker
"—your transition will go…"
Flicker flicker flicker flicker flicker flicker flicker
My eyes snap open, flooding with invasive light. I jerk back and forth in convulsive panic, emerging from the darkness like a newborn child. Memories flood through my mind like mist through fingers, data core misfiring, senses assaulted by warmth and cold, multitudes of sounds and scents all permeating at once.
My vision slowly focuses, irises whirring and clicking. Two frightened faces come into view; young, innocent. Just children…
"I told you this was a bad idea, Mario," the older one says. He's in his early teens, slim and tan-skinned, holding one arm in front of his brother. The younger one has similar looks, his face partially obscured by his mane of wavy black hair.
"He's alive. We did it, Louie!"
"Synoids aren't alive, dummy. And we don't even know what this thing really is."
I scan the room. It's an old garage, dusty and in need of repair. Sunlight peeks through the cracks in the walls and water drips from the ceiling. Shelves and battered tables are stocked with old tools and endless assortment of robotic and synthetic spare parts. Glancing down, I notice weathered prosthetic legs attached in place of the ones blown apart in the explosion. The work is expertly done, grafting the hoses and wires in place correctly.
I scoot my body so the legs dangle over the bench and lift them one-by-one. "You did this?"
Mario flashes his teeth in a wide grin. "Louie did. I helped."
Louie takes a welding helmet off his head and places it on a nearby table. "That's what we do. Fix things: robots, androids, synoids, whatever. Fixed your head too. That was pretty difficult."
My hands drift upward. "My head…"
"Crush you," Brutus growled, dropping down on all fours. Eyes dark and furious, slavering mouth open, exposing his fangs. His arm blurred as it struck, claws flashing in the dim light, and then—
"Pulled the skull panels apart, took the dents out, reinserted them." Louie shrugs. "Got you a new eyeball, too. Guess you were in some type of battle. We saw a lot of dead soldiers. You were the only thing we could salvage because a bunch of jet choppers showed up with cyborg troopers. We were lucky to get away in the tunnels."
"Yes," I say. "Lucky. But you won't be if they catch you. You boys need to go away. Hide somewhere, because they're coming. I'm surprised they haven't made it here already."
"I removed your GPS receiver and pingback codes," Louie says. "I'm not stupid, you know."
"You don't understand. They can trace me anyway. They're in my head. Always in my—"
I pause, realizing what feels so different. The cloud of static in my brain, Cyber Corp's biological nano-receivers that receive instantaneous feed from my mind are… gone. I can no longer sense anything other than myself. The sensation is shockingly liberating. I throw my head back and laugh for the first time in decades. I laugh until tears stream down my cheeks, exulting in the aura of my newfound freedom.
Mario tilts his head, staring. "Are you okay, mister?"
"Don't call him mister, he's just a synoid," Louie says. Folding his arms, he looks at me. "I hope you're not malfunctioning. Because I put a lot of expense into getting you back together and I need to recoup at the flea market next weekend. I bet someone's gonna put up top dollar for you. People like the high-model synoids."
They both step back when I push myself off the bench, gingerly testing out my new legs. "Oh, I'm afraid I'm not a synoid, young man. I'm something much better than that. So I don't think you'll be selling me at your little flea market. But you did me an enormous favor, so I'll do you one in return. What do you say to a partnership? I'll make sure any financial problems you have are a thing of the past. You'll live like kings, and all I ask in return is your silence about me and my work."
"Your work? Who are you, man?"
A smile slides across my face. "My name is Kane. And as for my work, it's payback. Payback to anyone and everyone that's hurt me or done me wrong."

To be continued in Syn City: Carbon Copy
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