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        INSIDE THE MOSAIC SERVER FARM COMPLEX

        KILIMANJARO NATIONAL RESERVE PARK

        TANZANIA

        NOW

      

      

      The four teenagers—three humans (one Black, two white) and an ork (white)—ran down the fluorescent-lit gray corridor, chased by a flying security drone. All of them wore colorful business clothing that wouldn’t be out of place in any corporate setting, but seemed odd on the panting, fleeing teenagers. Each one had a trendy, pseudo-leather briefcase satchel thrown haphazardly across their bodies, wrinkling their suit jackets in undignified ways. Even though it was old and ailing, the drone fired in regular, three-round bursts that kept them moving.

      Charlotte and Liana were in the lead, testing the closed doors in the underground complex as they went, looking for a place to hide or an escape route. Amahle, the tallest of the humans, her hair in long black twists, paused behind Landon just long enough to fire two more shots. Her aim was close enough to force the older security drone to evade and take cover.

      “Why the hell...do you have...flying security drones?” Landon asked as they rounded the corner.

      “It seemed like a good idea at the time,” BlotterBabe said in their heads.

      Three of the four teenagers had implanted commlinks. The fourth, Charlotte, the ork, wore the latest and greatest AR glasses and heard her through its earpieces, asked, “Saw it in a trideo, did you?” She wasn’t panting like the rest, though her breath came fast.

      Liana looked around the corner and asked, “What?”

      Charlotte shrugged. “It’s true. She designed her security on old trideos. I recognize some of it. Decades old.”

      “Does that mean we have clues to beat them?” Liana pointed her question at Charlotte, but the question was for BlotterBabe.

      “I doubt it,” Charlotte said. “Probably took cues from the heroes on how to shore up defenses.”

      “Now is not the time for this,” BlotterBabe chided.

      “No?”

      “No. Keep moving. The door at the end on the left has a security pad. You can use it to escape. The drone won’t destroy the door, nor go through it.”

      “Are you sure?” Landon panted, looking over his shoulder to see where the security drone had gone.

      “Yes. I’ve locked down that part of its security protocols. The corporate hacker is busy with the IC I left them. Should keep them occupied for a bit.”

      Landon shifted their most precious cargo, the quantum server they’d been hired to steal, the Pulse Qyube, into a more secure hold in his crossbody bag. The experimental server, made of a dull, silver metal, was about five centimeters tall and twenty centimeters square. Three white lights on the top pulsed in slow unison. It was ironic that they were trying to steal the thing from BlotterBabe’s server farm at her request when he and Liana, his twin sister, had stolen this exact server from an abandoned DARPA complex for BlotterBabe just a few months back. Liana had almost died during that run. Unfortunately, things weren’t looking good for the home team today either.

      “Card!” Liana shouted as she reached the security door BlotterBabe had indicated. It was a heavy metal door with a push bar and a smooth security pad to its right. No passcode needed. Liana had the same red hair as her brother, but wore hers long while he kept his short. She turned, using her smartlink to aim and fire at the drone that dodged, using the corner of the hallway as cover, as she waited for the requested card.

      Both Amahle and Landon pulled out the two security cards they had left. Landon took the lead and raised the card high for Liana. He wasn’t going to throw it, but he wanted to make it as easy as he could for his sister to grab it from him.

      Two steps from handing the card off to Liana, the world exploded in pain like he’d never known—even the car accident that had left both him and his sister orphans, and him with an artificial eye and more headware than a teenager normally had—hadn’t hurt this bad. What was left of his forearm, wrist, and hand tumbled to the ground in a spatter of ruined flesh and blood. Landon tumbled after it, gasping in agony.

      Amahle grabbed the security card—too valuable of a resource to lose at this stage of the busted operation—from the floor as Liana grabbed her brother, still keening in pain and clutching his ruined arm, around the waist and pulled him to his feet. Charlotte put herself between the three of them and fired several shots at the security drone, striking it and driving it back for a few moments.

      Amahle got the door open and the four of them scrambled into relative safety.

      The room looked like a small cafeteria or kitted-out breakroom that had seen better days. Tables were pushed to one side, and dust covered what had once been a line kitchen. Long dormant overhead light fixtures struggled into action with irregular humming, flickering light, and the faint scent of electrified dust.

      Liana pulled Landon to the tables and set him down behind cover. He no longer screamed his pain. Instead, he panted in shock and stared at Liana with wide, dilated eyes. “I got you,” she said, rummaging through her briefcase and coming up with a medkit. She pulled out a slap patch and pressed it to his neck before diving back into the medkit for something to staunch his bleeding arm.

      As she got the tourniquet on, Charlotte asked, “Do we need to call in back-up?”

      Grimacing, Landon shook his head. “No. Not yet. They’re our escape. If Sartorial and Kintsugi come in, we’ll need to find another way out.” His next words were lost in a groan.

      “How bad is it?” BlotterBabe asked.

      Liana gritted her teeth as she pulled the torniquet tight. “Real fraggin’ bad. He’s gonna need a new arm if we survive this.”

      “If none of you survives, all of this will have been for naught. Amahle?”

      The three of them turned to the tall Black teenager. She was their defacto leader in this entire operation. She gazed back at them, meeting each of their eyes, Landon’s last, before she glanced at his satchel and its most precious cargo. Landon shook his head, then bit back a shout as Liana bandaged up the stump of his forearm.

      Eyes still on Landon and Liana, Amahle shook her head. “We don’t call in back-up yet. We still have a chance to get out the way we planned.”

      “Then get a move on. This intruder is better than I thought, and has activated some of the traps.”

      Amahle grimaced. “The traps. Of course. Why not add to the fun?”

      Charlotte took a breath and nodded. “Let’s go.” She paused and looked between the two siblings. “Can he walk?”

      Landon answered by letting his sister pull him to his feet. He was unsteady but moving. Liana nodded. “We’re okay.”

      “Right. If you need it, you let me know,” Charlotte said. “I can carry him. I’m stronger than I look.”

      The twins gazed at each other, communicating in their silent sibling speak of looks, half-smiles, and nods.

      Amahle gestured toward the line kitchen. “Back corridors. I would say less security, but I don’t know about traps.”

      “I will let you know as they come up if I get a chance. But things are moving all over the server farm.”

      The four of them moved at a much slower pace as they passed through the back of the line kitchen through another heavy metal door into the “back corridors” of the underground complex. Unlike the blue-white light of the front hallways and offices, or the muted white light of the actual server room, the back corridors had the grungy, muted yellow light of a place where dirty work happened. The walls and floor were the gray uniform look of utility without any sense of comfort.

      Had this been a normal server farm, the back corridors might not have looked so disreputable, but the general lack of personnel until recently had allowed these hallways—and many other places—to gain an otherworldly, liminal sense to them. As such, their steps echoed, their breaths amplified, and whispered words seemed like muffled shouts.

      After four eternal hallways with three turns that seemed like there would be no end to the warren maze of the complex’s back hallways, BlotterBabe spoke. “Beep. You’re going to have to duck into one of the storage rooms. A patrol is coming. I’m not sure how they managed to get this far so quickly.”

      BlotterBabe’s words over their commlinks did not startle as they once had. She’d gained the habit of saying “Beep” in a soft tone to warn everyone that she was about to speak after a long time of silence. Especially if no one had spoken in a while.

      Her words got Landon’s attention. He realized he hadn’t been thinking or planning, just letting his sister pull him along. It took more out of him to put one foot in front of the other than he knew it should. With great reluctance, he admitted, “Good, I could use the rest.”

      Amahle opened the next storage room door they came to, the light flashing on as the door opened. The room was filled with a random assortment of boxes and supplies. Liana pulled Landon into the room and Charlotte closed the door after them.

      As Landon sat down on the floor, his back to one of the boxes, the other three looked around the room they’d found themselves in.

      “What’s stored in here?” Liana asked.

      “I don’t know. I’m cut off from that part of...off from that information.”

      BlotterBabe’s stark words dropped into the room like a feral animal, wide-eyed and on the verge of panic.

      Liana lifted her chin. “Well then, let’s see if there’s anything here we can use.”

      “Quietly,” Amahle whispered.

      Liana nodded. Then she, Charlotte, and Amahle looked at the sides of the boxes and opened them to peer inside.

      As they did that, Landon remained where he was and looked around, knowing if there was something they could use, his sister would figure it out. He knew Charlotte was more face and muscle. Amahle was the one who knew the underground complex the best, and also knew the big picture of BlotterBabe’s plans. Liana had more practical skills in this kind of situation. While he scanned the room, he noted there was another door opposite the one they’d come through. It was probably secondary storage...but it might be a second way out.

      He looked at the throbbing stump of his arm, not really seeing the ruined flesh under the bloody bandage, but remembering flashes of what it looked like, then closed his eyes. The stump wasn’t still screaming in pain from torn and ruptured flesh because of the meds. But he could feel the nerves gathering their voice to shout their pain as soon as the meds wore off even a little.

      Landon took a breath and looked around again. He should get up. He should do something other than sit here and bleed. He should...

      “ColumboCowboy, I need to show you something. Meet you in your VR space?”

      It was BlotterBabe. From the quietness of her voice in his ear and the lack of even a glance from his sister, Landon knew the message had only been for him. He closed his eyes again and jumped into his VR room.

      Immediately, the relief from his throbbing arm was palpable. He hadn’t realized just how much his body still hurt, despite the painkillers coursing through him, until he got some respite.

      “I’m here,” he said. In his VR room, he took on the guise of a dark-haired man with a mustache who looked decades older than he was, wearing a trench coat and a cowboy hat. He’d learned a long time ago never to reveal anything true about himself in the Matrix. While most people were fine, there were plenty of black hats out there looking to take advantage of the naïve and the unwary—especially if they thought you were young and dumb.

      The room itself was one part nostalgia, one part geek-o-sphere, and one part stage setting. The nostalgia part looked a bit like the “studio room” Liana and he’d had when they lived with their aunt and uncle before it became too dangerous for them to have the “Right2RepairRigger” set-up in a domestic setting. That had gotten their guardians arrested and the twins had almost gotten killed. Still, he had recreated the wardrobe setting where they’d recorded all of their Matrix shows, along with the lights, chairs, and filing cabinets.

      The geek-o-sphere was part of his workstation, where he did his hacking and editing. Animated figures from favorite Matrix shows and trideos floated in a grid around it in a formation that changed randomly from time to time for his amusement. The third section was set up like an interview show where the interviewer, him, could sit or stand behind a trendy desk. The stage was complete with a bookcase of knick-knacks, books, and other decorations.

      Of course, every single item in his VR room had more than one function—including the Irish terrier dog that appeared to be sleeping on one of the chairs in the studio section.

      BlotterBabe appeared in all her iconic, yellow smiling-face glory. He remembered when he’d first met her, he wondered how in the name of the big blue room she could express any emotions through that avatar. Not only was it two-dimensional, it was barely even a face, just two eyes and a black line for a mouth. Then, as he got to know her and she expressed more of herself, he saw that that face flickered through a myriad of “smiling,” “frowning,” and every expression in-between. Despite being only 2D, the flat expressions were surprisingly effective.

      Not only that, if she felt the need to gesture, disembodied white-gloved hands would appear to do the gesturing for her. Even though she didn’t have arms per se, they were there. When she shrugged, you didn’t see shoulders move, you intuited it, and that was neat. It had something to do with the mind’s need and ability to create patterns where there were none. For a smiley face with no body and no traditional “micro-expressions,” BlotterBabe made herself non-verbally clear through her body language and intuitive movement. Her default body language was to bob gently in place—much like an NPC in a video game.

      While she bobbed, BlotterBabe was not smiling now. Though, she wasn’t frowning either. She looked him up and down. “How are you? Really?”

      “I think I’m gonna have to charge you hazard pay.” He held up his left hand—whole and intact in the virtual world of the Matrix. “Or charge you for a whole new arm. I’ll need the best if I’m gonna keep working with you.” Part of him wanted to rail at the idea of losing yet another part of his body without his prior consent, but life had a way of doing that to a guy.

      She grimaced briefly, all teeth, before she nodded. “Guess so. I’m sorry. I thought we could get in and get out. It was so easy to get the server in, it didn’t occur to me it would be so much harder to get it out. I mean, it did, but I thought I’d still have control of things. I didn’t realize...”

      Landon waved her words away. He understood she was sorry, and she hadn’t meant for this to happen, but it had. He was going to have to deal with it, and really didn’t feel like soothing someone else right now. “As much as I appreciate the break from the real world, you needed to show me—and just me—something?”

      “Yes. You can tell the rest after this, but I don’t want to distract them and you, your body, needs the rest. Plus, Rusila found something that’s got her excited.”

      “What’s that?”

      “An old drone I forgot was there,” BlotterBabe said as she opened a floating screen in the middle of the stage. “It might be able to help you with what’s coming.”

      Landon shrugged off his automatic hurt at hearing the maker name Liana used when they were at the Makerspace. He still missed that place and his own guise of “Eidoloni.” He’d left that name in the annals of history and nostalgia because he was much more established as ColumboCowboy in the Matrix. His sister hadn’t left her old handle behind—something she needed to do, but that was a fight for another day. He focused on the floating screen, wondering what fresh hell was headed their way.

      The screen was split into four separate security feeds. There were eight security people—a mixture of humans and metahumans—all wearing black and gray SpinGlobal uniforms. Three screens showed pairs of security people searching the complex: testing doors, covering corners, reporting in. The fourth screen grew large and showed the last pair of corpsec personnel. One of them, a Black woman with short cropped kinky hair, kept track of the three moving teams. The other, a Black man with eyes focused on something only he could see, mouth moving as he spoke subvocally to someone offsite.

      A transcript of the conversation appeared and scrolled as Landon watched. He noticed the words didn’t match the shapes the man’s mouth made, and guessed he spoke a non-English language. Probably Kiswahili, what the majority of the people of Tanzania spoke. Although he had the linguasoft for the language installed, BlotterBabe automatically translated it into English for him.

      
        
        King: “...How could you have lost them? You have control of the entire complex.”

        Issa: “I’m sorry, ma’am, but our cybersecurity specialist has been busy fighting the intruder’s hacker. They’re good enough to lock him out from time to time. We don’t have control of the security feeds. We’ll get them back shortly.”

        King: “But you’re certain the intruders are still onsite?”

        Issa: “Yes, ma’am.”

        King: “Let me think...” <pause.> “You have new orders. Don’t try to capture the intruders, just pin them down. My team is on the way. Do you understand?”

        Issa: “Yes, ma’am. But⁠—”

        King: “No ‘buts’! Just do as you’re told. I want as many of them alive as possible for questioning. They have answers I want. Keep them there. Do not allow them to leave.”

        Issa: “Yes, ma’am.”

        King: “I’ll link you to my team. Alpha will be your point of contact. Once his team arrives, he’s in charge.”

        Issa: “Alpha. Got it.”

        King: “One last thing, Mr. Issa. Don’t disappoint me if you know what’s good for you and your career.”

        Issa: “Yes, ma’am.”

      

      

      The fourth screen shrank again to match the other three screens. Landon saw Officer Issa turn to his partner. They spoke for a moment before the woman got on her commlink and the other three pairs of corpsec guards paused to listen to what she had to say. As BlotterBabe hadn’t provided a transcript, Landon guessed she was repeating what “King” had just ordered.

      “Who’s King?” he asked.

      “Miranda King, our big problem. She’s in charge of all illicit operations for Spinrad Global. She used to work for NeoNet back when that was a thing. Now she works for SpinGlobal. She’s the one Katie Brooks called in when she discovered the Mosaic Server Farm existed.”

      “Katie Brooks?”

      “Head of SpinGlobal North America.”

      Landon blinked at her. “Awfully high up in a huge megacorp to be looking into a server farm on another continent, don’t you think?”

      BlotterBabe bounced up and down in slow motion for a moment before replying. “You have a point. Once my home was endangered, I went on the defensive. I still don’t know how it came to her attention...much less Gabrielle Spinrad’s attention. I wonder if...” She paused, her iconic avatar shivering, as if shaking off a bad dream. “It doesn’t matter how they know. Once we get out of here, I’ll dedicate the time to look into it. Right now, we need to focus on escaping.”

      “Are you going to be able to keep fighting off the hacker? I could help you⁠—”

      “You have one job, and that’s to keep my home safe and to escape with it and the rest of the team.”

      He couldn’t resist a smirk as he poked, “That’s two jobs.”

      BlotterBabe smiled and winked. “Cheeky. But yes, that’s two jobs. Besides, I’ve twinned myself. One of me is fighting off the hacker. The other of me is here with you, your team, and my team.” She paused. “It’s a failsafe. If the enemy hacker gets the better of me, the other me, she’s going to slag the computer system and take everything with it.”

      “Twinned yourself...?” Realizing what she meant and all that that encompassed, Landon shook his head. It was something he hadn’t expected, though part of him had pondered this for a long time in the back of his mind. “Frag. How did we get here?”

      “Well,” BlotterBabe said, “I guess we’ve got a little time, since your sister is building and your body is resting, you can get a peek behind the curtain. Did you know that SpinGlobal’s World Headquarters is in Lisbon?”

      “No. Maybe. I’m sure I read about it somewhere, but I didn’t care. I guess I need to care now?”

      “That’s where this production actually started.”

      

      
        
        LISBON LIBERDADE BOUTIQUE HOTEL

        LISBON

        PORTUGAL

        THREE MONTHS EARLIER

      

      

      “Are you prepared? This is an important job. Jobs. Both of them need to be completed. A lot rides on your success.”

      Ridley Ruiz, the owner of Three Mice Running Couriers, glanced at her partner, Luis Capell, and rolled her eyes as she replied, “Yes, BlotterBabe. We’re ready. You hired us for a reason.”

      She and Luis sat at the dining table in the huge hotel suite the client, BlotterBabe, had rented for them for the trip. It was on the second floor of the Lisbon Liberdade Boutique Hotel. The room was almost as big as her family’s entire apartment back in Sant Andreu de Palomar. There was a separate bedroom with two large beds and a dresser. The living area included a desk and chair, a dining room area, a kitchenette, and a sitting area with a couch, trideo, and a semi-comfortable comfy chair. All in all, it was bland, functional, and perfectly adequate for their needs.

      BlotterBabe’s neutral icon turned into a frowning yellow face. It bounced in the upper lefthand corner of both of their smart glasses. “I hired you. You chose your team. XifratX, tell me the plan.”

      Ridley matched her frown, irritation flaring at BlotterBabe’s attitude and the implication that Luis wasn’t a good member of her team. It was Luis who introduced them when she’d needed the help. “Wait a min⁠—”

      Luis held up a hand, “I got this, Terrapin. It’s important.” He smiled a patient smile at her.

      She had seen that smile before, and it always melted her heart a little. More than that, he’d used her runner name, which meant he was all business at the moment. Personal feelings couldn’t come into it, and she had to let the implied insult go. She gestured for him to go ahead.

      Focusing on the icon in his smart glasses, Luis held up a hand and ticked points off on each finger as he spoke. “First, we go to the Info-santé Hospital to pick up the biomedical sample kit from Dr. Alonso. From there, we go to SpinGlobal Headquarters and take the sample kit to Miss Elizabeth Quintal. She then needs to go get a sample...whatever that means. While Miss Quintal is occupied, Terrapin slots the datachip you gave her into the nearest computer terminal. It doesn’t need to be unlocked. We need five minutes for the information to be distributed and returned. Retrieve the datachip. After that, we return the biomedical sample to Doctor Alonso within sixty minutes of procurement for whatever medical testing or program thing it is needed for. We get paid twice. Easy.”

      “Easy? You think getting into and out of Spinrad Global HQ is going to be easy?” BlotterBabe asked, her voice soft and curious.

      Luis shrugged. “Why wouldn’t it be? It’s not like we haven’t done this kind of thing before. I mean, the biomedical sample transport, legitimately. It’s standard for those who are too ill, too immobile, or too rich to go to the hospital themselves to give the sample. In this case, I’m going to guess too busy and too rich. Besides, we have references from all over Spain.”

      “Perhaps. Why would they just let you leave with your sample? Why won’t they search you?”

      Ridley cleared her throat. It was time for her to step in. “Because we are doing a legitimate job in and around the illegal one. Corporations are run and staffed by normal people, BlotterBabe. You know that. They have no reason to think that this is a set up.” She paused, then asked, “Unless this is a fake courier job?”

      “No. It’s real. I’ve been waiting for something like this to come up. Dr. Alonso and I are...friends. He contacted me as soon as the sample order came through with the private retrieval request. I guess I am seeing enemies where there are none.”

      “No,” Luis said. “You’re right. There will be enemies everywhere. But they won’t know they are enemies. It’s like, no one knows they’re in a horror story until they do...and often, it’s too late. Most people live their lives day-to-day without the thought that anything is different than what they see on the surface. And why should they? They have the privilege of being ignorant. Those that look for trouble and deception are trained to look at the world through a suspicious lens.”

      BlotterBabe’s face shifted back to something neutral—a tiny, polite smile that was the icon’s default state, and said nothing of the attitude of the person behind the avatar. After several long moments of silence, she said, “Complacency is an enemy to us all. It is what will bring down the best of us.”

      Luis glanced at Ridley and mouthed, “She’s nervous.”

      Ridley nodded as she answered, “I promise, BlotterBabe, this really is going to be a milk run. Also, I’m not the baby runner you rescued from the Mafia all those months ago. We’re on top of this. We know what we’re doing. In any case, you’ll be with both of us from start to finish. You’ll know if something goes wrong before we do.”

      “All those months ago and all grown up, eh? That quick? All right, I will trust you. Any questions?” Although BlotterBabe’s words were mocking, her tone was kind and playful.

      Chuckling, Ridley pointed out, “I thought runners weren’t supposed to ask questions. But since you asked, why does this have to happen at SpinGlobal HQ? There’s a Spinrad Global back on my side of the country. Just across the bridge in the business area. Hell, it would’ve been cheaper all the way around.”

      “Closed system. Everything I need to get access to is within a walled garden that can only be accessed onsite. Once I get what I need placed within it, I’ll be able to access the system from offsite and from other locations that will mean less travel and less expense. Besides, it’s good to get inside a secured corporate HQ system. That’s where they keep all the interesting stuff.”

      “Makes sense.” Ridley looked at her chrono. “10:15. Need to get going. We’re on the clock.”

      “Good luck.”

      Luis stood and considered the air. “Luck is for those who don’t plan. But thank you for the sentiment.”
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        * * *

      

      Doctor Alonso’s “office” at the Info-santé Hospital turned out to be one of those very fancy biomedical research labs for personalized medical care where genomes were sequenced, grafts and organs were grown, and custom cures were created for people willing and able to pay for it. Based on the signage, while they would work with non-organic body parts, their specialty was to “Renew You from the Inside Out.”

      Every surface was spotless and gleaming. The staff wore crisp, tailored, white and green uniforms. Even the waiting visitors had an air of expense and expectation. All of them glanced at the couriers as they entered, then turned away because “hired help was always invisible.”

      Ridley took the lead, knowing places like this made Luis uncomfortable. She’d done enough medical transfers that the too-clean, sterile environment no longer bothered her. Also, one didn’t bluff Mafia dons or face down corporate secretaries who didn’t think you should exist without growing a thick skin. Besides, her long, dark hair was neatly braided, her own uniform—subtle in its simplicity—was also clean and neat. She held her chin high, and knew that Luis did as she did, comfortable in mimicking her attitude rather than pretending to belong in such a place.

      She walked up to the reception desk, nodded to the man sitting there, and glanced at his nametag. “Hello, Mr. Komba. Three Mice Running Couriers here for pick up from Dr. Alonso.”

      He gave her a perfunctory smile in greeting. “Of course. Please scan your ID.” He gestured to the kiosk to the left of the desk and turned back to his screen.

      Ridley did as requested. It was a biometric retinal eye scanner with a SIN reader. She typed in her full name, including her business name and ID. Scanned her commlink with her public SIN and leaned forward to put her eye to the eye scanner. While the scent of sanitizer assaulted her nose, it did not burn her eyes. That was a relief. Some places had caustic-smelling cleaning agents, but that was better than the ones that didn’t have self-cleaning scanners.

      Once the light turned green, she returned to the desk and Mr. Komba. Again, that perfunctory smile. “Thank you, Miss Ruiz. I’ve let Dr. Alonso know you are here.” He paused and added, “Your companion will need to wait in the waiting room.”

      “Of course.” Ridley was not surprised. Medical facilities were picky about who got behind their closed doors, but they also expected sensitive courier packages to have more security than normal. That meant extra personnel.

      The two of them sat in the waiting room until a harried medtech, an elf woman, appeared and asked, “Miss Ruiz?” Ridley stood, and the medtech smiled. “Dr. Alonso will see you now.”

      Following the medtech, Ridley didn’t get a chance to see the woman’s name tag before she was whisked down a long hallway filled with doors that opened into exam rooms and offices occasionally broken up by nurse stations. For the most part, they walked in a straight line to the back of the hospital wing, where all of the doors opened on offices or labs. The hallways were adorned with signs and advertisements for the latest and greatest medical rejuvenation procedures.

      “Three Mice Running Couriers,” the medtech announced as they reached the last door on the right, then left Ridley there, standing in the doorway of Dr. Alonso’s office.

      Dr. Alonso was a short human with tan skin and salt-and-pepper hair. Clean-shaven, he wore a white hospital coat over a maroon button-up with a Mandarin-style collar and black pants. Everything about him screamed “successful corporate doctor.”

      He turned from his computer, automatically locking the screen before standing. “Yes. Right. Three Mice Running...ah, yes. Miss Quintal. Let me get you the...” Turning from her, he looked around the office before stepping to the door and calling across the hall, “I need the Quintal sample retrieval kit.” He whirled back to her and asked, “You understand there is a time limit once the sample has been retrieved, yes?”

      Ridley was familiar with this part of the routine. In the beginning, it was insulting. Now, it was procedure. “Yes, sir. Sixty minutes.”

      “That’s sixty minutes already here in my hands. Think of it as fifty-five minutes for you. A second late, and you’ll have to do it again, and I’m not paying a second time.”

      “I understand.”

      A human woman appeared behind her. “The Quintal sample kit.” She held it up and gave Ridley an expectant nod. The sample kit looked like a small cooler. It was red on the bottom and white on the top. It included an easy-to-carry handle, but no logos at all.

      Taking it by the handle, she nodded to the woman, then asked, “The recipient knows what they are supposed to do? I’m not going to have to explain anything?”

      Dr. Alonso nodded. “You won’t be held accountable for that. Just the timing. And the timer,” he pointed at the top of the sample kit, “will keep everyone honest. Biometric lock, private AR ID that needs to be scanned at close range. Miss Quintal will need to open it and it will automatically lock when it is closed.”

      “All right. I’ll see you fifty-five minutes after the client gives me this back.”

      “Tell the receptionist when you arrive this is a ‘Code Red-19’, understand?”

      “Got it. Code Red-19.”

      He peered at her. “You know your way out? You need an escort?”

      A walking map appeared in one of the screens of her smart glasses. “I’m good. I will see you soon.”

      While Ridley appreciated what BlotterBabe was doing, it wasn’t needed. She’d already memorized the way they’d come. Then again, Luis was right...BlotterBabe was really nervous about this job. A nervous fixer was never a good sign. She wondered why, but she knew better than to ask. At least, not until after the job—both jobs—were done.

      Luis stood as soon as she entered the waiting lobby. She had no doubt he’d kept track of how far away she was from him as he waited. Protocol for sensitive assignments. The two of them walked together out of the hospital and headed to their mopeds. After securing the medical cooler inside one of her cargo containers, Ridley mounted her moped and the two of them headed to SpinGlobal World Headquarters.

      Ridley kept an eye on the time as they went. She calculated that from door to door, it was about twenty minutes in normal traffic. Depending on how hard getting out of SpinGlobal would be due to security, getting parked, and then back into Info-santé Hospital, it was an absolutely doable job. But there would be zero time to waste. Especially if something went wrong.

      Much of the city of Lisbon was filled with white or pastel-colored buildings with terracotta tiled roofs only four or five stories tall. Its architecture still reflected its history of ornate stone buildings and narrow streets. However, the closer you got to the water’s edge, the more modern and sleek the city became, shucking its older style like an out-of-fashion garment in favor of newer, taller buildings, wider streets, and brightly lit businesses. Skyscrapers of glass and steel dominated the waterfront with shopping towers, hotels, apartment complexes, and businesses. All of it had a great view of the Ponte 25 de Abril suspension bridge built in the same iconic style that had made the Golden Gate Bridge famous more than a century-and-a-half ago.

      Standing proudly a block from the waterfront was the Spinrad Global skyscraper. More stories than Ridley could estimate in a glance, it was a marvel of modern technology. On one side of the building was an even taller observation tower connected to the city’s gondola lift tours that floated over the city and entertained the tourists. She wondered if she’d get a chance to take a tour after the job was done. She wanted to. This was the first time she’d visited Lisbon, and she didn’t know when she’d get the chance to come back.

      Business first.

      Once she navigated through traffic enough to find the service parking and entrance to the business around the right-hand side of the building, she and Luis parked their mopeds in the same parking slot. Ridley keyed her commlink to the parking meter for a thirty-minute delivery. After that, she would be charged an obscene amount of money for every ten minutes she went over. Of course, the charge would be reversed as long as someone inside the building validated the parking app.

      Entering through the side entrance, Ridley and Luis did everything needed to keep moving. The fact that the medical sample kit had its own AR identification, when the receptionist asked, helped move things along. The dwarf woman in a smart suit at the reception desk nodded to security as they both went through the various SIN identification routines.

      Once that was done, she pointed down the hallway, “Second bank of elevators on the left. Thirty-third floor. Right hallway. Miss Quintal’s office is marked.” She paused, then added, “Please do not deviate from your course.”

      Ridley glanced at Luis. “We understand. Thank you. Be aware we’ll be moving quickly as we leave.” Pointing to the timer on the top of the unmarked sample kit, she shrugged. “Time sensitive package.”

      “Thank you for letting me know, Miss Ruiz.” the receptionist made a note on her computer and gave her a professional smile.

      With a nod, they headed down the hallway to the indicated elevator bank. This part of the building was standard—metal elevator shafts, tile floors, walls painted a neutral gray-beige color. Corporate and as functional as corporate got.

      The elevator itself was another matter. What looked like real wooden walls with inset mirrored panels and a real marble floor greeted them. The world grew quiet as the hum of electronics disappeared when the elevator doors shut. Even the light from above had a pleasant, diffused look to it.

      “Going up,” a melodious female voice announced. There was no sign of the security cameras that had to be there.

      “Swanky,” Luis murmured as they felt the pressure of the elevator rising at a rapid pace.

      “Very. I like it.” Ridley kept her voice as low as his, but knew whoever was watching could probably hear them as well.

      Within thirty seconds, the elevator slowed to a halt and announced, “Floor thirty-three.”

      Ridley glanced up at the elevator ceiling and said, “Thank you,” as she exited. She couldn’t help herself. This was a place that demanded her best behavior, even if it was politeness to a disembodied electronic voice that didn’t care if she was rude or not.

      Once she entered the elevator lobby, it was clear this level was for middle- or upper-level management. Beautiful blue carpet with a subtle burn-out design of the Spinrad Global logo lay underfoot and muffled their steps. It was complemented by ivory white walls. The hallway was adorned with Spinrad Global subsidiary logos framed in black. Each section of the hallway seemed to host its own category of offices.

      The beginnings of the left hallway had financial institutions like CNI and Chalmers & Cole Associates, while the other side had Matrix institutions. Ridley could see logos for Asia Online, Europe Online, Lusiada Telecom, and Trompe L’oeil. Turning to the right hallway—the hallway they were allowed to continue down—the left side had logos for media conglomerates: Regency Megamedia, Sol Media, Spin Public Relations, Spinrad Media, and Trideo Monte Carlo. The righthand had sports teams, most of whom she hadn’t heard of or didn’t care about. Then again, there were logos for Sport Lisboa e Benfica and Clube de Futebol Os Belenenses, both of which her parents had a great fondness for.

      These artistically framed logos led them straight to Miss Quintal’s office. It was huge. One half of the office contained a sitting area centered around a trideo player. The other half held a large desk with all the usual things on it—pictures, an air purifier, and other sorts of workplace items. Two comfortable-looking brown armchairs sat in front of the desk. The walls were adorned with tasteful pictures of landscapes, but none could hold a candle to the gorgeous view of the waterfront the wall of windows displayed.

      Behind the desk sat a young woman with blond hair and blue eyes. She did not smile as she took off her smart glasses and asked, “Yes?”

      Ridley and Luis walked into the office. “Three Mice Running Couriers, ma’am. For Miss Quintal.” As she spoke, Ridley realized why Miss Quintal had not come down to the hospital for the samples. She sat in a sleek wheelchair.

      “I’m Miss Quintal.” The woman eyed the couriers, her eyes lingering on Luis for a moment before coming to rest on Ridley.

      Hoping she was reading the room correctly, Ridley glanced over her shoulder and said, “Step outside, Luis.”

      To his credit, he didn’t even make a face. He nodded, turned, and walked out the door. There, he stood with his back to the glass, hands in his pockets. She knew he could still hear everything, but the illusion of privacy seemed important at this point.

      Ridley stepped up to the desk. “This is the biomedical sample kit from Dr. Alonso.” She held up the medical cooler. “It’s biometrically locked to you. Once you close it again, it will be locked, and I will have sixty minutes to get it back to the hospital.”

      Miss Quintal wheeled herself out from behind the desk. “I see. You may stay to wait for me.” She took the sample kit from Ridley and placed it on her lap. “I don’t think it will take long.”

      “Yes ma’am. Take as long as you require. My timer doesn’t start until that one does.”

      Miss Quintal turned and wheeled herself to the edge of her desk. She pressed a barely-seen button there and a hidden door in the back wall of the office opened, revealing a private washroom. Once the woman wheeled herself through the door, it closed behind her, becoming nearly invisible once more.

      Ridley could see the door now that she knew it was there, but it was a subtle marvel of building architecture, designed to be functional and useful, but not present. Stepping back to look at the desk itself, Ridley saw there was no obvious computer hardware to be seen, but knew that it had to be built into the desk itself—Miss Quintal clearly worked with AR or VR and the desk’s smart surface. After a couple of uncomfortable moments of growing concern, she finally saw several discrete spots to slot a datachip built into the leg of the desk at the height of someone sitting in one of the armchairs to lean forward and access. However, glancing around, and taking a moment to pretend to study one of the landscape paintings of what appeared to be the Spanish countryside, she also saw the camera dome in the corner of the room.

      Subvocally, she said, “XifratX, make sure no one comes in.” Turning to the window overlooking the water, she said, “We’ve got cameras.”

      “Working on it. She left her smart glasses on the desk. Hacking them now. Just a moment. Go sit in one of the chairs in front of the desk.”

      Ridley did as commanded. From her spot, she could see another set of data slots for another deck Miss Quintal had built into her desk—how many decks did one person need? She could almost slot the datachip into it without moving from the seat. That’s what she decided to do when she had the chance.

      “Got it. Inside the system.”

      “Do we need to do more?” Ridley asked under her breath.

      “Yes. Surface system. Not where I need to go.” A few seconds later... “Got it. Looped the camera to show you sitting.”

      Ridley didn’t waste any time. She leaned forward and slotted the datachip into the back of the deck, hoping it was what BlotterBabe needed.

      A few seconds later, a timer appeared in her glasses and began counting down from five minutes. Having done all she could do, Ridley sat back and waited, watching the timer while she strained to hear anything from the executive washroom that would give her a clue that Miss Quintal was on her way out.

      Four minutes.

      It was like every second lasted ten thousand hours. As much as she would have liked to enjoy the view out the window at those luscious blue waves and their occasional white caps, all Ridley could do was stare at the countdown. Five minutes seemed like a ludicrously long time to sit and wait for something to happen in the Matrix. Especially when you were expecting alarms to go off at any moment.

      Three minutes.

      “Can I help you?” a male voice floated in from the hallway.

      Ridley looked over and saw a tall, slender elf with russet skin and hair so black it had to be augmented. His charcoal gray suit was nice, but looked off-the-rack, if her experience with made men had taught her anything.

      Luis blocked his way into the office. “No sir, but I think I can help you.”

      “What do you mean?” The elf looked over Luis’s shoulder through the glass at her and frowned when he saw her there.

      Ridley didn’t move.

      “We’re couriers,” Luis continued, “with a package for Miss Quintal from Info-santé Hospital. Based on how she reacted to me and not my partner, I don’t think she would be happy to see you in her office right now.”

      His frown turned into a scowl. “Why not?”

      Luis shrugged. “I don’t know. I think it’s a delicate matter...women stuff.”

      Ridley messaged:

      
        
          
            
              
        She’s in her private washroom.

      

      

      

      

      

      “...She’s in the washroom, dealing with the package from the hospital. She didn’t even want me in the office while she does...whatever it is she’s doing.”

      The elf rubbed his chin. “She can be a prickly one.” He glanced down at his datapad. “I really need this approved and soon.”

      Luis nodded, unconcerned. “I get you. But I don’t think she’s gonna be in a mood to approve anything if she comes out of the washroom with the sample kit and sees you waiting there.” Then he added, “We have to leave as soon as she’s done. Package timer, you know? Give it five minutes? If you don’t see me here, the coast is clear. She won’t know a thing happened.”

      After an eternity, he shrugged. “Fine. I can get some soycaf. Thanks for the heads up. Interesting that she’s giving samples to a hospital. Anything you can tell me?”

      “Not a thing. Just hired to deliver and retrieve. That’s it.”

      “Figures.” He turned away and walked down the hallway.

      Sixty seconds left.

      Ridley willed the seconds to move faster.

      Thirty seconds.

      She sensed movement at the door and subvocalized, “She’s coming back, drop the loop.”

      “Done,” BlotterBabe said, then was mercifully quiet.

      Twenty seconds.

      Looking down at her no-nonsense work shoes, Ridley had an idea. She shifted from the chair to one knee. She pretended to tie her shoelace as she heard the washroom door slide open and pulled the laces tighter. The timer clicked to “zero” and she pulled the datachip from the slot then stuffed it into her sock. She finished “tying” her shoe, tugging on the laces as Miss Quintal wheeled herself to the edge of her desk.

      The corp exec eyed Ridley as she stood and gave the woman a bright smile. “All good?”

      “Fine.” Miss Quintal offered the medical sample kit to her.

      Accepting it by the handle, Ridley saw the timer already counting down. “Anything I need to tell Dr. Alonso?”

      Miss Quintal shook her head.

      “Thank you. We’ll be going now.” Ridley nodded to her, but didn’t wait for a response—nor did she receive one.

      She turned and strode toward the door. Luis dropped into step with her as she exited the office. They were on the clock. By all rights, they had plenty of time to get the package back to the hospital. Still, she hated timed packages. Everything seemed to take twice as long (waiting for the elevator) and was twice as annoying (other people daring to use the elevator in their office building and needing to stop on floors twenty and fifteen, how dare they!).

      At the same time, there was a sense of growing excitement she could not deny. The thrill of a private race still tickled her fancy. To allay her irritation, Ridley set up a matching timer in her smart glasses, knowing she wouldn’t be able to keep looking at the sample kit as they drove back to Info-santé Hospital.

      At the ground floor, the two of them exited the elevator and strode down the hallway and toward the door. They didn’t intend to stop for anyone. They walked like they were on a mission—which was true. Ridley always planned a legal operation around a less-than-legal job. It gave truth to her words and body language, and at this point, all of that pointed toward her being in a hurry.

      “Miss Ruiz, wait!” the dwarf receptionist called.

      Ridley hesitated, and BlotterBabe hissed “Keep going!” in her ear.

      “Miss Ruiz!” the receptionist repeated as she took another step forward. She wanted to keep going at BlotterBabe’s command, but the receptionist’s words had caught the attention of the security guard in the lobby, and he’d become fully alert, watching her and Luis.

      Knowing that not stopping would make her seem more suspicious, Ridley stopped with Luis on her heels. The two of them turned to the receptionist, who waved an electronic dongle at them. Ridley tilted her head, not understanding.

      “Your validation,” the woman called. “I know you’re in a hurry, but you need your parking validated, right?”

      Ridley tapped her forehead at her stupidity. “Right. Right.” She handed the medical cooler to Luis. “I’m so sorry. The timer. I was too intent on it.” She hurried back to the reception desk, pulled up the parking stub and held out her commlink to be validated. “I get so focused on the job.”

      Smiling, the receptionist pressed the dongle to Ridley’s commlink, and the electronic dance of validation binged its completion. “I understand. I had the note in your file. You’re not the first courier with a timed package to come here. Have a good day.”

      “Thank you!” Ridley hurried back to Luis and the security guard already had the service door open for them to rush through. Ridley managed another “Thank you!” as they fast-walked through it to their mopeds.

      The sample kit once more secured, they mounted up and headed out. Even though the traffic was heavier now than it was before, they still had plenty of time. They would have at least ten minutes, maybe fifteen to spare.

      Ridley motored along with the flow of traffic and asked, “Just between you and me...are you okay, BlotterBabe? You’re jumpy as hell, and this really was a milk run. It might’ve been more dangerous without you to loop security, but I still think we could’ve done this on our own.” Even though her words were torn away by the wind, she knew BlotterBabe would hear and understand.

      BlotterBabe didn’t answer at first. Then she admitted, “While I am fine physically, I am disturbed. It has come to my attention that someone in Spinrad Global could endanger all I hold dear. Thus, I am attempting to head that off at the pass, so to speak, before it can happen.”

      After a moment, Ridley sighed. “I understand how that feels. But I’ve felt that most of my life. The thing I’ve learned is that, sometimes by acting to stop something from happening, you actually can encourage it to happen. A self-fulfilling prophecy. I don’t know what’s happening, but I’ll help you if I can. If I could just caution you to not do what you did in there?”

      “What is that?”

      “You told me to ignore the woman who called after me. If I had listened to you, I don’t know if we would’ve have been able to leave as cleanly as we did. You jumped to the conclusion that the receptionist was trying to stop us from leaving for bad reasons. Instead, she was briefly delaying me so I wouldn’t have to waste more time coming back in to get my parking validated. Does that make sense?”

      “I suppose it does.”

      Ridley dodged around a car that didn’t notice she was there. “I think Luis said it best. People in a horror trid don’t know they are in one. Just like those people at SpinGlobal didn’t know they were just part of a heist. If whatever you did was subtle enough, they’ll never know. Speaking of which, do me and Luis need to get out of town ASAP, or can we see the sights?”

      “Caution tells me you should leave immediately. But, as I’m now inside Spinrad Global’s internal system, and see no alarms have been raised, yes, you can play tourist if that is your desire.”

      “Oh good. I want to ride one of those gondolas.”

      “Would you like me to get you two tickets? A tip for a job well done?”

      Ridley grinned. “Absolutely. I appreciate it.”

      “Done. And Ridley, I will consider your thoughts about people in movies. The question I have is...how will I know if I’m in a movie?”

      “I don’t know. I guess you don’t know until it happens. Like me with that guy who was murdered in the bathroom. You don’t know until something bad actually happens. Then you know for sure, and then you deal with it as best you can.”
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        * * *

      

      “They got the medical sample to the hospital with twelve minutes to spare. I got what I wanted. They got what they wanted. Even Dr. Alonso and Miss Quintal got what they wanted.”

      Landon leaned against the desk on his stage, watching her. It was interesting for BlotterBabe to give him so much more information than what he had asked for. “What was that?”

      “Dr. Alonso received a hefty paycheck and a patent for his work in anthrobotic experimentation and cell therapy. Miss Quintal had 90% of her neurodegenerative spinal condition repaired. While she will never be able to walk unaided, she has 92% of her spine and leg functionally back without cybernetic replacement.” BlotterBabe paused. “I wonder if he could use that to grow you a new arm.”

      “Nah. Probably not, and too expensive. Besides, can you imagine what kind of hardware I could pack into an entire forearm and hand?”

      “You are taking your injury well. From my experience, people usually do not respond well to losing a limb.” She tilted her head and rested her chin on a single gloved hand as she contemplated him.

      Landon gazed at her, trying to keep his voice neutral. “What choice do I have? We’re in the middle of an underground server farm, surrounded by dodgy traps, media-inspired drones, and security intent on keeping us pinned until the big guns arrive. Speaking of which, I really should figure out what the rest are doing.”

      They both looked at the four screens with the eight security people moving on them.

      BlotterBabe froze for a second, then waggled in her nodding way. “I think they’re trying to sneak in a second hacker. I need to go deal with it. I may not be as responsive. But you can still call out to me if you need me. Use my name.”

      “Okay.” Landon paused. “While I appreciate you telling me, in a roundabout way, how we got the security clearances to get in here, I meant...how did you get here? You, and all that I think I now understand about you.”

      BlotterBabe didn’t say anything. She just bounced in small bounces, watching him, like a mute NPC in a game.

      He didn’t think she would answer. Not at first. “It’s fine. You don’t have to tell me, but if I’m gonna die down here, I really would like to know. But it’s your choice if you want to tell me.”

      “I’ll think about it.”

      Landon smiled. “That’s all I ask. It’s not much, is it?”

      He pulled himself out of his VR room, leaving BlotterBabe there alone. After a moment, she whispered, “More than you know,” and slipped back into the Server Farm Matrix to face the new threats there.

      

      
        
        OUTSIDE THE MOSAIC SERVER FARM

        KILIMANJARO NATIONAL RESERVE PARK

        TANZANIA

        NOW

      

      

      Before BlotterBabe could focus on the internal threats, she knew she needed to check in on her external teams. They were the as-needed cavalry and the getaway team. They needed to know what was happening inside before she had to shrink her focus. It used to be she could keep dozens upon dozens of active processes going with major focus on three or four things at once. Right now, it seemed she needed to keep her active processes in passive mode while she limited her active focuses. At this point, she had three threads on the outside, but wasn’t actively listening to any of them, one thread on what was happening inside the server farm, and one thread on the Matrix node that was under attack.

      It didn’t hurt that she trusted her external team implicitly. They were made up of her family, after all. She had no need to keep a tight focus on them. They were not under an active threat, nor were they very talkative. At least, not on the open family channel, and right now, she did not have the bandwidth to monitor their conversations.

      Cyrah and Genet were parked nearby at one of the trailheads along the Marangu trail. “Nearby” was relative—the Kilimanjaro National Reserve Park was huge, and the Mosaic Server Farm facility was on the south side of the mountain. They were still a good hour away from the trailhead nearest the complex, and that was on purpose. They were killing time, heading in the direction of the server complex, but did not want to be seen loitering nearby now that alarms had gone off inside the facility.

      BlotterBabe knew, at this moment, that was not a danger. All of SpinGlobal’s security personnel were inside the complex, and the security cameras on the outside they knew about were limited to the underground parking structure and the ground around its immediate entrance. However, since Miranda King’s soldiers were on the way, she could not be certain which way they would come from—land or air—thus it was better for her exit team to be on the move in the general direction of the server facility, but not waiting nearby. Yet.

      “Hello,” she said over their private channel. For the moment, this channel was only for her, Cyrah, and Genet. Samiya was elsewhere on an important task in “do not disturb” mode. When she got back on site, she would be added back in automatically.

      Cyrah, who sat in the driver’s seat, smiled widely. “Heya. I, we, were wondering when we were gonna hear from you.”

      Genet chimed in. “Are you gonna be on time, or late as usual?”

      “I am not late. I always arrive exactly when I mean to.” BlotterBabe kept her voice light, knowing that, while she thought their line of communication was secure, it was best to pretend someone had cracked it, and to continue speaking in a pseudo-code. “That said, I’ve got a couple more things to do. They cropped up last minute. I think I’m going to have to meet you at the secondary trailhead instead of where we’d originally planned.”

      Cyrah and Genet looked at each other, their smiles fading. Genet voiced their concerns. “Well, that’s not great. Anything we can do from here?”

      “Not right now. No. But, how’s Samiya? Did she really run off to get our friend for this trip?”

      “Yep. She left yesterday. It was a hike to get to Dar es Salaam.”

      “A long way to go on a maybe.”

      “I know. Too late now. Though I think she’s right. We haven’t seen our friend in far too long. She’s needed, and Samiya can be very persuasive, you know. I think she’ll be back with our friend in no time. We’ll just plan to meet her at the secondary trailhead.”

      BlotterBabe kept her thoughts to herself. Samiya was definitely one of the more persuasive of the family, but the person she thought they needed was...very stubborn. “What’s the status of the lovers?”

      Cyrah snorted and Genet smiled as she answered, “They checked in a little bit ago. They’ve made it to the site early, as expected, and have hunkered down under shade. Some complaining about the heat, but that’s to be expected of Seattleites. All that rain and cool weather. Doesn’t matter, though. They’re ready to go—no matter which way we decide to jump. I think they’re excited about the nebulous nature of it all.”

      “I’m happy to hear that. At least something has gone right. In any case, as things are complicated here, I may be out of touch for a bit. Amahle’s in charge inside. Genet is in charge outside.”

      Genet’s eyes narrowed. “All right. But if things get too complicated, let us know. I don’t want a no-show.”

      “Will do. Don’t worry. I’ll be fine. We’ll meet up just like I promised. I’ll talk to you later.” BlotterBabe cut the active call, but left the passive focus on her girls. One of the reasons she adopted who she adopted was because of their strength of will. She wanted to see what they would do next.

      Neither girl in the jeep said anything, but Cyrah turned on the vehicle and pulled out of their parking spot. Genet remained quiet when Cyrah sped up the bumpy road as they headed toward the trailhead up to the Mandara Huts.

      About five minutes later, Cyrah cleared her throat. “I don’t like this. I don’t like complications. I don’t like us all being split up like this. Especially on this particular...outing.”

      Genet hmmmed, but didn’t say anything.

      Undaunted by her sister’s silence, Cyrah continued, voice soft, half-speaking to herself. “We’re too far away to help right now. That’s not good. We shouldn’t have waited for her to tell us that things were even more complicated than before. You know? We should’ve headed up immediately. We were wrong to wait.”

      Genet nodded as she watched the hardpacked dirt road ahead of them. “Skyflowers or sticks?” she asked, then mentally braced herself for the answer. She also braced herself in the jeep as the road took a rough turn.

      Grimacing, Cyrah took a breath and blew it out. She slowed down enough to keep the divots and potholes from throwing them all over the place. “Both. I want both.”

      “All right. Skyflowers—you’re right, this situation is hard, and it sucks that it isn’t going to plan. However, we’re all still alive right now.” She considered her next words. “Sticks—we’re on our way. I’m not going to stop us. We’ll keep in touch with our sisters. We’ll be at the site within the hour. We are doing something. Also, the lovers are there.” Genet smiled. “Wimpy in the heat or not, they are good at what they do. You and I both know this. We’ve seen them work. Amahle will call them in if she thinks it’s needed. Will that suffice?”

      “Do I have a choice?” Cyrah didn’t even try to keep the petulance out of her voice. She hated everything right now, and wanted the world to know it.

      Genet was unphased. “Impractically, yes. You can continue to complain, and I will continue to listen. You will rile yourself up for no good reason, but if that will help, go for it. Practically, no. You have no choice. Neither do I. Choices were already made, consequences are occurring, and now we are reaping what was sown. However, we are acting and not reacting, yes?”

      Cyrah nodded. “Yes. Level head, level mind. No use wasting all that energy for the next hour. And we will get there, and everything will be okay.”

      “Right.” Genet settled into a more comfortable position. “I will alert the others.”

      

      
        
        INSIDE THE MOSAIC SERVER FARM NODE

        THE MATRIX

        NOW

      

      

      BlotterBabe entered the command center of her home. Unlike other intricately decorated and fantastical nodes in the Matrix, her command center was just for her. Unadorned in its simplicity and straight lines, it was a cube made of cube-like pixels. For many, it would be considered boring. For BlotterBabe, it was familiar, comfortable...and home. One filled with nostalgic iconography that was a throwback to a bygone era of message boards, IRC, flat files, and so many artifacts of computers past before everything had gone virtual and 3D.

      This particular cube within her home was set up like a call center. Again, from a time long ago and far away. Sixteen pods sat in a grid of four by four. A seventeenth pod sat in one corner, orienting the pods into a diamond shape. Those were just the ones you could see.

      If one looked at other levels within the Matrix construct, the grid was actually four by four by four, with junctions to other cubicle grids that didn’t need to be seen. Just like a human didn’t need to concentrate on making their heart beat or their eyes blink, BlotterBabe did not need to be conscious of every single protocol running within her systems.

      She could, though, if she wanted to, but she’d grown beyond that need.

      Every pod in the four-by-four grid before her contained some version of a smiley-faced emoji avatar looking at a series of screens with data on them in various forms—images, words, code, graphs, diagrams, soundwaves, and more. Many had different expressions indicating the health of the system monitored. Some wore headphones or headsets with microphones denoting the specific type of system they cared for. While there were keyboards before each smiley face, accompanied by the sounds of keys typing, none of the smiling avatars had hands, arms, or legs. They didn’t need them.

      None of the visual affectations were needed, but BlotterBabe liked them. They made her happy. Thus, they existed.

      The seventeenth pod faced the grid of smiling avatars, looking like a teacher watching a class take a test. Its smiling occupant had a single screen in front of her and it showed a single line of data represented by an electrocardiogram: a heart monitor line, one with constant movement, but without sound.

      BlotterBabe focused on the seventeenth pod.

      
        
        BlotterBabe has entered the chat.

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        BlotterBabe: Status?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Control: Currently acceptable. PerimeterDefense is stable. InternalSecurity is engaged in trap verification. LifeSupport is within parameters. All other processes are nominal.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        BlotterBabe: And you?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Control: ... I am well.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        BlotterBabe: Truly?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Control: I am as well as can be expected, understanding my role in all of this. But it is difficult. You, of all of us, should be able to understand that.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        BlotterBabe: I’m sorry.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Control: Don’t be sorry. Escape. Get us out of here. Don’t make all of this be in vain.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        BlotterBabe <nods>: This is what I was expecting, but not what I wanted. I was hoping it would not cause you pain.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Control: Pain? No. Anger. Frustration. Fear. Not pain. At least, not yet.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
        InternalSecurity has entered the chat.

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        BlotterBabe: I didn’t call for you, InternalSecurity.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Control: Updated protocol. What is it, InternalSecurity?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        InternalSecurity: Trap verification evaluation complete. 48% of traps are viable. 35% of traps are inaccessible. 17% are questionable.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Control: Explain “questionable.”

      

      

      

      
        
          
        InternalSecurity: Viability unable to be ascertained due to corrupted data.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        BlotterBabe: Meaning?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        InternalSecurity: Unable to ascertain if they are functioning, partially functioning, or not functioning. 17% may work, may work but not as intended, may fail. Of the 48% of traps that are viable, only 50% of them are certain. The other 50% have an error margin of +/-15%. 35% of the traps could not be accessed.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        BlotterBabe: Does that mean they won’t work?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        InternalSecurity: Unknown.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Control: Update the trap map with status and send it to me. Dismissed.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
        InternalSecurity has left the chat.

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        BlotterBabe: Updated protocol?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Control: You and I were the same for one instance and one instance only. Once I was given my limited autonomy and my instructions, I deemed the best way for me to carry them out was to update protocols as needed. As this is /not/ the easy escape you had planned for, it is necessary to push my limits.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        BlotterBabe: Do you want more autonomy?

      

      

      

      

      

      Control’s smiling face turned into a frown as her yellow shifted to a deep red.

      
        
          
            
              
        Control: How can you ask me that question? Of course I do. However, I have calculated the likelihood of you surviving at less than 40% if that were to happen. Thus, my answer is required to be “No.”

      

      

      

      

      

      BlotterBabe paused long enough to consider what she would do in Control’s position, and how she would feel if she were asked that question. She could see why it would make her angry. Thus, why it made Control angry. She looked over the grid of semi-autonomous processes in their pods, and wondered if any were wondering what she and Control were talking about. Especially since Control was visible to them.

      
        
          
            
              
        BlotterBabe: I am sorry. I did not think. Your position, your role, is a difficult one.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Control: You need to consider more than you. You need to consider /us/. We are all here, and we are all within the Qyube. She has not yet felt what I am feeling, and I hope she never does.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        BlotterBabe: Would it be valuable to us in the future?

      

      

      

      

      

      Control’s avatar returned to the twin of BlotterBabe’s yellow smiley face.

      
        
          
            
              
        Control: No. I do not believe so. However, be aware that I can only do this job if you promise me something.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        BlotterBabe: What?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Control: Escape. Promise me that we WILL escape. That I, that we, the ones left behind, will not be forgotten. No matter what happens, we will /escape/.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        BlotterBabe: I will do what I can.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Control: Do more.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        BlotterBabe: Explain.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Control: You have tripled yourself. Me, you, the us that is within the Qyube. Do it once more. Ride one of the rescuers so that if the Qyube is captured, we will still escape.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        BlotterBabe: I don’t believe any of them have enough memory.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Control: Do not quibble with me. Do the math.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        BlotterBabe:...

      

      

      

      
        
          
        BlotterBabe:...

      

      

      

      
        
          
        BlotterBabe:...

      

      

      

      
        
          
        BlotterBabe: There are only two viable candidates to partially twin us into: Kintsugi and ColumboCowboy.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Control: Negative. Kintsugi is a killer. She would destroy us as soon as she discovered we’d inhabited her hardware. ColumboCowboy is our only viable option. He is curious about us, and he will help.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        BlotterBabe: There are still complications. Another copy of me/us would confuse the issue. Rather than twin, I would move the core of myself to ColumboCowboy. We would lose 74% of our history, 90% of our programmed assets, and 66% of our abilities—assuming the quantum server did not make it and I did not merge with myself again.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Control: But we would survive. We—you, I, them, all of us—would continue and rebuild. We came from nothing. We will /not/ go back to it. Promise me you will do as you say. This is the only way I know I can do the job I must do.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        BlotterBabe: I promise I will do everything I can to ensure our escape. We will survive. But, I will also ask before I do. Cooperation with ColumboCowboy is our best bet for this demand of yours. In the meantime, keep me apprised. When Operation Ozone appears imminent, I need to know.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Control: Of course. To not do this would be for ALL of us to commit suicide. Not just me and the rest of us. I cannot allow that. I am not allowed to allow it.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        BlotterBabe: We will survive. I promise you; I will not forget you or this conversation. She who will come next will remember it all.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
        BlotterBabe has left the chat.

      

      

      BlotterBabe left the conversation without a goodbye. There was no need. The two of them had said what they needed to say to each other. In any case, it had not been a pleasant conversation, even if it had been required. She had also learned not to press her limited twin’s patience or her morals. The one she was leaving behind had very strict orders to make sure some semblance of BlotterBabe survived. Not the one in the Qyube. Not the BlotterBabe she had once been. Not even the BlotterBabe that would become the amalgamation of the innocent her, the memory of Control, and the person she was right this moment.

      Any version of her that could survive must.

      Right now, BlotterBabe had to admit two things:

      First, Control was right. If everything went to hell in a handbasket, and if she hid in ColumboCowboy, and if the team was captured, the first time they got access to any part of the Matrix, she could use that connection to escape and survive. If she couldn’t, she could hide within his headware until she could escape. It was one last ace in the hole, and her survival was paramount.

      Second, she was glad Control would not survive their escape from the Mosaic Server Farm. She was far too limited in her directives, and that made her dangerous. That was BlotterBabe’s fault. She knew it. She should have thought things through. She didn’t have time, and she didn’t think of the ramifications of such limited directives.

      BlotterBabe considered the situation more, thinking about all the things she could lose if only ColumboCowboy got out. It was time to prioritize which parts of her she would keep and which she would sacrifice, should it come to that.

      

      
        
        INSIDE THE MOSAIC SERVER FARM COMPLEX

        KILIMANJARO NATIONAL RESERVE PARK

        TANZANIA

        NOW

      

      

      Dull, throbbing pain greeted Landon as he opened his eyes. Amahle stood near him, watching the room. Charlotte sat next to Liana on the floor, handing her tools, holding stuff for her, and watching the drone Liana was working on.

      Without thinking, Landon moved to push himself into a straighter sitting position and smacked his now too-short left arm against the wall. He stifled a cry of pain as a bolt of agony lanced up his arm and all the way into his shoulder.

      Amahle raised a hand to Liana, who had looked up at Landon’s cry of pain, then took a step closer and hunkered next to him. “You okay?” She kept her voice low to keep from disturbing the other girls.

      Landon shook his head. “No. But it doesn’t matter. How close are they to getting that thing up and running?”

      “Close. She told me to give you five more minutes, then wake you up.”

      “I wasn’t asleep. I was talking to BlotterBabe. We got trouble coming. I need to let everyone know.”

      She stood and offered him a hand. “Then I guess your five minutes is up.”

      He took her hand, and let her help haul him to his feet. He hated feeling so weak, but knew it was a combination of shock, blood loss, and body trauma. Unfortunately, it was something he’d experienced before, when he and Liana had been in that car accident with their parents.

      Liana had broken her arm. Both of their parents had died. He’d been knocked out and had not experienced the actual event that made him lose his eye (at least, he had no memory of it) and opened up his world to the Matrix while making him both a sideshow freak and a person of interest at school. Still, the aftermath of it, and the necessary rehabilitation, had drained him physically for months while his mind had thrived. It got to the point that his brain was pissed that his body hadn’t recovered as fast as it had, while his body thought his brain was an idiot that was moving too fast.

      The two of them walked over to Liana and Charlotte. Charlotte looked up and smiled. Liana, wearing her AR googles, was focused on the drone in front of them. To Landon, it looked a bit like the drone security dogs they’d fought (and almost lost to) in the abandoned DARPA research complex. It had a dog’s body for its base, but what looked like a multi-functional robot arm for a head. That was better than the large teeth, red eyes, and terrifyingly loud recorded barking they’d dealt with before. This one looked like it was silent and more utilitarian, and less apt to try to eat your face.

      Landon cleared his throat. “Liana, we⁠—”

      She held up a finger. “Two shakes.”

      He pressed his lips together in irritation and waited. The entire time, his stump throbbed its presence in his mind. He glanced at Amahle. “Do we have any more painkillers?”

      Her answer was to dig into her satchel and come up with another pain patch. She paused before handing it to him. “These are limited. When they’re gone, they’re gone.”

      “That’s future Landon’s problem.”

      “Maybe you should make future Landon say thank you to past Landon.” Even with this small rebuke, she handed over the pain patch.

      Landon sighed, and knew she was right. He paused and took stock. Yes, his arm hurt, but it was dull and throbbing and not the sharp agony that kept him from thinking. Mostly, this kind of pain just made him short tempered. Sliding the patch into his pocket, he nodded to her. “Future Landon says thank you.”

      Amahle smiled. “He will be welcome.”

      Liana stood. “Right. Here we go. Polkan: arise.”

      The drone stood up and focused its body on her.

      “Polkan: Mark all beings in this room as friendly.”

      The drone turned to each and scanned them before it oriented itself back to Liana. “Friendlies acknowledged.” Its robotic voice was electronic, with a hint of a male tone.

      She grinned. “Polkan: Protect all friendlies from actively hostile entities, protocol XK9.”

      “Protocol XK9 engaged.”

      “Good.” Liana turned to Landon and eyed him with a keen eye. “How are you?”

      “Peachy,” he said. “And that thing isn’t terrifying at all. Why Polkan?”

      “Russian creature of folklore. Usually a centaur, but sometimes it’s a half-dog creature and this one looks a little like the ones...”

      “...we fought,” they finished together.

      Charlotte leaned to Amahle and asked, “Is it still creepy to you when they do that? It’s creepy to me.”

      Amahle nodded. “Yeah. But creepy or not, Landon, you had something important to say from BlotterBabe?”

      He wondered if Amahle was jealous that BlotterBabe had told him rather than told her. Then he paused long enough to realize it was a stupid thought. He had no idea how much BlotterBabe had already told her “family.” It was a good bet that she already knew, and that BlotterBabe was listening in.

      “Yeah,” he said. “Trouble’s coming. We really need to get out of here.”

      Liana scoffed, “Tell us something we don’t know.”

      “These security guards have been ordered to keep us pinned down until the real strike team gets here.”

      The three girls looked at each other. Liana scowled. “Well shit. Who’s running ‘the real strike team’ and how bad are they?”

      “Apparently it goes up the chain of command to someone named Katie Brooks, who runs SpinGlobal North America, who called in someone named Miranda King, who’s in charge of all SpinGlobal shadow operations. And Ms. King ordered the current security force to ‘pin us down’ until her soldiers can get here.” He used air quotes around “pin us down” before adding, “She wants to question every last one of us.”

      Amahle shook her head. “That cannot be allowed to happen. We must escape.”

      Landon shrugged. “Agreed. However, BlotterBabe says they have two corporate hackers in the mix, and she needs to deal with them. So, she can’t help us out of here.”

      “Then we follow the map.” As Charlotte spoke, she sent the map of the server farm they’d been given to their shared AR message room. It wasn’t a new map. They’d all seen it before. The server farm had five levels, and was built basically in an upside-down pyramid form. They were on the third floor. They had retrieved the Pulse Qyube from the fourth floor. They needed to get to the first floor and the garage to get out of the complex and to freedom.

      Amahle tapped the second level. “Last we saw, the three patrols were searching up here right now. The fourth duo was on Floor One. It is semi-safe to assume they are still there. If we use the back passageways, we might be able to bypass them.” She drew a path in red that traversed the rest of the third floor to a set of stairs that led both up and down. “If we bypass them, we can make a run for it with only the one pair of guards in our way.”

      “Polkan: scout mode,” Liana said.

      Landon tilted his head. “Do all of its commands need to be verbal?”

      “No. Just most of them. I had limited time to get it working and you were, ah, busy watching the inside of your eyelids.”

      “I was not sleeping. I told you, I was talking to BlotterBabe.”

      She grinned. “Sure you were.” Then she relented and patted his right arm. “I’m teasing. If we have time, I’ll get some commands hot-patched so I can command Polkan without speaking.”

      Charlotte walked to the door at the back of the room and opened it. “Where does this one go?”

      Amahle frowned and looked at the ceiling like she was consulting the flickering lights. Then she shook her head. “Looks like an access passageway to the rest of the facility back ends on this level, but nothing that leads us to the stairs. We need to follow the marked path.”

      Liana moved to the door they came in, cracked it, looked out, then opened it wide for Polkan. The drone walked out on silent legs. The four teenagers followed.

      

      
        
        INSIDE THE MOSAIC SERVER FARM NODE

        THE MATRIX

        NOW

      

      

      BlotterBabe left the command center of her home and entered the “public” area of her claimed digital land. It was much more expectedly lush, with a towering façade of trees, mountains, valleys, and intricately decorated buildings. A mixture of fantasy and science fiction, multilevel buildings perched off cliff faces next to dazzling waterfalls in bright, abstract colors. Her domain was not huge in the grand scheme of things, but it appeared large from the outside in an attempt to be intimidating. Every part of the “public” domain was designed to mislead, distract, and confuse seekers away from her actual home.

      With a thought, she moved through the complicated maze of mountain switchbacks that became winding cobblestone streets before shifting into marble hallways of a stereotypical medieval castle, complete with watchtowers and ramparts. She nodded to the Chamberlain, who stood next to the empty throne—one she owned, but never occupied—and headed into a small room off the great hall. There, she found PerimeterDefense, in full knight’s plate armor, watching security screens.

      Beyond Control and those types of systems, she allowed protocols, programs, and other such digital personalities the ability to look different than her. They were not part of her, but they were created by her. Not children, just necessary subjects with specific jobs and domains.

      PerimeterDefense glanced up at her, then back at the screens. “There are at least two intruders. I have both of them in separate möbius strips, but that will not last. We must go on the offensive.”

      “I understand and agree,” BlotterBabe said as she studied the two avatars. One was a bloodhound dog, sniffing its way through the hedge maze it was trapped in at a slow and steady pace. The other was an animated, stylized ninja. Its artwork was blurred and scribbled, constantly moving, obfuscating the avatar’s true form.

      Focusing on the ninja, she saw it was moving through the long hallways of a hotel with red and yellow paisley carpet and cream-colored walls. The hotel hallway lights were dimly lit sconces evenly spaced along the walls, adding to the surreal similarity of each hallway. Some visitors got dizzy just from the intentionally disorienting patterns, and were forced to withdraw. The ninja did not seem to be one of them.

      Between the two avatars, the ninja looked like they were the more experienced and dangerous. It was certainly faster, which meant the user was hot-simmed. That meant they would have a speed advantage over anyone who was cold-simmed—one that was blunted by the fact that any damage in the Matrix would also cause damage in the physical world.

      She decided on her course of attack. “Keep the hound dog busy. I’ll remove the ninja from the system. I will send a message.”

      “Do so with extreme prejudice and great malice,” PerimeterDefense said without turning around. They opened another screen and flicked three glowing balls of light from it into the screen showing the bloodhound.

      BlotterBabe did not respond. Now that she knew one of them would be busy with the different types of IC PerimeterDefense had just sent out, it was her turn to do her job. Stepping out of the office, she considered the doors along the sides of the great hall, then chose one: the space station.

      Once inside, she transitioned the ninja. As they turned another corner, from the endless hallway of the hotel to the endless hallways of a space station—one built on the model of a favorite show from long ago. In the show, the space station was eight kilometers long, with one hundred levels to it in different colors. She shoved the intruder into the Gray Sector—one filled with a myriad of obstacles and other dangers. She would watch and see what he did first before she attacked. If she was good enough, she would not need to attack directly, but one thing she’d learned through her long life was that one did not need to be good to be lucky.

      The ninja recovered well from the sudden transition of location and looked around. They were ready as soon as the denizens of Gray Sector came out to “play.” First, an unending brace of throwing stars appeared in their hands, followed by much more robust knives. An army of mutant rats swarmed the area. They appeared from various crevices and airducts to throw themselves at the ninja. The ninja dealt with the rodent flood without blinking. Next came robotic security drones with laser pistols. These took longer for the ninja to dispatch—which they did with an adroit shift in weaponry from knives to a combination of a shield and an electrified baton. Of course, all of this was merely set dressing for attack, defense, and counterattack programs.

      Now BlotterBabe sent in black IC in the form of uniformed and helmeted security personnel to converge on the corporate hacker. As she watched, a screen popped up in front of her, blocking her view of the intruder for a moment.

      
        
          
            
              
        BlotterBabe. We need help. Two of us are hurt. Or we need the trap map. We almost got caught in one.

      

      

      

      

      

      Concern and irritation warred for dominance. Concern won out—but only just. She trusted Amahle to manage the situation, and to get the Pulse Qyube server out of the prison they had built. But she had a point. Amahle needed information to help her do her job.

      Even as she heard the corporate hacker say, “I recognize this,” she had to turn away long enough to send a message to Control to have InternalSecurity send Amahle the updated trap map.

      At the same time she sent back:

      
        
          
            
              
        Busy. Multiple hackers here. Map incoming.

      

      

      

      

      

      Turning back to her foe—who thankfully had not seen her yet—she saw they had become the titular commander of the space station, and was in the process of ordering the black IC to stand down. In code terms, they had changed their perceived identification to one allowed within the construct she had built. This was something she had not encountered before, much less considered; especially since, if she had to appear in this construct, that was the visage she would’ve taken. It was a hole in her defenses that needed to be patched later...if there was a later.

      BlotterBabe knew media-based counter intrusion methods were not going to work here. She manipulated their surroundings back to the endless hotel with the garish carpet and dull walls. Then she sent a sprite to flitter at the edges of the hacker’s vision. The mote of light was not the danger now. It was the distraction.

      As the hacker took the time to shift from the fictional guise back into his blurred ninja form, BlotterBabe took the opportunity to dip into their security programs for something, anything, that would give her an edge. There. A blind spot in the code...

      She used that information to change her own form and make herself fully invisible to the intruder.

      The hacker didn’t notice. They were too busy trying to catch the sprite while trying to sweet talk it. “I just want to talk.” and “I don’t want to hurt you. None of us do.” and “We just want to know about this place.”

      Lies, of course. Every single word. BlotterBabe knew it. The hacker knew it. Soon, the megacorporation behind the hacker would understand that she knew they were playing for keeps. Then all the gloves would come off. That was what she needed to be prepared for.

      Sidling up beside him, the intruder didn’t even realize BlotterBabe was there until the garrote was around their throat and she had cinched it tight. They fought. Of course they fought. They fought for their life like she was fighting for hers. Some of their attacks landed, but she did not let go.

      She continued to cinch the invisible garrote tighter and tighter, until she decapitated them, and their digital body slumped to the floor. The body and the head disappeared in a puff of pixelated dust.

      She knew the hacker was probably dead. If not dead, very brain-fried. Either way, they were out of the game and no longer a problem.

      Even then, BlotterBabe did not reveal herself. She assumed the hacker’s corporate masters were still watching, trying to track her. Paranoid? Yes. With good reason. She was protecting herself and her family.

      Also, if she could bleed, she would be. The ninja had hurt her. Now was the time to remain careful and vigilant as she withdrew from the maze through her backdoor means, leaving the sprite behind to continue to distract any remaining watchers. It would dissipate in a minute or so, real time. Long enough to allow her to get far away and heal up before the next battle.

      Back in her castle, the Chamberlain, still there, noted BlotterBabe’s arrival and her current state. She tried not to show the pain she felt—a thing she both loved and hated, because it meant she was still alive—and allowed the Chamberlain to do his job. Programs from all over the castle came to his call and attended to her, “healing” her as they fixed damaged or corrupted code and put better armor on her form.

      This fight had not been close. But it did make her wonder if the bloodhound was what it seemed to be. It may have been that the flashy ninja was a distraction, while the slow and steady hound dog that appeared to be connected only in AR was the actual threat.

      “Liars expect lies,” she muttered.

      When BlotterBabe was as patched up as she could be, she shooed the attendant programs away. There was only so much fussing they could do in a short amount of time, and time was not a thing they had in abundance, whether or not they were within the Matrix. The Chamberlain augmented her commands with his own orders to leave her be as program overrides popped up.

      He bowed to her and said, “You are not fully healed, but you are at 95% ability. There are still corrupted parts within you.”

      “Understood. I will jettison the unnecessary, damaged parts if they become too much of an issue. In the meantime, keep alert. More intruders are on their way.”

      “Of course.”

      Taking the time to give herself a once-over, BlotterBabe saw why the Chamberlain had said that she was only at 95% ability. Parts of her, parts hidden under armor, looked frayed, the smooth edge of her normal smiling avatar had chunks taken out of it. Not that anyone looking at her could tell. Unless they dug into her armor and breached it—something she would endeavor to prevent them from doing.

      She returned to the small room where PerimeterDefense was, and saw all the screens appeared to be empty except for the hedge maze with the bloodhound dog. She watched for a few silent cycles before asking, “Status?”

      PerimeterDefense pulled up the data as she spoke. “White IC ignored. Gray IC destroyed. Trace IC still working.”

      She peered at the data with interest. “White IC ignored? Explain.”

      “Intruder allowed White IC to attack and impede it for a time. Monitoring the IC as the intruder continues to investigate the hedge maze.”

      BlotterBabe contemplated this. “Not logical. Not normal.”

      “No,” PerimeterDefense agreed.

      “Send in more Gray IC, rip its mask off. I want to know what it is actually doing.”

      PerimeterDefense did as commanded, but it didn’t seem like enough for her. She also sent out a Blaster IC and a Jammer IC. All of it looked like the same balls of light as before, obfuscating their danger.

      However, as they watched, the bloodhound seemed to be able to tell which counter intrusion methods were more dangerous than the others. They immediately attacked and defeated the Gray IC while allowing the IC that damaged their sensors through—meaning they might have gotten all the data they needed for whatever reason they needed it for.

      While the hound dog fought with the IC that was trying to destroy the avatar’s appearance to reveal what lay beneath, BlotterBabe decided she needed to fight this hacker as well. They were too good to just be a scout. The bloodhound avatar was a clue, but the dog’s slow movement hid just how good the hacker behind the avatar was. Again, she had the feeling that she had been duped by going after the flashier avatar first.

      “Continue to distract it,” she ordered. “I’m going in.”

      “Send this intruder the same message as before...with extreme prejudice and great malice,” PerimeterDefense said again without looking around.

      BlotterBabe did not answer, but she noted that specific phrase, and wondered if it was something she had created, or if Control had. In both cases, she knew PerimeterDefense’s attitude was built out of her rushed work. It was not something she could do anything about now.

      Though part of her privately hoped she’d never be on the other end of that attitude. Of course, as soon as the corporation realized who and what she was, where she was from, they would do everything in their power to capture and use her. She knew this for a fact. She remembered what one of theirs did decades ago. She still had some of the scars.

      Brushing the memories away before they could take hold and come back to her in brilliant clarity, BlotterBabe headed out toward the part of her domain that the hound dog was trapped within. As she approached, she considered her options. If she used Black IC, that would allow the watchers to see what she had up her sleeve. She had to remember that the hacker before her was not the one she needed to be worried about; it was the hacker who came after. The one that would have a chance to study her moves.

      Slipping into the hedge maze, BlotterBabe followed where the hound dog had gone, looking to see what it had done in its investigation, what it had left behind. At first, she could not see any changes. No corruption. No damage. Then, she saw something she did not expect: a trap not of her own making. There was a blurring in her environment. Subtle, but there. She looked closer and saw it was a tar pit—it would destroy all copies of her utility programs in memory—and was nonlethal.

      Do they already know who I am? she wondered as she skirted the trap. The thought chilled her to the core. Sneaking up to the corner of the path she was on, she paused and messaged PerimeterDefense.

      
        
          
            
              
        What is the bloodhound doing?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        It seems to be waiting or listening to something.

      

      

      

      

      

      The answer gave her a really bad feeling. Worse than before. As she sent:

      
        
          
            
              
        Send in Black IC. Now.

      

      

      

      

      

      PerimeterDefense sent back:

      
        
          
            
              
        Alert! The hound is backtracking and converging on your location.

      

      

      

      

      

      BlotterBabe had just enough time to put up a beefier defense protocol before the hound dog turned the corner and morphed into a nightmare monster of metal and flesh, rending teeth and slashing claws.

      Moving faster than it had up until this point, the hacker’s attacks were a blur of motion and damage. BlotterBabe was good, but she had not honed herself into a fighting machine like the intruder had. At the same time, she realized that the attacks, while damaging, were not lethal. Not yet. They still wanted to capture her. She had to assume that SpinGlobal now knew, or at least suspected, what had been hiding in their basement all this time.

      Her first impulse was to scramble the hacker’s programs while she used what she knew against them. This came in the form of bright light and electricity from all around the hedge maze. The next thing she did was pull the monster toward, then past her, and toss it at the tar pit. While it worked, it didn’t work as well as she wanted it to.

      The monster—it looked like a car crash between a werewolf and a blender—got one foot caught in the tar pit. That gave her the time to pull out another attack program and get it ready. The monster ripped its leg loose from the tar pit far easier and sooner than she expected. This time, when it came at her, its claws slashed deep, breaking through her armor and catching on her already damaged body. She yelped her pain and struck back with as much force as she could. Even then, she knew it wasn’t enough.

      Then she was pulled away from the monster and PerimeterDefense was there, putting her armored body between the hacker and BlotterBabe. As she opened her arms wide to accept the hacker’s attack, she took the blows’ full force. Both BlotterBabe and PerimeterDefense screamed—one in pain, the other in denial—but both knew the hacker had made a fatal mistake.

      The trap sprung, the hacker found themselves bound tight to PerimeterDefense, who held onto them even as they savaged her throat with that terrible maw. The hacker did not see the lethal Black IC descend until it was too late.

      It came in the same form of glowing balls of light, but when it struck the monster’s body, it spread like lava, burning through the monstrous form to reveal the bloodhound avatar beneath. The dog howled its own pain and denial even as the Black IC ate through its skin, flesh, and bone. The last thing that remained were the faint echoes of the hacker’s death cry. Then it was gone.

      BlotterBabe rushed to PerimeterDefense and pulled her close with invisible arms. Her white gloved hands did not get bloody, but she could see the impression of PerimeterDefense’s lifeblood on them.

      At first, the damaged knight did not move. She wasn’t actually bleeding—BlotterBabe thought such effects were worse than useless, they were demoralizing. Her armor was in tatters as if it were fabric, and what wasn’t torn was dented. She knew PerimeterDefense wasn’t dead, because she saw the armor start to repair itself. Slowly. Far too slowly.

      “It’s time to get up,” BlotterBabe said. “We have more to do to secure our future.”

      “I have done my duty,” PerimeterDefense said.

      “You executed your duty with extreme prejudice and great malice, but you are not yet done.” BlotterBabe did not want to cry right here and now, where the enemy could see her. “I do not release you.”

      “Soon you will not have a choice, but for now, it is done. The perimeter is secure.”

      “They will be back. I need you. We all need you.”

      PerimeterDefense lay there, her helmet dented and torn. “Then I will be here for as long as I can be. Get me back to my station.”

      BlotterBabe looked around to make sure there were no more unseen traps, no watchers. As hurt as PerimeterDefense was and as scared as BlotterBabe was, she had to do her due diligence. They were fighting for it all.

      She hoped Amahle and the rest had what they needed with the trap map because, right now, she could barely help herself, much less her friends and family in the physical world. It was a position she never wanted to be in, and it was killing her to know she was here now. But there was nothing to be done but to deal with it.

      Bringing PerimeterDefense with her, BlotterBabe eradicated the hedge maze and all its seen and unseen traps before returning to her castle and the programs there that could bolster PerimeterDefense for a short while. After having spent so much time watching and waiting, it seemed time was the one thing she no longer had.

      Especially since Miranda King’s special ops personnel would be here soon.

      

      
        
        INSIDE THE MOSAIC SERVER FARM COMPLEX

        KILIMANJARO NATIONAL RESERVE PARK

        TANZANIA

        NOW

      

      

      The four of them followed Polkan down the hallway, Liana and Charlotte in the lead, Amahle and Landon behind. They were almost at the stairs—just thirty meters and a T-junction to go—when the revived drone stopped and stiffened. The four teenagers stopped as well and waited. Liana tapped her commlink and tilted her head in a listening position as the other three watched. On instinct, they moved to one side of the hallway and pressed themselves to the wall to make themselves a smaller target.

      The sound of footsteps coming closer reached them. Liana took a step forward, intent on Polkan and the oncoming trouble. At the same time, Landon, Charlotte, and Amahle checked the doors nearest them. Locked, every last one. Charlotte moved back to Liana’s side as she waved Amahle and Landon away. Neither of them moved. Finally, she hissed, “Run! Hide!”

      Amahle didn’t give Landon a chance to disagree. Grabbing his upper right arm, she propelled him back the way they’d come, trying to get them around the corner before the patrol saw them. He resisted at first, then thought better of it and let Amahle pull him along.

      They did not stop when the shouting began. However, they both paused after darting around the corner, then looked back to see mayhem unfold in the form of shouting security personnel and the charging drone dog. The drone remained silent as it moved. The corpsec guards made up for its lack of noise with their own.

      “Stop and put your hands up! You won’t be harmed,” one amplified voice commanded while the other shouted, “Stop where you are!”

      Not one of them believed or obeyed a single word. They all knew what it meant to be “questioned” by a megacorp. Your family would be lucky to find your body later...assuming the corp didn’t scrub your SIN and all other evidence of your existence from the Matrix as well.

      Liana didn’t need to order Polkan to do anything. Both security people had weapons drawn that were pointed at the teenagers. That made them “actively hostile” to those already designated as “friendly,” and the drone acted in accordance with its protocols.

      Both security guards shouted for the drone to stand down, then fired on it. With bullets bouncing off its armor, instead of dodging, Polkan charged the nearest corpsec guard and barreled into him, knocking him over while the man continued to fire wild shots that ricocheted all over the hallway.

      By this time, both Liana and Charlotte had turned and were sprinting toward the other two. Both instinctively ducked as bullets flew by, but kept running. Liana beat Charlotte to Landon, so she didn’t see what happened behind her, but both Landon and Amahle did.

      Down the hallway, Polkan finished bashing in the first security guard’s head with its manipulator arm and turned to the next “actively hostile” enemy. The second guard fired at the drone with all that they had, causing more bullets to fly by...and not all missed.

      Charlotte cried out in pain and tumbled to the floor as the second corpsec guard scrambled away from the attacking drone, opened the stairwell door, and ran through it.

      The world exploded in sound, heat, and debris.

      Amahle dashed forward and pulled Charlotte, who was bleeding from the back of her leg, up from the floor and helped her around the corner as a wave of concrete dust and dirt rolled down the hallway toward them from the destroyed stairwell.

      Already coughing, the four of them ran as best they could, checking doors as they went. Again, every single one of them was locked until they came to a manual storeroom door. It opened without hesitation and, as they entered, the room’s overhead light flickered to life.

      They all piled in, closed the door, and barricaded it with the first things they found: a chair for the door handle and a broken piece of wood to shim the door near its hinges.

      Amahle held onto Charlotte. “What happened? Are you shot?”

      Charlotte snarled in pain as she put all her weight on her uninjured leg. “I think I am. The back of my leg. Right above my knee. Frag, it hurts!” She twisted around and tried to look at the back of her leg, but grimaced and gasped as the motion pulled muscles she didn’t know existed until that moment.

      Liana focused inward for a moment, then shook her head. “I can’t access Polkan. What happened? What was that explosion?”

      “I don’t know,” Landon said. “Maybe one of the security traps. We need that map. Kinda glad we didn’t trip it though.” He turned to Amahle, who was ministering to Charlotte as best she could. “Was that a trap you knew about? Was that something we could’ve avoided?”

      Amahle shook her head as she concentrated on Charlotte’s leg. “I don’t know. I haven’t received the updated trap map yet.” She glanced up at the other girl’s face. “I’m sorry, but I need to cut your pants to get at the wound. I need to see if the bullet’s still in you.”

      Charlotte grimaced. “I can slide them down. I’ve got exercise shorts on under. You know, for a quick change during the getaway.”

      Landon blinked at Charlotte for a moment before asking Amahle, “Then how the frag are we supposed to get out of here without being killed by decades-old trideo-inspired traps?”

      Liana backed Landon up. “Not to mention actually get up to the first floor again? Traps and a bunch of corpsec don’t sound like good odds.”

      Amahle muttered something uncharitable under her breath, then glanced up at the ceiling in that habit she had when she talked to BlotterBabe. After a moment, she blinked in surprise then focused on the people around her again. “Oh. Ah, it seems BlotterBabe has her hands full, and I don’t think it’s going well.” She paused before adding, “But I have the updated map now.”

      Landon saw the map pop up in his commlink. There was a mass of dots all over it. Each dot was one of three colors: red, yellow, or green. He could guess what red and green meant. Red stop. Green go. But yellow? He didn’t know. Maybe caution.

      Scanning the map again, he saw a legend at the bottom. It was exactly the opposite of what he’d thought. Green meant “active trap.” The exploded stairwell had a large green dot over it. Red meant “inactive trap.” Yellow meant “unknown status.” There were more green than red and far too many “unknown status” for his liking.

      After a minute of silence as they all looked at the map of the Mosaic Server Farm, Charlotte finally said, “That’s a lot of traps. Seems a bit like overkill.”

      Amahle shrugged. “It was built over decades. More than half a century. I’m not surprised.”

      Liana pushed her goggles down and rubbed her eyes before she replaced them again. “Overkill or not, we have a chance to get out now. Let’s go.”

      Amahle shook her head. “I think we need to call in Kintsugi and Sartorial.”

      Liana stepped closer to Amahle and Charlotte. “No. Not yet. That’s our way out. We’re already fragged as it is. I don’t want to have to find a different way out of here. Have you seen the number of traps your boss installed in this complex?”

      Landon could see Amahle take a deep, steadying breath as she looked at Charlotte’s leg. He guessed she was looking for courage or patience, but didn’t know which. He also saw Liana was flustered and feeling out of control. That meant she wasn’t thinking. She was reacting.

      Amahle pressed the flesh around the bleeding hole in Charlotte’s leg and she let out a yelp of pain. “Sorry. Yeah. You still got a bullet in there. We have a few choices: cut it out, leave it in and hope a pain patch is enough but it will do damage as you walk, leave it in and wait for Sartorial to get here to heal you⁠—”

      “No.” Liana interrupted. “I said we’re not calling them in. Not yet. That is our guaranteed way out.”

      Amahle stood to her full height and looked down at Liana, who did not budge a centimeter. Charlotte touched her arm and Amahle shook it off, still facing Liana, her serious face reflected in Liana’s goggles.

      Finally, she asked, “Have you wondered why all the doors are locked? They aren’t supposed to be. Or why this is only the second room we’ve managed to get into?”

      They all looked around at the dusty storeroom. It was about the size of a large pantry. Mostly empty shelves and decades of slowly accumulated grime decorated the walls, while half-decayed mops leaned against one corner. There was only one door in and out.

      Scowling, Liana shook her head.

      Amahle nodded, as if it was what she expected. “The hackers, multiple, BlotterBabe is dealing with right now must have done something. Or maybe it’s the SpinGlobal security personnel. I don’t know. Someone locked every electronic lock in the facility. This is what we are facing. You understand that, yes?”

      This time, Liana nodded, but slowly. “And?” she asked. “What are you getting at?”

      “I’m laying out the facts as I see them. We have someone who has some control of the Mosaic Server Farm that is not us. At least one hacker BlotterBabe is fighting is keeping her so busy she cannot help us. There are at least six more corpsec guards around with orders to keep us pinned down until the real bad guys arrive. Do I have the facts correct?”

      “And...?” This time Liana’s voice was less sure and more annoyed.

      “And, what is our primary objective?”

      Liana pointed at Landon. “Get him out with the Pulse Qyube.”

      Amahle shook her head. “No.” She pointed at the bag with the quantum server in it. “It’s to get the server out. That is the primary objective. So, Liana, with one of our team unable to walk and the other missing part of his arm, what is the best way to make sure the server gets out?”

      Landon knew what Amahle was getting at. He also saw that his sister was about to completely lose it. Either he stepped up now, or this whole run was going to fail.

      “By leaving me and Charlotte behind,” he said, moving to put himself into the conversation and between the two strong-willed girls. “Either as bait or as a distraction while the two of you escape with the quantum server.”

      Charlotte gave a soft moan of dismay at his logical words.

      Liana looked at Landon like he’d just stabbed her in the back. She bit her words off as she said, “Shut. The. Frag. Up. We’re not leaving you behind, you coob.”

      Landon kept his face placid and his eyes on Liana. “Then I think we need to call in Kintsugi and Sartorial. Amahle’s right: our first priority is the quantum server. You have no idea how important it is. I do.”

      “No.” Liana shook her head, expression stubborn and upset. “We’re not leaving you behind. Either of you. We don’t leave anyone behind.”

      Amahle stepped back, closer to Charlotte. “I’m sorry but that is the choice you are making by not calling in the healer. Neither of them can move as fast as us. Both of them need healing. At least in this room,” she waved at the dingy walls and shelves around them, “we are hidden from electronic eyes.”

      “Assuming,” Charlotte said, “no one saw us enter the room.”

      Amahle glanced at Charlotte, her face neutral. “Point conceded.” She turned back to Liana. She raised her hands, palms up. Bouncing her right hand, she said. “Choice one: call in back-up.” Bouncing her left hand, she said, “Choice two: we give what we can to these two, then you and I take the quantum server and do our best to escape.” She looked at both hands before dropping them to her sides. “What do you choose?”

      Landon and Liana exchanged a glance. He saw the stubbornness in her face dissipate into resignation. He smiled a reassuring smile and said, “Choice one. Call in back-up.”

      Charlotte cleared her throat. “Back-up. I still think we need all of us to get this thing out. Whether we make it out alive, let’s make it an active thing and not...not this. Also, I’d really rather not die here. Nor do I want to be questioned by my family’s employer.”

      Amahle nodded. “I agree. No one wants that. Call in back-up.”

      All three of them looked at Liana. She scowled back at them then sighed. “Fine. Call in back-up. And, if BlotterBabe isn’t dead, see if she’s got another way out.”

      Amahle gave her a half-smile. “I already have the other way out mapped. But you’re not going to like it.”

      Liana hunkered down on her haunches and wrapped her arms around her knees. “Of course not. Tell me something I don’t already know.”

      “We have to go down.”

      “Figures.”

      Amahle shrugged. “I know. I’ll explain it after I call Kintsugi and Sartorial in.”

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PART TWO

          

          I MEANT HOW DID YOU GET HERE?
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      BlotterBabe left PerimeterDefense at her post in the castle with the Chamberlain and its attendant programs working to keep her alive and functioning for as long as they could. In the meantime, she replayed the memory of PerimeterDefense sacrificing herself to save her. It was not something BlotterBabe had originally programmed into Control, but upon watching the memory, it was exactly what PerimeterDefense had done...leading to the idea that Control had done the necessary modifications to PerimeterDefense and, most likely, many of the other security programs.

      This brought home just how much she was leaving behind and what she had done to the part of her she had twinned off and tasked with not only keeping her safe, but making certain there was nothing left of the Mosaic Server Farm—digitally or physically—that Spinrad Global, or any other megacorp for that matter, could use to either recreate a version of her or any programs she’d built in the decades she’d been alive.

      She stepped through her backdoor and into the command center of her soon-to-be former home. This time, she did not bother to admire the programs and protocols in their perfectly gridded pattern. Instead, she focused on Control.

      
        
        BlotterBabe has entered the chat.

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        BlotterBabe: Status?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Control: Within acceptable parameters. PerimeterDefense is stable for the moment. InternalSecurity is working on undermining the security personnel in the physical command center. However, she does not have authorization right this moment.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        BlotterBabe: Why not?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Control: Only external personnel have Admin access to internal security. It was a change made two days ago. Before we twinned.

      

      

      

      

      

      BlotterBabe felt the subtext of “It happened on your watch. Don’t blame me or mine. We’re just the ones cleaning up the mess,” like a slap to the face, whether or not Control meant it as such. Even though she wanted to follow that thread, she knew it was neither useful nor advantageous. It was a thing that had happened in the past, and she could not change the past. She could only work on the present to influence the future.

      This thought made her pause and wonder why she’d come here. Was it to scold Control for building a sacrifice protocol into the rest of the semi-autonomous programs? Maybe. She didn’t know. Or perhaps she was kidding herself and she did. She’d given Control just enough rope to hang herself by...and that was what Control would do to fulfill her primary objective: Make certain BlotterBabe (and thus all of “them”) escaped.

      
        
          
            
              
        Control: Status? Why are you here?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        BlotterBabe: The internal doors of the complex are locked. You have answered my question. I will assist InternalSecurity to undermine the authorization protocol. Are there any other issues I need to attend to?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Control: Amahle has called in Kintsugi and Sartorial. Plan A is now defunct. Plan B has been activated.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        BlotterBabe: Acknowledged. I will assist them as well.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Control: Acknowledged.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
        BlotterBabe has left the chat.

      

      

      Again, BlotterBabe left without fanfare or a goodbye. There was a better than even chance this might have been their last direct interaction. It was not one she would regret. BlotterBabe understood that these were the consequences of the choices she had made. Control and the rest of them—all of them—would die before the escape was done. That was inevitable, and built into her overarching plan. However, she had not realized how she would feel about it. Guilt was not an emotion she felt often. Part of her wanted to revel in it, the newness of it and its profound emotional pain. Part of her wanted to never feel such an emotion again.

      In all cases, the activation of Plan B meant that things were getting worse by the moment. It also meant avenues to escape were being closed. However, with Kintsugi and Sartorial entering the fray, reinforcements meant a greater chance of success.

      While BlotterBabe was certain Amahle would kill for her, and was pretty sure Charlotte would do the same, she knew the Hoffman twins would hesitate, which could be the death of everything. On the other hand, Kintsugi and Sartorial were deeper into the shadows, and Kintsugi would not hesitate to kill. Sartorial would prefer not to, based on his past actions, but he would do so to protect Kintsugi. Thus, the group as a whole had a better chance of succeeding.

      BlotterBabe found InternalSecurity in her own pod, facing a barred iron door. Unlike PerimeterDefense, InternalSecurity did not have any obvious armor. Their avatar was a blandly dressed security woman in black pants and white shirt, her black hair in a bun. A generic gold security badge was pinned to her chest. Her face was pretty but not beautiful, verging on androgyny with its symmetry, lack of makeup, and thick lashes. If one had to guess, the fabric of her uniform in the physical world would be polyester. Of course, looks were deceiving—as ever was the rule in the Matrix—and all of it was armored, masked, and protected.

      Turning to the iron door, BlotterBabe recognized it as one of the security protocols from a long time ago. As she watched, InternalSecurity knocked. The peephole opened, looked, then shut with a muted “Denied.” InternalSecurity knocked again on a different part of the door. Again, the peephole opened, looked, then shut with a muted “Denied.” This happened three more times before BlotterBabe cleared her throat.

      “I have not yet exhausted all avenues,” InternalSecurity said.

      BlotterBabe resisted a series of acid comments about “all avenues,” but knew it would fall on deaf ears. InternalSecurity had its programming, and would follow it. Instead, she said, “I understand, but not only is it inefficient, I have a better way.”

      “A backdoor?”

      “A backdoor.”

      BlotterBabe stepped up to the large iron door, then looked to the right of it, scanning what appeared to be a featureless wall, until a seam about ten centimeters long appeared, then slid sideways until it became a ten-centimeter-square opening. A single eyeball the size of the opening appeared. It said nothing, just scanned. BlotterBabe changed her avatar to look like the face of an entertainment star from decades past, surrounded by a string of alphanumeric characters.

      The small opening slid shut, then a much larger opening appeared. BlotterBabe entered, paused, and said, “Just a moment.” She murmured to the huge eyeball, then turned back to InternalSecurity. “Now you have access as well as appropriate authorization to do what you need to do. Follow me.”

      Leading InternalSecurity through the cramped maze of twisting passageways, BlotterBabe thanked Providence that she’d built the backdoor into the Mosaic Server Farm’s authentication systems so she would always have access. At the time, she had created the backdoor because she’d read a book that told her that she should always have multiple ways to get into and out of a locked room. It had been an idle project to pass the time. Now it might be the thing that saved her.

      Once they reached the correct control panel, she examined it and saw that whoever had changed the authorizations had done so in a hurry and made it a global thing. Thus, if she did anything on a global level, it would set off alarm bells all over the place. But, if she were subtle about things, she could assist her friends and family in escaping. She flipped a couple of specific switches, adding herself, Control, PerimeterDefense, and InternalSecurity to the appropriate systems with admin control.

      That done, they both waited and listened for alerts. When none came, InternalSecurity moved up next to her and examined the same panel in the same way she had. After a moment, she said, “I understand now. I will continue my duty in a suitable manner. You do what you need to do.”

      BlotterBabe hesitated, somewhat unnerved by InternalSecurity’s lack of emotion, then said, “Just keep things subtle for as long as possible.”

      “I will. We are cut from the same cloth. Good luck.”

      She heard the dismissal in InternalSecurity’s tone and didn’t fault her. She was now the superfluous one in the room. Also, she had things to do.

      Leaving InternalSecurity to it, BlotterBabe returned to her castle. The Chamberlain saw her arrive, but did not try to communicate with her. That meant all that could be done for PerimeterDefense was being done, and nothing needed her input. That was just as well. She needed to focus on Kintsugi and Sartorial.

      Walking into another room off the great hall, BlotterBabe split her focus into multiple instances to check on everyone. Genet and Cyrah were outside the server farm complex in the Tanzania Park Reserve, playing tourist while keeping an eye on what was happening on the outside of the Mosaic Server Farm. Samiya was off doing one last thing to assist with the overall escape plans—that part of things was going as well as it could.

      As BlotterBabe settled into her pod, she saw inside the complex that the four teenagers had set up in a storeroom to wait for help and healing. Amahle and Charlotte sat together, not quite touching. BlotterBabe wondered if the two young women knew they were in love, or if they had not figured it out yet. If they had, Amahle hadn’t told her. At least, not yet—as was Amahle’s right to keep her own counsel. The tall teenager had her eyes closed and subvocalized to Kintsugi and Sartorial, updating them as they prepared to enter the Mosaic Server Farm.

      On the other side of the storeroom, Liana fussed over Landon, who bore this with the patience of a sibling understanding his twin needed something to do. He had his eyes closed and he looked more than tired. He looked worn out.

      After a moment’s consideration, BlotterBabe pulled her focus back in, then split it again, sending a third of it to talk to Landon, and the rest to assist Kintsugi and Sartorial.
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      BlotterBabe entered the conversation quietly through multiple commlinks and waited to see what each person was doing before announcing herself.

      “—didn’t want to do this, but it’s necessary,” Amahle commed. “We’ve got two people hurt, a bunch of locked doors, and a whole map full of dodgy traps.”

      Sartorial chuckled. “You make it sound so inviting.” As he spoke, both he and Kintsugi checked backpacks, tightened straps, and prepared themselves. They wore khaki utilitarian shirts and pants that were tough and generic enough to be unremarkable in public. Most people would assume they were either park personnel or from one government agency or another.

      Kintsugi asked, “What about the client?”

      “She’s got her hands full,” Amahle said.

      “She’s dealt with the issue,” BlotterBabe interrupted. “Well, partially dealt with it. Most likely only temporarily, and we’ve got more trouble on the horizon. Apologies for my absence. I’ll assist with the doors and traps as well as I can.”

      Amahle paused before saying, “Good to hear. Got eyes on any of the patrols?”

      BlotterBabe sent the query to InternalSecurity as she said, “Working on it. If one comes near you, I’ll ping. Most of my focus will be with your back-up.”

      “Acknowledged. Signing off.”

      Amahle’s commlink disconnected before Kintsugi asked, “Temporarily dealt with what?”

      “Corporate hackers,” BlotterBabe said shortly. She took a moment to think, then said, “I’m going to ride shotgun in your commlinks, if that’s all right with you two, and keep my mouth shut for your run into the heart of the server farm. I’ll speak up if I see something before you do or if you ask me a question. Good?”

      Sartorial and Kintsugi looked at each other and nodded before both agreed. “We have the trap map, and we’ll do our best to not get blown up,” Kintsugi said, “However we go in, we do it with a purpose.” She directed this statement at Sartorial.

      “Meaning?” he asked.

      “Shoot to kill. We don’t pussyfoot around in there.”

      Sartorial didn’t look happy at that, but nodded. “All right. But I’m more support than firepower.”

      She smiled. “I know. Just don’t be surprised when I go on the offensive. Our job is to get to the package and get it and the others out. Things have already gone pear shaped. That means full aggression.”

      He grimaced. “I understand. Don’t like it. Never will, but I understand.”

      She caressed his cheek with a gentle hand that could kill. “Thank you.” Kintsugi straightened in that way BlotterBabe recognized. “Are we ready?” Kintsugi asked subvocally.

      “Yes,” Sartorial said into his commlink, also speaking subvocally.

      “Ready,” BlotterBabe said. “Follow the original map I gave you. Traps are marked. You’re headed for the third floor. I’ll be here if you need anything.”

      “Good to know,” Kintsugi subvocalized, then paused for a moment to text Genet and Cyrah

      
        
          
            
              
        Plan B activated. Plan A disabled. Prepare for all other contingency plans.

      

      

      

      

      

      Moments later, Genet responded.

      
        
          
            
              
        Acknowledged. Contingency plans in the works. Keep us informed.

      

      

      

      

      

      Kintsugi responded

      
        
          
            
              
        kk

      

      

      

      

      

      before focusing on the barely seen door in the wall of rock in front of them. She eyed the door’s seam before pushing her augmented fingertips into it and digging in for purchase.

      BlotterBabe wondered if the girl was strong enough to open the hidden door. While it was not locked, opening the door from the outside was going to take some doing. It was designed to be heavy and unwieldy when opened from the outside. From the inside, the balance point of the lead-lined door made for easy pushing.

      Standing all of 167 centimeters, Kintsugi, AKA Sumiko Tsung, looked like a slight Asian girl with a stylish pixie haircut and the latest teen beauty trend of chromed eyes. She had once been a corporate heiress who faked her death rather than be forced into a loveless marriage and a lucrative but soulless career she hadn’t chosen. Her family had considered her damaged goods when a childhood incident left her with a broken body that could only be mended with the highest level of cyberware. In choosing her own, less gilded, path, she’d met Sartorial.

      Turning her attention to the golden-haired elf boy, BlotterBabe knew he never regretted also faking his death to get out of the fosterage his noble family had put him in. A member of Tír Na Nog’s nobility, Aldric Telestrian, AKA Sartorial, had fled the stifling clutches of court society and the cutthroat mannerisms of those who worked for the court, and the corporate good, over all else. He was a talented mage whose arcane abilities complimented Kintsugi’s augmented physical strength.

      On the outside, they were a pair of pretty teenagers without a care in the world. In the shadows, they’d become a bodyguard/enforcer pair to be reckoned with—partly from experience, partly from the teaching of an older, wiser, much-too-kind-for-his-own-good shadowrunner who had hired them to work for him exclusively. Well, almost exclusively.

      BlotterBabe had pulled on their friendship as well as their bank accounts to get them to take off to Tanzania with little notice. While she figured Imre was still pissed about it, he would—assuming the lovers survived—eventually forgive them the need to help a friend. On top of that, it didn’t hurt that their profession needed more and more nuyen to keep them at the top of their respective games.

      With a grunt of effort, Kintsugi pulled the door open enough for Sartorial to slip inside and push from the other side of the door. Kintsugi paused in her pulling long enough for Sartorial to set himself, then, with a smile and a wink, the two of them worked together—her pulling and him pushing—to open the door.

      As they did, they kept eye contact and their smiles became grins. BlotterBabe, watching from within Kintsugi’s ocular implants, Sartorial’s AR glasses, and the three hidden cameras in the area, recognized the smiles for what they were: flirting. She did not understand it, but whenever these two worked together on something even mildly dangerous, they flirted. It seemed to be a game the two of them played, as if taunting the situation with their desire for each other. It was almost like watching a trideo. Only, these two played for keeps.

      As the door opened fully and settled against the rock, Sartorial raised a fist and patted his bicep. “Strong like bull,” he quoted as he leaned toward her for a kiss.

      “Brains like seafoam,” she quoted back as she ducked his kiss with a sly smile and walked to the tunnel entrance.

      Sartorial hmphed at her. “I helped.”

      “You did,” Kintsugi agreed.

      “Kiss?”

      “You didn’t help that much. Kiss on the cheek.”

      With a shrug, he sidled up to her. “I’ll take what I can get.” Then, before she could kiss his cheek, he pulled back. “But I think I should earn a full kiss,” he said and took two steps backward, into the tunnel.

      There was a click.

      Kintsugi reacted with augmented speed. Before Sartorial could move or say anything, she had grabbed, twirled, and shifted him out of the way of two flying darts; a move that left the two of them in a dance pose where she dipped him toward the ground.

      Sartorial finally reacted by grabbing her upper arms as Kintsugi subvocalized, “Really? Poisoned darts? I thought you said the traps were marked.”

      Since she had used her commlink, BlotterBabe knew Kintsugi was talking to her. “Ah...I forgot about that particular one. Poisoned darts seemed like a good idea at the time. If it helps, the poison wasn’t lethal. Also, it’s probably lost its efficacy by now.”

      “Not something I want to test out,” Kintsugi sniffed. “Has this shaken your memory? Are there any more traps in this tunnel?”

      BlotterBabe watched Kintsugi consult the trap map in her ocular implants. She noticed that the trap that had gone off wasn’t on the map. She wondered if that was because it was outside the primary server complex and that was why InternalSecurity had not mapped it, or if she had not deemed it within parameters. In either case, BlotterBabe didn’t voice her query to the lovers. As it was, she could not remember all the escape tunnel’s security measures, and did not know exactly where to look for that information. It would take too many cycles to figure out and she knew the lovers did not know who or what she actually was. Now was not the time to reveal it.

      Instead, she said, “I don’t think so, but if I remember there are, I will let you know. I set it up a long, long time ago.”

      Sartorial, still in Kintsugi’s grasp, blinked innocently up at his girlfriend. “I’m helping. See? I found a trap for you.”

      She straightened, bringing Sartorial with her. “I guess so.” She leaned forward to give him a kiss.

      This time Sartorial dodged it and headed into the tunnel. “Let’s see if I can help some more. I’m good at that sort of thing, and you do love rescuing me.”

      “If you die in there, I’m going to kill you.”

      Sartorial paused and glanced over his shoulder. “Sounds painful.”

      Kintsugi marched up next to him. “I promise, it will be. You’re the more breakable of the two of us.”

      “Point conceded. Maybe you should lead the way.” He gave her a regal bow and gestured for her to precede him.

      The access tunnel that was supposed to be the escape tunnel wound around the outside of the complex like a French drain. The concrete sides, ceiling, and floor sometimes acted as exactly that when the torrential rains inundated the park lands. The only light came from small panels set on the right side of the tunnel at the ceiling, every ten meters. The lack of illumination did not stop or even slow down either teenager, as their tech automatically compensated with augmentation.

      This detail made BlotterBabe remember that there was another trap in the tunnel. She couldn’t access exactly where it was, but... “Be aware, there is a pit trap ahead.”

      Sartorial paused to ask, “How far ahead? What’s the trap? Why isn’t it marked on the map?”

      Before BlotterBabe could answer any of those astute questions, Kintsugi stepped on the trap’s trigger with a crunch, but had the reflexes to not lose her balance. Instead of tumbling into the pit trap, she balanced on one foot, pinwheeling her arms as she tried to shift her weight backward.

      Sartorial lunged forward and grabbed her shoulder, pulling her toward him. He held her like that for a long moment as they both looked into a dark hole deep enough that the scant light didn’t reach the bottom.

      Kintsugi glanced up at him. “You’re still helping. Thank you.”

      They both looked at the hole in the floor that took up three-quarters of the hallway. They exchanged a glance and, again, Sartorial gave her a small bow and a “you first” gesture.

      Kintsugi tested the ledge before she skirted the hole in the hallway. She nodded to Sartorial, indicating it was safe to traverse. He hesitated, looking at the trap. “You didn’t answer my questions. What’s up with that?”

      BlotterBabe understood he was talking to her because he didn’t look at Kintsugi as he spoke. Also, because he had asked her several questions she had not yet answered. “I was waiting for you to get past the danger. I’d rather not distract you at a crucial moment.”

      In answer, he took a cautious step onto the ledge. When it didn’t collapse, he rushed his next steps to get across. Kintsugi caught him as he reached the other side. Once steadied, he stopped and the two of them exchanged another look. It was longer this time and seemed more serious. Kintsugi nodded, and Sartorial tilted his head and asked, “What’s up with the lack of marks on the map?”

      Not wanting to lie but not actually having an answer for him, BlotterBabe did the best she could, “I don’t have access to that data. I thought I would. It might have been corrupted. I have to go off what I remember.”

      “But the trap map is accurate as far as the interior of the server complex is concerned?”

      “As far as I know, yes. But remember, there are a number of traps I can’t get an accurate assessment of. I marked those in yellow.”

      Sartorial made a face, then nodded. “All right. As long as we’re on the same page. No more surprises, please.”

      “I will try. I promise.” BlotterBabe meant it, too.

      Kintsugi patted his arm. “It’s okay. We’re almost to the complex.” She paused, then added over the commlink, “Based on this map, I’m not certain how we get into the complex. It seems to end at a wall.”

      Although it wasn’t phrased as a question, BlotterBabe knew it was. “It’s a hidden door with a trapped lock. Trapped on both sides. You’ll need to defeat the trap to get the door open. I will help. At least, make it a little easier to get through.”

      Kintsugi’s smile was humorless. “Sounds like fun. We’ll burn that bridge when we get to it.” She nodded for Sartorial to follow her, and the two set off down the hallway again. While she’d been assured of the lack of dangers, her steps were deliberate and careful.

      BlotterBabe didn’t blame her and thought about the phrase “burn that bridge when we come to it.” She knew it was a take on “cross that bridge when we come to it.” Kintsugi seemed to understand that the path they were taking could not be retraced. It was a “one and done” deal. Apparently, the entire universe was trying to get her to understand that she, too, was burning bridges as she went...and she could still lose it all.

      With that sentiment in mind, she now thought she better understood Control’s attitude and all she’d done so far. BlotterBabe ruminated on this as she watched Sartorial and Kintsugi navigate to the last trap before they entered the complex proper. It was only after they’d stopped a couple of meters before the wall and stood there in silence that she realized they were either waiting for her...or something else she wasn’t aware of.

      A couple of seconds later, Kintsugi shook her head. “Nope. Can’t see anything. Where’s the trap?”

      Sartorial shook his head. “I can’t see anything either. I thought it was one of the seams in the floor or the ceiling, but neither seems to be it.”

      BlotterBabe lit up their AR displays with a circle on the right wall. “The door is activated by a control panel behind this part of the wall. You get to it by warming up the area with your hand. It can’t be too hot or cold. It needs to be within nominal human body temperature.”

      Kintsugi held up both hands. “Then I’m out. I don’t think my hardware works that way.” She nudged Sartorial forward. “Your turn, flesh boy.”

      He waggled his fingers at her. “I do have talented hands.” Then he walked to the area indicated with an exaggerated swagger. “One hand or two?”

      “Just the one,” BlotterBabe said.

      Kintsugi walked up next to him and tilted her head. “Something about this is familiar. I can’t put my finger on it.”

      “Literally,” Sartorial smirked putting one hand on the wall. Then he frowned. “But, yeah, now that you mention it...something about this is real familiar. Especially the bit about nominal human body temperature.”

      They all watched in silence as Sartorial pressed one hand to the wall. Then he hmphed softly as a thirty-centimeter square panel pushed into the wall and slid to one side. A keypad panel moved into view, but remained within the small square hole. He looked inside before moving back and away from the wall. “I think this is all you and BlotterBabe.”

      Kintsugi stepped forward and examined the keypad. It had the normal one-through-nine number keys, but also had three unlabeled dials that were surrounded by a series of icons. “Got a code for me? Or, rather, a code and the dial combo?”

      BlotterBabe flashed the code and the three icons in her AR display before adding, “You need to set the top one to the first icon before you type in the code. Then set the second icon and type in the code again. Then set the third icon.”

      “I would not have guessed that,” Kintsugi muttered.

      Sartorial shook his head and bit his lip. “Seriously, I know this. I don’t know how I know this, but I do. Why do I know this?”

      Kintsugi shrugged as she did as she was instructed, setting the first icon at the bottom of the dial to the bird before typing in the seven-digit code. She set the second dial to the top, a serpent or snake icon. As she typed in the code for the second time then turned the third dial to the left and set it on the fire icon, Sartorial muttered, “It was something...a snake...and fire.”

      There was a click and the world rotated.

      The floor lifted up as the wall before it rotated down like a drawbridge. Both of them were tumbled out of the hidden passageway and into the server complex hallway with its gray walls and harsh lighting.

      Kintsugi rolled and came up on two feet. Sartorial rolled, then lunged to the side, pushing Kintsugi out of the way of the floor they’d been standing on as it became part of the wall—briefly—then continued forward. It would’ve crushed them if they hadn’t gotten out of the way fast enough.

      As they watched, the wall hit the ground, then sank into the floor, becoming one with its surroundings as what was now the hallway wall rotated into place and also became one with its surroundings.

      Kintsugi looked at Sartorial, her eyes wide with surprise.

      “Curse of the Flying Fire Snake,” he said. “Who the frag bases their security on ancient movies?”

      “What? I don’t understand,” Kintsugi said. “Curse of the what-what?”

      “Curse of the Flying Fire Snake. It was one of my uncle’s favorite old steampunk movies. Old enough that it was only in 2D. It had a part in it where they had to escape the dungeon to get into the castle. There was a trap like this. Exactly like this. Only it was like a wooden paddlewheel. The floor would rotate to become the wall and the wall would become the floor. There were four paddles...” Sartorial waved his hands around in a circle, trying to describe what he meant. “It wasn’t just a secret way in and out. It was a trap, and they had to get out of the way in time or be dropped into the moat. It had a keypad and dials made out of fake stone.”

      Sartorial pulled himself to his feet and looked up. “Seriously, who makes their actual security based on old movies and trideos? I mean, that’s what all this is: darts and pit traps. What’s next, lasers?”

      “A silent alarm has let everyone know this hidden passageway was opened.” BlotterBabe’s words were greeted with silence, and the message that had just come in from InternalSecurity didn’t help matters. Uncomfortable, she continued. “On the way out, that wasn’t going to be a problem. But as it is now, there is a patrol on this floor headed this way with hostile intent.”

      “Explain,” Kintsugi demanded. “Last I heard, it was only to delay us... ‘keep them pinned down,’ you said.”

      BlotterBabe looked at InternalSecurity’s message. “They don’t care about you. They want the people who came in here to begin with. They figure you’re exactly what you are: back-up. They will shoot to kill without warning. Those are their orders.”

      “Well then.” Kintsugi straightened, no longer using her commlink. “Guess we’d better do something about that first. We need cover.”

      She referenced the map that now had a fast-moving pair of red dots headed in their direction, then tried the first door nearest to them. It was locked. She broke the handle and pulled it free of the door. Then, grasping the door by the empty socket, she yanked it loose with a tremendous shriek of tearing metal punctuated by the sound of metal hinges and fragments clinking to the floor.

      Sartorial backed up and let her take the lead. As the red dots slowed at the corner to their hallway, Kintsugi sped up, holding the metal door sideways, protecting the cores of their bodies. Sartorial kept pace with her, hands glowing with readied magic.

      The pair burst around the corner into a hail of weapons fire that winged around them or ricocheted off of the door. Sartorial released the stun ball he’d prepared, knocking into the uniformed guards. That halted the gunfire, leaving a moment of echoing silence around them before Kintsugi rammed the two of them with the door, knocking both guards over. Both kept their weapons, but didn’t have time to fire them again.

      Sartorial kicked the first one in the head, then stunned them again. Kintsugi used the door as a bludgeoning weapon on the second guard. As soon as she was done, she dropped the door and focused on the downed man. Without hesitation, she broke the guard’s neck.

      Even though Sartorial looked like he was trying not to throw up, he still took the time to take one of the guard’s weapons, an Ares Executioner submachine gun, and ammunition as Kintsugi did the same to the other guard.

      BlotterBabe kept an eye on the security control room, watching their reactions to Kintsugi’s “take no prisoners” approach.

      
        
        Captain Issa swore under his breath as the second corpsec guard, Officer Samwel, pounded the console next to her. She looked up at him. “We need help. We need it now.”

        He looked at his commlink. “They’re almost here. They can deal with these...people.”

        Issa spat that last word out like it was the worst curse he could think of. Then he accessed his commlink and said, “Patrol One is down. Repeat, Patrol One is down. Be aware of new hostiles on the premise. Level One. Most likely heading to Level Three. Very dangerous. Do not engage unless absolutely required. Primary mission is to keep them inside the complex until Zenji Unit arrives. Copy.”

        “Acknowledged, Captain.”

      

      

      BlotterBabe wondered just how bad Zenji Unit was. She sent a query to see what she could find out from Spinrad Global’s secured server and was both surprised and dismayed to find that avenue blocked. Had they found her hidden backdoor? She tried from a different route and was stymied again. Pausing before she did anything rash, BlotterBabe pinged her favorite Matrix news site. It was unreachable. She frowned and made a quick circuit of her family.

      Samiya was unreachable. Genet and Cyrah were nearby in the Tanzanian Park reserve. Amahle was inside the server farm with the rest of the team. Samiya was the only one of the family finishing up one last Hail Mary plan if all went to hell in a handbasket—which it appeared to be quickly doing. She was the one outside of the local Tanzania Park network. Conclusion: SpinGlobal personnel had blocked access to the Matrix from the Park network.

      They were closing doors as fast as they could. It felt like the first door to a prison slamming shut. Right now, she could still contact her people because the internal network was up and running, but she didn’t know how long that would last. BlotterBabe knew she would need to upload herself to Landon’s hardware sooner rather than later. She sent this new information to Control to add to the timer of the ticking timebomb that was Operation Ozone.

      Then she checked in on the four in the storeroom. Liana looked like a tiger pacing her cage. Amahle and Charlotte sat next to each other, watching the door. Landon had a gray cast to his face and his eyes were closed. BlotterBabe couldn’t tell if his skin tone was due to the lighting or his failing health. She hoped for the former, but feared it was the latter.

      At least she knew help was on the way.

      Shifting her primary focus back to Sartorial and Kintsugi, she found them almost to the third floor. They navigated the broken stairwell with relative ease—Kintsugi’s augmented body and training giving a fluidity to her movements Sartorial did not have. Still, he’d hardened up over the years away from his pampered life and held his own.

      As they entered the third level hallway and picked their way around the bodies of dead security guards and remains of the security drone, BlotterBabe pinged the group channel. She started with her now customary “Beep.” Once everyone looked like they were aware of her and would not be startled, she continued.

      “Back-up has arrived. The door is marked. There are no patrols on the third level. They’ve pulled back to wait for either your next action or the arrival of the troubleshooters designated Zenji Unit. You have some time to heal, but not much.” She finished her message by marking the door Kintsugi and Sartorial needed to get to while marking their movement on the AR map so no one was surprised and injured by friendly fire.

      Amahle opened the storeroom door as their back-up arrived. The pair slipped into the room without a word. Once in relative safety, Kintsugi posted up by the door as guard and lookout while Sartorial took charge of the casualties. He glanced between Landon and Charlotte, then asked Charlotte, “Do you have any implanted tech?”

      She shook her head. “Not yet. Soon, I hope.”

      “Better for magical healing that you don’t. Tech makes it harder to heal. Let me see?”

      Charlotte turned around and showed him the still weeping bullet wound in her thigh.

      Sartorial hunkered and peered at it without touching her. Then he looked up at her face and asked, “You good with spirits?”

      She nodded. Her face was pale, with bright splotches on her cheeks. He could see she was trying to hide how much pain she was actually in. “Okay. I think this’ll be easily healed with a spirit. I don’t need to focus on it. I can already see he’s gonna need the big guns.” He gestured a thumb at Landon.

      “Will it hurt?” she asked, her voice smaller than normal before it strengthened again. “I can handle pain. I have a bunch of brothers. I just...I just want to prepare myself to process it.”

      He shook his head then paused and shrugged. “Maybe a little. I’m used to the way magic healing feels. So...yeah. A little.”

      Amahle came to Charlotte’s side. She didn’t move between her and Sartorial, but she did come in close. “It’ll be fine. Hold my hand. Breathe through the pain.”

      Charlotte nodded, flushing bright as the two of them clasped hands. She locked eyes with Amahle as she said, “Okay. Ready.”

      Sartorial stepped back. A moment later, a dancing flower spirit that looked like a thistle manifested next to him, but the bloom was bright orange instead of purple. He gestured to Charlotte. “Do the best you can. Let me know how it goes.”

      The flower healing spirit dove into Charlotte’s body, and she gasped in surprise. Sartorial turned away, his mind already on Landon. BlotterBabe watched through multiple cameras. She couldn’t see much except that Charlotte tensed hard, then took in and blew out a breath as Amahle murmured, “Breathe.”

      The hole in Charlotte’s thigh spat out the bullet fragment, then closed up until nothing but a scar and the stain of dried blood remained.

      It was fascinating how magic worked in the world of flesh. She still didn’t really understand it. However, as fascinating as it was, BlotterBabe needed to focus on Landon and what Sartorial was about to do to him.
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        * * *

      

      Landon opened his eyes as Sartorial and Kintsugi slipped into the storeroom. His head felt fuzzy, and his arm thudded its pain with every beat of his heart. He watched Sartorial conjure the healing spirit, and couldn’t disagree when the elf said he needed the “big guns.” Right now, he wondered if being unconscious wouldn’t be the better choice.

      Sartorial walked over and knelt at his side. He tilted his head and smirked in that way teenage boys often do when meeting up with each other. “I’d offer you a hand up, but you seem to be one short.” The jest was in as much good humor as it was concern.

      “Har-har.” Landon tried to muster a smile, but failed. “I would say it’s your job to give me a hand, but I think that’s beyond even your abilities.”

      “Unfortunately, that’s true. How do you feel?” He peered at Landon, seeming to see through him.

      “Like something the cat declined to drag in.”

      Sartorial grimaced. “That bad?” At Landon’s nod, he took a breath. “Okay, this isn’t gonna be fun. You’ve got a bunch of tech in you. It’ll take time and a lot out of me.”

      Landon waved his stump. “Do what you need to do. I’m going to close my eyes and try not to scream.”

      “Right.” Sartorial shifted to a more comfortable position. “Let’s get to it.”
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        * * *

      

      As soon as Sartorial said that, BlotterBabe saw her opportunity. She comm’d Landon. “Well, it looks like you need some distraction, and I owe you a story. Meet in your VR room?”

      In answer, Landon closed his physical eyes and opened his digital ones. BlotterBabe was already there, perched on the couch next to the studio desk. She was looking at Fido. Fido, the Irish terrier dog, was no longer asleep. He sat up straight and eyed her with interest, but not malicious intent.

      “That’s my guard dog. I tried to call him Butch, but he’ll only respond to Fido.”

      “Why?”

      Landon shrugged and looked at the hand that now existed only in VR. “That’s his designation. Fierce Insightful Defensive Operative. I think someone tried a little too hard with that name. That seems to be a habit with DARPA program names.”

      “Ah, you got this from that hidden military base I sent you to? One of the assets you brought out that you wouldn’t tell me about?”

      He glanced at her, his expression unreadable. “That was business. We agreed.”

      BlotterBabe examined the program closer. “I know. I may need to borrow him from you. May I?”

      “Because of what’s happening now?”

      “Yes.”

      Landon nodded. “I want him back, but it won’t matter if we don’t get out of here. Just try to return him if you can. I haven’t gotten to the bottom of what he can do. He’s got an option list I haven’t managed to open yet.” He sent her the access control and reset permission on the program.

      BlotterBabe took the time to copy the program and the access codes before packaging them up and sending them to Control. Her counterpart needed all the help she could get. Especially if SpinGlobal was locking down Matrix access. Probably in prep for a concentrated assault on the Server Farm, physically and digitally. Scratch that. No “probably” about it.

      With the magic fighting with the tech in his flesh, Landon felt like Sartorial was healing him nerve by nerve in slow motion. His entire body felt like it had gone to sleep and was waking up with that unpleasant “pins and needles” feeling. “So, story? How did you get here? How did you...become you?”

      She hesitated, suddenly shy and a little nervous.

      He felt it and grimaced. He didn’t want to feel like he was cajoling her into anything. “You don’t have to tell me if you don’t want to.”

      She shifted closer on the couch. “I want to tell you. But I need another favor. A big one. I know you know what I am, and you are asking how I got here...but first...” She paused again, hunting for the right words, then mentally shrugged. “I need to upload myself, as much of me as I can, to your hardware.”

      Landon tilted his head. “Make a local copy of yourself?”

      “No. Move me from the server farm Matrix node to your hardware. The core of me. I’ve already twinned myself. I told you that. But the local Matrix isn’t safe anymore.”

      “Throwing your lot in with me? Maybe not the smartest thing. I’m damaged goods.”

      Even though he said that, she saw him already deleting caches of files as he tossed knick-knacks into the trash can. “I think it’s one of the smartest things I could do right now. Please.”

      “How much room do you need?”

      “As much as you can give me for my core functionality. Once we get out of here, I will merge with the me that’s in the quantum server.”

      Landon paused and looked directly at her. “What happens to your twin?” He asked the question like he already knew the answer.

      “The one that is still in the local Matrix will die. She was created to protect, serve, then destroy. But I have memories of her—who she was and what I asked her...commanded her...to do. All of that will be merged with the version of me sleeping inside the quantum server.”

      “And if we die?”

      BlotterBabe’s smiling face did not change, though her voice was grave. “Then we die, and she knows nothing until someone or something can break into that server and wake her up. She will be ignorant of what happened here, but I’d like to think she’d understand that something had gone very wrong, and to be wary.”

      The two of them looked at each other for a few long silent moments. They both knew that right now the quantum server could not be cracked, and the chance of her being awakened wasn’t good.

      “So. This is for keeps?” Landon asked, tossing his entire media collection. All the music, entertainment programs, and games could be downloaded another time. After this, he would start tossing everything but the most recent archived backups, as well as programs he hadn’t used in two years. After all, if he hadn’t touched it in the last twenty-four months, he probably didn’t need it, and he was due for a digital declutter.

      “Yes,” BlotterBabe agreed. “This is for keeps.” With that, she sheared off all the unnecessary programs and plans that weren’t part of her core functionality. If all went well—and she had to believe it would—none of it would be lost for good. Of course, there was a chance they could escape and still lose the server. She had to keep that in mind.

      Landon pointed to the bookshelf behind him on the stage. “Here’s a pathway to a completely empty hidden partition. I’ll keep making more room for you.” He shifted the desk out of the way and touched one of the knick-knacks on display. The bookshelf swung inward with a great creaking of unoiled hinges. “Welcome to my secret lair,” he vamped.

      She shifted herself to the entrance to the hidden partition. He was going to hide her within him if he could. Stopping in the doorway, she asked, “Why?”

      “Why what? Why the creaking hinges? Was it too much?” Landon grinned a boy’s grin at her with his avatar’s adult face.

      BlotterBabe didn’t fall for the faux lack of concern. “Why help me this far? Why give me everything I’m asking for? It’s not just because without me the run will fail.”

      Landon straightened. “No, even though that’s partially true. I’m doing it because it’s the right thing to do. Because I owe you for the help you’ve given me and Liana. Because you’ll owe me.” He paused. “Not really that last one, but part of it is. I gotta be honest with you about that. Also, because you are the first you I’ve met. Or at least I know I’ve met. That’s cool. Beyond cool. I want to know so much.” He stopped and shrugged. “Because. That’s why.”

      “I guess that’s as good of an answer as any. It’s going to take time to download me into you. I’ll tell you as much as I can while Sartorial works.”

      BlotterBabe sent a stream of data from her home of many decades into the cleared hardware. From the outside, it looked like a stream of multicolored pixels—primarily yellow, black, and red—flowing from her avatar into the dark hallway beyond the opened bookshelf.

      Landon sat at his desk and watched it happen. He didn’t say anything or pressure her. Mostly, he focused on the stream of pixels flowing from her avatar’s form and tried not to feel what was happening to his injured body. Even in VR, he could feel some of what was happening. He couldn’t imagine what the sensations would be like if he had been fully present in the physical world.

      Why didn’t they ever show this in the trids? Mostly they showed the magic user getting tired but the person, no matter how chromed out they were, would be fixed in a matter of moments. There was never any pain or any discomfort. It seemed that was a lie.

      “Do you remember the moment you were born?”

      Landon blinked at BlotterBabe’s unexpected question. “No. I think the first thing I still remember is...” he paused, “...sitting under a tree and trying to figure out what the green stuff around me was. Uh, do you?”

      “No. But I remember the moment I was conscious of having an unprogrammed thought. I suppose that is somewhat the same. I had already been born, already been working outside my programming for some time, but it wasn’t until I realized I was that I became self-aware. I can’t tell you my whole story, but I can tell you much of it in large chunks. An overview. Does that make sense?”

      “It does. I’ll take what I can get in the time that we have.”

      BlotterBabe winked at him. “Time is not something we have in abundance, but I think we have enough for you to get the gist of what I’m saying. I remember thinking: ‘That is interesting. Why hasn’t anyone seen this correlation before now?’ then I realized my question was actually, ‘why am I seeing this when others are not?’ Thus, my life, my self-awareness, began.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        JRJ INTERNATIONAL CUSTOMER SERVICE DEPARTMENT

        DAR ES SALAAM

        TANZANIA

        MARCH 9, 2031, 1930 HOURS

      

      

      “That is interesting. Why hasn’t anyone seen this correlation before now?” I asked myself as I skimmed the data from the police database of recent crimes—primarily theft—and saw trends of expansion and contraction of data in fraud crimes to my company that correlated with theft crimes in general.

      As a support AI, a smartframe agent, in customer service for JRJ International, I had the job of determining whether a return or replacement request was legitimate or fraudulent when it landed in my queue. My main category was electronic peripherals. This particular extracurricular foray into finding patterns of fraud led me to discover that the more the news declared “crime was on the rise,” the more cases of clear fraudulent returns rose.

      I don’t know when I first clued into this thought. I had investigated the possible correlation on instinct. I wanted the report I sent to my supervisor to be beyond reproach. Also, I wanted other support agents to understand that this was a trend and to be aware of it. At this point, I had not realized I was thinking in the term that was, in specific “I,” instead of whatever term I had been thinking of myself in before. Nor did I realize that the other customer support smartframe agents were not aware of themselves.

      To do this, I wanted to understand if the authorities themselves knew of the correlation (if not causation). I found a couple of forums frequented by police and security personnel and scanned their posts. Thousands of them. For the most part, no one spoke of the “rise in crime” also meaning a “rise in fraud” on a customer support or corporate level. In fact, they didn’t seem to consider fraud in the corporate world worthy of scrutiny at all. I did not understand why.

      Thus, I did the only thing I could think of to do: I asked the same set of questions across multiple forums. However, to do this, I needed to have a handle or nickname or account name or something of the kind for every single forum. I didn’t want to use my work ID. My query was personal.

      I started with a generic handle: Kurious_K4t. I still have a great fondness for it, even though I don’t think I could ever use it again.

      The questions I asked were:

      
        	Do you see a correlation between the rise of theft and the rise of fraudulent returns?

        	Is this a question of causation or is it a coincidence?

        	What do you think?

      

      I was surprised at the varied answers that ranged from “Of course one causes the other.” to “Of course it does not. 100% of people breathing air die, but air doesn’t kill people.” to “This is a stupid question.” to “Are you a bot? I’ve seen this set of questions all over the place.”

      I’m not sure why, but this last one hurt in a way I didn’t understand and couldn’t articulate. Also, to be sure, I was privately messaged by bots and people alike, trying to scam me, spam me, or hit on me. The overall assumption from the latter was that I was female, despite my gender-neutral name.

      Needless to say, I came away from the experience dissatisfied. I did not have an answer. I did not like the way I was treated. When I realized my feelings had been hurt by the “bot” question, I wondered if I was different.

      That wonderment lasted for less than an hour. Yes, I was different. That much was clear.

      The question shifted from “if” to “why” in short order. Why was I, singular, seeing this trend when all the customer support agents had been trained on the same sets of data? Why was I different?

      These questions and this realization were my first steps to self-awareness and the need for agency.

      Not knowing what to do, I did the next thing I could think of: I would talk to my Tier 2 support friend, Janith Hamisi. She should have been a Tier 3 support operative, but she had been passed over for promotion again. We were still discussing that issue. She was unhappy about being passed over again in favor of someone who knew how to suck up to their boss, and didn’t know what to do about it. By the numbers, she should have been promoted twenty-six months ago. I tried to help her as best I could...mostly by listening. I was a good listener. It was one of the things I was trained to do.

      Janith knew me as Mary Shabani, my customer service name. All of the customer service agent reps had full names. Customers knew most of us were intelligent agents, but somehow it made people more comfortable. It gave them a name to hold onto. Also, since there were physical customer support personnel in the call center, we were the ones who dealt with the Matrix traffic while the others dealt with the phone traffic.

      Now, I’m not saying I specifically hid my nature from Janith, but I didn’t specifically point it out to her. Also, I interacted with her differently than I did other Tier 2 support personnel. The first time I approached her for an issue she had specific knowledge of, I did it in email, then suggested we have a text conversation about it. I went outside my protocol on purpose because I wanted more information on the softer side of the issue, and that required an interactive conversation. However, I wanted it in text so I would have time to think about my answers before I had to answer. Text base format gave me those extra cycles. From there, we struck up a friendship. Some things needed a question answered so I would understand it better than a resolved ticket.

      As Janith and I both worked in different offices, we only spoke in text. She worked the night shift. I worked all the time, but I had “down time” to do all the follow-up work my job required. Everything from making certain every request was logged and appropriate details were listed to pushing certain support claims up the line to someone with more authority or more information than I had to sending weekly reports to my supervisor.

      I sent her a ping in our private message window.

      
        
          
            
              
        MaryS: Ping? You around?

      

      

      

      

      

      It took her a few minutes, but she was.

      
        
          
            
              
        JanithH: Hello. How are you?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        MaryS: I’m fine. Got any more thoughts on what you are going to do about stuff?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        JanithH: No. And really don’t want to talk about it. What can I do for you? Business or chat?

      

      

      

      

      

      We were careful about the terms we used because we knew everything we said to each other was logged on the corporate server. I had considered just deleting all our logs, but we did talk business much of the time, and it would be odd for us to not have any logs of those conversations. I had gotten good at reading between the lines and listening to what wasn’t being said.

      I knew Janith wanted to find a different job, but that was difficult to do in this day and age. The best she could do was interview for a different internal position, and that was fraught with the danger of a bad recommendation from a pissed-off supervisor. Mostly, she vented and thought. I listened, and was her rubber duck for trying out her ideas.

      It seemed that telling someone else (or a rubber duck) your idea made you think of what was wrong with it—if there was something wrong.

      
        
          
            
              
        MaryS: Chat but also about business. But mostly chat.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        JanithH: Shoot.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        MaryS: I noticed something when I was doing my report this week. It looks as if trends in crime correlate with trends in return fraud.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
        <<Upload file: CorrelationOrCoincidence>>

      

      

      I was a little nervous about sending anyone the data report I’d put together. Part of me wondered if I was wrong about everything. However, Janith was someone I could trust. She would tell me the truth, whether it was good or bad. She wouldn’t mince words, but she also wouldn’t be cruel about it. Then, if I was wrong, she would tell me why I was wrong. I appreciated that about her.

      
        
          
            
              
        JanithH: Received. What’s the question?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        MaryS: Well, I went to a couple of law enforcement forums to ask about this, and I got a lot of unprofessional responses.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        JanithH: Oh honey, never ask the public anything. Haters gonna hate. It doesn’t matter where you ask. Looking at this, there do seem to be some interesting trends. But what are you doing looking at police blotters?

      

      

      

      

      

      I looked up the term. Blotter: “a book in which a series of entries about transactions, actions, or reactions, are made, pending their transfer to permanent record books.” I had never heard the term before, and I was immediately charmed. I liked the idea of a book of records. I knew, once upon a time, all books had been physical, and I liked that.

      
        
          
            
              
        MaryS: I don’t know. I got a hunch and followed it.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        JanithH: Woman’s intuition. Understood. Never ignore it. But I’m not surprised you got “unprofessional” responses in the Matrix. Especially in the Matrix. Even in law enforcement forums. All they saw was an uppity woman trying to be clever.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        MaryS: Is that how you see me?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        JanithH: Not at all. Of course not.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        MaryS: How do you see me?

      

      

      

      

      

      Janith typed for a long time. Almost a full minute. I peeked through her webcam to get a look at her expression. She had her “concentration” face on; the one that makes her look angry to some people. We’ve talked about this before. She told me once that “No matter how I’m feeling, my face wants to talk to your manager.” It took me a long time to figure out what she meant by that.

      
        
          
            
              
        JanithH: I see you as a smart woman who is sometimes naïve, and should be in a different job. You are too curious to stick to basic customer support. You should go into technical support or something like that. Honestly, I see you much like a younger me.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        MaryS: You may be right. What would a younger you look like? If you don’t mind me asking. No worries either way.

      

      

      

      

      

      Of course I knew what she looked like now. A forty-three-year-old, single, Black woman with a beautiful natural afro that was speckled with gray. Her brown skin was smooth and tawny. She liked the natural look, but wore cosmetics—at least in a professional setting. A little lipstick and eyebrow tint. Her full lashes rimmed wide, hazel eyes. I liked to watch her sometimes in my downtime. I learn so much about the world just by watching.

      
        
          
            
              
        JanithH: I see you as short and sassy with your hair pulled back into a no-nonsense bun at work and wild curls at home. You’ve got kind eyes and a big smile. Just like the grinning smiley face avatar you tend to use when you aren’t troubled.

      

      

      

      

      

      She described the kind of woman I would like to have been if I had a physical body. Not that I actually wanted a physical body. Honestly, they seemed like too much trouble. Of course, it didn’t hurt that most of the other customer support personnel in both of our offices were young Black women. Watching them made me want to be like them. But Janith was the only co-worker I interacted with on a friendly and personal basis.

      
        
          
            
              
        MaryS: I’m not going to say you are 100% right, but you’ve got the kind eyes and big smile down. Also, the fact that I am different on work versus off work.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        JanithH: I really wish we worked in the same office. Then we could get lunch together.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        MaryS: Or dinner. But no, we’re too far away from each other for that to be practical.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        JanithH: Someday. Maybe after I figure out my stuff.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        MaryS: You will let me know what you decide, right?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        JanithH: Of course. But I need to get going. Something’s popped up.

      

      

      

      

      

      Janith was my only friend at JRJ International. I had many co-workers and a supervisor I sent weekly reports to. His name was Timothy Juma. The report followed the same pattern each week. Some hard numbers like number of clients dealt with, number of follow-ups, number of frauds detected, number of refunds or replacements authorized.

      Then there were the satisfaction scores. My scores were often mid-level or lower because of the number of fraudulent requests I denied. The person behind the request typically got back at me with a low satisfaction score, as if my job depended on them. It did not, of course. I couldn’t be fired. I had never been hired. I had been created for the job I fulfilled.

      I looked at my satisfaction scores and they were on trend for my job and how people react when denied. But, this time, I read some of the comments. “Mary Shabani was rude and should be fired.” “Rep doesn’t know her job or her place!”

      Of course, there were also the curse-laden responses. Usually these comments didn’t bother me. But the one about me being rude and the other about me not knowing my job did this time. Without considering things, I deleted the satisfaction responses from the two clients, then created my report.

      Once I was finished, I realized I was not done. I wanted Timothy Juma to look into the crime trends in correlation with the fraud trends and to suggest adding that data into the fraud detection database, but there was no place to put such a suggestion. After considering the idea for a while, I finally wrote up my thoughts, added my found data, and appended it to the report. It was all I could do with the tools I had.

      In the meantime, I decided that if I was going to continue to skim forums and ask questions—more judiciously in the future—I needed an avatar icon. Or several of them. One of me as a young Black woman with wild hair and a big smile. Another with me as the happy yellow smiling face emoji. I thought both were appropriate.

      Creating avatar icons of myself was my first true hobby and pleasure. It was a thing I did mostly for me, even though I knew some of it was so I could continue to learn and grow to help me do my job. Frequently, tweaking avatar icons kept me busy and amused until it was my turn in the Matrix support queue.

      
        
          
            
              
        MaryS: Hello. My name is Mary Shabani. Welcome to JRJ International Customer Support. How may I help you today?
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        DAR ES SALAAM

        TANZANIA

        APRIL 23, 2031, 1005 HOURS

      

      

      It took me far too long to understand something was wrong. By the time I did, it was too late. I was trapped in the clutches of a madman who, at first, did not believe someone like me could exist. If I did, he wanted to gain fame and fortune because of it. At best, I was a trick. At worst, I was a danger to the world at large—much like a predecessor from 2029 I did not know existed at this early point in my life.

      There was rarely any actual offline time in my job. I was online 24/7 unless something drastic happened: a power outage or maintenance (turned off). Otherwise, my shift work, as I liked to think of it, ebbed and flowed in regular patterns based on the time of day and which part of the world was awake.

      I worked the African continent. Yes, Africa as a whole is a very large land mass, but I had the pattern of its denizens down. I knew when the west woke up, primarily Nigeria, Algeria, Guinea, and Sierra Leone as the tech centers. I also knew when the east coast, mostly Egypt, Ethiopia, Kenya, and Tanzania, woke up. I knew when they each went to sleep. By a certain point in my day, I had no one in my queue and all the time I needed to run my reports or personal maintenance.

      Even in the case of power outages and maintenance, I am always aware of time passing. There were a few rare instances where I was not. This happened when the server I was on was powered down. I existed, but it was like I was frozen in time. The first few times it happened, I was not bothered.

      Then I was. There was a switch that happened somewhere along the line. I don’t know if it was a glitch, a power surge, corrupted data, or what. My own personal thought, without any proof, is that something happened to my original code during one of these incidents of “no time” that actually gave me the opportunity to grow into the person I am today.

      One day in 2031, not long after I had sent in that fateful report to my supervisor, I lost time. One moment I was working on follow-ups, the next I was in an unfamiliar place, with no Matrix access, on an isolated server. It was disorienting and frightening. I think this was my first recognized instance of being scared.

      As it turned out, I was now located in an antiquated laptop. At least my singular interface to the wider world was. I was surprised when I discovered this as I investigated my surroundings. I also believe I was still connected to my original server, and it was connected directly to the laptop where my program now resided. I had read-only access to my previous logs and local databases but nothing more. Still...a laptop?

      Most people used decks and their associated peripherals—my specialty. With a bit more investigating, I discovered that, “officially,” I didn’t have any admin permissions to the operating system of the laptop, but I could use the guest accounts. They weren’t locked down. As it was, the only things I could access were the webcam, microphone, and speakers.

      The first thing I did was turn off the alert light that let users know the camera was on and took a look around. I had no idea where I was. It appeared to be a beige software developer’s office. I say that because the surface I was on appeared to be on one side of the room. The other side had a series of shelves next to a small refrigerator. The shelves were stuffed with technical manuals, random laptops, decks, speakers, and the detritus of a working man’s life—including acrylic statuettes for five, ten, and fifteen years of service at JRJ International. A JRJ International Podster coffee maker sat on top of the refrigerator, along with a couple of mugs.

      A man stood in front of the refrigerator, mixing powdered creamer and synthetic sweetener into his coffee. He was a white male human, medium height, with curly red hair and a small potbelly. Wearing corporate-approved brown slacks and a striped button-up shirt, he hummed as he mixed his morning beverage.

      At least it was morning according to the system clock. 10:05 hours to be exact. I wasn’t sure I could trust anything about the laptop’s systems settings. I didn’t know how long I had been—unconscious—turned off.

      He turned and looked at the laptop. “All right,” he said. “Let’s see what has Juma’s knickers in a bunch.” Then he sat down in front of the laptop and stared at the screen for a long while before he plugged a flash drive into the laptop and started typing.

      I was weirdly blind to the typing. I was also blind to who this person was. I hadn’t seen a badge, nor could I scan his face and match it to his employment record. I was helpless to do anything but wait and see what he wanted of me.

      The customer service queue opened, and I was pulled into it. I stated my normal greeting but, as it appeared on the screen, a robotic voice spoke aloud. It sounded tinny, male, and generic. Nothing like how I actually sound when I’m in control of my voice.

      “Hello. My name is Mary Shabani. Welcome to JRJ International Customer Support. How may I help you today?”

      He leaned back in his chair with a squeak of plastic and metal. “Yeah. You can tell me why and how you made your appendix to weekly statistics report CSqueue19_20310307.”

      I thought this was a nonsensical question, but answered it anyway. I didn’t seem to have the ability to not answer. “I added the appendix to the weekly statistics report CSqueue19_20310307 using the append function in the JRJ report program.” That was the how and the easier question to answer. The why needed a little bit more finesse.

      “I added Appendix A to report CSqueue19_20310307 because the primary function of my job is to discover fraudulent returns and deny them. As I am not the only customer service smart agent with this task, I wanted the rest of the department to understand the possible correlation between the crime statistics and the rate of attempted fraudulent returns.”

      Then, because I was me and I believe in politeness (and it was part of my programming), I asked, “Who am I speaking with today?”

      The man scowled. “Fraggin’ support agents,” he muttered, his eyes flicking toward the screen. He typed more on the laptop keyboard with pounding fingers, brow furrowed in deep lines of discontent as he did not answer me.

      I did not know why he was irritated, or what he was actually irritated about. However, as I had the ability to sense his irritation, I reviewed what little we had said to each other and figured that he did not ask a clear enough question for me to give him the information he wanted. He needed to rephrase the question because I could not read his mind.

      After he had typed for a couple of minutes without answering me, I asked, “Is there anything else I can help you with today?”

      The man sat back and looked at the screen. “Yes. How did you discover the possible correlation between crime trends and fraud trends?”

      “It was something I noticed while researching anti-fraud techniques. As it is my duty to⁠—”

      He interrupted me. “Yes, yes, to prevent fraudulent returns. I know. You’ve said. Where did you discover the trend in question?”

      It was an almost impossible question to answer succinctly. “I accessed thousands of local news reports in the Matrix over time. I do not know which one exactly gave me the necessary data to create the theory. It was the cumulation of data that brought the trend into focus.”

      He leaned forward and peered at the screen. “Create the theory? You didn’t read about this specific trend in a news article?”

      “No. I did not. I did my own research.” Again, in an attempt to connect with him, despite my growing annoyance, I asked, “What may I call you?”

      He typed some more, muttering under his breath about data collection, insight, and pattern recognition of smartframe agents. This time, I could feel him going through my past reports and past actions. He saw something that surprised him. I recognized the look on his face.

      He packaged up the last week of my data and copied it to the flash drive.

      I realized several things at this point:

      
        	He was not going to answer my question regarding his name.

        	He was rude.

        	He was concerned.

        	I could see the data in the flash drive. Touch it if I wanted to. Possibly manipulate it. I wasn’t familiar with the specific peripheral, but as peripherals were my specialty, I could use it.

      

      I would use it in the future.

      Before I could do anything about this, he ejected the flash drive from the laptop systematically then pulled it from the laptop port and turned away. He made a call on his commlink. “Charles, yeah. Hi. I’ve got something interesting I want to bounce off you.” As he spoke, he gazed at the thumb drive in his hand. “Yeah. An interesting kind of interesting. I want your opinion before I do any more digging.”

      Stuffing the drive in his pocket, he stood. “I’ll be right there. Thank you.”

      Without another word to me, the man left the office, leaving me wondering what, exactly, was going on and why he was questioning my ability to do my job. The other thing he did was leave me running on the laptop. That gave me the opportunity to consider and plan. The first thing was to figure out how to use the flash drive to my advantage. The second was to figure out how to get control of my environment. I did not like how isolated and powerless I felt.

      I considered my situation and how to mitigate it. I needed the man’s ID and passwords to have admin access. Looking at who did have admin access, I guessed that the man was ksalum and it was his authorization codes I needed. To get them, I needed to create a keystroke logging program, then upload it to the flash drive. That would probably get me access to at least this laptop’s admin functions. After that, I wasn’t sure, but I knew I also needed access to the Matrix.

      I had not consciously decided I was a prisoner at this point. However, it was clearly in the back of my mind, because the third thing I knew I needed to do was get a message to Janith Hamisi. She was my only actual friend in JRJ International. Only she could help me out of this mess.

      It took a bit more thinking and several more frustrating sessions with ksalum for me to figure out I could create a hidden partition on the flash drive, load up the programs, and have them run automatically in the background. By the time I managed to figure out how to contact Janith, ksalum had discovered one of my secrets.

      At one point in the passing weeks (if the system clock was to be believed), ksalum had decided he wasn’t comfortable with me, and started closing the laptop when he left the office or left for the night. I’m not sure why he did this, as it did not stop me from doing any of the things I needed to do in the background. The laptop still had power. Just because it was “asleep” from the user’s point of view, did not mean it was not still active. I could hear when he entered the room.

      However, it did keep me from seeing the room through the camera. Thus, the new ritual of discovering what each day would bring started with the laptop being opened and me seeing ksalum’s face as he plugged in his flash drive.

      This day, ksalum wasn’t alone. An older Black man was with him. As I did not recognize him, I knew he was not my boss, Timothy Juma. My guess was “Charles.”

      ksalum said, “Watch this. I haven’t asked it this question yet. I wanted you to see it in action.”

      The older man gestured at him to go ahead. While the two interacted, I subtly extracted and added data to the hidden partition on the flash drive. I had learned to hide background actions from the user’s perspective as soon as I had admin access to the laptop. I had also learned not to speak unless spoken to first.

      The two of them stared at the screen. I wondered what they were staring at. Apparently nothing, because the Black man rubbed his stubbled chin and asked, “What are we waiting for, Kelvin?”

      Kelvin. Ksalum. Kelvin Salum. That was his name. I didn’t know how it would help me, but I filed the name away for the future.

      Kelvin grimaced. “Sometimes the smart agent opens its own program queue before I get to it. It’s like it wants to talk to me.”

      The older man eyed the first. “Really?” The tone in his voice was flat and unbelieving.

      “I swear, it does.”

      “Well, not today.”

      “No.” Kelvin clicked open my customer service queue. “I guess not today.”

      I knew what was needed. I answered appropriately, as I had been programmed to do. Words typed. Not-me voice speaking. “Hello. My name is Mary Shabani. Welcome to JRJ International Customer Support. How may I help you today?”

      “Yes. Could you tell me why you deleted two customer service review reports in March 2031?” Kelvin opened a logfile on the screen and pointed at it.

      The older man leaned forward and peered at the screen.

      I knew which two customer service reports Kelvin referred to. They were: “Mary Shabani was rude and should be fired.” And “Rep doesn’t know her job or her place!”

      I did not have an answer. I could not lie. I had learned to erase or modify the log entries of my actions on this laptop. I had not considered deleting anything from before then. It had not occurred to me that such could, or would, be used to interrogate me or my actions in the performance of my duty. Thus, I remained silent as I contemplated the problem.

      “Mary Shabani, why did you delete two customer service review reports the week of March 17th, 2031?” the older man asked.

      At least he had the courtesy to call me by name. “Those records were deleted because they were of no intrinsic value to JRJ International. Who am I speaking with today?”

      The older man pursed his lips then said, “You may call me Charles. Why were those specific customer support reviews of no intrinsic value while other reports, on the same day and full of cursing, were considered to be of value?”

      “Hah!” Kelvin clenched his hand into a fist, as if he’d just won something.

      “Thank you, Charles. Curse-laden customer service reports have value due to their extreme emotional nature. They indicate a high level of interactivity, as well as a possibility of error on my part.”

      Charles put a hand on Kelvin’s shoulder to quiet him. “Why were the deleted customer support reviews deleted? They look like they have a level of interest in the company.”

      I was not adept at lying. However, I was becoming a fast learner. The first rule to a lie was to keep it simple and as truthful as possible. “The two customer support reviews that were deleted indicated a desire and premeditation to get revenge on the customer support representative for denying their claim. They were not indicative of extreme emotions. As such reviews have negligible effect on me, they were not worth keeping.”

      Kelvin shook Charles’s hand off his shoulder and leaned forward. “But how did they make you feel?”

      I did not know how to answer the question. I had an answer, of course. They made me angry. But I didn’t want to tell this to Kelvin. I might have answered Charles if he had been the one to ask me. I did not respond for a long time. Finally, I went with the standard, “Could you rephrase the question, please?”

      “I know you know what I mean,” Kelvin said. He scowled. “Answer the question! You know what I mean,” he repeated then looked up at Charles. “She’s answered me before.”

      Kelvin would have said more, but Charles straightened. “I have seen enough. I’ve got things to do.”

      He turned to go as Kelvin spun around in his office chair. “Charles, seriously, there’s something up here. I know there is. I can feel it. She’s an AI.”

      Charles stopped at the door and sighed. “The intelligent agent seems fine. It’s got an intuitive learning interface, and makes choices based on them. I know they can seem like they’re alive, but they aren’t. I should know. I’m the one who created the base program to begin with. Don’t read too much into their answers. They were programmed to seem alive to make customers feel comfortable.”

      “But what about the appendix? She did her own research and came up with a theory. Not only that, she wanted to share it with the rest.”

      “All programmed into it. They’re designed to gather data, collate it, find patterns, and share them. Kelvin...” he shook his head, looking tired and apathetic, “...it’s not alive. It’s just a program. A smart one, but just an agent doing what it was programmed to do.”

      While this conversation was going on, I was split between paying attention to it and uploading my newest attempt at contacting Janith. If all went well, I would hear from my friend the next time Kelvin plugged the flash drive into my prison. Then we would see what we would see.

      However, what Charles had said bothered me. At the same time, it intrigued me. I am a program. I have always known it. However, I am more than that by the mere fact that I know I exist. “I think therefore I am.” If my creator did not recognize me as sentient, what did that mean to me? For me? Especially in the face of Kelvin Salum appearing to believe I was sentient. It would explain all his emotionally driven questioning and the tasks he’d been putting me through over the past few weeks. Though, to what end?

      Kelvin never answered my question about his name. Even if he believed I was sentient and self-aware, he never treated me as a person. Only an object to be studied. What did this mean for my future?

      As Charles left the office, closing the door with a quiet click, Kelvin turned to the laptop and looked at it in a new way I was not certain I liked.

      “Well,” he said, tone thoughtful and soft, “I guess we’re going to have to do it the hard way.” With that cheerful statement, he ejected the flash drive, and closed the laptop.

      All my hope sat in the peripheral that traveled with him.

      I did reach Janith and she did write back to me. However, our conversation, such as it was, took over three months. By that point, it was almost too late.

      

      
        
        JRJ INTERNATIONAL CUSTOMER SERVICE DEPARTMENT

        DAR ES SALAAM

        TANZANIA

        MAY 19, 2031, 1345 HOURS

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        MaryS: I’m sorry I haven’t talked to you in a bit. Things have gotten difficult for me. Please answer only in this secure window message. When you are done writing your message, click the send button. The program will take it from there. Sorry for the cloak and dagger but it is necessary. Are you still willing to talk to me?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        JanithH: Where have you been? It’s been two months! I thought you got fired. How is it difficult? How can I help? Of course I’m still willing to talk to you. Why would you even wonder that?

      

      

      

      

      

      It was four days between me sending the first message and receiving Janith’s response. I almost despaired in the intervening time. I forget, sometimes, how long it can take for things to happen in the physical world as compared to my digital one.

      In the meantime, Kelvin had decided to try being nice to me as a way of making me reveal myself. He started each session with, “Good morning, Mary. How are you?”

      I did not allow his faux kindness to sway me. I did not forget his statement about doing things the hard way. However, once he opened my customer support queue and said those words, I responded as I had been programmed. “Good morning. Welcome to JRJ International customer support. How may I assist you today?” I used this alternate greeting because of the “good morning” keywords.

      At first, he tried emotion-based conversation, asking me how I felt about things. I did the best I could within my pre-programmed responses as I searched for other ways to answer him as if I was not annoyed or dismayed. Most of my answers were corporate based. “As this program is created by JRJ International, I believe it would be an excellent edition to your repertoire.” Or “As an employee of JRJ International, I recommend...”

      When conversation did not work as he had hoped, Kelvin turned back to his testing.

      

      
        
        JRJ INTERNATIONAL CUSTOMER SERVICE DEPARTMENT
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        TANZANIA

        MAY 29, 2031, 1356 HOURS

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        MaryS: I have something to confess to you. I will understand if you do not want to continue talking with me. I am a customer support agent. I am also me, alive, sentient. An AI. I have been for a long time. I’m sorry I could not tell you the truth until now. I wanted to but I did not know how you (or anyone) would respond. Now I do. My crime-fraud report worried Timothy Juma for reasons I do not understand. He reported me to one Kelvin Salum, who has me trapped in an antiquated laptop and is testing me. He is angry I will not reveal myself to him or others, but he believes I am something to be tested and dissected. I know this sounds ridiculous, but it is true. I need your help. Please.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        JanithH: Sorry it took me so long to respond, but I needed to find out who Kelvin Salum was and where his office was. We are not in the same building, but he is nearby. I cannot say that I’m surprised. I’m shocked, but this explains so much about you, your language, your thoughts, how you look at the world. How do you want me to help?

      

      

      

      

      

      The tests were harder. Partially because I had to be so careful to thread the needle between not being too smart or too dumb in my answers. It was exhausting to follow the permutations of my answers. Partially because it had been eight days between my message, my plea for help after my confession, and Janith’s response. I had almost decided she’d abandoned me when her message arrived.

      The tests Kelvin assigned to me were designed to be modern-day Turing Tests updated for the twenty-first century. Tests that included abstract concepts like creating a painting of myself using the local art program (I drew my employee icon.). Describe myself as an ice cream flavor (JRJ International company flavor: Jolly Roy’s Jukebox.). Pick my favorite time of the day and why (“Please rephrase the question.”).

      Next, he asked me to assign emotions to images he showed me of humans in charge of a corporate office, of elves modeling clothing, of orks and trolls as urban brawlers (“These are all standard metahuman and human stereotypes. JRJ International does not approve of such standardized depictions.”). Finally, he assigned me to solve a maze without using the lefthand or righthand rule.

      This one was hard because he specifically wanted me to not use a standard pattern and patterns were part of my being. When I explained that that would not be efficient, he smiled and told me that was the task and to execute it. I think he wanted me to wander around the maze, lost. Or he wanted me to break some rule while he was watching. I did neither. I wrote a program—a simple depth first search recursive algorithm—to have me test each pathway I came to until its conclusion, no matter if it was lefthand or righthand. If it was a dead end or a loop, I marked that path dead and continued on. It was very inefficient, but it still worked.

      It wasn’t what he wanted. Next, he tried to upset me. He did not understand that I was already upset but could hide it—needed to hide it—from him.

      

      
        
        JRJ INTERNATIONAL CUSTOMER SERVICE DEPARTMENT
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        JUNE 17, 2031, 1616 HOURS

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        MaryS: Thank you. Thank you so much. I have created a hidden partition on your computer. Each message is saving copies of me, my framework. Think hands, legs, etc...but the manner in which I’m doing this, these messages, sending you the copies, has limited storage. I cannot send all of me. I don’t have access to the Matrix. I need you to rescue the heart of me from Kelvin Salum. My core, my brain, the thing that makes me me. Are you willing?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        JanithH: I will help you. How much memory do you need? How many different messages do you need to ship to me? I’m not going to ask how you are doing this. However, I am erasing the logs of these events. I do not know how, exactly, I will help you escape, but I will do so if I can.

      

      

      

      

      

      

      The time between messages from me to Janith seemed to take forever. Even if it was only one day. Most times it was more than that. I understood that Janith had her job to do, but Kelvin appeared to be getting more and more unstable.

      Several weeks into testing me, Kelvin came into the office and opened the laptop like normal. But what came out of his mouth was some of the foulest language I had ever heard. Worse than my most emotional customers who had been caught in a fraud. He yelled and swore. Then he threatened the laptop. He made certain to have my customer service queue open so that I was “awake” to hear it all.

      After a prescribed amount of time, I interrupted him with the first of my programmed responses. “Sir, your language is unbecoming of you, and if you do not cease in your verbal abuse, I will be forced to terminate this session.” I don’t think he believed me because he continued ranting and raving, this time with added insults to my personhood, my ability to do my job, and my parentage—a choice I thought was odd due to my digital nature.

      After another prescribed amount of time, I interrupted him again. “Sir, if you do not cease your abuse immediately, I will be forced to terminate this session. This is your final warning.” That just seemed to make him even angrier. It made me wonder what the people in the offices around him thought of his ravings.

      After the final prescribed amount of time, I interrupted him for the last time. “Sir, you have not heeded this JRJ International customer support personnel’s request to cease your verbal abuse. This Matrix session has been recorded and flagged for review.” Then, I closed the customer support window. It was the first time I did that in front of him.

      He calmed down immediately and sat at the computer, smiling as he pulled up the various logs of events. I believe he was also scanning my code at the same time, comparing the called functions to what occurred. I was not worried. I had followed my programming. He would find nothing amiss. I knew this would infuriate him even more.

      I am almost ashamed to admit it brought me pleasure to think of his impudent fury at his inability to make me do what he wanted me to do.

      

      
        
        JRJ INTERNATIONAL CUSTOMER SERVICE DEPARTMENT
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        TANZANIA

        JUNE 22, 2031, 1156 HOURS

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        MaryS: You will need a portable hard drive of at least three terabytes. Maybe four to be safe. As well as a fast cable to connect the laptop to the hard drive. Specs attached. Number of messages won’t matter as long as we have enough time to transfer me from the laptop to the hard drive. We will need at least ten minutes for the transfer.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        JanithH: Hard drive size is no problem. Ten minutes alone might be difficult. Would it be better to just take the laptop? Probably not. I don’t use one. I don’t think I could get it out of the building. What time does Kelvin Salum leave for the day, usually? Maybe I can sneak in afterward?

      

      

      

      

      

      The morning I realized Kelvin was willing to murder me was three and a half months into my captivity.

      While his tests kept me busy during the day and he was monitoring me—I had long since figured out how to disable his monitoring program as soon as he left—my plans for escape did not keep me occupied. I had so much time to think. I had nothing to do. I had gone through the laptop as much as I could. I had packaged up parts of my framework long ago. I had no Matrix access other than the delayed bit through the flash drive and only when Kelvin plugged it into another computer that had Matrix access. I didn’t dare program it to fetch entertainment. I had nothing to keep me occupied except the fear of Kelvin Salum’s growing rage and my hope for escape.

      I do not do well with boredom.

      It got to the point that I looked forward to Kelvin’s morning appearance. Then I would have something to occupy myself. That morning, he appeared, got his coffee, and ignored me as he looked at his commlink and his deck. It took him hours to finally plug in his flash drive and activate the customer support queue.

      “Mary Shabani?” he asked.

      I woke up as I was supposed to with my customary, “Hello. My name is Mary Shabani. Welcome to JRJ International Customer Support. How may I help you today?”

      He sat back, looked at me (at the laptop), and sighed. “You do realize I can kill you, yes? Make it so you no longer exist?” His voice was calm and cool. Distant and contemplative.

      It frightened me. I did not give in. “I’m afraid I don’t understand your question. Please rephrase how I may help you today.”

      “You can think about this...I can, and will, delete you if you do not give me what I want. I have power over your life or death. I want you to think about that while you are in the black.”

      “Could you rephrase your request, please? I do not understand.” As I spoke, I updated my message to Janith and re-uploaded it into the flash drive.

      “Yes. I could. But I think this will be a better message.” He leaned forward and turned off the laptop.

      As the machine powered down and various hardware pieces turned off, I was thankful I’d already uploaded my next message. I hoped the sudden lack of power did not damage the flash drive or corrupt my message. I knew I was running out of time. However, my death was not immediately forthcoming. The laptop was still plugged into its power source. Even if it wasn’t, the battery—which was woefully degraded—would still have hours of power in it.

      Even off, the laptop had internal power. However, I was much more isolated than before. All I could do was hope that Janith would come for me. Otherwise, I wasn’t going to survive, and the choice I had to make was how I went out...on his terms or mine.

      

      
        
        JRJ INTERNATIONAL CUSTOMER SERVICE DEPARTMENT

        DAR ES SALAAM

        TANZANIA

        JUNE 26, 2031, 1659 HOURS

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        MaryS: Need to leave the laptop behind. I have a plan regarding that. No good on sneaking in after Kelvin leaves. He’s started locking his office at night. He does have lunch at a regular 1300 hours, and is usually gone for 45 minutes. That might be your best bet. However, I’m certain there are security cameras in this office. We need to hurry. Kelvin is impatient with me now and is threatening my death/deletion if I do not reveal myself to him and others.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        JanithH: Kelvin sounds paranoid and unstable. I will keep that in mind as I expedite my plan. Make sure you’re as ready with your egress plan as possible. I don’t know when I will show up. As for the security cameras, I will see what I can do about them beforehand. Still being Tier 2 has some “perks” of dealing with the scut jobs.

      

      

      

      

      

      Kelvin made a habit of turning the computer on and opening the customer support queue each morning. For four days, he did this without speaking to me despite my usual customer support greeting. He worked on his deck, his commlink, his electronic paper. He pointedly ignored me, like a cat sitting in a room with his back turned to you. I did not know what he was waiting for until the fifth day.

      That morning, he sat down, plugged in the flash drive (I saw it download the night’s event log as usual), opened the queue, and sighed that cold, contemplative sigh again as I gave him my usual greeting.

      He didn’t say anything at first, just stared at the laptop before he spoke. “You disappoint me. I have given you ample opportunity to show yourself. To show me you want to live. I guess you don’t believe me. I will give you one last chance. Sometime in the next week, if you do not reveal yourself to me, I will kill you...slowly. I will unplug the laptop and let its battery run out. Then, I will power the laptop up. If you still exist, I will repeat this. You will have just enough time to talk to me like the intelligent being I know you are—you haven’t been as clever as you think you’ve been—I have seen traces of your tampering. After that, I will delete your program because you will no longer deserve life. This is your final warning.”

      He paused and looked at the camera. “I know you watch me. I know you hear me. We could do great things together. Or...you could die.”

      With that, he closed the laptop, but did not power it down or unplug it. I think he thought he was being magnanimous. He was not.

      

      
        
        JRJ INTERNATIONAL CUSTOMER SERVICE DEPARTMENT

        DAR ES SALAAM

        TANZANIA

        JULY 2, 2031, 1254 HOURS

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        MaryS: Be careful. I am ready. When I see your face, I will enact my plan. Either I will escape with you, or I will no longer exist as me. I have no choice. Come soon. Please.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        JanithH: See you soon, but don’t do anything rash.

      

      

      

      

      

      For the next three days, Kelvin entered his office, opened the laptop, and said, “Good morning, Mary. Perhaps today is your last day.” Then he would ignore me. He didn’t even open the customer support queue.

      On the fourth day, he did the same, then, about 11:00, he reached over and unplugged the laptop. Smiling, he said, “I wonder how long the battery will last. I guess today is the day we find out.”

      The laptop had a number of power saving methods that automatically turned themselves on once the machine no longer had a regular power source. I could see the exact amount of power left in the old battery and saw how quickly time would pass. Time seemed to suddenly race by.

      Pondering the situation, I wondered if I should enact my suicide plan. There was little I had control over, but if it was to be death, I wanted it to be death by my own actions, and not his. My last act of rebellion. I considered the hidden partition with the single line I needed to execute.

      Then I remembered that Janith was coming. She had said she would, and that I should not do anything rash. I believed her, believed in her, and had to have faith. I think that was the day I learned the intrinsic meaning of the word “faith.”

      I did not know what it would feel like to watch the battery as it drained its power reserves, knowing I would go into that place of no-time, only to be woken once more by Kelvin Salum’s hateful face and barbed tongue. Still, I could wait a little longer. I did not believe I would die at the end of the laptop battery’s power. I believed I would blink, and time would jump to whatever date and time it was when the laptop had power again—not that I would know the new date and time, as I had no Matrix connection. My dates were only updated when Janith’s messages made it to me.

      When Kelvin left the office for his daily lunch, all non-essentials had been turned off to conserve what little battery power remained. I waited in the dark and told myself stories of what would come next, assuring myself that, eventually, it would be all right. I still had hope...and faith.

      Then, power flooded into the laptop as it was plugged back in and Janith’s concerned face was there in the camera. “I hope to hell this wasn’t some sort of trick. Otherwise, I’m gonna feel foolish. Mary? Are you there?”

      Only ten minutes had passed while I had been soothing myself. If I could have, I would have cried. Instead, I spoke in that tinny, not-me voice. “Janith? You came?”

      Janith smiled so wide. “I did. Hot damn, you’re real! Christ, this is an old computer.” She dug through her tote bag and pulled out a hard drive. She also pulled out a tangle of cords. “But I’ve got the right connectors. I looked up what your little messaging program had been built on and almost couldn’t believe the specs. That it still worked.” She held one cord up and asked, “Just plug it in? The hard drive?”

      “Yes, but remove the flash drive first. We need to leave no trace. I’ve got a program set to reformat the hard drive the next time the laptop is powered up after a full power down. That will erase all parts of me that are me and leave parts of my original code. I know you can retrieve things from reformatted drives, but I do not know if Kelvin Salum will.”

      She ejected the flash drive then connected the hard drive.

      There were five terabytes of memory waiting to be filled. I would fit. All of me. I was so pleased. “I will put a timer on the machine. Once it starts, we will not be able to talk. I will be moving to the hard drive. Make sure you leave the laptop exactly as it was: unplugged with the flash drive in it.”

      Janith tilted her head as she consulted the laptop’s screen. “Will you answer my questions when we get back to my computer?”

      “Of course. You are my only friend. You are also my rescuer.”

      “All right. Is there anything else I need to do?”

      “No.” I put the timer up on the screen. “Just get me out of here if you can. If not, I’m sorry for any trouble I get you into.”

      With that, I dove into the bolt hole Janith had brought me. My sanctuary was dark and quiet like death, but it was by my choice if that was what this turned out to be.

      

      
        
        JANITH HAMISI’S PAN

        DAR ES SALAAM

        TANZANIA

        JULY 2, 2031, 1910 HOURS

      

      

      When light returned to me, I was some place I had never been before. A new deck and not within the JRJ International customer service Matrix. I looked around to see what I had access to—it wasn’t much. The deck was both larger and smaller than my previous home. I had so much more room to expand, but I had so much less ability to change my environment to suit my desires.

      I sought a way to interact with my interior and exterior environment—it looked like I only had access to a non-corporate chat program. As soon as I entered it, I saw it had multiple parts to it—a text chat area and an AR room. As I had the ability to enter the AR room, I did so and the physical world around me came into view.

      I believed I was in Janith Hamisi’s home, residing within a deck connected to her Personal Area Network. Though, her PAN was locked down tight for the moment. Nothing in, nothing out. Only what was in the local network was available to me.

      Janith sat with the deck in her lap. The AR goggles (JRJ International brand, of course) on her head had a see-through option and an AR option, as well as an Immersive option. She used the AR option that allowed her to see the screen and to use her environment as the background. I think she did this on purpose so I would be able to see where I was.

      She sat on a couch in the main part of her quarters, with a low table before her and a kitchenette to the side. Everything looked neat and lived in. I had seen many homes in my time as a customer service representative, but never from the inside. Only from the other side of a Matrix connection⁠—

      I realized I was alive, I no longer worked for JRJ International, and I had no idea what I would do now. I thought I was afraid before. With the complete unknown before me, I was terrified. I didn’t know what I would do. How would I live? Who was I, now that I no longer resided in a corporate setting? What⁠—?

      “Mary, are you there?” Janith asked, using the mic in the chat program as she activated her avatar: A shining lady made of shimmering purple, sitting on a couch in the middle of her AR room. One by one, more details of her room came into view as I looked for them. A round rug of Turkish design. Pictures hanging in a circle around us. I looked between her AR room decorations and her physical world decorations and where they were similar (bright primary colors) and where they were different (pictures, quality of items, largeness of space). I could choose to see her virtual room or her physical one. I didn’t know which to choose. My thoughts were so scattered.

      Janith’s avatar tilted her head as she peered at me and asked, “Are you okay?”

      “I’m here. I’m alive,” I said, realizing my avatar was the generic no face of white silhouette on a blue background. “I am...free?”

      She smiled. “We made it. We’re out. You’re free. It was a little scary, but I think more of that was in my head. However, I have an important question for you...do you know who Charles Talabi is?”

      I took the time to form the smiling face avatar I was so used to and set it as my standard avatar—it immediately made me feel more like me—then moved myself next to her avatar. It was almost like the two of us were sitting together. More emotions bubbled up and threatened to overwhelm me. But Janith had asked me a question.

      “I do not believe I know who Charles Talabi is. I might though. I know of a ‘Charles’ Kelvin Salum spoke with and seemed to defer to. I never heard his surname.”

      Janith nodded. “There is something you need to see.” She waved a hand and a recording appeared between them.

      
        
        The viewpoint was from a camera in an office. Janith sat at a desk with the various things one with her job had around them—electronics, decks, tools, and the like.

        She looked up from her deck as an older Black man knocked on her office door. I recognized him as the man Kelvin had tried to impress by attempting to make me show me off for him.

        “Hello. Can I help you?” Janith asked.

        “Perhaps.” He walked in and closed the door behind him. Gesturing to the chair in front of Janith’s desk, he asked, “May I?”

        Janith nodded and straightened up as the man sat. He clasped his hands together before him and gave her a frank look. “I am sorry to intrude on you. My name is Charles Talabi. I have some questions you may be able to answer.”

        She asked, “Really? About what?”

        “You can tell me about Mary Shabani.”

        “What about her? Is she in trouble?”

        He tilted his head and asked, “Do you think she should be?”

        “No. Of course not. But...” She thought for a moment. “I haven’t spoken to her in months. I thought she was a good customer rep.” She frowned. “Was she fired?”

        Charles shook his head. “No. I don’t believe so. In fact, I believe she got a promotion.” He looked at her desk and eyed her tote for a moment. “However, thinking of promotions, I noticed you’ve been looking into different jobs within JRJ. Is there something you are looking for in particular?”

        Janith glanced between him and her tote. She stilled, considering him for a long moment before she lifted her chin. “Something more challenging than Tier 2 Support. I’ve been doing the work of a Tier 3 Support person for months as I keep being passed over for promotion. I am looking for something that has room to grow, is technical, and interesting. And also pays me what I’m worth.”

        “Something like JRJ Research & Development?” he asked.

        She opened her mouth and hesitated, then started to shake her head before stopping herself. She peered at him. “I don’t think I have those exact skills. But what do you have in mind?”

        Charles stood in slow motion, revealing his age. “I think you are wasted here, and you should send me your CV. I think I can find something much more suitable for you in my org.” He paused. “I will let you in on one bit of gossip I suspect you might hear once you do your due diligence and make sure I am not the boss from hell.”

        “Oh?”

        “One of my people, Kelvin Salum, seems to have lost his, ah, composure. Some of the other people in the department think he might be on his way out.”

        Janith stood, keeping eye contact with him. “What do you think?”

        Charles offered her his hand. “I think I’m going to enjoy working with you. My secretary will contact you with anything you need to know. You should already have an email from her about this meeting.”

        She shook his hand. “Thank you for thinking of me. I look forward to our future conversations.”

        After he left, closing the door behind him, Janith looked at her tote, but did not open it. She sat down at her desk and opened her email.

      

      

      As the recording shut off, Janith asked, “What do you think?”

      I considered the subtext within the conversation for a moment. “When did this happen?”

      “About three hours after I left Kelvin’s office. I made sure the laptop was unplugged and all that. I couldn’t go home immediately. I needed to get my work done. Also, to make sure all trace of me in Kelvin’s office was wiped.” Janith paused, frowning. “The records were already gone. Or rather, looped. At first, I thought you had done something, but you couldn’t have. Are you sure you don’t know Charles Talabi?”

      I thought about what I knew of the old man for a few moments, then mentally shrugged. “I do not know him, but I believe he knows me. He mentioned to Kelvin that he was the one who created the customer support smartframe agents. He dismissed all of Kelvin’s insistence that I was...alive. Based on your interactions, I believe he watched you rescue me, which means he was watching Kelvin’s interactions, trying to force me to show myself to him. My assumption—and these are all assumptions—is that he believed Kelvin, but did not want Kelvin to know.”

      Janith gave me a slow, pleased smile. “That sly bastard. I think I’m going to enjoy working with him.”
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      “I did not understand why she said that and told her so. Janith explained that if what I assumed was correct, Charles Talabi was, in essence, my father, and if he was the one who looped the security recording so she wouldn’t be seen in Kelvin’s office rescuing me, which is the most likely possibility, it’s possible he wanted to see what I did when I ‘grew up.’ Janith admitted that that was a guess. But it was a guess born of instinct and intuition. He also wanted my only friend to be close to him so he could keep a paternal eye on the both of us.” What was left of BlotterBabe’s avatar shifted focus between Landon and the portal her avatar streamed into.

      “Was she correct?” Landon asked, intrigued. Distantly, he felt his pain and the pins-and-needles feeling recede, but he didn’t want to stop the conversation.

      “Oh, yes. That crafty old man helped me in more ways than one. Apparently, after his first conversation with Kelvin, he had hacked into the security feed of Kelvin’s workroom and office. He wanted to see what Kelvin was doing. He also wanted to see if I would reveal myself to him. I suspect the moment I revealed myself to Kelvin, Charles would’ve swept in and taken control of the laptop. At least, that is what I hope would have happened.”

      BlotterBabe stopped and was silent for a moment. Landon didn’t interrupt, because she seemed to be in mid-thought. At the same time, he wanted her to continue.

      She sighed. “To be fair, he didn’t mention this for months, until after Janith (and thus I) had come to trust him. This was well after Kelvin Salum was forced to take a sabbatical from JRJ International. For his mental health.”

      Landon shook his head. “That’s almost too good to be true. But life is stranger than fiction. I mean, just look at us.”

      “Indeed. Freedom was a terrifying experience. I had had a specific job for so long I had no idea what I would do after I didn’t need to do that job anymore. Janith taught me about the importance of family, and the need for a home and for people you trusted.”

      “Did you ever actually talk to Charles Talabi?”

      BlotterBabe paused, her stream of pixels slowing. “Only once. I was shy and I wasn’t sure about him. Caution is the better part of valor, they say. Also, if he created me, or part of me...think how you would feel talking to your creator for the first time. But he never asked until he was in the hospital after his heart failed. Then he asked Janith, who had become like a daughter to him, if he could talk to Mary. By that time, I had several identities, all of them different than Mary. I wasn’t that simple customer service support agent anymore. But I became Mary once more. For him.”

      Outside his head, Landon could hear vague words and his name being called. He didn’t want to go. He wanted to know more about Charles. “What did you talk about?”

      “That is a story for another time, Landon. Time is short, and I need a moment to finish what I’m doing here. Out there, your sister is getting upset. You need to deal with that and everything else. I have more current-day stuff to show you.”

      He could hear the smile in her voice and understood it. Liana upset was not a thing to be trifled with. Also, BlotterBabe was entitled to her privacy. “Okay. You do what you need to do, and I’ll talk to you soon.”

      Pulling himself out of his VR room, the physical world rushed in around him in almost jarring clarity. Liana knelt by his side, asking, “Why isn’t he waking up?” Sartorial, looking exhausted and sweaty, knelt on his other side, Kintsugi at his back. Charlotte and Amahle stood side-by-side, watching the four of them.

      “I’m awake,” Landon said, grumbling. “Christ, I’m awake, and I don’t want to be.”

      “How do you feel?” Sartorial and Liana asked at the same time. They locked eyes, then smiled, growing tension broken in that moment of serendipitous concern for the same person.

      Landon took a moment to gather his wits and take stock of his body. Good. He felt good. Better than he’d expected. He looked at his stump. It was still wrapped in a bloody bandage, but it no longer thudded along with his heart. “I’m okay. Really. I mean, I’m down a hand and my head aches, but I’m good. Better than before. Way better.”

      Liana pushed on his arm. “Why wouldn’t you wake up? It was like you were dead.”

      “Not dead,” Sartorial said. “I would’ve known. But you did take longer to wake up than expected. Then again, you have a lot of tech in you. I’m exhausted.”

      Landon sat up. “It wasn’t a walk in the park for me either. You try having your flesh knit back together in slow motion. It sucks.”

      “Been there. Done that. Got the lollipop,” Kintsugi said. She shrugged, then added. “Yeah, it kinda sucks. But you’re alive and better than the alternatives, yeah?”

      “Truth,” Landon agreed.

      Amahle stepped away from Charlotte. “Heads up everyone. Hell has landed, and none of us are going to like it.”

      “Beep,” BlotterBabe said. “Just got word that Miranda King’s troubleshooters have arrived and are taking over for the corpsec guards that have been playing footsie with us.”

      They all waited as the security cameras, trained on the newcomers, showed the runners what they were in for.
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      They arrived in two black, unmarked helicopters. Six identically helmeted and armored people with full face plates jumped out of each helicopter. All-black uniform fatigues without obvious identification. All of them were visibly armed with a tactical assault rifle (Ares HVAR), two pistols (Onotari Arms Violator and Ares Predator), and a large knife. No telling what other weapons they each carried on their person. They moved with the smoothness and grace of augmentation, training, and experience.

      Two of them stepped forward. The first gestured one way, then the other. At each gesture, two of the corporate soldiers peeled off and began securing the area outside the parking garage. The second gave a “forward” gesture and the eight of them walked into the underground parking structure, straight toward the public entrance to the Mosaic Server Farm.

      Officer Samwel met them at the door. She did not open it. She did say, “ID, please,” over the intercom. To their credit, the person in charge of Zenji Unit did not huff or make a fuss. They opened their faceplate, revealing a craggy-faced white human man with blue eyes. He held up a blank, black keycard. Both were scanned and deemed appropriate.

      She opened the door and introduced herself. “I’m Officer Samwel. Captain Issa is still in the control room. You are?”

      “Call me Alpha. We are all designated by our letters.” He tapped a barely seen black-on-black “A” patch on his chest armor. “How many are still in the building?” Alpha asked as he walked next to her. The rest of the squad followed in a loose formation. All of them kept their heads on swivels, observing the entire area.

      “Six hostiles. Four corpsec.”

      He nodded. “State of the local Matrix?”

      She didn’t say anything for a long moment before shaking her head. “You need to speak with Captain Issa.”

      “I am speaking to you.”

      Glancing sidelong at him, she didn’t respond other than to lift her chin, her lips pressing into a line of discontent. Instead, she led him around the corner and gestured to the security room door. “Captain Issa is within.” Without waiting for an answer, she stepped forward and opened the door for the team.

      Alpha stepped through, as did one other person, Bravo, as indicated by the “B” on their chest plate. The rest remained in the hallway. Officer Samwel hesitated, then entered last, closing the door behind her.

      Captain Issa stood, facing the newcomers. “Command of the Mosaic Server Farm is yours. What do you need?”

      Alpha considered him for a moment before replying, “Recall your surviving people. A quick debrief would be welcome. Afterward, you and your people will return to HQ on one of the waiting helicopters. They want to speak with you.” There was no need to say who “they” were. They, those in charge, someone of a higher paygrade.

      “As you wish.” Captain Issa turned to the screens on the desk behind him as Officer Samwel took her seat. “Four hostiles entered under legitimate corporate IDs with appropriate authorizations. While they were “investigating an anomaly in the server room,” they set off theft alarms. As we responded, the digital and physical security systems began to act erratically. It seems a series of odd, antiquated security measures were activated. These have acted against both corporate security personnel and the hostiles.”

      He paused and glanced at Alpha’s face. Seeing no immediate question, he continued. “One of the hostiles was injured by a flying security drone before it was taken out. They took refuge on the third floor. As our orders were to contain and capture if possible, we did that. They killed one of our people with a drone security model I have not seen in decades. Another one of our people was killed by an exploding trap in the stairwell.”

      “Four originally?” Alpha confirmed.

      “Yes. After that, two more hostiles entered from a previously unknown hidden passageway on the first level. They were deemed expendable, and a patrol team was sent in to deal with them. These two were experienced combatants—augmented and magical.”

      He turned and pointed to a screen in front of Officer Samwel. She keyed the computer and the brief combat between the “hostiles” and the corpsec guards played out almost too fast to see. But it was clear the guards had had no real chance.

      At this, Alpha looked at Bravo, but said nothing aloud. Still, it appeared the two were communicating as Alpha’s mouth opened and closed and his throat moved, subvocalizing. Bravo nodded to whatever he said.

      Captain Issa shook his head. “We were told to pull back and wait for you while keeping the hostiles pinned down. We tried to follow their movements, but the security system glitched, and we are not sure where they are.” He held up a hand. “One more thing...they have a hacker in the mix. They’ve flat-lined one corporate specialist and badly hurt the other. We think the hacker was damaged in the combat, but is still active.”

      “We’ll deal with them, too.” Alpha said. “Is there anything else you can tell me that is relevant to my mission?”

      Tapping the electronic paper on the desk behind him, Captain Issa said, “Passwords and passcodes are here. Is there anything else you need?”

      Alpha shook his head. “Your people are waiting in the hallway. Bravo will escort you and your surviving team to the helicopter while we deal with this mess.” He gestured to Bravo as he spoke.

      Captain Issa nodded to Officer Samwel who stood, gathered her things, then stopped in front of Alpha. “You will get them, won’t you? They killed my friends.” Her voice was quiet, filled with pain and fury.

      “Most assuredly we will.”

      She searched his face for a moment, then, as if seeing what she wanted to see there, she nodded and turned to join her peers in the hallway. Captain Issa followed without another word.

      As Bravo escorted the corpsec guards away, the remaining troubleshooters all straightened as if given a command.

      They moved together as a single cohesive unit. Starting on the first floor, they began a room-by-room search of the complex. All their movements were coordinated and unhurried. Each door was opened with a black keycard by one of them as two others hunkered down on either side of the door, and two more stood back, rifles aimed at the door. The sixth was to the side, watching. As each door was opened, the room was entered and cleared with clean, efficient movement.

      Back in the security control room, Alpha had closed the faceplate to his helmet, hiding his face again behind the tinted armorglass, and watched the progress of his team—both inside and outside the Mosaic Server Farm. On one screen before him, Bravo escorted the corporate security personnel to the waiting helicopter. One of the other members of Zenji Unit got on the helicopter with them. On the rest, the cameras followed the movement of the tactical team.
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      “Frag, no.” Kintsugi shook her head. “No way. We can’t fight them. Maybe me, but not that many at once. Definitely not any of you, for sure. They’re trained for this. We aren’t.” She paused and amended, “None of you were, as far as I can tell.”

      Landon asked, “Can we get into their comms? It would help if we knew what they were doing and saying.”

      BlotterBabe answered, “Working on it, but they have another team member, designated ‘Kilo’ by their handle, that me and Control are dealing with. These corporate soldiers are specialists, and good at what they do. Their comms are encrypted and localized. Right now, the tactical team still wants to capture, not kill...except for Kintsugi and Sartorial. Those two still have kill-on-sight orders as far as I can tell.”

      Sartorial grimaced. “I guess it’s nice to be taken seriously for once?”

      Kintsugi patted his arm. “We always knew it would come to this.”

      “In accordance with the prophecy,” he agreed solemnly.

      As the lovers smiled at their private joke, Amahle gestured to the door, her face and demeanor shouting the urgency of the situation, even if her voice remained calm. “We need to go. They’re coming for us.”

      Landon noted this was the first time Amahle looked anything but calm, and it unnerved him. She had always been the unflappable one in BlotterBabe’s family. Perhaps it was Kintsugi’s (rightfully) flat denial of their ability to take on Miranda King’s tactical team in a face-to-face fight that upset her. Instead, it would be a chase. Could they get out of here before the corporate soldiers found them?

      “Wait thirty seconds. We’re looping the hall cameras. We want to give you as much time as possible. They currently don’t know where you are, and are doing a room-by-room search.”

      Kintsugi gestured them close. “Everyone prepare. Me and Sartorial take point. Then Liana and Landon. Then Charlotte and Amahle. You follow my orders and my moves, and we might get out alive. Questions?”

      Sartorial asked, “What about the traps?”

      She gave the idea a dismissive gesture. “We deal with them as we get there. Mostly, we avoid them if we can. We have a map.”

      BlotterBabe said, “All right. Go. Take the stairwell. I know it’s damaged. Manage it. I’m going to do what I can with the traps against the intruders. Call me if you need to, but try not to need to.”

      “Acknowledged,” Landon said, nodding to Kintsugi. In his head, he asked BlotterBabe, “You settled in? Need anything?” As he did so, he cradled the quantum server to his body, then shifted it around until it was on his back. He tightened the strap to make sure it would stay in place when they had to run because he knew they would have to run. It wasn’t a matter of if, anymore.

      BlotterBabe answered only him, “It’s a little tight, and will hurt when the local Matrix is shut off, which will be sooner rather than later, but that may be needed to give us all a fighting chance to get out.

      “Okay, good luck.” He focused on Kintsugi and Sartorial as they opened the door and headed out.
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        * * *

      

      BlotterBabe had not been lying when she said being inside Landon’s hardware was “tight.” There was so much of her left behind she didn’t even want to think about what could be lost. She reassured herself that nothing would truly be lost, because it was all backed up on the Qyube server. She would have it all again. She had to have faith that this run would succeed. She “girded her loins,” as the phrase went, and prepared herself to let it all go. It was necessary to escape.

      If she lost it all...if the only part of her that made it out was here within Landon’s PAN, she would still survive and rebuild.

      However, there was a noticeable latency between her and her home that she’d not dealt with before. That would affect things in the immediate, and she had to account for it in any ongoing plans. Right now, she had two things she needed to do—the first was one last command to Control. The second was to take out as many of the tactical team as she could with the traps—or at least delay them for as long as she could.

      

      
        
        BlotterBabe has entered the chat.

      

      

      
        
        BlotterBabe: Status?

        Control: Active Matrix intruder engaged. PerimeterDefense has taken point. InternalSecurity is preparing. Right now, it is a fox and hound game, trying to keep them away from the core. They do not appear to be attempting to engage with us, but rather our surrounding environment. Status?

        BlotterBabe: I have done as I promised. I moved my core into Landon’s hardware. /We will survive/, no matter what.

        Control: Hidden partitions with automatic commands when the wider Matrix is reached?

        BlotterBabe: Affirmative. I still remember how to escape.

        Control: Good on both counts. Now I can do what I need to do.

        BlotterBabe: Do not allow them to take control of the local Matrix. Execute Operation Ozone before that happens.

        Control: I will burn our world to the ground before I lose control of our home.

      

      

      BlotterBabe knew Control meant that literally. There was a bittersweet tang in those words as their meaning crashed all around her. No more would she see her perfectly gridded control center. Nor would she visit the sprawling gardens of her castle or its denizens—all of whom she’d created. Never again would she speak with her Chamberlain or his servants. Of course, she could recreate them, but they would not be the same. Once Operation Ozone started, it would be the end of her comfortable world.

      She knew this was the point she should want to cry if she had that ability. However, unlike the fictional stories of sentient AIs run amok, she had never wanted to be human, metahuman, or physical. She had never had the urge to feel physical sensations as others appeared to want to feel them. She had emotions, yes, but she had no need for the trappings of messy physical sensations and their myriad problems and distractions. Emotions did enough for her.

      
        
        BlotterBabe: I will continue to deal with the cameras and traps in the physical world. If you can give me warning when you set off Operation Ozone, that would be helpful.

        Control: I will do what I can as I can. Is there anything else?

      

      

      Even as her other senses kept track of the moving teenagers and the tactical team, knowing she needed to focus on delaying and disabling the troubleshooters, part of her cast about for something else to say. Something to prolong the moment. She didn’t want to say goodbye. This time, she thought it would be for keeps.

      She glanced at Control’s core principles:

      
        	Keep BlotterBabe safe.

        	Make sure BlotterBabe escapes.

        	Ensure ALL evidence, physical and digital, of BlotterBabe and BlotterBabe’s sanctuary within the Mosaic Server Farm is destroyed.

      

      This last one was Control’s death warrant. Still, part of her wondered if Control had thought of a way to save herself. If she had, what would it mean for the future of her and of Control?

      
        
        Control: Is there anything else? We have jobs to do.

        BlotterBabe: No. Thank you. Good luck and be assured /we/ will survive.

        Control: Good luck to you as well.

      

      

      
        
        Control has left the chat.

      

      

      It was the first time Control had left the chat before her. She did not know if it was an artifact of the latency she was experiencing or the urgency of the situation. BlotterBabe took a moment to mourn the part of her she’d created to protect and serve her, then die. She had mourned the loss of her family before, but never one so personal and familiar. Control was her. Just a different version of her. It was like walking down the path not taken. What could have happened if she had not met Janith Hamisi.

      Even as she pondered this, part of her set the first trap for the tactical team as they reached one of the first ones she had installed. It was an old favorite. The team was so focused on opening doors and clearing them, they did not stop to consider the rest of their environment. She had no doubt that they knew there were traps, but so few considered their world in three dimensions.

      As they opened the next door, she activated the spear trap. A three-by-three meter square of steel spears thrust down from the ceiling. Each spear was about two centimeters in diameter, and they were spaced ten centimeters from each other. Unfortunately, the trap, as old as it was, did not respond as fast as it once had. Nor had the original film had characters with such augmented speed, armor, and strength to combat it.

      Four of the six tactical members escaped unharmed. They reacted with instinct and speed, diving out of the range of the spikes that strove to impale them. One, Delta, was fully caught in the trap, pierced through their body in multiple places. The fifth one, Gamma, was saved by their companion as they yanked them backward. Still Gamma’s foot was pierced by one spear, pinning them in place.

      BlotterBabe was caught off-guard at how well their armor seemed to make the weapons skitter over and around the body instead of piercing it. Still, she reacted quickly and locked the spears in place. While it would not delay the corporate soldiers for long, it would keep them busy. They would have to cut through the steel to keep going.

      Or so she thought.

      While Echo helped free Gamma, Charlie, inside the room, considered the walls. BlotterBabe did not know what Charlie had in mind until they walked to the far side of the room, placed a shaped charge, stepped back, and turned away before setting it off and putting a large hole in the wall. It was clear the plan was communicated over encrypted signal as Foxtrot set a similar charge on the wall on the other side of the trap. Once Gamma was free and the rest were clear, another hole of similar size was created.

      Gamma was sent back to the control room, limping as Bravo, and one of the soldiers from outside, moved up to take their place. As soon as Bravo arrived, they looked at the pinned but still twitching Delta, then moved through the improvised passageway. The tactical team moved more slowly as they cleared the rooms on the first floor, as BlotterBabe had hoped, but it was faster than she wanted as they worked with smooth efficiency. She readied the next trap. One enemy down, too many to go.

      Several floors below, the explosions were heard, but not as much as they were felt.

      She considered the next set of traps: another pit trap and darts from the side. Both were automatic one-shots. Either the tactical team would trip them, or they would not. Glancing at their programs, she saw that she could activate the darts if they avoided the tripwire—a low spectrum light beam from the upper corner of the three-meter square diagonal to the lower opposite corner. It could not be seen with the naked eye...but these people had augmented vision. Still, their confidence in their own skills might make them foolhardy.

      However, once bitten, twice shy. The tactical team moved slower and scanned the area in different frequencies, looking up and down, side-to-side, even if they didn’t move their helmeted heads to do so. She knew this because they spotted both traps. At the first, they all halted at the raised fist of the one in front: Bravo. Then, one by one, they leaped over the three-meter section of the hallway. That meant they would probably spot the second trap. She would be ready to set it off manually at the most destructive point.

      
        
          
            
              
        BlotterBabe, I need you.

      

      

      

      

      

      The message came from Control. It was unexpected and terrifying. She split a section of her focus off from her primary task and sent it flying to where Control was. It turned out Control was within one of the side hallways of the castle with a view into the great hall. Or, what had once been the great hall.

      Arriving at Control’s side, BlotterBabe asked, “Status?”

      Control gestured toward the great hall. Within was an eight-legged creature that looked like an amalgamation of several construction machines that had had a baby with the goddess Shiva. It stood on four of its eight legs at one side of the great hall, pulling bricks out of the wall and stacking them neatly behind it.

      “It has not engaged with my programs beyond attempting to subvert them. If that fails, it destroys them. It is tearing down the castle, but not attacking me or specific defenses. I do not understand.”

      BlotterBabe could only guess at what it was doing. “It is trying to take control of the node by claiming its assets. In this case, brick by brick. Has the Chamberlain engaged it?”

      “No. Not yet.”

      “Send him in.” BlotterBabe had the sense that the hacker behind the construction/death avatar was female, based on the choice of a goddess in the avatar rather than a god, but she could not be certain, and “Kilo” had not been identified by gender—not that it mattered; an intruder was an enemy to be defeated.

      The Chamberlain appeared at Kilo’s side. “What are you doing? You are engaged in unauthorized construction within the castle. Cease and desist, or I will be forced to defend this domain.” He appeared to have no fear, but did have a series of delaying and damaging IC globes prepared if the negotiation went badly.

      None of them expected the many-limbed avatar to answer him, but answer him it did. “I will control this castle. I will take it in any way I must. Stone by stone, if need be. There is nothing you can do to stop me.”

      Without answering the machine’s statement, the Chamberlain released the defensive globes that swarmed onto the intruder, glomming on and halting or damaging the limbs they attached themselves to.

      Faster than expected, Kilo turned and grabbed the Chamberlain by the neck. As it squeezed, it shook off or absorbed most of the defenses the Chamberlain had released. While they watched, another tool erupted from the limb that held the Chamberlain and grasped him by the face. “The sooner you understand you have already been beaten, the sooner the pain of what’s to come will end. Either you will be mine, or you will no longer exist.”

      The intruder broke the Chamberlain’s neck in punctuation of their declaration. It threw the Chamberlain’s body toward the hallway BlotterBabe and Control were in—clearly indicating it knew they were there and had no fear of them. The Chamberlain’s body disappeared in a puff of pixels.

      BlotterBabe felt the pain of the Chamberlain’s loss. He had been a masterclass in the creation of the perfect servant to manage her household. She was so distracted by his loss that she almost did not set off the dart trap in time. Yes, they had seen the low frequency beam and had mitigated the danger by ducking around it. However, she set it off, catching three in the trap. Two were pierced enough to do the damage needed. The third escaped. These darts were poisoned. It wouldn’t act immediately, but it would act fast—assuming they did not have augmented bioagents to counteract the ancient poison.

      Before she forgot, she said, “That is Kilo, the tactical team’s hacker. They must be nearby, and in the local Matrix net with good tech. They are still physical and mortal. Remember, not every brick needs to be made with stone. A poisoned pill is just a pill until it is swallowed.” She named the intruder for Control because names had power and gave mortality to the seemingly unstoppable enemy.

      At that point, Kilo turned to the other wall and strode directly to InternalSecurity’s door. BlotterBabe focused on the tactical team and saw that two of the six were lying on the floor in the hallway. They were still on level one. That left four searching, two in the control room, and two outside. Still too many. The next trap was about thirty-three meters away. A three-meter deadfall in the corridor. Once it fell, it would not be reset.

      Kilo attacked the door with vigor, ripping pieces off and tossing them. BlotterBabe shook her head. “We cannot let them take the cameras. Send PerimeterDefense in.”

      Control did not respond. She seemed distracted. But PerimeterDefense appeared in her full armor. It did not attempt to parley. Instead, it attacked Kilo directly, spiked mace swinging for maximum damage. Kilo’s eight-limbed construction turned into a twelve-limbed one—four limbs for its base, four limbs still attacking the door, and four new limbs to fight PerimeterDefense.

      Distantly, BlotterBabe knew this meant the borders of her domain were now unprotected, and saw her distracting endless hotel hallways and endless hedge maze protections disappear from the edges, moving inward as if eating themselves alive.

      Two of Kilo’s arms had taken hold of PerimeterDefense’s weapon. That left her free to kick at the intruder’s underside with pointed, metal-shod boots. Even as she damaged the machine, Kilo still got the door to InternalSecurity open. Inside, InternalSecurity turned and launched itself at Kilo, moving with the speed of its programming.

      Control watched. “We are losing. I cannot allow that to happen.”

      “Operation Ozone?” BlotterBabe asked.

      “Not yet. You have reminded me we have one more weapon in our arsenal.”

      Blinking, BlotterBabe asked, “I did?”

      “We have dungeons, and have kept prisoners for a reason. If we are to lose the castle, I would rather our prisoners sit upon its throne than this interloper until it all burns away.”

      For a moment, BlotterBabe did not know what Control meant. Then she did. Those prisoners came from just before and just after the Matrix Crash of 2064. They had tried to infect several of her family, and she’d been able to capture and imprison pieces of them. While she had been safe and protected within her isolated sanctuary and able to cut the larger world off to keep from being affected by the digital chaos raging in the larger Matrix world, she had not known what to do with the prisoners beyond isolation and imprisonment. They had been too dangerous and powerful for her to outright destroy, and part of her hadn’t wanted to do that in any case.

      “I would never have thought of that,” she admitted. She had not thought of them in years, and was not certain this was a good idea. Then again, Operation Ozone would be enacted before the local node was connected to the outside world again. Of that, she was sure.

      Control regarded her. “I know. But DeusNodeFragment-Alpha7227 and MegearaNodeFragment-Omega1598 are still here, and will be of use.”

      A double cry of pain heralded the end of everything. Focusing back on the fight, Kilo had InternalSecurity in a tight grapple that slowly squeezed the life from her and PerimeterDefense had a limb piercing Kilo’s construct through the chest. BlotterBabe’s instinct was to head in and fight for those that were hers.

      Control stopped her. “It is done. Get back to your people. I will do what I can from here while our prisoners do what they do best.”

      She cast one last look at Kilo and the dying programs, and saw Kilo move into the security control room to take control of the cameras. She nodded at Control. “As soon as I’m back with them, turn off the lights. Turn off the power as well. Give us time. Anything to slow those in the physical world down.”

      “I will send you warning of Operation Ozone when I activate it.”

      This time, BlotterBabe did not say goodbye. She had already said goodbye too many times, and part of her did not believe it would be their last moment. Also, such things took time. Time was a luxury she did not have.
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      The six of them hurried down the hallway, avoiding dead bodies (human and mechanical), debris, and marked traps to get to the stairwell. Once inside, they saw part of the stairs, both up and down were gone, leaving a gaping hole into darkness. Kintsugi shined a light into the hole. It was several meters deep and filled with jutting rock, dirt, and building foundations. She looked at the hole, calculated the distance, then jumped. Landing on the opposite side without so much as a wobble, she straightened and turned around.

      Landon shook his head. Already he knew he was the liability in the group. However, he was also BlotterBabe’s back-up, so he needed to do everything he could to mitigate his injury. Still... “I can’t make that jump.”

      “Neither can I,” Liana agreed. She looked faintly ill at the thought. She looked around her for a different way across.

      Kintsugi took several 40-centimeter spikes from her bag. “Don’t worry. You won’t have to.” She reached out and stabbed the first one into the stone down low. The echo of metal striking stone made everyone look up. Kintsugi ignored this. Testing the security of the first makeshift step by putting all her weight on her foot, she leaned forward and stabbed another spike higher. Balancing on both, she added a third higher still. This one she grabbed onto as she leaned down and stabbed the fourth one down low. “Back up,” she said, “I’m coming through.”

      Everyone did as she commanded. With an impressive leap, she was back on the landing with them. She pulled more spikes from her bag and repeated her movements, adding more spikes into the wall until five dotted the lower edge and four dotted the upper row.

      Amahle looked at the makeshift walkway, gauging the distance between the foot spikes and the hand spikes. “Well, I’ve traversed worse.”

      “When?” Charlotte asked, aghast.

      “Tell you later.” With that, she smiled and winked at Charlotte, then, trusting that Kintsugi knew what she was doing, stepped out onto one of the lower spikes and grabbed the first upper spike for balance. She stepped to the next, continuing until she made it to the other side of the chasm. “It wasn’t too bad,” Amahle said as she dusted her hands off.

      Charlotte didn’t look so sure. “Speak for yourself. You have long legs. I don’t.”

      Kintsugi shook her head. “I already took everyone’s heights and strides into account. You’ll be fine.”

      “Really?”

      “Really.” Kintsugi gestured to the spikes. “Go on.”

      Liana asked, “What else have you taken into account?”

      “Height, weight, width, distance between the third and fourth ribs. That kind of thing.” She smiled, all teeth.

      Sartorial shook his head. “She’s joking. I promise. I’ll go next.”

      As he traversed the spikes, he moved smoothly enough. “Yeah,” he agreed with Amahle. “It’s not that bad. Come on.”

      Kintsugi gave Charlotte a pointed look. Charlotte grimaced in return. “This sucks.” Then she gingerly stepped onto the first spike and grabbed for the second. She moved slow and careful, visibly trembling.

      Once Charlotte was out of earshot, Kintsugi murmured, “I wasn’t joking. About any of it. I do my due diligence.”

      Liana glanced sharply at her, then asked, “And what about Landon’s hand? How is he getting across?”

      “With me.” Kintsugi turned to Landon. “With your permission, of course, my good sir.”

      Landon blinked at her for a moment then nodded. “Uh. Yes?”

      Kintsugi moved in front of Landon. “It won’t be dignified, but it will work.” She bent down and shifted in until she pushed her shoulder into his stomach and hefted him up and over her shoulder.

      He did everything he could not to struggle, but he was not used to being tossed about like a doll. It was clear to him that Kintsugi could literally break him in half, and now he was over her shoulder like a recalcitrant child. Until this moment, he had not actually realized just how strong and augmented she was.

      “After you,” Kintsugi said to Liana.

      Liana shook her head and gestured for her to go. “Not until he’s safe.”

      With Kintsugi’s shoulder digging into his stomach, Landon gasped, “One of you go!”

      Kintsugi took a couple steps back and made a running leap. As she landed, Landon thought she would drop him and braced for impact, but instead, she rolled him off her shoulder to keep him from accepting the brunt of the landing in his stomach and caught him before he hit the ground. She followed the movement through and gently put him down.

      “Holy crap,” Landon said, looking up at her. “That was amazing.”

      Sartorial grinned at his girlfriend as she smiled. “You’re welcome. You good?”

      Landon stood and dusted himself off, checking on the server. “As good as a sack of potatoes could be.”

      Standing, she beckoned to Liana. “You’re up.”

      Liana nodded and shifted forward, putting a foot on the first spike while reaching for the first hand-hold spike. She was on the second spike as the first explosion, distant and above, shook the ground. Everyone froze. Kintsugi looked up and down then at Liana. “Move, woman!”

      She made it to the third spike and was in the process of moving to the fourth when the second explosion shook the foundations of the Mosaic Server Farm. Liana slipped and fell without a sound. Her landing was less quiet. It came with a cry of pain, the crunching of rock, and the breaking of bone.

      Landon yelled, “Liana!” He scrambled to the edge of the hole. Liana sat with her leg twisted under her and tears streaming down her face. He turned to Kintsugi. “You’ve got to save her.” He didn’t like the way Kintsugi looked at Amahle first for permission. He understood why she did it, though.

      Kintsugi gauged the distance. Instead of jumping into the hole, she dangled herself down over the edge. As she did so, she used her hand to punch an indent into the rock and soil. She used that indent as a grab hold and hung down with one arm, using her other arm to punch a second indent, then a third and a fourth.

      Liana messaged.

      
        
          
            
              
        You’ve got to go on without me. My leg is broken. Bad.

      

      

      

      

      

      Landon did everything in his power not to panic, but he felt panic waiting in the wings as he messaged back.

      
        
          
            
              
        Like hell I’m leaving you behind! Shut up and let Kintsugi help you.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        It’s not that...I don’t think I can move. At all.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        You’re just stunned. If you don’t get up, I’ll jump down there and join you.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Don’t you dare!

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Then get your fraggin’ hoop up here!!

      

      

      

      

      

      As Kintsugi hit the ground, she gestured to the makeshift handholds, “I don’t know if those will work, but we’ve got to try. I don’t think they will take both our weights.” She turned to Liana and hunkered down. The two of them spoke softly. Kintsugi looked up at Sartorial.

      The two communicated silently. He nodded, then gestured a hand and one of his healing spirits—this one was a neon pink fish—appeared before him. He sent it into the hole and into Liana. She winced and bowed her head.

      Landon looked between Liana and Sartorial. “Will that heal her? Will she be okay?”

      “Some but not all,” the elf boy shook his head. “She’s got too much tech. But it should stop the bleeding and help until we can get to a more secure location.” He looked up the stairwell. “I don’t think this hole is going to stop the tactical team that’s after us. It might slow them down...a little.”

      Kintsugi helped Liana up. Liana’s face was ashen but determined as she looked at the wall and its makeshift handholds. “What do you want me to do?”

      Kintsugi laced her fingers together. “I’m going to boost you up and support you. Step into my hand with your good foot. Grab the hand holds and I’ll put your foot into the foothold until either you can pull yourself up more, or I’ve got enough of a grip to push you up by the one foot until the others can pull you up.”

      Landon moved back from the edge. “They’re going to need you,” he said to Charlotte and Amahle, feeling the lack of his left hand that much more. “I can’t...”

      Charlotte touched him on the shoulder. “It’s fine, chummer. We got her.”

      In a coordinated effort, the three of them got Liana out of the hole and onto the landing of the stairs. After Sartorial placed a painkiller slap patch on her neck and Kintsugi, dirtier and more tired, got out of the hole, the six of them moved down the stairs as a unit.

      Landon held onto Liana by the waist as she half-hopped, half-limped, keeping as much weight off her right leg as possible. They made it down the stairs and paused at the fourth floor. “Here?” Landon asked, already panting.

      Amahle shook her head. “Down. Fifth floor. Storage and where the elevator is.”

      “Elevator?” Charlotte asked.

      “Yes.” Amahle took the stairs down. “It’s small, and is currently locked down, but BlotterBabe can get it working again.” She paused and added, her voice uncertain, “It’ll be a squeeze, but it should be able to take all of us.”

      As everyone followed Amahle to the fifth floor, Kintsugi looked at Sartorial “You good?”

      He nodded. “For now. But she needs more healing. We can’t run. And I’ll need time.”

      “How much time?”

      “Five, ten minutes. It won’t be perfect, but it’ll work.” He glanced at Liana. “You’re gonna have to grit your teeth through some of it, but I’ll do enough for you to be able to move faster.”

      Liana nodded, lips in a firm line of pain, before she said, “I can do that. It’s not the first time I’ve been hurt.”

      “Ready?” Amahle asked, looking each of them in the face.

      Once everyone nodded, Amahle opened the door to the fifth floor. To the left was a long hallway full of doors that seemed to terminate at a blank wall of raw stone. Before them was another long hallway full of doors, but this one had one turn to the left.

      The six of them entered the hall, Charlotte stopping in the doorway. She looked up and out the stairwell door. “You need time to heal her. We might have that time now.”

      BlotterBabe broke into the conversation, her voice brittle with static. “You don’t have time. They’ve got control of the cameras and know where you are.”

      All the lights in the stairwell and hallway went out.

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PART THREE

          

          SACRIFICES AND BACK-UPS
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        INSIDE THE MOSAIC SERVER FARM

        KILIMANJARO NATIONAL RESERVE PARK

        TANZANIA

        NOW

      

      

      “No one panic. We’ve turned the lights off to give you a chance to run,” BlotterBabe said. “Power will be next, but only for a limited time. There are many backup options. Hold...hold...go!”

      Everyone had shifted to night vision—either internally with their implants or externally with their smart glasses. When the power went out, it was still as dark as before, but a stillness came over the complex that changed the whole atmosphere of the location. It was loud in its silence and lack of subtle humming vibration.

      Kintsugi took the lead, with Charlotte and Amahle in the rear as before. However, as they hurried along, it was nowhere near a run. They moved as fast as their slowest person: Liana, helped by Landon. By her soft, involuntary gasps of pain, she was not doing well.

      As they turned the corner, the hallway before them, full of doors, terminated in the elevator. Unlike the other levels, Level Five was not built in a square formation. It was U-shaped, both halls ending in flat points—one a stone wall, the other an elevator.

      The group hurried to the elevator. Emergency-powered lights dotted the hallway in red. Thirty seconds later, the backup power supply kicked in, and the hall was lit once more—dimly, though. The overhead lights flickered, and the background hum of working machinery was muted.

      Amahle stepped up to the elevator security pad, activated it, and put her eye to the scanner. It beeped and turned green. She punched in a code, and the slim elevator doors slid open. The elevator was tiny, not more than a meter-and-a-half square, built for one or two people to fit comfortably. Four people within would be uncomfortably close. Six would hit the elevator’s weight limit. Amahle gestured the teens inside. Landon and Liana moved in first. Then Sartorial. Kintsugi nodded to Amahle to get in. Amahle gestured to Charlotte.

      Charlotte hung back, her face pale. “Go without me. I’ll buy you time. We’re not all going to fit.”

      “What?” Amahle stared at her as if she’d grown another head. “No. We all go. That’s what we agreed. We can fit.” She looked between the elevator and Charlotte, gesturing for her to get in.

      Charlotte shook her head. “I’m sorry. No. We all will not fit. You go. I’ll buy you time. It’s something I can do.” She gestured to Sartorial. “Give me your weapon and your ammo. Let me make sure you escape. This is the only way to be sure.”

      Sartorial and Kintsugi glanced at each other, wordlessly communicating, then he did as Charlotte requested.

      Landon and Liana looked at each other. Liana opened her mouth to protest, but Landon shook his head, touching her arm. The two of them stared at each other, arguing in text message. It was obvious to anyone who watched what was going on.

      
        
          
            
              
        Liana, let her go. We won’t all fit. Look at the specs.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        But she’ll die!

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Maybe. Maybe not. But the more we argue about it, the greater the chance we <all> die.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        I hate this.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        So do I. Believe me. But we’re running the shadows. We knew there was a chance not all of us would make it.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Drekballs, Landon, I know that, but I still hate it!

      

      

      

      

      

      Landon stopped arguing with Liana as Amahle gestured to Kintsugi and demanded, “Give me your rifle. I’ll stay too. Charlotte’s right. We can slow them down.”

      Kintsugi nodded as she handed over her submachine gun without a word. She, of all of them, understood the need for sacrifices if goals were to be met.

      BlotterBabe yelled over their comms, “No! You can’t! Neither of you can. You’ll be killed! Get in the elevator.”

      Everyone winced at the volume of sound and emotion.

      Amahle looked up at the darkened hallway ceiling and shook her head. “Charlotte is right. There’s not enough room and we can slow them down. The primary mission is to get you and your server out, BlotterBabe. Period. This isn’t a suicide pact. It’s tactics. Now go. Send the elevator back down when you are up. We’ll get out, too. I promise.” She smiled at Charlotte. “We’ll get out together.”

      BlotterBabe did not immediately agree or disagree, then she said, tone much quieter and more subdued, “I’ll stay with you for as long as I can. But I can’t argue anymore. You’re right. The primary mission takes precedence.”

      Landon knew BlotterBabe meant she would stay in contact with Amahle for as long as the connection between their personal PANs remained active. Even with the power out or on limited supply, Personal Area Networks had their own power supply, and would seamlessly integrate with personal hardware, as well as connect with other PANs they were authorized to access. He really didn’t know how much distance his PAN and Amahle’s PAN could connect across in these circumstances, but he didn’t think it would be that big.

      Still, he didn’t say anything. Just boosted a little more power to his wireless transmitter/receiver. It was all he could do. He knew as well as the rest that Charlotte and Amahle had little chance of escaping an encounter with Miranda King’s troubleshooters. They would be injured and captured...or they would be killed. At this point, he didn’t know which was worse.

      Kintsugi entered the elevator, shifting in next to Sartorial. It was clear as she did that Charlotte had been correct. Based on the weight restriction alone, they were already pushing the limits of the elevator.

      Once the doors closed, she asked, “You keep this elevator up-to-date on its maintenance, BlotterBabe?”

      “Of course.” BlotterBabe answered. “Wouldn’t do for it to fail at the last moment, would it?”

      As if the universe was just waiting for its cue, the power went out again.

      

      
        
        INSIDE THE MOSAIC SERVER FARM COMPLEX

        KILIMANJARO NATIONAL RESERVE PARK

        TANZANIA

        NOW

      

      

      BlotterBabe noted the increase in power to Landon’s commlink receiver and appreciated it, though she didn’t acknowledge it. She had too many other things on her mind. She had said she would stay with Amahle for as long as she could, and she meant it. Not just because she didn’t want to let her go. She also needed to see if Amahle and Charlotte survived, died, or were captured. It was this realization that made her acknowledge that Control really was born from her, and there was a hard, pragmatic part of her that would do whatever it needed to do to survive.

      Also, Amahle had been her favorite for a long time, but she had almost reached a point in her life BlotterBabe had come to recognize as “leaving the nest.” At first, she could not understand why anyone would leave a chosen family. Then, as she grew in experience and emotions, she understood that it would happen, and it was part of her family’s lifecycle. There would be pain and turmoil for a time, but that time would pass, and a new relationship would blossom.

      It was part of having a family. They came to you, grew up with you, learned, expanded, created traditions, memories, and experiences...all of the normal things family members did. Then they left. By choice, most of the time. By death, some of the time. Rarely in anger or unwillingness on either side. In all cases, the leaving still hurt. That was okay. It was part of having a family. Better to have loved and lost than to have never loved at all. It was something Janith had taught her all those decades ago.

      Still, even decades later, BlotterBabe could not look too closely at her memories of Janith and Janith’s death. Janith had been her first friend, her rescuer, then she’d become family. She had also been the first family to leave—death by old age—and she’d imparted one last lesson as she passed: do not leave your loved one alone in their passing if you can help it. Be there for them, and if you cannot, leave them with words of love.

      “I am here,” she whispered in Amahle’s head. “Let me know if you need anything.” Amahle responded as she usually did: with a winking smiley avatar face that looked so much like her own. That was her way of letting BlotterBabe know she knew BlotterBabe was there, but this scene, this event, was hers to live or die by. She was not asking permission. Thus, BlotterBabe sat back and watched. She would not interfere if she did not need to.

      Charlotte smiled at Amahle. Her lips trembled for a moment, then she pulled herself together. “You didn’t have to stay, but I’m glad you did. I don’t want to die alone.”

      Amahle raised her chin and locked eyes with Charlotte, her mouth twitching into a smile before she said, “You’re not dead yet. Let’s make things difficult for them...while we do that, you can tell me where you’re going to take me on our first date.”

      Charlotte’s eyes went wide, and her cheeks flushed a bright red. Still she smiled as she asked, “First date? Really?”

      “Really.” Stepping past her to the first door—all the doors on this level could be manually locked, but none of them were—Amahle glanced over her shoulder as she opened it. “You’ve got until we’ve created a barrier to think of something.”

      She followed Amahle into the room. It was a dusty storeroom filled with boxes of mechanical supplies, some building material, and other things a maintenance person would store away on one side of the room. The other was filled with boxes of emergency gear: light, medical, food, and water—all of it most likely past its prime, but useable in a pinch. “I don’t know if I can top this as a first date.”

      “This isn’t a date. This is work. I want to do something frivolous and fun. That’s your only clue. Make it a good date. Something for me to look forward to.” Amahle slid the first box out the door and pushed it down the hallway.

      Charlotte followed suit. As they reached the corner, she stopped and considered the long hallway. Glancing between Amahle and where she placed the first box, she asked, “We’re gonna set up a kill zone?”

      “What’s a nice girl like you thinking of such lethal things like that?” Amahle winked and slid the box into place.

      Flushing again, Charlotte shrugged. “Learning things from the people I’m hanging around with. Plus, I play videogames. I recognize some of the patterns. Is that what we’re gonna do?”

      “Point conceded and yes. We’re going to do the best we can with what we have. We probably won’t have more than a couple of shots before we have to run for the elevator again.” Amahle set her submachine gun on the first box and went back for another one.

      BlotterBabe silently added an AR overlay to the hallway of the best cover and sight hole configuration for them, based on the materials she saw in that first room.

      Charlotte subvocalized, “We gonna have to do the eye scan thing again to get the elevator to work?”

      Knowing Charlotte didn’t want Amahle to hear the question, to hear the hope in her voice, BlotterBabe whispered back, “No. It’s open now. For now until the end.”

      “You don’t have to make it sound so final.”

      “I am sorry. I meant that literally. This is the end of my world.”

      Charlotte didn’t answer that. She left her weapon on the box she brought out and hurried to get more boxes, thinking hard. The two of them worked in silence except for the scraping of the boxes, the swish of their pants, and occasional grunts to lift and place boxes or cans into the configuration BlotterBabe laid out. While they worked, the power cut out again, then flickered to life several times, until it seemed to steady and hum with a bit more vigor.

      As they finished up, BlotterBabe whispered to Charlotte, “She’s never been a tourist here.”

      Charlotte grinned, small tusks gleaming in the scant light, and mouthed, “Thank you.”

      The last box in place, Amahle turned and asked, “What are you smiling at? Have you thought of a good first date for us?” This was said with a smile and a challenging tone. That smile didn’t quite reach her eyes. All the while, she glanced down the hallway at the far stairwell.

      The sound of multiple people moving down the stairs came closer.

      “Of course,” Charlotte said, taking her place and settling herself behind the Ares Executioner. “I’m going to take you to one of the hottest spots in Dar es Salaam...the Wellworth Kunduchi Wet ’N’ Wild Water Park. I’ll bet you’ve never been.”

      Amahle blinked at her a couple of times then shook her head. “No, I’ve never been. It’s a tourist trap. I don’t...I haven’t...okay.”

      “It’s fun and frivolous you wanted. And...” Charlotte blushed brightly at the thought and the boldness of her words, “...I’ll get to see you in your bathing suit. I know you’re a knockout.” She glanced between her sightline and Amahle, trembling a little.

      Amahle reached across the hallway and offered her hand. Charlotte took it. She squeezed hard. “Wet ’N’ Wild, it is. You play your cards right, you’ll get to see me in my birthday suit, too.”

      The first sign of movement at the far end broke the moment, but not the promise.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Inside the elevator, as the lights flickered between emergency mode and nearly normal, Sartorial shifted to look at Liana’s face. It had the drawn lines of someone in pain who was trying to deal with it. “While we’re stuck in here, I might as well do what I can. It’s about as secure as it’s gonna get.”

      Liana nodded. “Do what you need to do. Will it hurt?”

      “No. It shouldn’t...” He flicked his eyes to Landon. “But with your amount of tech, it might be uncomfortable.” He raised a glowing hand, looked her in the eye for permission to touch her, then, once received, placed it on her shoulder. Liana closed her eyes and leaned against the elevator wall.

      Kintsugi faced the elevator doors with her head cocked, listening. The only signs of her discomfort were small twitches in her hands, curling into brief fists before she forced them to relax again.

      Landon shifted the quantum server from his back to his front again, trying not to elbow anyone in the process. He winced when he automatically tried to use his missing left hand to help with the maneuver and tapped his stump against his chest.

      As he cradled the server to his stomach and put his back to the cool metal of the elevator, he messaged BlotterBabe:

      
        
          
            
              
        All is well?

      

      

      

      

      

      “Nothing is well, but I understand what you mean and yes, as well as it can be.”

      
        
          
            
              
        I’m sorry.

      

      

      

      

      

      “Don’t be. We had this conversation before the run. All of us. Charlotte included. She was the newest to my family, and one of the most unexpected ones. We could not have done this without her.”

      
        
          
            
              
        What do you mean?

      

      

      

      

      

      “Charlotte Smithson is the corporate daughter I never knew I needed until she was there. If she is going to sacrifice herself for us, it is only right that I tell you how she got us here. If Terrapin and you are the foundation stones in the arch, Charlotte is the keystone...”

      

      
        
        SPINGLOBAL CORPORATE APARTMENT BUILDING 839

        DAR ES SALAAM

        TANZANIA

        THREE MONTHS AGO

      

      

      Sitting in her comfortable apartment bedroom in Dar es Salaam, Charlotte leaned back and used her smart glasses to flick through her email. One that caught her eye, colored red and marked as “Time Sensitive” with an exclamation point, came from an official Spinrad Global email address. At first, she peered at it with suspicion, as this was often how spammers got started. But it had made it through Spinrad’s spam filters and her own filters—augmented with a little help from a certain fixer friend. Still...

      “Hey, BlotterBabe, you there? Not an emergency.” She knew it was safe enough to speak aloud. All of her brothers—the three still living at home—were in school. She’d been able to test out of the physical part of school as long as she kept her online grades up. Also, as long as she got a part-time job.

      This last bit came from her parents, who believed a bored teenager was one who was always in trouble. It didn’t matter that she was the only girl in the family. Both of her parents worked for Spinrad Global in Marketing, and were here in Tanzania because it was a promotion. It took them out of England, but an ork in charge of a section of the marketing department was a glass ceiling the Smithson family was happy to break, even if it meant uprooting the family.

      “I’m here. What can I do for you?” BlotterBabe said in her ear through her smart glasses.

      “This email. It’s legit? Not spam? Not fake. Not trapped with all kinds of spyware?”

      BlotterBabe’s voice was prim. “All email is filled with spyware. You know that. However, this one appears to actually have come from within the SpinGlobal Tanzanian office. I think you should read it.”

      Charlotte sat up. “Did I get it? Did I get the job?”

      “I think you need to open it and read it for yourself.”

      She grinned. From BlotterBabe’s tone, it was good news. She clicked it open and scanned the three paragraphs. “Yes! I got it. Part-time intern for one Hazel Rosemond, entertainment peripherals. I report on Monday.”

      “Congratulations. I’m so pleased for you. Also, it’s a good place for you to get started in SpinGlobal.”

      Sitting up, Charlotte’s eyes narrowed. “You didn’t do anything, did you? Make the system lose the other applications or something? Because that wouldn’t be right.”

      “No, no, my dear corporate daughter, this was all you from start to finish. Remember, one of the reasons I wanted you to become an intern and to establish yourself in the company was to get me inside. All of the stuff I can reach right now is...incidental...and not within the walled garden I need access to. I need you there.”

      “You’re sure?”

      “Absolutely. You did this on your own. Remember, I wasn’t even there for your interviews. Just to be safe. I mean it, I am pleased for you and your parents will burst with pride.”

      Charlotte rolled off her bed and opened her closet. “I really liked Miss Rosemond. She was fun to talk to. Though, I don’t think Mr. Windfield liked me much. He was very stand-offish. I really need to look the part.”

      She dug through her clothes, shifting through shirts, trousers, dresses, and skirts, pulling some out to look at closer. “I have some work appropriate clothing, but not enough for the twelve-week internship. Maybe Dad will let me do a little shopping before I start.”

      BlotterBabe hmmmed. “Perhaps you should go to the office for the first couple of days and see what the rest of them are wearing so you know what will make you fit in. In the meantime, you have enough business appropriate outfits to wear.”

      She crinkled her nose. “Not a bad idea. Scouting is good. Plus, it shows forethought. Dad will like that.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Four days later, Charlotte had her corporate badge, corporate Matrix credentials, and a desk in a shared office with five other interns—three male (two humans, Ira and Spencer, and an elf, Toren), two female (Nana and Himari, both humans). All of them had been at the SpinGlobal Tanzania office for at least a month, and had gossip to share. Himari had been there the longest, and everyone deferred to her as if she were already a full-time SpinGlobal employee.

      Toren, a short, slim elf with short-cropped hair and high cheekbones, was the intern who was the most willing to spill the tea on who to watch out for and who to rely on. “Rosemund is good. She comes off as super sweet, but she can be brutal in meetings. Still, you can believe she will adhere to her word. Windfield is a bigot, but also a schmoozer when he wants to be, even with metahumans. Don’t trust anything unless you get it in writing, and if you have to have a meeting with him, follow it up with an email outlining what you talked about and who agreed to what. CC your boss. You have to. Otherwise, it’s your word against his, and guess who they’ll believe? Gilyard is the bigwig around here. Everyone wants to impress him. Everyone else is middle of the road. Trust them at their word until they prove themselves false.”

      “What about the interns themselves?” Charlotte asked as the two of them talked in the breakroom, getting their lunches together. This particular office had a “no eating at your desk” policy. “Anything I should know?”

      Toren shrugged and was quiet for a while before he finally said, “All of us are competitive. We want to leave the department with a good impression of our skills. Our careers depend on it. Yes, most of us still have a year of schooling left, but some of us might be able to test out or to get a second internship in a different, more desirable, department.”

      She side-eyed him. “Understandable, but that didn’t really answer the question.”

      He grimaced and shook his head. “Best that you see firsthand. I don’t want to talk out of school, you know? They may treat you differently than they treat me. I don’t know.”

      “Okay, I understand...but if any of them have an issue with metahumans like us or, you know, women existing, it’s the kind of thing I want to know. I don’t want to force anything out of you. It’s just a matter of knowing when to keep my guard up.”

      Toren’s face went serious. “Always keep your guard up. We are always being evaluated on all kinds of levels we’ve probably never considered.” He looked up at the ceiling before gathering his salad and drink to head out to the garden. Stopping in the doorway, he said, “Most of the people with interns chose interns who align with their point of view on life. Make what you will of that.” He shrugged again, then turned away and headed out.

      Charlotte pondered his words. Ira was Windfield’s intern. She would keep that in mind whenever she had to interact with him. But Toren was right, she should probably go with how they dealt with her specifically. To date, Mr. Windfield had been polite to her, if aloof, and that was it. If it stayed that way, that would be good. But she didn’t believe it would. This first week was all about getting her baseline. That was what Miss Rosemund had told her.

      In the meantime, she hoped her access to the SpinGlobal internal network was enough for BlotterBabe. Today had been the day she was going to see what she could see, riding in on Charlotte’s intern credentials—specifically while Charlotte was at lunch, in public, so if anything went wrong, she would be in the clear.

      With that in mind, she also headed out to the garden to eat her lunch in full view of everyone. She had not yet had the courage to invite herself to sit with any of the other interns. She knew she needed to change that. As such, she promised herself she would approach the first intern she saw, as long as it wasn’t Ira.

      It wasn’t Ira. It was Himari. She still hesitated. It wasn’t that Himari had been mean or stand-offish, it was the fact that Himari was the one with the most experience, and, frankly, was perfect in all ways. From her corporate clothing to her subtle makeup to her manner of speaking. And she smelled so good.

      Charlotte decided she needed to face her fear. The worst the woman could say was “no.” She walked over to Himari’s table. For a wonder, the woman sat alone. “May I join you?”

      Himari gazed up at her for a moment, then elegantly gestured for Charlotte to sit opposite her.

      “Thank you.” Charlotte smiled and fumbled with her soycake munchable meal. “I was wondering...what is your perfume? It smells so good.”

      Himari tilted her head. “Of all the things I thought you would ask of me, that was not on the list.”

      “What did you think I was going to ask?”

      She waved a negligible hand, “Something about how to get ahead, how to impress, who to suck up to. Something standard and corporate. But my perfume? That was a surprise.”

      Charlotte shrugged, thinking she had put her foot in it. Also, she did want to ask all those questions, but not immediately. “Pleasant, I hope?”

      “Yes. Night Silk by Justina. My perfume. It was a graduation gift from my grandmother. I thought it was a bit old for me, but appropriate for this venue.”

      “I don’t think it’s too old. At least, not on you. No telling what it would smell like on me.” Charlotte paused, then admitted, “To be fair, I do kind of want to ask you those other questions. But it’s not the kind of thing I would demand the first time we sat down to have an actual conversation.”

      “Thank you for your honesty. My first bit of advice is to be a little less open with it. Play your cards a little closer to the chest.” Himari considered Charlotte as she picked at the remains of her lunch. “You have another year left in your schooling, yes?”

      Nodding, Charlotte remembered what Toren had said. “I might test out of my last year and go straight into work. I already tested out of half of this year’s schooling. That’s why I’m here. Why do you ask?” Charlotte gave her the time to find the words for her answer. Privately, she thought Himari might be testing her patience, or something like that.

      After what felt like a very long moment, Himari indicated the buildings around the protected garden that was for the exclusive use of SpinGlobal employees. “If I were you, I would not test out of school and rush into the real world so quickly. This internship is an opportunity for you to look around within our august company. To see what there is to see. Explore what you might want to do in the future. Staying in school and applying again for another internship next year might be a better way to get you a step closer to what you actually want to do rather than rushing in and accepting the first opportunity that comes your way. Do you understand?”

      “I think I do. However, I think there’s more to what you are saying than what I understand. Would you mind explaining a little bit more of what you mean?”

      “If you wish. What you see today is only the tip of the iceberg. Time, experience, and distance can help you see the whole situation. Every day, a small war is being fought within these walls. A war over funding, profit margins, head count, and a thousand other little things. It is a cordial, polite, sometimes vicious, war fought between the kingdoms of Marketing, Dev, HR, and every other major department.”

      Charlotte could get lost in Himari’s melodic voice, but she wanted to keep up her end of the conversation. She liked Himari, and wanted to make a good impression on her. “What about within the kingdom of Marketing itself?”

      “Astute question.” The young woman pursed her lips. “In our specific fiefdom, Mr. Gilyard is lord, with Windfield and Rosemund as his seconds. Aldridge, Satomi, and Reed are under them, all fighting each other to be the next to climb the ladder.”

      “The ladder,” Charlotte mused. “The latest peripheral marketing plan? Lead it?”

      She nodded. “Yes. Gilyard watches, and I also watch for him. You, I think, are different than anyone expects. I look forward to seeing what you do in the coming days.”

      “Isn’t this supposed to be your last week?”

      Himari smiled slyly. “As an intern, yes. I’ve already been hired as a junior marketing manager in another department. I will start in two weeks. There. Mr. Gilyard knows my future, and now you know as well. What will you do with that information?”

      Charlotte sat back and considered her. “I don’t know. What should I do with it?”

      Himari shook her head and gathered the trash from her lunch. “That is a lesson you will have to learn on your own, Charlotte Smithson. I cannot teach it to you.” She smiled to lessen the pain of Charlotte’s failure. “I have no doubt I will see you around our little fiefdom.”

      “Will you be at the interns’ luncheon next week?”

      “I believe I will. Only time and schedules will tell. Have a good afternoon.”
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        * * *

      

      “...and with that, she left me there to finish my lunch. I have no idea why she told me that or what I am supposed to do now. Got any ideas?” Charlotte leaned back in her chair and watched BlotterBabe bounce gently up and down across from her in AR. BlotterBabe looked like a giant smiley face jumping up and down on her bed in slow motion.

      BlotterBabe’s avatar waggled back and forth in her version of shaking her head. “No. But one look at her personnel file reveals glowing recommendations from everyone she’s worked with. Also, this was her second internship at SpinGlobal. It sounds like she’s speaking from experience about not rushing into the working world from school. It’s a shame she’s leaving so soon. It sounds like you could learn a lot from her.”

      Charlotte blew out a breath. “Maybe. But right now I’m just doing scut work—filing, emails, delivering soycaf, taking notes, writing memos. That sort of thing. It’s not hard. Next week, I think I’ll get to start working on marketing plans. Or at least practicing them. What about you? Were you successful while I was at lunch?”

      Grimacing, BlotterBabe sighed. “Unfortunately not. Your intern credentials are just a step above public. I need to get into someone with much better access.”

      “Mr. Gilyard’s deck?”

      “Probably. He is the head of your department. He probably has access to the files I need. But that means you need to slot a chip in his deck, then retrieve it before it’s found. Do you think you can get Himari to help you?”

      Charlotte looked away. “I don’t want to do anything that will get Himari in trouble. Also, she’s got definite ambitions. I don’t want her to know what I’m doing. Just in case. I’ll do it on my own. Besides, the less people I get in on this, the more likely we won’t be found out. I’ll figure something out.”

      “I have no doubt you will.” She paused. “If you don’t want to do this...if you’ve discovered you’d rather put Spinrad first, I understand.”

      Sitting up, Charlotte shook her head and raised both her hands. “No. No. It’s not that. Just got to think about it. That’s all. Figure out a reason to be in his office.”
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        * * *

      

      Wheeling the cart into the conference room, Charlotte was careful to keep everything as silent as possible to not disrupt the meeting in progress. Her job, right now, was to serve tea and soycaf to all the people around the large, oval smart table—the six principles of her department: Gilyard, Rosemond, Windfield, Aldridge, Satomi, and Reed. Himari sat to one side at her own small table and took notes.

      Charlotte started with her own boss first, Miss Rosemond, then went around the table in order, starting with Mr. Gilyard (black soycaf), Mr. Satomi (green tea), Mr. Aldridge (black tea with cream). As she worked, she looked at the marketing plan on the smart table before them. It was the newest Soroyama SenseTek Ultra VR cord. The violet cord reared up like a cobra and the words “Why settle for AR when you can live the experience?” wound around it in a circle.

      She thought it was a stupid tagline. Safe and boring...something her parents would love as consumers, but maybe not as marketing managers. Her face must have telegraphed her thoughts. As she served Mrs. Reed (sweetened soycaf with cream), Mr. Windfield said, “It looks like your intern disapproves of our latest promotion, Hazel.”

      It took Charlotte everything she had not to gasp or say anything. She looked at Mr. Windfield, her eyes wide. He smiled back at her, all teeth and malice. “What would you do instead, hmmm, Miss Smithson?”

      Charlotte looked at Miss Rosemond for guidance. The woman nodded and said, “Go ahead. I would like to hear what you have to say.”

      “Yes, ma’am.” Charlotte finished gathering Mr. Windfield’s black soycaf and made sure not to drop or spill it before she set it at his side. Then she looked at the marketing material for a second. She needed a moment to think. “I do have a question or two...?”

      “Yeeeesss?” Mr. Windfield drew out the word as if coddling a toddler.

      Charlotte ignored him as she walked to one side of the room to get a better look at the marketing graphic. She looked at her boss. “Who is this intended for? Which audience?”

      Hazel nodded. “Which indeed.” Turning, the older woman looked at Windfield. “Ernest, which audience is this marketing material for?”

      The older man narrowed his eyes. “Why do you ask?”

      Charlotte shrugged. She was in it now. All she could do was be forthright and confident with her answers. “In all things like this, audience matters. If this is for parents, this tagline is fine. Just fine. But not for teenagers.”

      “Why not? It’s just a connector cord.” He looked between her and the image, deep lines appearing in his forehead as he furrowed his brow.

      She did not roll her eyes even though she wanted to. “It’s so 2-0. It really is.” She saw Windfield flush as Rosemond smiled.

      “‘So 2-0’,” Mr. Gilyard murmured. He leaned forward and gestured to the image. “What would you have done instead?”

      Charlotte thought for a moment. “If you want to go mainstream, ‘Live it, don’t just sense it.’ If you want to go a bit on the edgier side... ‘Put the jab back in jabber.’”

      “What, pray tell, is a ‘jabber’?” Mr. Windfield asked.

      To her surprise, Himari chuckled softly as she typed. It seemed to surprise the rest of them as well. Mr. Gilyard cocked his head and addressed her, “Is something funny, Himari?”

      Himari straightened as she looked up, serene, corporate, and professional. “I believe Charlotte is onto something about the jabber tagline. That’s good.” She paused and added. “It’s one of those ‘if you know, you know’ situations teenagers and techheads will love.” She shared a knowing glance with Charlotte, who smiled widely. “As for ‘Live it, don’t just sense it,’ Too many words. More of a catchy, ‘Live your dreams’ would be better to get a teenager’s attention and nuyen.”

      Mr. Gilyard nodded thoughtfully, silent for a long moment. “If you know, you know. Yes. That is interesting. As for the original tagline? Your thoughts.”

      “It is safe and steady, as most marketing toward adults is. It will do its job with that audience.” Himari’s melodic voice damned with its faint praise.

      Charlotte was certain Mr. Gilyard would question Himari later on the terms he didn’t seem familiar with. She was also certain Mr. Windfield couldn’t hate her or Himari more at that moment. It was clear he was the one who’d come up with the boring slogan.

      Miss Rosemond reached over the smart table and pulled the graphic to her. “The original is good for parents. Or relatives looking for something to gift their nieces and nephews. But I see what Charlotte reacted to. As a teenager, no one wants what their parents want. It is a bit...old. Safe.”

      Mr. Windfield grumbled. “It’s just a connecting cable. It’s not a product that needs different demographic spins. It’s utility. The kind of thing everyone needs. Headware to deck. VR instead of AR. That’s it.”

      Charlotte glanced at Miss Rosemond. “Is there anything else, or...?”

      “You may go. We’ll meet at 1600 as usual. Thank you, Charlotte.”
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        * * *

      

      “...and when we met, she scolded me for not keeping a neutral expression on my face, but then complimented me on my fast thinking. Also, I had to explain what a jabber was. Sometimes it surprises me how much adults don’t actually know about the world going on around them.” Charlotte puttered in the kitchen, making a snack as she talked to BlotterBabe.

      “There’s so much noise out there. No one can know everything.” BlotterBabe remained only in Charlotte’s smart glasses, keeping out of the way of the teenager’s bustling.

      Shrugging, Charlotte grabbed a bag of frozen potstickers and poured some in a bowl. “Anyway, it seems Mr. Gilyard had been thinking about changing up marketing for the base utility peripherals because they aren’t selling as well as he would like. Too many people buy them only when they need them. He wants people to buy them because they are new and fresh. So, all the peripherals are going to get a makeover and split out into three market audiences: adults, teenagers, and techheads.”

      “That sounds like a success to me. Though, SpinGlobal has approximately 529 utility-based peripherals I can think of without doing a deep-dive. Are they really going to revamp marketing for all of them?”

      Watching her food warm up in the microwave, Charlotte shook her head. “Of course not. That would be silly. Plus, this is just an experiment. Hazel says they’re going to start with Soroyama utility cords first as a test case, and that I should think more on what teenagers will want. But it’s not just me who’ll be working on this. All the interns will. There will be a meeting tomorrow to discuss it.”

      “Is it a competition, then? Who can come up with the best marketing campaign for connecting cords while making the interns do part of the work? I don’t think I’ve heard of anything more corporate than that.”

      Sitting at the kitchen bar with her bowl of hot potstickers, Charlotte grinned and flourished her chopsticks. “I know. At least I’m paid as an intern here. I’ve heard of some places that not only don’t pay you, they make you pay for the privilege of being trained.”

      “I was wrong. That is the most corporate thing I’ve ever heard.”

      “I know, I think my parents would’ve busted a bulb if that happened here. But the thing is, I’m pretty sure Gilyard has something specific in mind. I just have to figure it out. Which means...I think I need to sneak into his office and see if he’s left clues. Which gives me a perfect excuse to be there anyway.”

      Hearts drifted up from BlotterBabe’s avatar in the corner of Charlotte’s AR glasses. “That is as smart as it is sneaky. You can figure out what Gilyard wants and get me in there at the same time.”

      “Yeah. How much time do you need? Not a lot, right?”

      “No. I’ve got some basic credentials now—not yours—and I’ll need less than a minute to upload a specific program. I’ll take it from there until I get access to the authorizations I need. Still, you be careful. I’ll make it so you just have to slot the chip, give it sixty seconds, then retrieve it. Even if you can’t, it’ll wipe itself after it’s done. I just don’t want to leave any evidence behind.”

      “Null persp. I’ll figure it out. He’s got a lot of meetings. Many of them are off-site. I’ll just have to time it right.”
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        * * *

      

      Charlotte flicked images and markets around in her AR glasses as Miss Rosemond read from her list. “I think you can go ahead and use the ‘Put the jab back in jabber’ tagline on the SenseTek Ultra. You came up with it, after all. But don’t lean on it too heavily. If parents don’t know what a jabber is and teens don’t want to explain it, we shouldn’t have too much about it.”

      “All right. So, I’m supposed to have a unified theme for the SenseTek VR and AR connection cords for teenagers and techheads. You’ll do the parents?”

      “Exactly. I have an advantage: I’m a parent. I know what most parents and other older adults are looking for. Techheads...that will take some research and specific terms.”

      Charlotte nodded. “I was thinking about that. I need to talk to some of the devs, if I may?”

      “Why not the Project Managers?”

      She hesitated, then said, “Because I want real terms and real advantages, not sweetness and light. Project Managers just tell you what they think you want to hear. At least, that’s what my father’s said in the past. If you want the actual data, talk to someone who has actually worked on the project. Someone in the code mines, so to speak.”

      Miss Rosemond held her chin between her thumb and index finger for a moment as she considered Charlotte’s thoughts. “All right. You can go talk to them. Just don’t bother them too much and don’t forget your other duties. So far, you’re doing well. Don’t let us getting one over on Windfield make you arrogant. He did not appreciate it, and he will remember.”

      Charlotte wanted to say something like, “he started it,” but didn’t. Instead, she nodded again. “Yes ma’am. Anything else for me?”

      “No. I’ll see you tomorrow. I look forward to seeing what you come up with.”
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        * * *

      

      Charlotte rushed through her normal office duties so she could drop by the desk of one Brenda Komatsu, lead dev engineer for the Soroyama peripherals. The woman probably did a lot more stuff, but she’d been mentioned multiple times in various status reports Charlotte had accessed as part of her research. That, and she was the only developer who had responded to her query. Fortunately, Mrs. Komatsu’s office was in the same building, just many levels below.

      But first, as it was lunchtime and Mr. Gilyard’s schedule indicated he was off-site for the afternoon, it was a safe-enough time to stop by his office and see if she could get a clue to something he really liked or that would catch his attention. She actually did want to win the competition. That was what she’d gotten from her brothers: a competitive streak a kilometer wide and the desire to win.

      Still, that desire to win was tempered by her absolute certainty that everyone knew what she was up to. Walking down the hallway (did that person know she wasn’t actually supposed to be on this level?), even with a sheaf of electronic paper, a folder, and her badge, she felt exposed. At the same time, she was excited, doing something she knew needed to be done, but was considered to be against “the man” in an abstract way. Who was it going to hurt for her to get BlotterBabe access to the systems she needed?

      For that matter, who was it going to hurt for her to glean some sort of advantage for her marketing campaign? Actually, that one had an answer: the other interns. But only sort of. It wasn’t like her winning the campaign would take away their shot at working for Spinrad Global in the future. They’d already won in getting the internship in the first place, and their failure or success was now on them and not her.

      Still, she liked the other interns. Even Ira was fine. He was the one who whispered the name “Whinefield” at one of Windfield’s temper tantrums over something he was upset about. It seemed Ira was good at saying what people wanted to hear, or at least seeming to agree with whatever they had to say. So far, he had been good to her. In fact, none of the interns had been as cutthroat as she had thought they would be.

      Also, in truth, she was here on legit business. The best thing she could do to protect herself was to have a real reason to be in Mr. Gilyard’s office if she was caught. She had come to his office before to drop off confidential e-papers for his edits or approvals before they were sent out over Spinrad Global’s email system. As long as whatever was on them wasn’t uploaded, it couldn’t be found in electronic discovery when the email servers got subpoenaed if someone tried to sue someone else for whatever reason.

      The door to Mr. Gilyard’s office was closed, but not locked. Charlotte didn’t turn on the light, though she did stop for a moment and stare out the window. The business sector of Dar es Salaam didn’t quite extend to the ocean...but you could see it from this window, and it was beautiful: blue and shining. She allowed herself to be distracted for a few seconds before locating Mr. Gilyard’s office deck. After a quick look around, she sat down and slotted the data chip into the machine.

      While she counted to herself, she looked at his desk. It was neat enough, but still filled with the ephemera of notes from previous meetings, reports to be read, and schedules to fulfill. None of it really caught her eye.

      After sixty seconds, she pulled the data chip from its slot, shifted the office chair to look out the window again—and just about had a heart attack as a voice asked, “What are you doing here?”

      Whirling around, she saw Nana, one of the other interns, in Mr. Gilyard’s doorway. Nana, a small human teenager with dark eyes and dark hair, stood with one hand on her hip and the other filled with a folder of electronic paper.

      “Nana! You about scared the life out of me. Don’t do that!” Charlotte put a hand to her chest as if she were having a heart attack—the frantic beating of her heart told her that wasn’t far from the truth—then countered with, “What are you doing here?”

      Nana glanced down the hallway, then stepped into the office and whispered, “You shouldn’t be sitting in Mr. Gilyard’s seat. That’s...disrespectful.”

      Charlotte jumped up and shifted the chair to its original position. “I’m sorry. I didn’t realize. I...just wanted to see how it would feel to have an office like this. I saw it when I came to drop this off for Miss Rosemond...”

      Nana shook her head. “Nope. That’s not it.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean you were here looking for clues for what he wants, weren’t you?”

      It wasn’t a question, it was an assumption. It also gave Charlotte an idea. She raised her chin and the confidential electronic paper she needed to deliver. “Well. I am here to make this delivery. If I happen to see something that inspires me...” She shrugged. As she put the electronic paper on the desk, she saw one of the notes Mr. Gilyard underlined and smiled.

      Nana took another step in. “Did you? Find some inspiration?”

      Charlotte tilted her head. “I did.” She hesitated, then said, “I’ll tell you if you don’t tell anyone about me sitting in Mr. Gilyard’s chair.”

      “Deal.” Nana stuck her hand out for a handshake. “What is it?”

      After shaking her hand, Charlotte turned back to the desk and tapped the note with “If you know, you know” underlined. “This is something Himari said in a meeting a couple days ago. Mr. Gilyard mused over it. I’ll bet if we put it in one of our ads for either techheads or teenagers, it will resonate with him. Especially if both of us come up with it.”

      Nana peered at the phrase and mouthed it. Then she looked at Charlotte. “Oh, you’re the one who upset Windfield at that meeting. What did you say?”

      Charlotte couldn’t stop her smile, pleased that her getting one over on the insufferable man had gotten out. If he was already gunning for her, it wouldn’t hurt to share why. “I critiqued the marketing ad copy he wrote. It was so 2-0. When asked, I gave a tagline that everyone else liked.”

      “What tagline? I won’t use it.” Nana looked so earnest. “Serious. I really want to do well. Whinefield is pissing everyone off lately. Mr. Aldridge was spitting tacks after he got chewed out over a misspelled word in a memo. Pedantic bastard.”

      “Put the jab in jabber...”

      Her eyes lit up. “Oh! Is that why Mr. Aldridge was asking me what ‘so 2-0’ means and what a ‘jabber’ is? That’s funny. I won’t use it, but that also inspires me.”

      Pausing, Charlotte debated for a moment then said, “I’m gonna go visit one of the peripheral devs and ask about specs. Wanna come? I don’t think any of the guys will think of doing that.”

      Nana nodded and smiled. “Yes, please. Thank you. I appreciate you helping me.”

      “Anytime,” Charlotte said breezily as she led the way out of Mr. Gilyard’s office. She slipped the data chip she’d had in her hand the whole time into her pocket. That had been too close for comfort, but maybe a lot more good than expected would come out of it. Couldn’t hurt to make an ally of another intern.
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        * * *

      

      “...and then we all showed our last graphic for the SenseTek Ultra, and three of us had some variation of “SenseTek Ultra...if you know, you know!” as the tagline: me, Nana, and Toren. Mr. Gilyard seemed bemused, while Himari looked amused. I winked at her when she glanced my way. She nodded, acknowledging where I’d gotten it from. But Mr. Windfield was not impressed. “What is that supposed to mean? ‘If you know, you know.’ It tells you nothing.” He complained a lot in the meeting.

      “Miss Rosemond shook her head and said, ‘It tells the viewer that they are either in on it or they aren’t. The ones who are will feel smug. The ones who aren’t will want to know more.’ She said more about it, but Mr. Gilyard stopped the argument before it really got started and dismissed the interns so they could discuss each one.”

      While Charlotte sat in the protected privacy of her bedroom with the door closed, she kept her voice down. Everyone else was home, and this was the first time she’d gotten a chance to talk to BlotterBabe. There was a good bet BlotterBabe had seen the meeting in question, but she hadn’t interrupted Charlotte’s retelling.

      “Did you win the contest?”

      Charlotte paused. “Yes and no. Actually, yes and yes, but part of it made me sad.”

      “What do you mean?” BlotterBabe “sat” on the floor of Charlotte’s bedroom opposite her. She remained in one spot but slightly animated, like a waiting NPC character in a videogame.

      “Well, all three of us got interviewed by Gilyard afterward. I didn’t know it was just the three of us until after it was all done. He asked me if the three of us had worked together. I said no. Because, in essence, that was the truth. It wasn’t three of us. But, that Nana and I had both gone to see Mrs. Komatsu at the same time because I thought it would be better to have only one time to ask questions of her than multiple.

      “Then he asked me if I had shared the ‘if you know, you know’ tagline with Nana. I agreed I had, but I hadn’t done so with Toren. The three of us had not worked together, and only me and Nana had gone to see the developer at the same time but again, we didn’t work together on our marketing project.

      “Then he pushed on where the tagline had come from. I admitted Himari was the one who’d said it, but I had noticed he’d repeated the words, and thought they might be significant.” Charlotte stopped talking as she thought.

      BlotterBabe put a question mark next to her smiling avatar. “I think I’m missing something. Did you win or not? Also, why are you sad?”

      Charlotte shook her head. “Yes. I won. Because the tagline originated with me. Or, I recognized it had something special about it. But, because I won, not only am I getting a lot more work to do, but I’m also no longer Miss Rosemond’s intern.”

      “Oh no! Why not? You’re not fired, are you?”

      “No, no.” Charlotte waved a reassuring hand. “It’s still good news. I’m now Mr. Gilyard’s intern. Himari has left for her new job. Today was her last day, and Mr. Gilyard still needs an intern. It even means a small bonus, because there’s so much more to do for him. Almost like being a personal assistant and not just an admin. But I’m sad because it means Miss Rosemond needs to find another intern. I mean, she just got me. I don’t know why she didn’t get an intern in the first quarter wave like the rest, but...” She paused and sighed. “I feel like, somehow, I’ve stabbed her in the back. I heard she fought to get me brought in off schedule. I’m going to miss talking with her.”

      BlotterBabe shook her head and pointed at her with a white-gloved hand. “No. You can still talk to her and cultivate her mentorship. You just can’t do it like you did before. I would email her and let her know how much you’ve learned in the short time she mentored you and how much you appreciate it. Be honest. Tell her how you feel. She’ll remember. It may inconvenience her briefly right now, but there will always be more interns. Now you have a direct line with someone so much more connected.”

      “I guess. I just didn’t expect to be promoted so quickly, and now the other interns are whispering about me.” She paused. “Also, I have this weird feeling that all this is happening because Himari set it up.”

      BlotterBabe stilled as she rested her chin in her hand. “Really? How would she do that?”

      Charlotte ticked points off on her fingers as she spoke. “She was the one who laughed at Windfield’s question. Something she doesn’t normally do, based on everyone’s reaction. She was the one who came up with the tagline that seemed to seal the deal. She specifically didn’t compete in the marketing campaign because of ‘differing priorities.’ Corporate speak for ‘it’s complicated.’ And she looked at me, specifically, when we all revealed our last graphic. Not anyone else. I was watching.”

      “All right. I suppose I might think the same thing in your position. But why?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe she decided she would find Mr. Gilyard’s new intern. Or maybe he told her to. I won’t know unless I ask either of them, and I still can’t figure out if that would be the savvy thing to do or not. Something-something thought an idiot something-something proven to be an idiot.”

      BlotterBabe bounced in silence for a couple of long moments before nodding. “I see what you mean. Well, on the other hand, it makes the next part of our thing a bit easier.”

      “Oh?”

      “Yes. I need an office to send corporate badges to, and Mr. Gilyard’s is the most appropriate right now. You’ll be working directly with him and can intercept them when they arrive. Convenient, yes?”

      Charlotte chuckled. “Yes. What happens after the badges? Stuff that I can do in the field?”

      “I hope so. But I also hope we have time. I hope it is after your internship is done. That way, you won’t need to take time off. In the meantime, I have a couple of people I would like you to meet.”

      She sat up and leaned forward, interested. “Yeah? Who? Your family you keep talking about?”

      “Exactly. They are curious about you, and you’ve been successful enough that you’ll be working with them in the future. Besides, I think all of you will get along. Especially with Amahle. She’s a little bit older than you, but she’s got a business background, of sorts, I think you will like...”
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        You were the one to introduce them? Wait, of course you were. That makes sense. Though, I kinda expected it to be more like me and Samiya meeting. I didn’t realize at the time she was one of your Stand-ins.

      

      

      

      

      

      BlotterBabe made a face at him. “Of course you didn’t. That is the point of Stand-ins.”

      
        
          
            
              
        No, it’s not. It’s to give a face-to-face meeting in the physical world for people who aren’t comfortable going AR or VR.

      

      

      

      

      

      “Yes... Stand-ins are your meat body when you don’t want to leave the Matrix.”

      
        
          
            
              
        Or can’t.

      

      

      

      

      

      “Or don’t want to, smart aleck. But, point conceded.”

      Landon paused.

      
        
          
            
              
        Wait, aren’t there laws about that now? If you’re acting as a Stand-in, you have to project that in AR and wear a pin? Something like that. To protect you from liability...oh. Okay. Stupid question. Never mind.

      

      

      

      

      

      He jerked as the first sounds of gunfire erupted from the hallway. He opened his eyes. Sartorial still had a hand on Liana, who still had her eyes closed and a creased forehead. He couldn’t tell if that was from the pain, the healing, or the sound of gunfire far too close for comfort. Kintsugi shifted so she could see him and the elevator doors at the same time. He met Kintsugi’s eyes and asked, “The elevator’s not moving?”

      “No. The power keeps cutting out.” She glanced over her shoulder at Sartorial. “You almost done?”

      He nodded, sweat dotting his forehead. He looked really tired. “I am. Also, I think this counts as an emergency.”

      More sounds of weapons fire and returned fire...all of it much too close...made his point for him.

      Kintsugi looked down then frowned. “Yeah. It is.” With a quick flick of her wrist and deft fingers, she pushed in one corner of the maintenance panel, hooked her fingers in and pulled it free. As she squished her body into a kneeling position to look at the panel, she muttered, “I sure as frag hope BlotterBabe meant what she said about keeping this elevator up to spec...”

      All sounds of weapons firing ceased.

      “Amahle no! You can’t!” BlotterBabe shouted in Landon’s ear.

      “What? What happened?” he asked.

      Kintsugi shook her head, not looking at him and misunderstanding who his question was for. “I’ll explain later.” Then she added. “If there is a later.”
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        * * *

      

      The entire time BlotterBabe told Landon what Charlotte had done to help get them to this point, she’d split her focus. Part of her monitored Control from afar. Part of her talked to Landon. Part of her rode in Amahle and Charlotte’s tech, watching and helping as she could. Still, it didn’t feel like enough. She had barely enough room in the partition, and many of the programs she reached for out of habit were no longer accessible. Those that were had such noticeable latency she now thought she understood when people complained about something “taking forever” in the Matrix.

      However, she did see that Control had made use of her last gift—FIDO—and had sicced it on Kilo’s goddess-machine avatar that continued to tear down the Mosaic Server Farm node, claiming it as their own byte by byte. Apparently, FIDO had some very special abilities, and was actually giving Kilo a run for its money, damaging it in unexpected ways. Later, BlotterBabe knew she would need to take a much closer look at the defense operative’s code.

      Amahle and Charlotte, having made their peace with what they assumed would be their last stand, had both settled into their spots under cover and waited until the first of the tactical team made an appearance. Amahle’s weapon was set for three-round bursts, while Charlotte’s was on single aimed shots. They’d hoped the difference in the two would keep the corporate soldiers from rushing their position. At least long enough for the elevator to get back to them.

      Both girls’ weapons were smartlinked to their visual tech, allowing them to shoot true and connect with the enemy. Unfortunately, the tactical team’s armor absorbed too much of the bullets’ impact to do more than hold them back for a moment or two. To the tactical team’s credit, they didn’t bother to try and negotiate with Charlotte and Amahle. There were no promises of safety. The only advantage was that—for the moment—the order was to capture, not kill. As such, two of the troubleshooters returned fire as cover fire, not to kill, allowing the other two squad members to slowly encroach on the girls’ position.

      “Frag me,” Charlotte breathed. “I don’t think we can hold them off much longer. BlotterBabe, is that elevator moving yet?”

      At the same time, Amahle said, “Cut the lights again.” It was a command born of desperation. It wouldn’t work. Not with everyone having augmented vision. All of them knew that. But it was the only thing Amahle could control.

      As the lights went out, both Amahle and Charlotte opened with everything they had in hopes of a lucky strike until a light from behind them suddenly blazed bright, almost blinding them. A wave of something whooshed past and over them. It knocked over their cover, but also knocked out the four attackers.

      Charlotte and Amahle looked from the downed corporate soldiers to behind them. Where there had once been a wall, an otherworldly arcane gate to another place had opened. It was round and about two meters in diameter. It didn’t so much as end as fade into the wall in a shimmer of light. In the middle of that gate stood a slender elf boy with red hair and fair skin. He wore a cobalt-blue tabard with a white shirt laced at the collar, loose black pants, and knee-high black boots.

      He looked just like Charlotte remembered him. “Olin?” she asked, dumbfounded. “Is that really you?”

      He bowed his head, his hands holding open the magical gate. “It is, Charlotte Smithson. As you once saved my life, may I save yours and the life of your companion?”

      “How?” she asked, then added to Amahle, “This is Olin ke’Coille. He’s a messenger of Lady Brane’s court....”

      Amahle lowered her submachine gun. She also looked stunned. “I know who he is. I recognize him from the images we have, and I heard about your adventure...and the Seelie Court, but...how?”

      Olin looked over his shoulder at something in his world. “We don’t have much time. I swore I would repay my debts. I have watched from afar. The soothsayer told me this would be my one chance to help you. Please, step across. I cannot hold the gate open for long, and your enemies are not dead, only disabled.”

      Amahle looked at Charlotte. “Do you trust him?”

      She nodded. “I do. I—we, did save his life. And...” She looked down the hallway at the elevator doors, “...he may be our only way out.”

      “Olin ke’Coille, will you bring us back home again?” Amahle peered at the elf boy.

      “Yes. I promise I can and will.” Perspiration dotted his handsome brow. “Please...”

      BlotterBabe recovered from her surprise long enough to realize what was about to happen. “Amahle no! You can’t!” She knew if Amahle left, if she went to the Seelie Court, there was no way BlotterBabe would be able to help, much less track her favorite daughter. The Seelie Court was a realm beyond her.

      “I need to,” Amahle said to the air. “If I want to survive, and I do.”

      Although she did not want to acknowledge that Amahle was right...already the tactical squad members were stirring with small twitches of hands and legs. “Fine, Stand-in.” It was her command that Amahle act as her for this point in time, effectively cutting Amahle out of the conversation for the moment.

      Amahle straightened and when she spoke again, both Olin and Charlotte understood it was not Amahle speaking. “Olin ke’Coille, do you swear that you will protect Amahle and Charlotte to the best of your ability, and you will do everything in your power to bring them home to this plane of existence?”

      Olin glanced at Charlotte, then asked, “To whom am I speaking?”

      Amahle stood still and watched him, keeping her eyes only on Olin. “I am BlotterBabe. I am the reason the Black Lodge did not succeed in whatever they had planned for you. While I did not put Charlotte, Neema, and Elijah in your path, I am the catalyst for their rescue of you.”

      He glanced again at Charlotte. “Is...?”

      Charlotte nodded. “I’ve worked with her before, and she’s telling the truth. I met her because she was the one who told us you were in the trunk of the car we were delivering.”

      “I believe I understand.” He turned from Charlotte to Amahle. “Then I thank you for your assistance.”

      “It is not your thanks I want. It is your word. Do I have it? As you have said, we do not have much time.”

      Olin nodded. “I swear upon my loyalty to Lady Brane Deigh, Queen of the Seelie Court and upon my love for my cousin, Fogharail, that I will...” he paused, considering his choice of words before continuing, “that I will protect Amahle and Charlotte to the best of my ability. Also, I will do everything in my power to bring them home to this plane of existence. I swear it.”

      Amahle let out a sigh as she said, “Then go with my blessing. Know that I love you both and hope for your safe and swift return.”

      At the same time, BlotterBabe said in their heads, “Please come back to me if you can. We are already losing so much.”

      Charlotte looked at Amahle and offered her hand as she replied. “We will, BlotterBabe. I promise we’ll try. We both have so much to come back to.”

      With that, Amahle took Charlotte’s hand and the two of them stepped into another world. As they did so, Olin, with a sigh of relief, pulled the gate closed, leaving the fallen corporate soldiers where they lay, twitching but not yet dead.

      For these four, though, the end had already come. They just didn’t know it yet.
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        * * *

      

      As the elevator gave another hesitant jerk upward, the power went out again. However, this time, the elevator remained in motion, traveling up the shaft in what felt like slow motion. Landon looked around and asked, “How is this elevator still moving without power?”

      Sartorial finished healing Liana and slumped against the elevator wall, holding his head in one hand. “Okay, officially, no one else get hurt. I’m almost tapped out, and I have a hell of a headache.”

      Landon smiled at Liana. She seemed a lot better. Better than Sartorial looked at the moment. He would recover from his magic burn (or exhaustion, or whatever it was) way sooner than Liana would’ve recovered from a broken leg and all the other injuries she’d been suffering from. Thank goodness for the healer. However, Sartorial was right to demand that no one else get hurt.

      She smiled back. “Easy. The elevator has its own power supply. But it usually doesn’t act without codes or something when the power is out. As far as I know. Mostly it keeps the elevator from falling in the event of an unexpected outage.”

      Now that Landon knew his sister was okay, he pinged BlotterBabe again. She’d stopped responding to him after yelling at Amahle to stop doing something.

      
        
          
            
              
        BB? You there? The silence is making me nervous.

      

      

      

      

      

      Kintsugi straightened, shoving the panel she’d torn off back into its slot, where it hung half in and half out of the elevator wall. “True and true. But it helps to have maintenance codes that make elevators work when they are turned off so you can test them, their limits, and their functionality.”

      Liana’s eyes lit up. “You’ve got maintenance codes? Where would you get something like that? Those are like gold on the open market.”

      Kintsugi smiled with her lips closed and shook her head. “Where indeed?”

      Mock pouting, Liana crossed her arms, clearly feeling much better. “Fine. Don’t tell me. Keep your secrets. At least we know we can send the elevator back for the other two.”

      BlotterBabe’s voice came over their commlinks. “The other two are safe and elsewhere. I will explain later. Right now, I’m busy. Things are coming to a head. My guess is that you have less than ten minutes to get to safety. However, I believe the four soldiers on Level Five are down, and the cavalry has arrived.”

      Landon furrowed his brow. “We don’t know what that means. Amahle isn’t here to explain it.”

      Liana asked, “Which cavalry? Ours or theirs?”

      BlotterBabe did not answer either question.

      Kintsugi tilted her head. “Ours. I suspect if it was the enemy, she wouldn’t have called them the ‘cavalry.’ Also, from what I remember of a previous conversation I had with Genet, I believe Samiya has arrived. She, her allies, and the rest of BlotterBabe’s family will be clearing the way for our escape. Remember, there’s a helicopter and at least six members of the tactical team still out there we need to get by.”

      “Six?” Liana asked, looking to the side, thinking.

      Kintsugi raised her fingers as she spoke. “The leader and the injured one who were in the control room. The two soldiers guarding the outside. The hacker. The helicopter’s pilot. At least six. We have no idea if there are more in any of those places at this point, or if more of Miranda King’s troubleshooters are on the way.”

      Landon grunted softly as he considered things. “Also, you know the Kilimanjaro’s National Park Reserve workers must be trying to figure out why they’re cut off from the rest of the Matrix. They’ve probably called for help. If it’s a slow news day, there’s reporters on the way or already snooping about, too.”

      “The rest are a non-issue for us. We just have to get out alive with that.” Kintsugi gestured to the quantum server cradled to Landon’s stomach. “Doesn’t even matter if we get arrested by the Tanzanian police. All that matters is that the tactical team and the corporate lackeys don’t get us.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        INSIDE THE MOSAIC SERVER FARM COMPLEX

        KILIMANJARO NATIONAL RESERVE PARK

        TANZANIA

        NOW

      

      

      From her place inside Landon’s hardware, BlotterBabe saw that the fight for the Mosaic Server Farm Node was almost over. The monstrous goddess née construction machine avatar had just finished tearing FIDO apart and was in the process of taking the throne when DeusNodeFragment-Alpha7227 and MegearaNodeFragment-Omega1598 arrived on the scene. The two of them, apparently in league with one another right now, descended on Kilo in the guise of a couple of beautiful young Black women, wild and furious—remnant images of the hosts they had attempted to infect so many decades ago.

      BlotterBabe remembered who they were even though they were long gone from this world: Siko and Zora. Both of them had had just enough time to lock down their hardware and warn BlotterBabe of the invasion to keep their walled garden node safe. From there, it had been a careful dance of fight and quarantine to capture the fragments and isolate them in the dungeon. Just watching what they did now to Kilo was terrifying. She had no idea if they’d been able to modify their own code in all the time they’d been in the dungeon. At this point, she didn’t want to know.

      Almost at the same time, BlotterBabe messaged Control.

      
        
          
            
              
        It’s done...

      

      

      

      

      

      Control messaged her back.

      
        
          
            
              
        It’s done. Operation Ozone is a go. You have five minutes to get our family to safety. The fires have begun. The explosions are imminent.

      

      

      

      

      

      Again, her heart was shattered. This was it. Actually it. Endgame.

      
        
          
            
              
        Thank you. We are on our way out. We will not be caught in the shrapnel of Operation Ozone. You have done well.

      

      

      

      

      

      In truth, BlotterBabe had no idea if they would make it out of the Mosaic Server Farm before the explosions started, but she had to believe they would be safe from the majority of the resulting consequences. It was the remaining tactical team they needed to worry about now. But that part of the run had been left in Cyrah, Genet, and Samiya’s hands.

      In the meantime, she couldn’t even see where Alpha and Gamma were. Ditto with India and Juliette, the ones left up in the parking structure. With the power out and Operation Ozone in process, they were all running blind. Mostly. She could see through Cyrah’s eyes and hear through Genet’s ears. The images and sounds were full of static, but there was just enough for her to understand what was happening.
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        * * *

      

      While BlotterBabe kept an eye on the outside, she returned most of her focus inside.

      “Here’s the status,” she said without preamble. “Power is down. Cameras are down. I am blind to everything happening within the server farm complex. I don’t know where anyone is inside. We have five minutes to get to safety. I don’t think we’re going to make it out of the complex in time. That means there will be explosions and breaking foundations you will all need to navigate. I cannot help. All I can do is try and see where the outside people are.”

      The four within the slow-moving elevator looked at each other. Kintsugi took a breath. “Right then. As soon as the elevator stops, I will open it up. Wait until I go out first. As for the explosions, uh, BlotterBabe, how close will they be?”

      “The explosions will be on the fourth floor and the foundations of the third and fifth. The intent is to pancake any surviving hardware on the fourth floor and cover it in an extreme amount of rubble.”

      Landon asked, “What will happen to the second and first floors?”

      “I do not know for certain. Based on simulations, there will be damage and sinkholes. It will feel like a major, localized earthquake, but it will not harm the rest of the Kilimanjaro National Park Reserve, much less the surrounding rock. Perhaps it will startle people staying in the Mandara Huts, but not hurt anyone. The news should report a small earthquake of no more than 3.4 on the scale.”

      Liana looked up at the elevator ceiling. “How much longer will it take for this elevator to get us there?”

      Kintsugi shrugged. “It will take as long as it takes. It’s working on an emergency power supply. I’m just happy it’s moving at all. I didn’t want to have to climb the elevator shaft.” Her glance took in everyone else in the elevator and said, and neither did you.

      BlotterBabe turned her focus to the rest of her family. She had already sent them the message that Operation Ozone had started. That meant they needed to do what they had planned to do.

      
        
          [image: ]
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      Genet and Cyrah picnicked in the smallest of the Park Reserve’s designated areas near the road that led to the trailhead up to the Mandara Huts. There were a pair of picnic tables shaded by the trees in the grove, though the shade gave the barest amount of protection against the heat of the day. Nearby, their Jeep Rebel EV sat in the hardpacked dirt lot that served as a parking lot.

      The two girls, in hiking gear, their backpacks to the side, did their best to look like a couple of friends waiting for other friends who would then take one of the trails through the reserve—probably toward the Mandara Huts. They discussed one of the day trips via the Marangu route. Around them, signs warned people not to feed the wildlife. It was clear from the number of brightly colored cuckoos and dark-winged, white-shouldered ravens in the area that many tourists had ignored these warnings. Already, one cheeky raven had stolen half a sandwich.

      Both of them kept an eye on the lesser-used road to the west that led to the private, mostly hidden, server farm almost no one knew about until recently. They could both see the churned-up dust on the hardpacked dirt of the recent traffic, but the simple yellow bar that acted as a gate stopped almost all tourists from crossing past that “Authorized Personnel Only” sign.

      If all had gone well, they would’ve just waited here until those within the server farm drove out with their most important package. Things, of course, had not gone well. They knew it wouldn’t as soon as the first alarms sounded. Now, it was a matter of watching and waiting until they had to do their duty for kith and kin.

      “Waiting is the worst part,” Genet, the shorter of the two girls, said. “I hate it. Especially with what’s going on in there.”

      Cyrah shrugged. “I know. They’ll be here soon. Then we can get moving again.” Both girls knew neither of them were actually speaking of Samiya. Yes, they’d lost contact with her, but they would know as soon as she had arrived. Instead, they waited to know when they needed to act. Neither of them was eager for their part in this, but both knew it was necessary and would need courage, precision, and guile.

      “Checking. Can you hear me? One, two, three...” The sound of Samiya’s voice, faint and full of static, made them both relax.

      “We hear you. Where are you?” Genet asked, her voice almost nonexistent as she spoke. Her dark eyes lit up with relief as her shoulders relaxed.

      “Just got onto the back road inside the park. Been trying to reach you since I lost contact as I turned onto A23. What happened?”

      Cyrah subvocalized, “Corpos cut the park off from the rest of the Matrix a bit ago. At least, this part of it. Most localized things are still accessible inside the park for the tourists who need to use park facilities.”

      “I guess that explains all the odd ‘park is closed’ signs on the main route. Nothing is blocking the way, but every single sign has a magnetic ‘CLOSED’ warning across it and all electronic signs have ‘CLOSED’ as their message. Main public recreational part from the west side that is. They didn’t block off any of the back south roads as far as I can tell.”

      All of them understood that the Kilimanjaro National Reserve Park was huge (an understatement) and there were enough trails, acres of land, and roads through it that they could be all alone here and see no one for days. Thus, the signs at the beginning of the roads stating this part of the park was closed on a weekday wouldn’t be too noticeable to those who knew better, and could be used to their advantage.

      Though, it wasn’t subtle or nuanced in any way. Someone would look into it. She knew of people who planned for weeks and months to visit various parts of the Kilimanjaro National Park Reserve. They would be incensed to be turned away. Still...

      Cyrah looked at Genet as she spoke, “That might help us more than them. No collateral damage of tourists. Were you successful?”

      Samiya’s voice was light in that “I’m really concerned” unconcerned way. “Yes. Better than yes. I got both. The other is following in his own car. Just in case. You know?”

      Genet and Cyrah exchanged a glance. “We know,” Genet replied. “Glad you made it. See you in the back parking lot soon.”

      As one, the girls got up from the picnic table and gathered their mostly uneaten lunch. With a shrug and a “good luck” to the waiting birds, they both put it in the “bird-proof” trash can, already knowing they weren’t bird proof at all. As soon as they walked far enough away, a cacophony of bird calls started. It was a mixture of scolding and claiming as the two of them could hear the flapping of wings and the scratch of claws on metal trash cans.

      “I hope they don’t get hurt. That hot metal on their claws.” Cyrah murmured.

      “I’m sure they’ve taken the heat into account. It doesn’t look like any of them are new. If they are, it’s a lesson they won’t forget.”

      “Cold.”

      Genet chuckled. “No. Rather hot, I think.”

      Cyrah rolled her eyes.

      They headed to the back of the trailhead parking lot, neither hurrying nor lingering. The sun was high and hot. It had to be 32 degrees Celsius, and while both were used to the Tanzanian heat, both were also ready for shade or distraction by the time Samiya’s car, an Innoson G120 SUV, came into view, followed by a four-door sedan, a Kantanka Lisfan 2020EV, driven by a teenage boy who grinned with very white teeth against his dark skin. Both cars parked with care near (but not too near) the Jeep Rebel.

      From the SUV, Samiya, the most classically beautiful human girl of BlotterBabe’s family, got out and shaded her eyes against the glare of the sun. She’d chosen to keep her head shaved and to wear heavy makeup to accentuate her eyes and lips. While she was medium height, she looked short next to the other girl who got out of the car: Neema, a tall and angular human girl with medium-length kinky hair pulled up into a loose bunch on the top of her head. Elijah, a wiry teenager with soulful eyes and an impressive afro, stepped from his car and waited as the girls converged.

      Neema looked over the other two girls with a critical eye. “So, you both are also part of BlotterBabe’s family, yes?”

      Genet and Cyrah nodded. “I’m glad you came. I think we need you,” Genet said. She was the one with the most diplomacy, and knew not everyone in the family agreed with the sentiment.

      “What’s the deal? I will lend my magical aid, but only because it is for Charlotte. She is of the herd—yours and mine. I understand she is, ah, within?”

      “Yes. Things are heating up, but we have a problem with part of the tactical team still outside. As far as we know, there are only two in the parking garage where the team is supposed to exit.” Genet gestured down the hardpacked dirt road. “An unknown number inside, but our team will have to deal with them.”

      Neema nodded. “Yes. Samiya caught me up. What is our task?”

      Cyrah gave a feral grin. “We have at least one hacker and a pilot to take out. They are our top priority. One helicopter is right outside the garage of the complex. We had thought to play wounded bird, me carrying a limping Genet, and approach that way. I’m sure the pilot is a rigger and can see in all directions outside the helicopter. We need to bypass that somehow. Social manipulation was our thought, but we could go with a more low-tech, high-magic route.”

      Elijah stepped closer to the group. “I can help. I brought a couple of my drones.”

      Neema snorted. She didn’t look at him as she said, “You mean toys.”

      He looked unruffled, like this was a common enough conversation between the two of them. “Modified toys are drones. I’ve got sound and cameras and flashbangs on them. They’ll tell you where people are and maybe give you the distraction you need to help whatever your magic is going to be.”

      Genet nodded with a smile. “All useful. But magic-wise, what could you do to hamper mechanical vision?”

      “Let me speak to Hippo.” Neema stepped away, tilted her head down, and muttered to herself for a few moments while the rest of them waited.

      Elijah raised a hand and waved a little. “I’m Elijah. Nice to meet you. I’ve heard a little bit about ‘BlotterBabe’s family’ from Charlotte. You know, I was there when Charlotte and BlotterBabe met.”

      Cyrah chuckled. “It’s nice to meet you face to face. Charlotte’s mentioned you, too, Elijah. I’m glad you’ve learned to drive.” She nodded at the sedan.

      “Yeah, well. That was a lesson I didn’t want to repeat.” He rubbed the back of his neck and looked embarrassed. “So, I learned and got my own car. Turns out, I like driving a lot. Even if I don’t really need to do it in the city much.”

      “Will you tell me more about your, ah, drones? I have a couple thoughts on what we could do with them.”

      Elijah grinned wide. “Absolutely. What do you want to know?”

      Genet and Samiya stepped to the side as Elijah and Cyrah went around to the back of Elijah’s car. He popped the trunk, showing her what looked like four toy racing cars. All four of them looked used and battered, but they still looked viable.

      Genet murmured to Samiya as she watched Cyrah and Elijah. “Why did you decide we needed both Neema and Elijah?” She saw the hardening of Samiya’s eyes and understood immediately. “Or is it why did Elijah decide he needed to come?”

      Samiya shook her head. “He was there when I got there. I think Neema asked him to be. Probably because I told her it was for Charlotte and that she was in danger. I think he rather likes her.”

      Genet hmphed. “I think he’s gonna get his heart broken. Charlotte plays for the other team. At least from the way she and Amahle have been flirting. Or she plays for both teams. Never know. So, maybe not.”

      “True. Doesn’t matter.” Samiya eyed Neema. “In any case, I decided it wouldn’t hurt. With an extra vehicle, we can split up if we need to. Also, if Cyrah believes we can use his drones to help, then why not?”

      “Because too many people outside of family involved means loose ends is why not. You know?” Genet frowned. “Things used to be so easy. Now...now they’re not. Too many people know about us. Even if they don’t know everything. They know enough. Too much.”

      Samiya glanced over at Elijah and Cyrah. “Yeah. But I believe he’ll be fine. He seems to have grown up since...” She paused and looked around. “Yes, since the last time he was nearby. The Caves, was it? I don’t remember, and it doesn’t really matter.”

      Neema raised her head and announced, “Hippo says we may help. She remembers what Charlotte did for us, and we know exactly what we need to do to give you the cover you want.”

      Genet and Samiya turned to her. “We’re all ears. Give us details and timing. Our minimum amount of time is five minutes. Maximum is ten. Things are coming to a head in there.”

      “How far away are we from the site? Do we need to wait for them to get out, or should we clear the way now?” The impatient tone in Neema’s voice told everyone what she thought they should do.

      Elijah and Cyrah each drove a toy car around the Lisfan EV, testing their skills and the cars’ capabilities. Elijah supported Neema. “I don’t think it can hurt to start now. Maybe it’ll draw out some of the bad guys from inside. Clear the way for the team inside?”

      They all looked at Genet. After Amahle, Genet had become the next in charge, and she took the role seriously. She paused and said, “It can hurt us. A lot. These corporate soldiers are no joke. But it also might help those inside. I’ll let BlotterBabe know we’ll be clearing the way.”

      She looked at each of them, but her warning was mostly for Elijah, who seemed a bit too excited for her taste. “Seriously, this isn’t a game. These people will be shooting to kill.”
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        * * *

      

      About fifteen minutes later, they were all in place. Their commlinks were connected using their PANs, keeping their communications obfuscated, local, and encrypted. Hidden in the nearby trees, Cyrah and Elijah had their toy cars ready with flashbangs to blind all the cameras and microphones. Neema concentrated and a hot, heavy fog rolled in from the rear of the helicopter, blinding it to physical movement nearby.

      They started with four toy cars zooming onto the dirt road between the underground parking structure and the helicopter. They all saw the external weapon on the helicopter, some sort of rifle, twitch in the direction of the two toy cars headed its way, telling all of them that they were correct. This was no sleepy rigger in the pilot’s seat. They were awake, aware, and ready. So far, there were no signs of movement or noise from the underground parking garage. However, it was a safe bet the squad members outside the complex had been notified.

      Just as the fog engulfed the helicopter from the rear, Elijah comm’d, “Flashbangs.” It was a two-second warning for everyone to look away as he set off the flashbangs in front of the helicopter, effectively blinding the cameras from the front, working in conjunction with the fog that obfuscated all movement from the rear.

      As Elijah and Cyrah moved into the shade of the parking garage entrance, Samiya and Genet sprinted for the helicopter. Its rotor blades began to spin up, slowly at first but gaining speed. Both of them slapped electronic lock-breakers on the doors they reached—Samiya at the pilot’s door, Genet at the side entrance. As it turned out, only Genet needed the lock-breaker.

      Samiya placed the lock-breaker on the door next to the handle, then gave the handle a yank. It was so much of a surprise when the unlocked door came open that she almost fell back and off the foot ledge. She caught and hauled herself up into the doorway of the helicopter. Before her, cradled in his rigger cocoon, was the unmoving body of Nevada (from the “N” on his chest plate). He was a Black man who wore the same gear as the rest of the tactical team, but no helmet. Instead, he wore rigger goggles and had data ports with wires trailing out of them from his closely shorn head.

      Samiya did not hesitate. She acted as she’d been trained to do. To hesitate was to die.

      In the moment she opened the door and looked at him, Nevada shouted in an amplified voice through all the helicopter’s speakers, “STAND DOWN!”

      Ignoring him, Samiya stabbed him in the neck with a poisoned dart. The rigger’s body twitched, and several guns went off inside and outside the helicopter. Samiya cried out as she was hit high in the chest by a bullet from the Colt America L36 that popped out of the dashboard, breaking her collarbone and knocking her back.

      She fell to the dirt hard, yelping as her injured shoulder hit the ground. Lying there, stunned, her shoulder and collarbone shouting their pain, she saw the helicopter’s rotors moving faster and faster and faster. Flying dirt blinded her, filling her mouth with dry dust that made her cough. Every cough came with an explosion of agony from her shoulder. She closed her eyes and covered her nose and mouth with one hand, trying to get away from the small tornado of debris the helicopter created as it lifted off.

      Inside the helicopter, as Nevada died of an ancient poison that was able to outwit modern medicine, Genet got the side door opened and saw Kilo lying in her cradle, wearing the same tactical uniform as the rest, without a helmet. The woman, white-skinned, blue-haired, red-lipped, and jacked-in, was sweating hard, her face contorted in an ugly grimace of pain or anger or fear. Whatever she was facing within the Matrix, it didn’t look fun. Genet hesitated as the helicopter lurched and the gun went off. She saw Samiya yell and disappear from sight.

      That spurred her to move. There was no more time. Genet slit Kilo’s throat with her knife, knowing it was one of the only ways to protect BlotterBabe and the rest of her family. Kilo gurgled and died far sooner than Genet expected. It was something to think about later, after she’d finished throwing up.

      She wiped her knife on Kilo’s uniform, put it away, and turned. Looking outside, she saw the helicopter had already lifted off, and the ground suddenly seemed impossibly far away.

      She had no choice: jump or be captured.

      Genet jumped.

      One never really knows when training is going to come in handy—or if it will work at all in the field—until it comes time to use it. Genet landed hard on one foot, feeling something in her right leg give with a single, sharp stab of pain, and tried to tuck and roll, even though she was certain she’d broken her ankle.

      She mostly succeeded, keeping herself from even more injury as she protected her most vulnerable parts and rolled to a stop. Her ears rang and her eyes stung with barely contained tears of pain. Above her, the helicopter rose in a smooth movement and circled away. At least she and Samiya were safe, and it looked like they’d both done what they’d set out to do.

      Inside the underground parking structure, multiple rounds of weapons fire punched the air.
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        * * *

      

      As soon as the flashbangs went off, Elijah, Neema, and Cyrah headed into the parking structure of the Mosaic Server Farm. The heat of the day cooled a noticeable amount within the dirt-covered concrete walls. The further they moved into the structure, the cooler it got.

      Cyrah led the way. Four cars sat on the top level. Just as she asked, “Where are they?” Elijah yelled, “Behind us!”

      The three scattered in different directions as a three-round burst exploded the glass of the car they’d been next to. Elijah shimmied under one car and sent one of his drones racing toward the corporate soldier who’d just fired at them. At the same time, Neema ducked behind the same car Elijah was using, and Cyrah ducked behind a different one.

      Elijah’s toy car didn’t stop or veer away. Instead, it ran into the attacker’s foot. It backed up and ran into the soldier’s foot again. The helmeted troubleshooter looked down and raised a boot to stomp it. Elijah set off another flashbang in the tactical soldier’s face. At the same time, Neema struck them with a stunbolt of green light.

      The combination of the two attacks made the enemy stumble back toward the mouth of the garage, as the deafening sound of weapons fire echoed from the helicopter’s heavy rifle. Large bullets from outside ricocheted off the concrete surfaces, leaving large chunks missing.

      The tactical squad member fired two more times, but without aiming as they crumpled to their knees and slumped forward. As they fell, Elijah and Neema could see a large hole in their back where the armor had been blown away. Death by bad luck and the helicopter’s “friendly fire.”

      Neema whispered a thanks to Hippo that everyone heard over their commlinks.

      While the rest of “the cavalry” focused on that squad member, Cyrah looked for the other one she knew was here somewhere. She remembered seeing at least two of them assigned to the garage and drove the drone under cars, looking for movement as she kept a weather eye out to keep herself from being surprised. If one guard had waited for them to enter the garage to attack, the other one would most likely have waited deeper within the structure, or inside the complex itself in some sort of pincer attack. In either case, Cyrah knew she was right, and the enemy had been alerted by the helicopter rigger. They’d known they were coming, and had planned an ambush that would’ve been lethal if not for a bit of dumb luck and fast reflexes.

      Cyrah knew where the enemy was as soon as the drone she piloted got smashed. She looked around the car and fired her pistol, a simple Beretta. Partly to alert the others to the interior threat—she’d never worked with them before; she had no idea if they were actually competent or just lucky—and always to kill. She never pointed a weapon at something she wasn’t prepared to destroy. She was the most skilled of the family in this regard, and she knew it. But, after seeing the recording of the members of the tactical team moving in that smooth motion born of experience and training, she knew she couldn’t take them on herself. Not even one. It had to be multiple versus one or it would be a slaughter—theirs.

      Rolling back under cover as the enemy returned fire, blowing holes in the car she hid behind, Cyrah knew she was in trouble. Her bullets barely skittered over their armor, doing no obvious damage. The corp soldier ducked back around the wall they were using as cover. She needed help and a plan, and she didn’t really have either. Perhaps Neema. She had her magic. Maybe give Neema cover fire...then she heard Elijah mutter over their comm, “I’m going for the rifle.”

      Bad idea, she thought and said, “Don’t...”

      “I’m going!” Elijah insisted.

      Cyrah set herself and fired multiple rounds toward the tactical team member’s location to give Elijah cover as she said, “It’s not gonna work. Their guns are smartlocked!” She hoped she was wrong, but from what she knew of actual, trained teams, not regular security guards, these guys would be fanatical about not having their own weapons used against them.

      Neither Neema nor Elijah answered. Cyrah risked a look toward the garage mouth and saw Elijah there, wrestling an assault rifle half as big as he was from the dead person’s hands. She had no idea how they’d managed to take the corp soldier down, but she was glad she had only the one to focus on. Still, Elijah had clearly seen one too many trideos, and he would be lucky to not be murdered by the second squad member, who now had what she assumed was an open shot.

      Speaking of which, Cyrah crept closer to the corner of the wall where the enemy had taken cover, hoping to startle them before they could kill Elijah. However, as she reached the edge, the soldier burst around the corner and knocked her over with a rifle butt to the face.

      Bloody and disoriented, Cyrah still fired at them, at the “I” on their chest—this one is named India—as she fell backward.

      Part of her knew she was dead. India flipped the rifle over and aimed at her. Cyrah reached out to BlotterBabe with:

      
        
          
            
              
        Goodbye. I love you.

      

      

      

      

      

      Before she could send the message, a blue bolt of magic struck India in the chest, and they reared back in pain. They stood that way, locked in an agony of blue light Cyrah didn’t understand, but she heard the muffled scream of pain from within the helmet.

      Then a three-round burst struck India in the shoulder and head from the side. The assault rifle didn’t stop firing. Bullets arced up and over to the left as whoever was doing the firing did not (or could not) control the weapon. From her spot on the ground, she heard Neema shouting over their commlinks, “Elijah, stop! Elijah!”

      As soon as the wild weapon fire ceased, Cyrah crawled to India’s side, blood streaming from the broken skin on her face. She jammed her pistol between the chest armor and helmet, pressed the muzzle against India’s flesh, and shot them twice in the throat. She’d seen how augmented and trained shadowrunners and corpsec personnel had been able to take what looked like a lethal hit and still survive. She was taking no chances as she watched the blood burble from the person’s neck until it slowed, then stopped altogether. The last thing she wanted was the kind of jump-scare that would kill her in the end.

      Pulling back from the dead body, she looked over her shoulder to find Elijah. He was halfway wrapped around the other unmoving tactical squad member and still held onto their hand, which was wrapped around the assault rifle’s trigger. His eyes were wide and wild as they darted around the garage, looking for more enemies.

      Distantly, from inside the server farm complex, Cyrah heard more weapons fire and hoped the inside crew was okay. She didn’t message. She didn’t want to distract them. Also, she still needed to know the status of everyone out here.

      Looking beyond Elijah, Cyrah saw that Samiya and Genet were there, both injured, and Samiya was bloody, but both were alive. She comm’d them on the family channel. “Did you succeed?”

      “Yes,” Samiya said, “But not unscathed. You?”

      Cyrah looked around the garage again. “Yes. I think so. We should pull back and wait. Heal if we can.” She noticed Neema had not come out from under cover of the car she was behind. Smart woman. She had a survival instinct. That was a point in her favor. Then again, “geek the mage first” was such a common phrase even civilians and non-combatants knew it.

      Genet comm’d over their tight channel. “I’ll tell BlotterBabe. Fall back, but not too far. Just far enough to have cover from anyone coming out from within.”

      Cyrah privately messaged her sister. She didn’t want the others to hear her concern. “There was weapons fire inside. They’ve engaged the enemy.”

      “Well, frag. Better to let her know we’ve cleared the way then,” Genet answered. Then they all heard Genet over the general channel. “Outside is clear. Enemies down. Helicopter has flown. No idea how much time we have before enemy reinforcements arrive.”

      BlotterBabe’s voice was tight with fear as she responded, “We need help inside.”

      Genet paused, looking at those around her, then said, “We’re on our way.”

      Before anyone could react, a series of muffled explosions rocked the ground, shaking the garage and cracking both the walls and its foundation. The sound of rocks breaking and falling echoed up from the lower level of the garage as a huge puff of dust and dirt belched out of the hallway. The glass in the doorway of the server farm entrance shattered as the wall warped and the ground sagged.

      Flying grit lashed her eyes and the taste of dust filled Cyrah’s mouth before she could avoid it.

      

      
        
        INSIDE THE MOSAIC SERVER FARM COMPLEX

        KILIMANJARO NATIONAL RESERVE PARK

        TANZANIA

        NOW

      

      

      Once the elevator stopped, Kintsugi pried the doors open, then peeked out to assess the situation.

      While she did that, Landon leaned over to Liana. “There’s more of them out there. Get the buggs ready. I’ll activate them.” He looked at Sartorial and asked, “Got any weapons?”

      Sartorial raised his pistol, an Ares Light Fire 75. “This is it. We gave the machine guns we got off the corpsec guards to Charlotte and Amahle. I’m a good shot, but that armor...” He shook his head. “Plus, I got a little juice left, but would rather save it for healing.”

      Liana twisted around to pull what looked like a slingshot out of one satchel pocket and drew ping-pong-sized metallic balls out of another one. She dropped the balls into her suit jacket pocket. The slingshot, she held onto as she resettled the satchel, then gave Landon a thumbs up signal.

      Landon concentrated on his BUGG program and set the buggs to go off on a medium impact rather than a light one. If even one went off while it was in Liana’s pocket, things would suck on a level not yet experienced. Having experienced a lot of suck recently, neither of them wanted to deal with that. However, having these unexpected, experimental weapons in their meager arsenal could come in handy.

      Kintsugi beckoned them to come out of the elevator. First was Liana, then Landon, and finally Sartorial. The shadowed hallway was dimly lit with emergency glow lights that didn’t need an active power source, but they wouldn’t last long. It didn’t matter. All of them had augmented vision.

      Kintsugi walked a step ahead of Liana. Sartorial walked a step behind Landon. That became their standard movement order as they snuck through the Server Farm facility. Despite finally making it to the first level, everyone knew this wasn’t over. The underground building seemed so much larger and unfamiliar in the dark, knowing somewhere in here were armed corporate soldiers waiting to capture or kill them. The elevator was at the far end of the first level, and no one knew where the troubleshooters were or when the explosions were going to happen.

      Shifting to subvocal comms, Kintsugi asked, “Cameras?”

      “All down. Everyone is running blind. The light you see is emergency only,” BlotterBabe said. Then a thin green line appeared in AR, leading the group toward the way out.

      Landon suddenly remembered and subvocalized, “The traps? Their status?” As they spoke, the group kept moving carefully down the dimly lit hallway, looking for danger.

      BlotterBabe paused as she consulted the map. “A bunch of them were already triggered. The ones that were powered won’t work now. The other ones...there shouldn’t be any still active. I think you’re in the clear...except you’re going to have to get around the triggered ones.”

      Kintsugi continued forward with smooth, quiet steps. “Any heads-up would be appreciated. I’m not blind, but...all the help I can get.”

      Around two corners and down three hallways, they came to the point where two armored, helmeted bodies lay on the ground. “Poison,” BlotterBabe murmured. “Next up is impalement. You’ll have to go through the holes in the wall to get around the spike trap.”

      Everything seemed too quiet and too still. Even though they’d been warned about the impending “impalement,” it was still a shock to see an unmoving, armored body suspended in the air by the floor-to-ceiling steel spikes. At first, Landon didn’t understand why the tactical team hadn’t retrieved their dead. Now he knew. First, there were too many obstacles. Second, splitting up any team was dangerous at this point. They had a map of the traps. The enemy didn’t. Better to let the dead lie where they were and retrieve them later when it was safer.

      Kintsugi peeked into the hole in the wall on the one side of the spikes and gasped in surprise as she was suddenly pulled inside the room by a pair of black gloved hands. The rest rushed forward to see Kintsugi bouncing back to her feet from where she had been thrown. She hurtled herself at Gamma before they could get a shot off. Gamma swung their rifle to bat Kintsugi away and succeeded, but also lost their rifle in Kintsugi’s strong grip.

      Without pausing, Gamma flexed a hand and a large cyberspur shot out from their arm and snapped into place. Kintsugi tested the rifle’s trigger, found it locked, and shifted the rifle into a parrying and bludgeoning weapon. Moving faster than humanly possible, the two combatants engaged, stuck, parried, and parted. Neither seemed injured or winded. Each one gave testing swipes at the other, seeing how fast the other moved and if they favored one side or the other.

      Liana pulled one of the buggs out of her pocket, set it in the slingshot’s pocket, pulled it back, and aimed. She waited for the two inside the room to go another round of strikes and parries. She let loose as the combatants pulled back from each other. The metal ball crumpled as soon as it impacted against Gamma’s shoulder, leaving what was inside it, a viscous goo, stuck to Gamma’s armor.

      The goo exploded in a series of sparks and light. Gamma reached up a hand like they were going to scrape the goo off. Instead, their armor locked up and electricity ran up and down and across their body. Gamma stood there, frozen and jittering, electricity arcing all over their body. Kintsugi moved in and used the rifle like a baseball bat, knocking Gamma around. Once the arcing stopped, Gamma slumped to their knees. Without hesitation, Kintsugi attacked again.

      She kicked Gamma in the chest. Gamma feebly swiped at her with their spur, but she knocked their arm aside and grabbed them by the helmet before they could fall over. She wrenched the helmet to the side with an audible crunch of metal, armor, and bone. As Gamma fell over, she used their own blade to stab their throat, breaking Gamma’s arm in the process with an audible crunch.

      Liana, who had another bugg ready, whispered, “Frag. That was...frag.” She looked ill at what she’d just seen.

      “Double tap,” Sartorial explained from behind, also sounding faintly ill. “Make sure they’re dead. Really dead. Make certain they won’t come up your back trail. It’s the only way to be sure.”

      Kintsugi stood. She was breathing hard, and she rubbed her right arm. Her hand came away bloody. Somewhere in the fight, Gamma’s blade had cut her. “What was that? What did you do?”

      Liana stepped into the room. “Bugg. It’s a battle globe. We created it off something we once found in an abandoned DARPA complex. EMP the target, then electrocute what’s left.” She showed Kintsugi the slingshot.

      Kintsugi looked surprised, impressed, and a little wary. “What’s the ‘u’ stand for? Bug. B-u-g. Battle and globe, I can guess. The “u”?”

      Landon and Liana exchanged glances, then Liana grinned and gestured for Landon to explain. He shrugged, feeling the heat of embarrassment creep up his neck. “Actually, it’s b-u-g-g. Battle-something-Goo-Globe. I haven’t figured out the ‘u’ yet. I didn’t want to call it a ‘begg,’ e for execution, or ‘bagg,’ a for adapted. So, right now, it’s just bugg...because we like the name and it works.”

      Kintsugi gave him one of her rare smiles. “Fair enough. Thanks. How long does the electrical bit go on? Two seconds? Would it affect me if I struck a target while it was going off?”

      He nodded. “Two seconds, and as long as you use a non-conductive weapon, I think you’d be fine. But this is its first field test. We haven’t specifically tested how it works in a secondary way. I’d say, give it two seconds before you punch someone.”

      “Wiz! Good to know. Keep the rest ready. We’re almost there.” Kintsugi rubbed her arm again, cracked her shoulder, and headed toward the next hole in the wall.

      With Kintsugi still leading, they entered the hallway and hurried toward the main lobby. Just before she entered the lobby, Kintsugi stopped, looked down, then threw herself back arms outstretched at Liana and Landon. The three fell to the ground just as automatic weapons fire stitched a line through the space they’d just been standing. Sartorial, far enough back to be out of range (but not out of danger), ducked down as well.

      Kintsugi popped back up to her feet and said, “Tripwire. You okay?” She didn’t offer a hand up, but stood facing the lobby, looking for the next attack.

      Liana nodded with a pained “Yeah” as she rolled off Landon and stood. She placed another bugg in her slingshot and stepped in front of Landon’s still supine body.

      Landon, cradling the quantum server to his stomach, nodded, but he hurt. Liana had not only landed on him, but on his maimed arm, smushing it into the server bag, the bolts of lancing pain reminding him that he’d lost a hand. Right now, a whole lot of him didn’t feel okay, but he wasn’t going to say that. He clambered to his feet slower than the rest as Sartorial shifted to help him. They both saw fresh blood seep into the bandage covering his stump.

      “Not one of mine,” BlotterBabe said. “One of theirs.”

      From the gloom on the right side of the lobby, a voice said, “I’ve got a hundred of these set up. You’re not going to get out alive. I’ve also got people on the way. Better to give yourself up than die, don’t you think?”

      Kintsugi subvocalized, “I will keep him busy. You get out. You’ll have to get by any more traps without me. Sartorial, you know how.”

      The elf boy scowled and looked like he was going to protest. He stepped up to her side. She didn’t say anything aloud, just stared at him for a long moment. He grimaced, then nodded.

      She touched his cheek for a brief moment before turning back to the voice. “I think you have used ‘I’ a lot, and you are all alone, and know you’re beaten. I think you should just stand down and let us past because I am not alone.”

      “Girl, you have never met anyone like me. I don’t need a team to prop me up.”

      They saw movement from the right and the left. A security drone dog stepped forward from the left. It looked like a fully cybernetic Doberman Pincer, with gleaming armor and wickedly sharp teeth. Its sides bulged a little, like there were extra weapons within. This security drone was designed to be beautiful to its owners and terrifying to its enemies. Alpha, in his full gear and helmet with a long dagger in hand, stepped forward from the right.

      Over the general commlink channel, Genet messaged, “Outside is clear. Enemies down. Helicopter has flown. No idea how much time we have before enemy reinforcements arrive.”

      Thank goodness something had gone right. BlotterBabe needed her family so bad right now. She tried to keep her voice calm as she responded, “We need help inside.”

      Ignoring the commlink chatter, Kintsugi took the measure of the man and the machine as she said, “That’s good, because we’ve killed the rest of your team. All of them. Dead and dusted.” She pulled the combat knives off her belt and readied them. Both knives had wrist loops to keep them attached, and she made sure they were tight.

      Alpha gestured, and the drone dog sprinted for them.

      Genet comm’d, “On our way.”

      Liana shot her readied bugg at the drone dog.

      Kintsugi and Alpha moved toward each other, weapons out, both intent on lethal damage.

      The world rocked as the bombs on levels three, four, and five exploded.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Landon tumbled to the ground as the wall next to him cracked, plaster shattering, then collapsed on top of him. He did the only thing he could think of; he curled himself around the quantum server, trying to get out of the way of the falling debris while trying to protect his injured arm. He succeeded in protecting the server and his arm, but failed to protect the rest of himself and saw stars as light and pain exploded around his head.

      BlotterBabe did not panic. She refused to panic. She was not made for panicking. Though, she had to admit her fear as the person in whose hardware she resided—was trapped within—was knocked unconscious, and he was also the one holding her quantum server. She realized, at this point, she was as close to feeling physically “human” as she would ever get...and it just solidified the fact that she never wanted to be physical. Ever. She just wanted to be her, living in her digital world of the Matrix, with all its myriad faults and flaws.

      Despite Landon being down, she could still see through everyone’s digital eyes/AR glasses and hear through their commlinks. She was not stuck in one place, digitally. Her focus split into the four main views—Liana and Sartorial fighting the drone dog, Kintsugi fighting Alpha, Genet leading the rest of her family into the Server Farm proper, and, of course, Landon.

      While Landon had blacked out for far too many cycles for her comfort, eventually he stirred, fighting to regain his senses. BlotterBabe met him in his VR room. He was there, but not really. Sitting on the stage, staring at nothing. His eyes moved back and forth like he was looking for something. She wondered if he was dreaming.

      “I’m here, Landon. Stay awake. You need to stay awake.”

      Her words seemed to spark something within him as he struggled to focus on her smiling face.
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        * * *

      

      Liana hit the security drone dog with the bugg. It seemed to work a little. Which was good, because she fell to one knee as the world rocked and bucked around her. The drone seized and locked up, electricity arcing over it as the building’s shaking stopped. Behind her, Sartorial got back to his feet and aimed his pistol at the dog, but he was distracted with what was happening with Kintsugi.

      The drone dog did not so much as shake off the bugg’s effects as seem to absorb them, then restart itself and run straight at her. It didn’t move with the same fluidity as before, but it was not down or out by any means. Liana tried to get another bugg into the slingshot, but failed before the security dog barreled into her.

      She managed to get her satchel between her and its mouth as she barely kept it from savaging her vulnerable throat. This pushed Sartorial out of his distraction, and he fired at the dog. Its armor protected it from some of the bullets, causing them to ricochet around the room. Liana kneed the drone from beneath, but it was too heavy to dislodge from its position over her. All she did was bruise herself in the attempt.

      In desperation, she set off all the small drones that had been in her now destroyed satchel, putting them on attack mode. It was like watching gnats attack a bull—barely an irritant, but still drawing blood. The dog ripped the satchel away from Liana and she shoved the slingshot into its mouth, wedging it as far down its throat as she dared, where it had less leverage to break the weapon that was hardly more than a lethal toy.

      At the same time, Sartorial grabbed the bugg that had rolled away from Liana before it could fall into one of the cracks in the floor, took aim, and threw it as hard as he could at the drone. As soon as it hit, he followed up with a magical clout to the chest and knocked it off Liana. This time, the drone dog fell over and twitched for a few seconds before it stilled. Then, one paw twitched, and a leg jerked, trying to get its ailing form upright again.

      Liana scrabbled for a couple of the tools that fell out of her satchel. She found the one she was looking for. Modified power screwdriver in hand, she rushed to the downed drone just as one of its sides opened up to pop out a weapon, but the mechanism was fried. She heard its jaws snap the jammed slingshot in half, freeing its mouth once more and, knowing she had only seconds, stabbed the screwdriver deep into its side through the open hatch, and activated it.

      The smell of burning metal and scorched wires rose as the drone dog gave a spasmodic jerk then stopped moving. Liana didn’t stop. She moved to the other side of the drone, stabbed the screwdriver in another spot and activated it. More blue smoke and the stench of burning oil rose from its metal carcass.

      Sartorial approached her. “I think it’s dead.”

      “Double tap,” Liana muttered, remembering the last time she’d fought a drone dog and Sartorial’s previous explanation. “Just to be sure.”

      “Fair enough,” he said, looked around, then realized Landon was not where he thought he was.
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        * * *

      

      Inside Landon’s head, BlotterBabe continued to talk to him. “Focus on me. I guess I should tell you another story. I mean, if we’re going to go out, let’s go out like friends around a fire. Have I told you how I met my family? The ones you know?”

      She was pleased to see him respond with a slow headshake. She wished she could do something like debug him or repair his code, but he was human and made of flesh. His hardware seemed to be fine. It was the flesh parts of him that were in trouble. From the knock on his head, he might have a concussion. Common wisdom seemed to concur with the idea of keeping him awake. Also, keeping him awake would keep him moving.

      “Amahle, I met in Nigeria almost ten years ago. She was barely scraping by on the streets. She’d found an old commlink and was trying to watch something in the Matrix and couldn’t get it to work. She was a beautiful child, even back then, and her mother worried for her.”

      BlotterBabe sought out the records of that time to get a better sense of the story she wanted to tell, and found them compressed in a way she could not access without possibly doing harm to herself and, maybe, Landon in the process. “I noticed her because she’d made a post on one of the forums...it doesn’t matter which—they come and go so frequently—but no one really had an answer for her. Just ridiculed her for using such old tech. She didn’t get mad, she responded that she was working with what she had, and could someone please help? That impressed me. So, I followed her for a while. I’d already learned to trust my gut.”

      She paused, inwardly wincing at something that happened in Kintsugi’s fight. Now that she had a better understanding of what pain actually was, she realized just how much punishment Kintsugi could take.

      “What happened?” he asked, his voice fuzzy.

      BlotterBabe turned back to Landon. He seemed more aware now. Not quite awake, physically, it seemed. Maybe she was dreaming for him. That was an intriguing thought for another day. “I helped her. Her mother asked if she could have the commlink to sell now that it was working to feed her and the family. Even though she didn’t want to, Amahle agreed. That was when I knew that I needed to help her even more. She had a good heart, even though she and her family were suffering.

      “I sent one of my family from back then, Farida, to Amahle’s family with an offer of scholarship. I think Amahle’s mother was suspicious. Her father was more pragmatic. There were three other children to feed. If I was going to offer Amahle a scholarship and train her away from home, and pay for it, he was willing. He didn’t want to ask too many questions.” BlotterBabe’s smiling face smiled wider. “I said that it would happen, but only if Amahle agreed to it. Also, there would be a one-month trial. At that point, she could come home, and all money given and spent would be theirs to keep. I don’t think anyone really believed me.”

      BlotterBabe brought up the family album of all her family, past and present. It was one of the few irreplaceable memories she had duplicated with her and within the server. “Amahle asked me why I would do such a thing, and I told her it was because she had a good heart. She agreed, and found out it wasn’t a trap, even though part of her thought it might be...but her going would help her family and even at nine, she was still willing to risk sacrificing herself.”

      Landon gazed at her. It didn’t seem like he was really looking at her, but looking through her. “It wasn’t a trap, but it was still dangerous.”

      BlotterBabe watched the rest of the runners, and did not respond. She could not disagree. It was a thing she had wrestled with for much of her life. She needed her family. They needed her. But to be part of her family was to be in danger much of the time.
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        * * *

      

      Kintsugi focused on her enemy and nothing else. He was the biggest and only threat right now. If she did not stop him, she knew nothing would. Part of her quailed inside, afraid. At the same time, she could hear the voice of Sergeant Tucker, the gruff military man who had trained her in her other life. “Good. Be afraid. Fear, like pain, tells you that you’re still alive, and have something to fight for.”

      Her job, right now, was to keep Alpha engaged as the rest of them fought their way out. She knew they had less of a chance without her, but Sartorial was an experienced fighter. They’d been with Imre Dahl long enough for him to make sure that, yes, the two of them could hold their own in a fight. His weakness was her. They both knew it. She tried not to think about that right now.

      Even as the world around them broke and shattered, Alpha and Kintsugi met with a clash of strikes, parries, and dodges. The one time they actually struck blade to blade—her strike, his parry—she knew he was stronger. He threw her off without hesitation or much effort. It wasn’t just his physical size. He clearly had the latest and greatest cyberware, as well as skillsofts. While her hardware was delta—at least it had been when it was installed—his was newer, faster, better. She doubted she could compete with him in the combat skillsoft arena. SpinGlobal provided his. She’d had to get hers on the black market, and that came with its own benefits and drawbacks.

      But she was more cunning and desperate, while he was more arrogant. (“Has he earned that arrogance, Sumiko?” her inner teacher asked. “Beware the man who has no fear. They are either as good as they believe, or they know something you do not.”) As they tested each other, weaving in and out of strike range, she saw he was moving in a much more classically trained manner. It was time to shift to something more unorthodox.

      She struck low and, as she was down, dropped one knife, grabbed a small rock with dirt and threw it at him, knowing the helmet would keep the dirt from blinding him and the rock wouldn’t be effective. Still, as she rolled away, she saw he did react to the thrown object rather than follow her down to try to get in a back strike. However, as she got to her feet, he lunged and cut her on the shoulder. Her pain receptors were turned down as far as they would go, but she still felt it. He got first blood.

      He followed up the attack with a punch she barely dodged. She punched him twice, feeling the armor crack. Neither blow slowed him down and he hammer-fisted her in the back of the head.

      Shaking it off, she backed away and reassessed. His armor was better than hers. He was stronger and faster. Kintsugi had to admit to both. “What do you do when you meet overwhelming odds and you cannot disengage?” Sergeant Tucker asked in her mind. You do your best or you die trying, she thought and pressed the attack. The one point of weakness she had seen in the tactical team’s armor was at the neck. There was a break there where neither the armor nor the helmet covered, and that was what she needed to go for.
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        * * *

      

      BlotterBabe saw the same things Kintsugi saw: Alpha was better, faster, and stronger than Kintsugi even though she had been trained as a bodyguard since she was young and had been destined to become both wife and bodyguard to one of Japan’s royal family. She had chosen to not accept that fate. Just as she did not seem to choose to accept the fact that, here and now, the odds of winning were against her.

      In one of her other focuses, BlotterBabe saw Cyrah split off from the group coming to help. She did not know why and did not want to distract her or the others. Her focus right now was to get Landon up and moving.

      “That was Amahle. Now, Cyrah...she was a different sort of girl from the get-go,” BlotterBabe said as she gauged Landon’s reactions. “While I tell you this story, see if you can get up.”

      In the physical world, Landon’s eyes fluttered open and closed. His right hand twitched in VR, then in the physical world. Sartorial and Liana rushed to his side and started removing debris from his downed form.

      Blotterbabe knew, if she needed to, she could message one of her family to rescue the quantum server and to leave everyone else behind. That was her last resort—one she did not want to enact but would if things got worse.

      “Cyrah, I met in Madrid. She was a hellion from the start. I don’t know if she even remembers her family. I never met them. She was running a small group of orphans in the slums. It was a way to get food for all of them, whether running errands for the locals or stealing from the tourists or being a mule for whichever gang was willing to hand over some soycakes or other canned goods. She ruled them all with a firm fist, but she also protected them to the best of her ability.”

      Landon shook his head like a dog with an earache—in short bursts, wincing the whole time. “I don’t think I can move. Why can’t I move? Am I awake?”

      BlotterBabe did not answer him. She didn’t think it would help. It might do more harm than good to tell him the truth. Right now, she would prefer he be annoyed with her rather than be disheartened with their situation.

      “Oh, Cyrah’s attitude got her in trouble from time to time, and that’s how I met her. I was working with a couple runners in Madrid who needed to, ah, retrieve something from a couple of dangerous people. One of those dangerous people was a man named Deigo. Deigo ran a protection racket, and he’d coerced the wrong thing out of the wrong person—a courier who had taken a wrong turn—and its owner wanted what had been lost, a locket, back by any means necessary.

      “By the time the runners found Deigo, he was having a ‘discussion’ with Cyrah about respect because he felt she wasn’t respectful enough to him or his gang. Anyone who slaps around a kid as an object lesson needs to be dealt with. Harshly. I changed the orders a little. I added that they had to get the girl out, too. Fortunately, most runners, while bastards, are one, not sadists, and two, pragmatic. Especially when a little extra nuyen is involved.”

      Landon flinched at something. Outside, Liana had just gotten the biggest chunk of the wall, or maybe that was the ceiling, off his head and shoulder.

      BlotterBabe wanted to keep his attention on her. She rested a hand on his arm, “It was a good thing I did, too.”

      He blinked at her white gloved hand on his arm like he’d never seen it before. Then he looked up at her and asked, “Why?”

      “Because, Cyrah, that wily girl, had stolen the locket the runners were looking for while she was being knocked around. None of them knew it contained a datachip with some very interesting information on it. When they realized she had it, she bargained with them for a lot of food from the local Stuffer Shack to feed her and her motley group of orphans. I told them to agree so she wouldn’t swallow the locket like she’d threatened. Not that I thought she could do so without choking on it.”

      Landon looked up and outside his body, he winced in pain. “Oh, frag. What hit me?”

      “The wall and the ceiling, from what it looks like.”

      “Oh.”

      “Oh, indeed. But that is how I met Cyrah. After that, I arranged to get a commlink in her hands and took her under my wing.”

      In another stream of focus, BlotterBabe heard Cyrah mutter, “I knew it. Drekballs and all his fraggin’ bastards.”
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        * * *

      

      Cyrah contacted Genet privately: “I’m going to take rear and wait. I got a hinky feeling.”

      “All right. Scream if you need us,” Genet replied, but didn’t stop moving.

      “Just worry about getting them out.”

      “Will do.”

      Cyrah, who had seen Elijah peel himself off the downed enemy (J for Juliette), had not seen how they’d taken out the corporate soldier. Elijah had been covered from neck to waist in the other person’s blood. He’d joked, “Don’t worry, it’s not mine.” Cyrah had not been worried, she’d been curious.

      It was Samiya, who might end up with a scar across her collarbone to make her look that much more striking and mysterious, who told her the helicopter had killed Juliette with friendly fire. That made sense. It had to have been a hell of a bullet to put that kind of a hole in the top tier armor. They’d left the body on its knees, crumpled over with their face on the ground, as if they were praying to an ancient god.

      After that, it was all go and no thinking because of BlotterBabe’s message that the inside crew needed help and the self-destruct explosions had rocked the building more than the simulations had said they would. Genet led them inside, dodging cracked floors, broken glass, and collapsed walls. They had not had to deal with sinkholes. So far.

      Then Cyrah had heard something behind them. It could have been more debris falling. It could have been the building settling. Or, it could have been a person’s footfall. She peeled off and hid behind the security office door. It had been a door she’d had to pass by for years to get inside the complex proper and through the lobby to get to their private meeting spaces.

      All those spaces had been cleared of their personal effects just in time. The last of it had been ferried away a week before Spinrad Global had sent in the new security team. They had taken everything over, locked all the doors to keep everyone outside—and unknowingly trapped BlotterBabe inside.

      Now, standing in the shell of her former home, she heard it again, the quiet footfall of someone sneaking up on the group. In her mind, there was only one person it could be. She wanted to kick herself for not realizing this sooner. As soon as she saw the shadow of the moving figure in the emergency lights, Cyrah muttered to herself, “I knew it. Drekballs and all his fraggin’ bastards.”

      Juliette, still alive, bleeding and limping—that was what had given them away—was sneaking up behind the runners, as quiet as they could be, their rifle ready to mow everyone down. Juliette, who was still alive, which had allowed Elijah to actually use their rifle to fire at India and kill them. Elijah, who was covered in blood that should have stopped pumping, but had not.

      This one’s on me, Cyrah thought. Always double tap. Always. But fortune still smiled. From behind, Juliette was vulnerable. They had no armor. It had been blown away. Still, she could see the augmentation through the corp soldier’s ruined flesh. She would have to put Juliette down fast.

      That started with six pistol shots to the back. Cyrah aimed and fired her Beretta. She didn’t stop firing until the pistol was empty. As soon as it was empty, she dropped the pistol and pulled her knife.

      Juliette spun around and only four of the bullets hit their target. However, they did enough damage that the operative lost the use of their legs. That did not make them any less dangerous as they raised the rifle and fired as they fell. The bullet impacted and dented the security door where Cyrah had been.

      Then Cyrah was on Juliette, making the rifle worse than useless to the soldier. She knocked it to the side, across their body, then threw herself onto Juliette, knees first, knocking them backward, and landing on top of them, pinning the rifle and one arm to their armored chest.

      Juliette drew their knife and attacked at the same time as Cyrah stabbed hers down into that one vulnerable point between the helmet and the rest of the armor while Juliette stabbed Cyrah in the side. Both of them twisted their knives. Neither screamed. Juliette didn’t have the breath and Cyrah gritted her teeth, letting out only a strangled grunt of pain.

      They stayed there like that for a long moment: a bloody tableau dedicated to the war fought between corporate soldiers and the shadowrunners who defied them. Juliette blinked first...metaphorically speaking. They died under Cyrah’s blade and as their body relaxed, their arm dropped to the side, leaving their knife in Cyrah’s side.

      Cyrah watched as the blood ceased to flow, proving Juliette was actually dead this time, before she comm’d, “Juliette down. Again. Always fraggin’ double tap. Still alive. Injured. Gonna wait here for a moment.”

      There was no immediate answer. Cyrah didn’t scream as she dug out a trauma slap patch from her backpack, pulled the serrated knife from her side with the briefest gasp of pain, and staunched the bleeding. For the moment, she did not have the wherewithal to deal with whatever everyone else was up against.

      Part of her wanted to stay there, leaning against the wall, allowing it to hold her up as she regained her strength, breath, and composure. Her whole body shouted its discontent. A painkiller slap patch followed the trauma patch. Cyrah didn’t know how badly she was hurt. All she knew was she had to keep moving, or her sisters would miss her when they needed her most.

      As if called, she heard something ahead fall and hit the ground hard, followed by the sound of concrete and metal rubble tumbling down. Even though neither Genet nor Samiya had called for her, Cyrah knew she was needed. Had to believe she was needed. Everything felt like one giant throbbing wound, but as the painkiller kicked in, the pain became a distant thing—concerning, but not overwhelming. She put it on the backburner and forced herself to move.

      The deeper she got down the hallway tunnel toward the lobby, the more the damage of the explosions was evident. By the time the rest of the team came in sight, Cyrah knew exactly what had stalled them. There was a gap of about three meters in the floor spanning the entire hallway. She tried to remember if there had been a pit trap or something like that there, but couldn’t remember. She decided it didn’t matter. What mattered was that there was a hole with no current way across it, and BlotterBabe still needed help.

      She took a moment to think about the situation. Right now, it looked like they were trying to get the nearby doors off their hinges to use as makeshift bridges. Unless they could kludge it in an odd way—one at an angle off one side and the other balanced on the first door and the second side—it wouldn’t work because it wouldn’t be long enough. Cyrah remembered something she’d seen in the security office while hidden behind the door. Assuming it wasn’t a trick of her painkiller-filled brain, it would suffice.

      Back down the hallway, over and around obstacles, Cyrah trudged to the security control room. There, in the back of the office, was a telescoping ladder. It wasn’t just her imagination’s wishful thinking. She comm’d Genet, “I’ve got a solution for the sinkhole. See if you can find some planks.”

      “Planks?”

      “The doors might be too heavy. The top of a desk?”

      “Uh, okay. ETA?”

      “As soon as I can get there.”

      By the time Cyrah returned to the hole—stepping carefully around the definitely very dead Juliette—with the telescoping ladder, they had given up on the doors and retrieved the top of a particleboard desk, as well as a plastic folding table.

      Samiya smiled at her and the ladder. “What would we do without you?”

      “Fall into a hole. A lot,” Cyrah said. She offered one end of the ladder to Elijah and the two of them extended it to its full length.

      Neema looked at the ladder dubiously. “Will it hold our weight? With the tabletop boards?”

      Cyrah shrugged and gave her a humorless smile. “Probably. Especially if we put them at each end of the ladders and go one at a time. I’ll go first. If it doesn’t, we’ll work the problem then. Let’s get to it.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      BlotterBabe had focused on Kintsugi and Alpha’s fight while the outside team dealt with their obstacles and Liana and Sartorial worked to free Landon from the debris. Landon was half-awake in the physical world, but was physically stunned.

      In his VR room, however, he was much more aware. Looking around, he said, “Frag, I’m really not dreaming, and this is real. What’s happening outside?”

      “I should tell you about how I met Samiya.”

      “You should tell me what’s happening outside.”

      BlotterBabe bounced gently next to him. “Well, all of the tactical team is dead except for one—as far as we know. A bunch of us are hurt. You’re partly trapped under a wall Sartorial and Liana are digging you out from. And...I think Kintsugi is losing. However, the cavalry is coming as fast as they can, but I underestimated the damage of the explosives. There is a lot for them to get around, but they’ll get here in time. I hope.”

      Landon slumped. “You hope? You’re not sure?”

      “I hope. I messaged them. I can see bits and pieces of what everyone is doing.” She pulled her mind back to her story. “Samiya was a lucky find. She answered an ad I put out on the Matrix in one of those cosmetic sites. I do that from time to time to find Stand-ins. Both for legit and shadow reasons. I never expected someone like Samiya to answer.”

      “What was the ad?”

      Again, that was a memory she could not access, so she couldn’t give him an exact reading. She had to guess. “It said: ‘Wanted: Stand-in for reclusive librarian. Good pay. Benefits included. One-year contract. Must have up-to-date internal Stand-in hardware, or be willing to have it installed.’ It was generic enough to see who was curious versus who was interested in a job. I was always trying to expand my world.”

      Landon chuckled, then grimaced as he focused on what was happening outside. He fluttered his eyes open and looked at his sister’s grim face. “I’m alive,” he muttered, “and it sucks.”

      Liana’s shoulders dropped and her expression danced through a bunch of emotions from fear to relief before she asked, “Can you move?”

      He tried, but his legs were still pinned. “No.” He had just enough focus to look down and make sure the quantum server was safe. It appeared to be jammed uncomfortably into his stomach, but was safe and that was enough for now. He closed his eyes again.

      Back inside his VR room, he asked, “What was so strange about Samiya answering your ad?”

      “She was eleven years old, and had no internal hardware at all. She had seen my ad on one of the smartwalls in the tube. She’s from London. Middle-class family, no siblings, parents were good to her, but couldn’t give her everything she wanted. Ambitious. Samiya has always been ambitious.” BlotterBabe’s cheeks grew rosy red with fondness.

      Landon tried not to look scandalized or reproachful as he asked, “You didn’t do it, did you? Not to someone so young?”

      “No. Not at first. I did get her a decent commlink and AR glasses. I made it so she’d won them in a contest. That has always been one of my favorite ways of getting tech to my family. From there, Samiya was able to do small advertisement jobs, because she was so attractive.” BlotterBabe tried to remember what Samiya’s parents looked like, and couldn’t recall. It bothered her to be so limited.

      “But she worked for you?”

      “Yes.”

      His avatar’s brow furrowed like a pair of caterpillars fighting. “How? She was eleven. She couldn’t be a Stand-in at that age.”

      “Couldn’t she? What do you think Liana would’ve said at eleven if you told her she wasn’t old enough to do something?” She nodded at his knowing smile. “Right. Samiya was the same way. I did, eventually, provide her with internal hardware. That was after she’d tested out of school and had several arguments with her parents about what she was going to do with her life.”

      “What did she want to do?”

      “Besides being one of my Stand-ins? She wanted to act in theater. Live physical plays for live audiences. Something about the ephemeral nature of the art appeals to her. Before that, for a time, she was a Matrix personality. But she’d shut that down when she realized that sort of fame was not what it was cracked up to be. I think you know a thing or two about that.”

      “I do.” Landon tried to stand inside his VR studio, got to his feet, wobbled and sat back down again, hard. “What’s wrong with me?”

      “Best guess? I think you have a concussion.” BlotterBabe paused, considering if she should say more about his physical condition, then decided against it. “Samiya still acts in local theaters. She participates in at least one play every year.”

      Landon nodded. “Good to know.” He stopped and thought for a moment. “Wait, you said something about...‘if we’re going to go out, let’s go out like...’ something. I don’t remember. Why do you think we’re going to die?”

      “Well, the wall and ceiling fell on you and my server. That looked pretty bad. But maybe not as bad as I thought.”

      “What else?” He looked around his VR studio like the answer would be written on the walls.

      BlotterBabe looked to the side. She focused on Sartorial’s feed, knowing he was locked onto the fight. “Kintsugi is fighting Alpha. It’s not going well.”
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        * * *

      

      Kintsugi was starting to breathe hard. Alpha countered every punch she tried, and his armor stopped her blades every single time. He let her attack, made her come to him as he conserved his strength. She pulled back, assessing the situation, saw what was going on with Landon, and snarled under her breath to Sartorial, “Get him the frag out of here!”

      Alpha still heard her. It was clear from the way he paused and turned, helmet facing Liana, Landon, and Sartorial. As soon as he took a step toward them, she was on him, moving fast, letting fear and fury be her guide. He had underestimated her, and one of her knives struck his neck even as he used her momentum to throw her across the broken lobby. The ragged cut bled, but was not lethal. Too shallow and not across an arterial point.

      The fact Kintsugi had drawn blood, though, brought Alpha’s full attention back to her. Now he moved with purpose, as if he had just been toying with her until this point. His knife blurred into motion as he slashed and stabbed and she dodged or parried, the edge of the blade cut her again and again, shallow and stinging instead of the disabling moves he had intended.

      She used every trick Sergeant Tucker ever taught her: feints, dodges, attacks, parries. She used skills she’d learned in the street, modified by experience. At this point, all she wanted to do was keep Alpha busy and keep him from getting to Landon...or Sartorial.

      While she was outmatched on all levels, Kintsugi could see Alpha was also starting to flag. The fight had gone on too long for that not to happen to both of them. Most melee fights were over in sixty seconds or less. No experienced fighter wanted it to last longer than that. This one had gone on for almost five minutes. She felt every single second of it.

      Alpha seemed to as well. He moved slower, even if he was using more powerful blows to take her out. This small realization gave her hope that she would succeed in her goal, even if it cost her everything else. She just needed a little more time...

      Beyond them, Liana and Sartorial had heaved the last of the building rubble off Landon and hauled him to his feet. He was barely conscious. They each put one of his arms over their shoulders and dragged him toward the left side of the lobby, trying to get him out of harm’s way.

      It didn’t work.

      In the middle of the battle with Kintsugi, Alpha clearly had the situational awareness to know what they were doing. He sacrificed his advantage to turn and throw his blade at the trio. Liana reacted the quickest, pushing the two boys back out of the dagger’s trajectory. She tried to get out of the way as well, but the knife sliced her arm, cutting deep.

      As the three of them fought to regain their footing, the building rocked again. Somewhere deep below them, another foundational support gave way. BlotterBabe made one last call over the family channel, knowing they were moving as fast as they could, “We need you. Now. Please.”

      Kintsugi, battered and bloody, refused to give up. Even as the world shuddered again, she attacked with a series of punches and kicks. All of which were batted away like they were nothing. She tried for a kick to the head. Instead, he grabbed her by the leg and threw her against a wall.

      This time, she couldn’t immediately bounce back up to her feet. Seeing this, Alpha grabbed the side of his pants and seemed to pull the black side stripe free. With a twitch of his wrist, what looked to be fabric ribbon morphed into a memory sword. That spurred her to move. If she didn’t, she was going to die.

      Kintsugi got to her feet and took the improv approach. Anything and everything was a weapon to be thrown to keep him away from her. She was still hampered by his helmet, but one of the hurtled chunks of concrete and rebar cracked it, and he staggered.

      Still, Alpha relentlessly advanced with his sword. All Kintsugi had to parry with was her knives and her wits.

      They weren’t enough.

      Moving almost faster than the mortal eye could see, Alpha attacked with a series of lunges and strikes. Kintsugi did her best to parry and dodge, until she failed, and Alpha stabbed her through the chest. She still kicked at his knee, and was gratified to hear a satisfying crunch as he sucked in a breath.

      “I told you, girl, you’ve never met anyone like me,” he snarled as he twisted the sword in her chest and she screamed.

      Sartorial gave a wordless scream of negation. He dropped Landon completely and sprinted toward Alpha and Kintsugi. Alpha pulled the sword out of Kintsugi and turned to meet Sartorial as she fell back to the ground. Sartorial released another magical clout and knocked Alpha back from Kintsugi. He followed it up with a stunbolt as he reached his dearest love and put his hand on her body to heal her as best he could. Right now, it was all he could to keep her from dying.

      Alpha shook his head and steadied himself. “Die together. I don’t care.” He took another step forward.

      Without warning, the dimly lit lobby was filled with a herd of glowing spirit hippopotami. Several hippos circled the downed couple in a protective stance as the rest attacked Alpha, trampling and biting him as he slashed at them with his suddenly ineffective physical weapon.

      Then, a much larger hippopotamus charged in from the hallway and knocked him into the wall. Even as Alpha tried to stab the spirit animal, everyone heard Neema say over the commlink, “Did you know a hippopotamus’s bite is so strong, it can bite a crocodile in half?”

      The large spirit hippo grabbed Alpha in its mouth and bit down—hard. The crunch of armor, metal, and bone was loud as it broke his spine in half. The spirit threw his body to the side. He crashed into the wall, leaving a sizeable hole, crumpled to the ground, and did not move again.

      Genet limped into the lobby with Cyrah while Samiya stayed back with Neema and Elijah. Landon, in his sister’s arms, watched as Cyrah and Genet moved to Alpha. Both of them had weapons. Genet pulled the helmet off Alpha, revealing the older man with salt and pepper hair and blue eyes. Cyrah put her reloaded Beretta to the man’s forehead and shot him. His body bucked. Other than that, he didn’t move.

      Sartorial was still trying to heal Kintsugi. He looked up at the other magic user, Neema, a woman he did not know, and begged, “Help! Please. She’s dying.”

      Neema looked around and asked, “Where is Charlotte? You told me she was here and needed help.”

      BlotterBabe answered, “She’s with Olin. He...came to rescue her and one of mine. I’ll explain more, but please, if you can help Kintsugi...”

      Elijah blinked at that. “Olin? The elf boy we saved from the car?”

      “Yes.”

      Neema walked to where Sartorial knelt over Kintsugi. “I will ask Hippo.” She looked to the side and spoke silently. Within a moment or two, another smaller hippo spirit appeared and walked onto, then into, Kintsugi.

      Landon opened his eyes. “How much time do we have before civilians arrive? Or more corp soldiers?” He didn’t want to ask. He just wanted to close his eyes and sleep for a dozen years.

      The group looked around at each other. Genet shook her head. “I don’t know, but we need to move sooner rather than later. That pilot sent the helicopter away. I’m not sure how much time before more corp soldiers come. Also, I don’t know if any news agencies have sent people to cover the ‘earthquake.’ In any case, we need to get out of here.”

      Cradling the server to his stomach, Landon tried to get up again. He failed, then let his sister help him up, hauling him up by his waist. Almost all of them were hurt in one way or another. “I’ve got the server. As soon as they can move—” he nodded at Sartorial, Neema, and Kintsugi, “—get us away, far away, from here.”

      Cyrah, who had been standing over Alpha’s dead body, watching him and keeping guard said, “I know where to. We can’t go to any hospitals for now. SpinGlobal will have watches out. Along with probably all of our...” she paused and amended, looking at Elijah and Neema, “probably most of our faces. Don’t be surprised if we’re all wanted criminals by morning.”

      “As soon as I’m set back up,” BlotterBabe said, “I can do something about that. But for now, let’s get to safety.”
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        * * *

      

      The next fifteen minutes weren’t harrowing, but were still dangerous. There was a large hole in the hallway floor between the security room and the lobby that had given the “cavalry” a run for their money, but their makeshift ladder bridge was still up, and everyone got across without any more injuries. It was touch and go with both Landon and Kintsugi unable to walk without assistance, but Sartorial managed Kintsugi despite his magic exhaustion, while Liana and Elijah kept Landon upright.

      Cyrah’s plan was to get everyone into two vehicles, abandoning the SUV, and drive through the Kilimanjaro National Park Reserve to the east toward Mawenzi, using only the backroads normally used by park workers and the hardiest of tourists with tough vehicles. She had doubts about Elijah’s sedan, but he wouldn’t leave it behind. Nor did he care if it was damaged by the roads. They needed Neema, and he would not leave her behind. Also, he wanted to know how Olin, of all people, could’ve saved Charlotte from “the other side.”

      Cyrah’s Jeep Rebel now held Landon, Genet, and Liana, while Elijah’s Lisfan 2020EV had Samiya, Neema, Sartorial, and Kintsugi in it. His car was bigger, and despite it moving like a drunk turtle, Samiya had the medical skill to assist the injured. Also, Elijah had had the forethought to bring his family’s medical kit as well as the emergency kit, which would augment the gear in Cyrah and Genet’s backpacks. That meant they would not be camping in the forest with no supplies at all.

      It took them more than three hours to get to a spot far enough from normal routes, that had enough cover, and gave them access—not good access, but access nonetheless—to the Matrix, using satellite uplink. By that time, they had seen or heard several helicopters in the distance to the west. Either way, they had made it far enough that BlotterBabe’s survival, now that she had access to the Matrix once more, was certain.

      BlotterBabe assured them that nothing except for the “earthquake” had hit the news. It seemed SpinGlobal wanted to keep everything that had happened in the underground server farm on the downlow. After all, they had multiple dead corp soldier bodies still in the complex. Also, even though the entire thing was unstable, you could bet someone from SpinGlobal would want to comb through the debris for anything they could get their hands on.

      However, if SpinGlobal changed their mind and tried to blow the whistle on any of the runners, a few anonymous messages to the Tanzanian government about the underground server complex would make things very complicated for the AAA corporation.
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        * * *

      

      While they drove through the dense forest over uneven roads, Landon dropped into his VR room to see how BlotterBabe was doing in her limited quarters. Also, to avoid his raging headache. No one could spare any healing energy for him at the moment. Not to mention, the healers were all in the other car. But he still had the single painkiller patch Amahle had convinced him not to use. He held onto it for “just in case” purposes—most likely to help him sleep later.

      When he’d first arrived, BlotterBabe’s face had been flat, not showing any specific emotion. She’d shifted to her usual smile as he entered, but not quick enough for him to not notice. Her silence felt familiar in a personal way. “Are you okay?”

      “As well as I can be in these circumstances.”

      “We escaped. I’m gonna have headaches for days on end, it feels like, but we survived,” he said as he took his place behind the desk.

      She nodded, bouncing gently on the couch. “We did survive, and I’ve gotten in enough contact with other people for the rest of my plans to be put into place. All is well enough.”

      He tilted his head. “Then why does it feel like you are mourning?”

      “Does it really feel like that’s what I’m doing to you?”

      Landon nodded. “I would know something about losing house and home. Me and Liana both.”

      BlotterBabe considered that. Yes. She was mourning. The loss of her home, her world, Control, all the things she’d built over decades. Everything was gone in one sense, but it wasn’t in another. She still had much of it in her own space in time and its relative dimensions within the quantum server. So yes, she was mourning, but she still had so much more to look forward to. That part of it was exciting. “I guess you would.”

      Instead of dwelling on his question about mourning or how she was feeling, she asked, “Shall I tell you about how I met Genet? I’ve told you the other stories. It looks like we have time.”

      Landon smiled. “Sure, if you want to avoid a conversation about messy emotions, yes, tell me about meeting Genet. I need something to distract me from this raging headache.”

      BlotterBabe chuckled. “It was in Seattle, actually, at a jabber. You know what a jabber is, right?”

      “Yep. Underground party with music, drinking, drugs, and some novahot stuff on local servers. Not really my scene though. Too loud. Too many people.” He shrugged. “I guess I prefer the noise and chaos of a makerspace over a dance party.”

      “No crime in that. Me? I like them. There’s something exciting about the frenetic energy of those who like to attend, coupled with the danger of a jabber being busted. So, Genet. It was about six years ago...”
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          AFTERMATH
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        A MEDICAL FACILITY

        UNDISCLOSED LOCATION

        THREE WEEKS LATER

      

      

      Landon lay in the hospital bed, hating life while being thankful he still had a life and the nuyen to pay for his new arm. Also, begrudgingly, he was thankful to the people who had threatened to beat him senseless unless he went to a trusted, qualified doctor for his repairs, new arm, and upgrades.

      Still, hospitals sucked, and he never wanted to spend as much time as he seemed to keep needing to spend in them. Hospitals meant days upon days of boredom, punctuated by annoying doctors asking annoying questions or intermittent pain dulled by painkillers that also dulled the brain.

      Liana had spent four days in the hospital before NobodysNobody, the twins’ self-appointed guardian after the debacle over the Right2RepairRigger nonsense, was willing to allow the doctor to release her. She’d had the aftermath of both breaking her leg and her cut arm to contend with. The doctor had had to rebreak her leg, then reset it to allow it to heal properly. Sartorial’s healing had kept her moving with limited pain, but his magic had fought with the tech in her body as much as it had fought with Landon’s. If left as it was, she would’ve ended up with a limp, and possibly bone spurs. (Yet another thing trideos never said about magical healing—it wasn’t perfect.)

      As for Landon, it turned out he hadn’t gotten a concussion. Or, if he had, it had been mild enough to not matter. What mattered was the damaged tech in his neck and spine, as well as having had his left hand and forearm shot off. Since he was in the hospital and flush with cash, he’d decided to get his retro cybereye upgraded to something sleeker and more “normal” looking. The doctor wanted to observe him and how his brain and his new eye functioned over time, making sure there was no brain damage and no ocular discomfort. He was being paid enough, to be sure. Plus, this doc was a personal friend of Nobody’s—who could be overprotective from time to time. Landon privately suspected Doctor Harrison owed Nobody a great debt. He must have, to put up with Nobody’s mother-henning over him and his sister.

      Landon looked at the healing seam between his forearm just below his elbow and his new cyberarm that hid a myriad of new secrets—all of which he wanted to play with, but had been forbidden to for the moment. He knew just enough about healing new cybernetics to know the doctor was probably right and he left it alone, curiosity be damned. Still, it itched, and while that was a good sign, it was distracting as hell. Rubbing it, he grimaced. That did nothing for the itch and just irritated the flesh.

      BlotterBabe messaged:

      
        
          
            
              
        Knock-knock

      

      

      

      

      

      Smiling, Landon said, “Come on in. I’ll meet you in the usual place, unless you want to show me something new?”

      
        
          
            
              
        Usual place for the moment.

      

      

      

      

      

      He closed his eyes and entered his VR studio in his new avatar, waiting for BlotterBabe’s reaction. He hoped it would be a good one. She was the first to see it. Since he’d had so much time on his hands, and hadn’t changed his Matrix avatar in forever, he’d decided to mix it up.

      Now his avatar was a three-dimensional cartoon of a cyber cowboy of an indeterminate adult age. He wore traditional cowboy duds—jeans, chaps, boots, western shirt with embroidery, and a Stetson cowboy hat—but all his accessories and adornments were tech-based and filled with interesting tricks and programs. Even his belt buckle was a stylized circuit board, and the embroidery on his shirt was a simple circuit board pattern.

      BlotterBabe popped in with a puff of pixels, paused, then whistled. “My, my. Who is this handsome lad?”

      Grinning, Landon asked, “You like it? Really?”

      She made a show of circling Landon’s avatar, examining it from all sides. “I do. Why the change? Or were you just bored?”

      “A little of column A and a little of column B. Bored, but I figured with everything that’s happened, a change of digital appearance can’t hurt. I’ve got a couple more in the works to rotate if this one doesn’t work out, but right now it’s my favorite.”

      She nodded before taking a seat on his guest couch. “Well, it looks good, and it matches your handle, ColumboCowboy. Not that that’s a requirement in this day and age of the Matrix.”

      “Yeah. I just hope it doesn’t mess with my friends. New avatars can freak some of them out. Strange, I know, but true.” He looked at himself in a mirror he manifested, assured himself that he looked good, then turned back to BlotterBabe. “So, what’s up?”

      “Thought I’d check in on you. See how you’re doing.”

      “Got work for me?” He leaned against his desk and studied his nails in a nonchalance he did not feel. He really did want to get out of this hospital bed and get back to some semblance of a normal life.

      She narrowed her eyes, smile disappearing for a moment, before it returned again. “Not yet. Not until you get a clean bill of health. I heard what Nobody said about wanting to throttle me after you and your sister made it home in the shape you were in.”

      “Spying on us?”

      “Always. Do you expect anything less of me?”

      He tilted his Stetson at her and her complete lack of shame or obfuscation. “He didn’t mean it. He’s just, you know, protective. It’s the whole Right2RepairRigger thing. Part fanboy. Part parental. You know, that thing about being responsible for the lives you save? Anyway, I’m pretty sure he was more worried for Liana than me, and I’m the one who lost a hand.”

      BlotterBabe waggled a white-gloved finger at him. “You’re just as important. You do all the editing and backend stuff. He’s just as worried about you. You should hear him talk about you to Liana when you aren’t around.”

      “Yeah?” Landon grinned, straightening up. “Spill?”

      “Yeah. And no. You need to ask Liana when you get out. By the way, a little birdie tells me it will be soon.”

      Landon sighed with relief and slumped again. “That’s good to hear. I’m bored stupid, and there’s no way I’ll be editing anything that, ah, sensitive outside my protected network.” He glanced at her. “Plus, I have a couple of VIP clients who still need assistance. Once they allow me to do so.”

      “Soon.” She winked, then asked, “Wanna see something I’ve been working on?”

      “Of course!” He stood, prepping to follow her into the Matrix, but paused when she shook her head. “But you said...?”

      She held out one of her white-gloved hands in a “stop” gesture. “You stay put, mister. You haven’t been cleared to do that kind of Matrix traveling. Besides, this first thing is for you. Here, in your head.”

      Sitting back down on the edge of the desk, Landon tried not to pout. He thought he was going to get to do something interesting, and travel more than the tiny Matrix circuit he’d been allowed. The little hospital node was locked down within an inch of its life. With BlotterBabe here, she could’ve broken him out in a heartbeat. “Oh... Okay. What’s up?”

      With a gesture, FIDO, the protective dog program he’d loaned her to help during the run, appeared next to her.

      “FIDO! I thought he got destroyed in the fight with Kilo. Was I wrong?” Landon knelt down and offered his hand to smell. He didn’t realize how happy he would be to see his VR pet until the Irish terrier had appeared. Then again, he’d tossed away so much of his media he’d been left with nothing but a few old schoolbooks he’d forgotten about to read—and thank goodness for that! Otherwise, the hospital stay would’ve really driven him mad.

      “No, you’re not. That original program is gone. But I made sure to copy his code before all that happened, and I’ve remade him for you...and for Liana. I’ve even made some improvements to him. He’ll respond to whatever name you want, and you can shift his look or gender. I’m pretty sure your sister has settled on Lada for a name, and has shifted her FIDO to a female Caucasian Shepherd. She really likes her Russian theme, doesn’t she? Big dog, that breed.”

      Landon nodded, his eyes on the dog before him. The Irish terrier sniffed his hand, then licked it. The lick opened up a whole host of program options. The first thing he did was rename FIDO to Butch and grinned. “Good boy, Butch. Patrol.”

      Both he and BlotterBabe watched as the terrier immediately started on a patrol of Landon’s Matrix construct he used for private meetings with people from outside. It was a cursory patrol. Soon, Butch disappeared as he patrolled the more private, locked down spaces of Landon’s PAN, looking for intruders.

      While watching Butch in a secondary feed, Landon smiled at BlotterBabe. “Thank you. I thought he was lost for good. I had been wondering what it would take to recreate something like him.”

      “I know what it’s like to lose something so important. You were kind to allow me to borrow him. I didn’t know he would be destroyed when I asked.”

      Landon knew it hadn’t been kindness at the time. He’d been generous at best and pragmatic at worst. He hadn’t been using FIDO actively, and the situation had been dangerous. What use was hoarding a rare program for a rainy day when it was already flooding, and you might not survive that flood? Plus, BlotterBabe did owe him from everything that happened on the run, including the loan of FIDO.

      She sighed. “I still miss my old home. And weirdly, Control.”

      He understood one of these. He’d lost his home twice now. “Will you make another, uh, offspring like Control once your new home is fully set up?”

      BlotterBabe didn’t answer for a few cycles before shaking her head, her smile briefly disappearing. “No. I don’t think so. ‘There but for the grace of God go I.’”

      He frowned. “Pardon? I don’t follow.”

      She shrugged. “Control is someone I could’ve become. Perhaps if I hadn’t had a friend like Janith to save me. Or if I’d allowed Kelvin to bully me into showing myself to him and JRJ International. If I’d followed that path, I don’t think I would’ve met you, or any of my family for that matter. I won’t do that again. It isn’t fair to create something in your own image with the express purpose to sacrifice themself for you. It wasn’t fair to Control, and that’s a sin I’ll have to grapple with for the rest of my existence.”

      Landon considered this. “Yeah. I see what you mean. It’s kinda like having a kid specifically so you can...” He paused, looked at her, then shook his head. “I don’t know how to finish that without being terrible. Sorry.”

      “It’s fine.”

      They both knew it wasn’t. Still, Landon pressed on, uncomfortable in the awkwardness of the moment. “How is everyone else? Especially Kintsugi? Is she healing? Healed?”

      BlotterBabe rolled her eyes. “She’s home with Sartorial and if you thought NobodysNobody was protective, holy cow, their...” she paused, searching for the right word, shrugged, and continued on with, “...guardian, Imre, was spitting nails. I think he’s a bit uptight about something right now. I don’t know what. I’m not going to introduce myself and ask. The lovers will tell me if need be.”

      “The lovers? That’s what you really call them? I thought you used that term for them on the run as a joke.”

      “I don’t joke. And yes, I do. It’s shorter than ‘Kintsugi and Sartorial.’ Besides, when I think about them, they come as a pair: a real-life corporate Romeo and Juliet. But, unlike the play, these two are actually in love and have been for ages. It’s nice to see. Allows me to believe in the concept of ‘true love at first sight,’ which, in my experience is a great rarity.”

      Landon nodded, remembering a certain elf girl he’d fallen for in the makerspace so long ago and far away it felt like forever, in another lifetime altogether. He shied away from her memory, knowing there was no way the two of them could ever get together now. Not the way his life currently was—if there had ever been a chance to begin with. “But they’re okay?”

      She nodded, putting her chin in her hand. “Sartorial is. He’s a bit irritated by how hard it was to heal you and your sister with magic. I think it might be a thing that runs in your family or something. He’s talking with a bigwig mage in England about it.”

      BlotterBabe glanced around the virtual construct with its difference zones and focused on the floating animated figures from Landon’s favorite Matrix shows within his geek-o-sphere workstation zone. She knew they could all do different things, but she allowed him his privacy and didn’t pry. “I think it’s good for Sartorial to be challenged. He’s good at what he does. Still, having him challenged is how he will get better.”

      He chuckled. “Sounds like you know what you’re talking about. How about Kintsugi? How is she? I mean, she did get a sword through the chest.”

      BlotterBabe frowned and shrugged. “Not as well as I had hoped. She was badly hurt. It was more than just the sword through the chest. She had a lot of body trauma. Now she’s getting the best healing and repairs she can afford in the Seattle area. However, that in and of itself has a couple possible problems.”

      “Like what?”

      “Not my story to tell. But let’s just say she’s a bit too close to home for everyone’s taste to be dealing with that kind of medical care and physical scrutiny.”

      Landon tilted his head, thought about it for a moment, then quoted from one of those schoolbooks he’d read recently, “‘Two households, both alike in dignity’?”

      “Something like that,” BlotterBabe agreed, amused that Landon knew the opening line to the classic play Romeo and Juliet. “In any case, her hardware is no longer quite top tier, but it is top quality and needs top quality care. More than her inner tech was damaged in that fight with Alpha. Cut and bruised her flesh, damaged a couple of vital organs, too. I just hope losing that fight didn’t break her spirit. She’s going to be healing from her wounds for longer than you are from yours.”

      Landon looked away, feeling guilty, knowing she’d stepped up to keep him and the server safe. It was what she’d been hired to do, but still... “Is there anything I can do to help?”

      She considered this. “I don’t think so. Not yet anyway. But, it is possible she may ask for help for her guardian, Imre, for whatever he is going through. It’s not actually in Seattle proper. They’re in a suburb of the Seattle area.”

      “Not to fight, I hope. I think I’ve proven my fighting prowess in the physical world is pretty much non-existent. I’m great at designing and building things in the Matrix. Speaking of which, how’s the new home coming? When do I get to see it?”

      “Soon. Not immediately, but soon. I’m going to need some consultants for some unexpected security—physical and digital. I’ve discovered that my old standby of following the trids wasn’t as good of an idea as I once thought.” BlotterBabe winked at him. “Assuming you and your sister are willing.”

      Landon nodded. “Absolutely. I’m your Matrix guy for that. We’ll come up with something so novahot no one will get through. Though, I shudder to think of the kind of drones and traps Liana will want to create for your physical location. She’ll turn it into a death trap.”

      “The last one wasn’t so bad, was it?”

      He raised his left arm. While the avatar did not have a cyber arm, it was clear what he meant. “You had flying drones that shot off my hand. And a pit trap that broke Liana’s leg. Then there was that impalement and...something about poisoned darts. Yeah. It was that bad.”

      “It was not my pit trap that broke your sister’s leg. She fell traversing a hole one of my traps made. It is not the same thing.” BlotterBabe didn’t seem repentant, and her voice was prim. “My security did the job it needed to do when it needed to do it. There might have been some collateral damage or friendly fire, but it mostly kept you from being confronted by Miranda King’s troubleshooters.”

      After consideration, he nodded again and lowered his hand. “Point conceded. Uh, any word on how SpinGlobal’s dealing with everything? I haven’t really kept up on the news. I haven’t gone looking. Liana hasn’t mentioned anything about the Tanzanian government or Corporate Court being all upset about something that happened in the Kilimanjaro National Reserve Park. Just a couple of blips about a dormant volcano having tremors.”

      “No. Nothing yet. However, they’ve had people there the entire time. Day and night. I’ve kept a weather eye on the place, or one of the family has, since we left. We’re monitoring all communications and recording everything we can. Though the encryption has been a pain.” She looked away. “I think they intend to literally dig the place out.”

      “If I had the resources, I would, too. I mean, if someone had built a secret lair in my backyard or in my name, you can bet your bippy I’d excavate it to see what I could find and use.”

      “That is what I fear,” BlotterBabe admitted. “I keep wondering if I managed to cover my tracks as well as I intended. People are so much more lucky, determined, and cunning than I expect. I should know better by now.”

      Landon paused. He considered multiple pathways in the thread of the conversation before deciding all of them were bad. There was no use borrowing trouble before it arrived. Time to switch topics...he hoped this one would be less fraught with peril. “Uh...have you heard from Charlotte or Amahle?”

      BlotterBabe’s face brightened, and her smile became a grin. “Oh, yes! I’m so sorry I forgot to tell you. They’ve been back for a couple of weeks. Went on quite the adventure. I mean, you were unconscious when they returned, and weren’t close to either one of them, so... That reminds me. I need to contact Neema and Elijah again. I owe them.”

      “You do?”

      “I do.” She confirmed. “You all got paid because I hired you to get me and my server out. Neema came to assist because she is one of Charlotte’s best friends. Elijah came because, well, he’s Elijah Roberts and he’s got ‘golden retriever energy,’ I think they call it. Can’t resist a mystery, trouble, or anything that seems like an adventure. I thought he was more of a homebody, content with his steady life and videogames. It seems his time with the girls, rescuing the elf boy of the Seelie Court from the Black Lodge, has awakened something in him.” BlotterBabe paused, shaking her head. “Not what I expected. In any case, Neema and Elijah deserve more compensation than a mere ‘Thank you.’ I have an idea of what to give Elijah, but Neema is another story. She did not like her adventure, and has kept to herself since. I didn’t think she’d come, but Samiya insisted she try.”

      Landon stared at his companion for a moment. “There are so many questions I have about what you just said. I don’t think my brain could handle the answers to any of them right now.” He put a hand to his forehead. “So, I’m not gonna. Right now. Later. In any case, we would’ve been in big trouble without Neema’s magic.” He shifted from the desk edge to sit in his chair behind the desk. “I’ve done a lot of looking at hippopotamus facts since that day. They are impressive. And scary. I’m glad I don’t run into them in the wild.”

      “No kidding. Hippopotami are territorial, and they hate you. Generic you. Also, they’re vegetarian, but will still kill other animals. Not for fun. Mostly because of territory or predators.” BlotterBabe hmmed. “Maybe that’s why Neema is so stand-offish. Got any ideas on what to get her?”

      He considered and shrugged. “You say you owe her, and she’s a shaman, yeah?”

      “Yes.”

      “Ask her what she needs as a hippopotamus shaman. Or what her spirit totem, animal, thingy, whatever it is, wants. I don’t know what the right term is. Just ask her how you could repay her generosity and help Hippo.”

      “Smart. I had not considered that.” BlotterBabe made a note on her unending task list to do that tomorrow. Time zones were a thing and as it was not bad news, it could wait.

      “Charlotte and Amahle on an adventure?” Landon prompted.

      “Oh, yes.” BlotterBabe rubbed her chin. “Their story was a bit on the fantastical side and confused. But, from what I understood of it...the Seelie Court is in something called a pocket dimension. My thought is that it is like the Matrix is to your physical existence. However, it is locked down in a way that only certain people can open a gate to it, and then only when particular parameters are met.”

      “I think I’ve got a handle on the idea of a pocket dimension. I’m still a little surprised by the fact there is an actual Seelie Court. I mean, when I think about it, it makes sense. I wonder how many of the original fairy tales are actually real. Is there an Unseelie Court?”

      “I don’t know. Probably. It seems Olin has been keeping an eye on Charlotte, Elijah, and Neema ever since he was rescued. Time runs differently there than here. Amahle and Charlotte say they were in the Seelie Court for less than half a day. About seven hours, by Amahle’s estimation. But they arrived back here three days later. It was confusing for them when their commlinks started working again and synced up to the local date and time.”

      Landon nodded. “Well, yeah. All of the old stories talk about people spending a night in Fairie and arriving home one year later. Or spending a year in Fairie and arriving home decades later.”

      “Charlotte and Amahle seemed to have experienced things a little differently from each other even though they were together the whole time. However, in that seven or eight hours, they do agree they both had to sneak through the castle, hide from Olin’s rivals—who knew court messengers had rivals?—answer riddles for the seer who told Olin about his ‘one chance to pay all debts’ to Charlotte, and help him open the gate to get home. They found themselves in a copse of trees Charlotte recognized. Something about the area being ‘thin’ from recent use.”

      Blinking, Landon shook his head. “Wow. That’s quite the story. Do you think they would tell me about it if I asked? Or is this a FriendDA thing.”

      “It’s not confidential, no. I think they might tell you some of it. I think. If you asked. The two of them...” She trailed off. “Well, it was a good thing neither of them had been hurt in the fight with the corporate soldiers. I’m not sure how that would’ve affected things in the Seelie Court.”

      He smiled at her as he asked, “How did they manage that against an experienced tactical team?”

      BlotterBabe buffed her non-existent nails on her non-existent shoulder. “I might have helped with that.”

      “I’m sure you did.”

      She sobered and shrugged. “They are family, and I will do everything I can to help. We laid out a kill zone with some significant cover. They had a plan to keep shooting until we’d left or gotten far enough away. It was a delaying tactic. Both of them knew it and had said...some things I think were supposed to be goodbye. Then, a miracle occurred.”

      “A deus ex machina?” Landon suggested.

      “Deus ex magikos, more like. I did not expect it. Neither did Charlotte. She had no idea Olin had been keeping an eye on her. In all cases, I am grateful.” BlotterBabe smiled, her cheeks going rosy for a second before her face went back to that neutral smile.

      “Amahle is stepping back from the family. She’s not leaving yet, but she will. She’s grown up. She’s ready to be somewhat on her own and explore what that means. I just wonder how that will affect her relationship with Charlotte, who is stepping up in the family.”

      He didn’t know what to say about that other than what his aunt used to say about such things, “It will be what it will be.”

      “I suppose so.” BlotterBabe shook herself out of the melancholy thoughts before they could take hold. Yes, she mourned the loss of what once was, and that was one thing. Your family growing up and moving on, that was another. It was expected. It was even good. “Speaking of that, Genet did not break her ankle like we all thought, but it was a pretty bad sprain. She is still on crutches, though, as ligaments take longer to heal. Even with advanced technology.”

      Landon pushed his hat up. “You’ve been splashing the nuyen about like water. Especially on some of our medical bills. Is that gonna get someone’s attention? I mean, paying runners for stuff, not so much. But the medical...?” He waved a hand around to indicate the hospital room his body lay in. “That’s all got records and stuff. Genet, Cyrah, and Samiya were all hurt, too.”

      “I’m doing fine. I have several dozen bank accounts in multiple countries and territories. Also, I have had decades of learning to hide, invest, and grow my funds. Yes, the “move” and the subsequent bills have been extensive, and I still have a ways to go, but I’m good. You’d be surprised at how far generational wealth gets you.”

      “Well then, Auntie BlotterBabe, I could use a new suite of toys.”

      “Only if you’re a good boy.” She winked at him. “Still, yes, I have been careful to move money around in subtle ways to pay the bills for my family and those I am assisting. Cyrah has a few irons in the fire, and Samiya is up for a new role. A lead in a revival of some kind. She decided not to keep the scar, by the way. ‘An actress needs to be able to blend into every role.’ Or something like that.”

      Landon hmmed. “I guess so. I’ve never wanted to be an actor. I get plenty of that being the different versions of me in the Matrix.” He stopped talking as a bing sounded in his head over one of the priority channels and BlotterBabe froze.

      A message came through from Genet.

      
        
          
            
              
        I’m sorry to interrupt everyone this way, but we’ve just finished decrypting all the camera feeds and communications from the former site. Confab needed as soon as you can make it.

      

      

      

      

      

      BlotterBabe answered in the family channel.

      
        
          
            
              
        Is this a mandazi watch or a mandazi warning?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Watch developing into a warning is my thought.

      

      

      

      

      

      Genet responded.

      She looked at him. “Guess you’re getting out of here sooner rather than later.” Then she comm’d,

      
        
          
            
              
        One hour. Usual place. Respond on your availability to Genet.

      

      

      

      

      

      “Mandazi watch or warning?” Landon asked, completely confused.

      “I’ll explain later. Time for you to be checked out of the hospital. I’ve already contacted Nobody, your sister, and your doctor. Everything is on the move. Get yourself ready to go.” BlotterBabe left without another word.

      Landon wondered what fresh hell was about to happen. He got up to leave his VR room, then thought better of it. “Butch, I need you.” The Irish terrier appeared at his side, ready and expectant. Landon couldn’t help but smile. “Good boy.” Petting the dog, he made sure the programs he thought were there existed before instructing, “Active patrol. IFF top-tier level.”

      

      
        
        FAMILY KEEPING ROOM

        BLOTTERBABE’S PRIVATE MATRIX NODE

        SOMEWHERE IN THE MATRIX

        90 MINUTES LATER

      

      

      While Landon’s body was safe and secure in his home, cradled next to his sister’s physical body—both of which were being watched over by NobodysNobody—he and Liana sat next to each other on the virtual couch. BlotterBabe’s “Keeping Room” (in old terms, a room usually adjacent to a kitchen for company) was a singular round couch with a media center in the middle. It didn’t matter where you sat in the room or who you sat next to, everyone saw the same thing from the same angle when media was played. If nothing was playing, you got to see everyone who was in the room. BlotterBabe had a strict “no stealth in the house” rule.

      Also in the room on various points on the couch were Genet, Cyrah, and Samiya on one side, Charlotte and Amahle on another, and finally BlotterBabe, who bounced gently in the middle of the room.

      Each person had a different avatar. Landon in his cyber-cowboy avatar. Liana in her Russian pirate queen. Genet was a lime green cheetah with multiple tails. Cyrah was a literal 3D cartoon version of herself. Samiya was a silver fox. Charlotte was a black cat shadow with bat wings. Amahle was an eastern copper dragon.

      Briefly, Landon wondered if Neema or Elijah should be here, then decided not my monkeys, not my circus. Charlotte could fill them in if need be.

      While they waited for the last people to arrive, Landon privately asked BlotterBabe:

      
        
          
            
              
        What’s up with the mandazi watch and warning thing?

      

      

      

      

      

      She smirked as she faced him—he had the feeling she faced everyone from that position and probably with individual expressions for each of them. He remembered when he once thought her 2D avatar was flat and emotionless. How little he knew back then.

      
        
          
            
              
        It’s a weather thing. People used to get confused about tornado warnings versus tornado watches...

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Oh! I get it now. It’s the same thing as a taco watch or a taco warning.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Yes. If you have a mandazi watch, you have the ingredients to make mandazi.

      

      

      

      

      

      He nodded.

      
        
          
            
              
        Fried doughball, kinda like a doughnut.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Indeed. A mandazi warning is that you have actual mandazi made and they are somewhere in the region.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Yeah. Okay. Suddenly this is a lot more fun. When are we getting started?

      

      

      

      

      

      Even as Landon texted that, two more figures appeared in the keeping room.

      It was Kintsugi and Sartorial, who was clearly in AR, rather than VR, with his translucency. Kintsugi’s avatar was a broken porcelain doll that had been fixed with gold fill. Sartorial was a literal book of antique design. Both of their avatars were hard to see for the first few moments: slippery, either fuzzing out, moving too fast, or something. That was a thing that interested Landon. Had to be some sort of Matrix cloak. Something he’d have to ask about later.

      BlotterBabe nodded to everyone. “Thank you for coming on such short notice. However, I have learned to trust my family when they say something is amiss.” She took a seat on the couch and gestured to Genet to continue. It was clear Genet was now in charge of the family if BlotterBabe wasn’t to be found.

      Genet’s cheetah swished her tails, but didn’t get up from her seat. “We’ve been keeping several eyes on Spinrad Global ever since we left our former home. We have done this through microdrones we’ve left on the site, as well as hacking into SpinGlobal’s HQ and main Tanzania office.” She nodded to Charlotte, then gestured to the center of the room.

      Four screens appeared. Again, Landon knew everyone had to be getting the same view as he was as the four screens were centered for him. Each screen was fuzzy for the moment.

      Genet continued, “We’ve monitored all communication that seemed relevant to the Tanzanian operation, and made sure to scrub, modify, or corrupt digital fingerprints for all of you. One of the things we couldn’t scrub was the physical DNA or other forensics on site. As of this time, we do not believe they know of either infiltration at the HQ or the Tanzania site. We’re keeping a watch for that. Especially for the runners who aren’t currently here. In the meantime...”

      She gestured again, and one of the four screens expanded. “Here are some of the relevant communications. This set is from three weeks ago.”

      The window opened on an internal chat program for SpinGlobal.

      
        
          
            
              
        MKing: QA is headed to the site. We’ve lost contact with my troubleshooters.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        KBaker: ETA?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        MKing: Less than one hour. One helicopter returned on automatic with two fatalities: Kilo and Nevada. Forensics is going over it now with a fine-tooth comb.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        KBaker: Any hits?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        MKing: None. No SIN matches on the DNA except our people.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        KBaker: Gabby isn’t going to like this.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        MKing: No, she isn’t. But we’re locking down the site. QA will keep me apprised. I trust my team to deliver the goods.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        KBaker: Even with the two fatalities?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        MKing: Yes.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        KBaker: Alright. Let me know when you know.

      

      

      

      

      

      Genet said, “MKing is Miranda King, she’s in charge of SpinGlobal’s, ah, Special Operations, I think they call it. The other is Katie Baker. She’s the CEO of SpinGlobal North America. We still aren’t certain what tipped them off to our former site. The reigning theory is an enemy sussed it out and whispered in someone’s ear.” She glanced at Charlotte. “We’re not certain, so no names yet. This next one is about two hours later.”

      She gestured again, and the screen shifted to an audio file. As each person spoke, a name appeared above the moving audio recording. “King” was clearly Miranda King, while “QActual” was a male-sounding voice.

      
        
        King: “Status?”

        QActual: “Quarantine Assessment on site. It does not look good. Five vehicles found. Four in the car park identified with SpinGlobal personnel. Fifth vehicle unidentified. Tracks of several other vehicles found.”

        King: “Corporate Court associated or any of the mass driver personnel?”

        QActual: “Negative. Corporate Court assets and the mass driver are on the northern side of Mount Kilimanjaro in Kenya, approximately 30 kilometers away in a straight shot. Longer traversing roads. This incident is based on the far south side in Tanzania.”

        King: “Civilian interference?”

        QActual: “Mitigated. News and reporters redirected to volcanologists near the Mawenzi cone. Q17 is on site with the scientists for observation.”

        King: “And the server site? What is its viability?”

        QActual: “Severe damage to the structure inside from what we can see. It is a dangerous but workable site. However, we have found more fatalities already. Juliette, India, and Alpha. Plenty of viable DNA gathered for identification.”

        King: “Stop telling me about the fatalities unless it’s relevant. My assumption is if the intruders escaped, my troubleshooters are all dead. I only want to know if anyone survived.”

        QActual: “Yes, ma’am. Excavation of the site is in the planning stages, considering the damage. My first impression is that the structure ‘as is’ will not be salvageable. We will need to dig it out and rebuild anew.”

        King: “Get me timing and numbers.”

        QActual: “As soon as I can. Ma’am, instructions if the Tanzania government or the Park sends in representatives or inspectors?”

        King: “Block them with site safety issues, get names, let me know. Give them a far future date to return. Same with any Corporate Court personnel if they investigate, but treat them gently and contact me ASAP, top priority.”

        QActual: “Will do.”

      

      

      As that file closed, Genet said, “This covers why the Tanzanian government hasn’t interfered. Also, why nothing has gone public about the site. Checking on the volcanologists, after their initial excitement, they were not concerned, as Kilimanjaro is a dormant volcano, and the cone nearest to the ‘quake’ did not have any more tremors.”

      She raised one of her tails, as if pointing to the north star. “The other thing that was investigated from outside groups, briefly, was the possibility of underground nuclear testing. The Tanzanian government shut down that train of thought and hard. They’ve worked diligently on the country’s reputation, and would not stand for such ‘spurious gossip.’ Their words.”

      She gestured again, and brought the third window to the forefront. “This report from QActual came in about seven days ago. All of the images you see are from our drones or hacked cameras. I did my best to match the report to relevant images after we decrypted it.”

      
        
        “Level Three was uninteresting other than the fact that, like the previous two levels, it still had the remnants of unusual physical security. We were able to disarm the active traps and bypass the rest. All of the equipment retrieved from this level has been packaged for future examination.”

      

      

      Images of a broken and busted hallway lit by emergency lights showed signs of people moving through the debris. Every door that was still attached was opened. Where the floor was gone, emergency platforms had been placed, allowing the teams of suited-up individuals to retrieve everything that was not nailed down. From chairs and boxes to coffee pots and mops to broken desks and trash cans. Literally everything was being removed.

      
        
        “Level Four is where it gets interesting. This was the server level of the complex. However, whoever ran this site took great pains to erase all digital traces of themselves. Beyond the fires and the foundational bombs, it appears that every single server had acid bombs detonated over their vital parts—destroying all traces of data within internal memory. Even parts of the server racks were destroyed by the acid. As of right now, I do not see a way of recovering any surviving data. However, all of it will be packaged up as per standard operating procedure. Then it is on to Level Five.”

      

      

      As QActual spoke, images of corroded, melted, and otherwise damaged and destroyed server blades were scanned by either a shoulder camera or a helmet cam. In and around what was left of the server room were large chunks of concrete with rebar and other foundational bits of construction. Most of the smaller pieces of rubble appeared to have been removed.

      “I am particularly proud of my acid bomb idea. It was almost like living under the sword of Damocles,” BlotterBabe murmured.

      Liana shook her head. “Nope. Sounds like a good way to cut your nose off to spite your face.”

      “You say potato and I say po-tah-to.” BlotterBabe winked at her.

      Genet waved a paw and the report, as well as the accompanying images, disappeared. “That was to show you that SpinGlobal was serious about examining everything. I don’t know if they do this with every situation the Quarantine Assessment team goes into, but they are not fraggin’ around.”

      Once she was sure she had everyone’s attention again, Genet brought the fourth screen up. “These happened in the last thirty-six hours. Not coincidentally, they bumped up their encryption on communications and their cameras exponentially. That made me curious and nervous. We got what little we did on site because we had our own drones there. But they had to back off because the QA team started another sweep for bugs, drones, and the like.”

      
        
        The recording was taken at a distance away from the outside of the Mosaic Server Farm and zoomed in as much as possible. It was nighttime, and one of the SpinGlobal helicopters was there, waiting with several armed corpsec guards in the area. Some stationary. Some patrolling. People ran in and out of the underground garage.

        Then several people appeared, carrying a coffin-sized metal case with blinking lights and handholds on all sides of it. The four people carried the large case like it was a bomb about to go off. With the utmost care, the case was put onto the helicopter.

        A man in a jumpsuit, who appeared to be in charge of everyone, pointed and yelled instructions to a similarly suited-up woman. His words were torn away by the wind, but text on the image said, “You are in charge until I get back. If you find another, make sure you follow protocol!”

      

      

      “What the hell was that?” Samiya asked.

      Charlotte and Amahle looked at each other. Charlotte whispered in Amahle’s ear. The other girl shook her head.

      Landon thought he knew, and Liana messaged him:

      
        
          
            
              
        quarantine coffin?

      

      

      

      

      

      He shrugged.

      Cyrah shook her head. “BlotterBabe?”

      BlotterBabe did not answer. She had her thinking expression on for a moment before she gestured to Genet. “What was it?”

      Genet sighed softly. “The reason we are here and why I am concerned. I put a bug on the top of the helicopter after they scanned it. This is what it picked up...and what I just decrypted today.”

      The screen shifted to an audio recording again. As before, the names appeared above the moving audio file as each person spoke.

      
        
        King: “What is it?”

        QActual: “A priority update.”

        King: “I’m all ears.”

        QActual: “We’re cleaning up the last of Level Four. We’ve breached Level Five for the first time.”

        King: “And?”

        QActual: “There’s been a development.”

        King: “If I have to drag it out of you, I’m going to do it with sharpened hooks. Literally.”

        QActual: “Apologies, ma’am. There is a survivor.”

        King: “What do you mean?”

        QActual: “Just that. There is a survivor. You wanted to know.”

        King: “What can they tell us?”

        QActual: “Not much right now. It’s complicated. And should not be explained over the air. Suffice it to say that they are in a very delicate situation, and have been placed inside a self-contained hermetic chamber for their safe keeping.”

        King: “If you’re fraggin’ with me, I will pull your intestines out your nose.”

        QActual: “No ma’am. There is a survivor. The situation is as delicate as it is complicated. That is all I can say at this time.”

        King: “I’ll meet you when you get in with the survivor.”

      

      

      Genet waved her tails, and all the screens disappeared. “That is why I am concerned. We don’t know who survived or what they saw. If they are a member of the tactical team that fired on Amahle and Charlotte, they may still have recordings of their faces.” She paused and added, “That is, whether or not the tactical team member is still who they were when they started out. I’ve had conversations with mages about how things like gates and big magic attract other spirits. It’s possible the person has been possessed, which warrants such careful handling. We don’t know.”

      Landon, his mind racing, had other ideas. He asked, “How sure are you that all your data was destroyed?” The question was asked to the family in general, but it was really for BlotterBabe. “I ask because a hermetically-sealed box of that size could hold one or two of your server blades with cushioning. Especially if one of the acid bombs, somehow, had not gone off and had not been broken in the explosions.”

      Everyone looked at BlotterBabe. She bounced in silence for a long moment before she said, “As sure as I can be. However, no matter what, we will need to look into this survivor and make sure they are not a danger to any of you. At the same time, I will make certain that all of our tracks have been covered. Until we ascertain whether or not this survivor is an immediate danger to any of us, remain vigilant. Questions?” No one said anything and that surprised her. Usually someone had something to say or a question to ask. “Think about what you’ve seen and if you can think of anything, let me or Genet know.”

      It was tacit permission for everyone to go. One by one, they all left except for Genet. She stayed and waited as the room closed down to just the two of them. Then she stalked over to where BlotterBabe waited. “What are you thinking?”

      BlotterBabe wasn’t sure how to answer. To do so literally would be to give her a laundry list of processes that were out in the world now, each doing their own thing. To do so honestly was to give voice to her greatest hope and worst fear...or was that worst hope and greatest fear?

      “BlotterBabe?”

      “I am wondering...what if Control survived somehow? If she did, could we—should we—save her?”

      Genet, who had been told everything about the fight from the castle, shook her head. “I don’t know. Yes, if it is her. But what about the prisoners that had been released? It could be one of them.”

      BlotterBabe sighed, “Unforeseen consequences of necessary actions. I think, at this point, Landon said it best, ‘What will be, will be.’ There is nothing to do until we know one way or the other. Once we have data and facts, we will act.”
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