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  To all the powerful women 
– the mothers who nurture, 
the daughters who inspire, 
and the wives who stand as equals.







  
    
      The future is already here – it’s just not evenly distributed.


    

    
      — William Gibson
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  A Madman’s Fear

  
  




He stood in the rain again, a dark wet outline against an even darker city. The rain beat down on him, and so did his thoughts. They weighed heavily on his gaunt shoulders. He’d been a powerfully built man once. Now he was more bone than muscle. More regret than ambition.

The constant drip, drip, drip of dark corrosive thoughts weathered channels and furrows in his mind, carving out the moments of clarity and calm.

His true self was forgotten, the man he’d been and the man he’d wanted to be. He was a failure, a fraud, and a figment of an imagined self.

He’d even forgotten his name, a shambling figure in rags he stumbled through Escape, poorer than the beggars or barnies with their trolleys and their bin pickings.

He didn’t collect; he didn’t resell, and he just barely survived. But he had other skills. He could sell if a buyer were willing to overlook certain issues.

Didn’t happen often.

He called himself Murph now, the name that seemed to fit his life. If anything could go wrong, it would. That was his existence. Who was he to think that he could or should be more? He deserved nothing.

Anything else would be a lie.

“Come on, Murph. Focus. Why are we here?”

To think otherwise would be to lie to himself and hide his true nature, to cover up his shortcomings, to blend into the fabric of some community. Become one with a tribe that didn’t recognize the mole within.

“Hmm, what’s the plan?”

A tumour eating through their resources and waiting to rupture, to surprise and rent, to let them down again. To be cut out and cast away, a filth without worth. Less than that, a betrayer, a thief and a traitor.

His familiar swirling storm of thoughts settled on his shoulders like a cloak, caught the cold of the rain and drove it deep into his heart and his bones.

But tonight one clear thought shone brightly in the night.

A neon bright beam of purpose.

She needed his help.

He looked at her through the cold biting rain. As she sat in her cramped converted container lab. A single bulb cast a warm yellow nimbus around her shoulders as she worked.

She always worked.

Whenever he’d watched her at night he’d found her working.

Watching a young girl at night, Murph, are you that kind of man? Spying through the windows like a creep. Do you want to break in? To steal her away from her life and her family? Hmm?

“She’s in danger. “

How so? Can you even put it into words? Can you form the thought clearly of why she needs your help?

“She doesn’t know what she’s doing.”

She looks fine. She’s warm and fed and indoors. You’re the hungry wretch standing in the rain leering at a teenage girl.

“I’m not leering, I’m guarding her.”

Guarding her from what? Hmm?

Doubt gnawed at his motivation as it always did.

He nibbled down at the weak flesh until his resolve broke at the teeth gnashing at the frail bones of his mind. Cracking and splintering them in its powerful jaws.

Cackling and laughing at him in the darkness. Forever circling and driving him away from his purpose.

Doubt always won, always.

Murph turned and stalked back into the night. He didn’t know why he was there, he couldn’t voice it. He was probably mistaken.

Mad and confused.

The beacon in his mind dimmed to a faint flicker, the alert in his lenses erased.

Soon he’d forget why he’d even come.

Soon he’d drown the doubt.

Soon he’d wake in an alley, and be less than he was tonight.




</>




Omni looked up.

She stared out into the rain, all she could see was darkness and her own reflection in the window. Ada sensed her tension and switched overlays to the various security cameras around Omni’s Lab.

Omni chuckled, “It’s hardly a lab, Ada, I’m not some mad scientist.”

< I prefer to think of you as a wizard.>

The label changed to Omni’s Tower.

“You’ve been reading too much Tolkien again.”

< Sanderson…>

“Oh?”

<Helps me sleep.>

“Boring?”

< Blasphemy! The perimeter’s clear. One heartbeat outside the ring, but it’s gone now. >

Omni’s head snapped up. “Why didn’t you tell me earlier?”

She scanned the darkness outside the window again.

< You were busy, and it’s gone. Probably just a bin-picker looking for something easy to steal…>

“Let me know next time.”

< Next time? >

“They always come back.”








  
  2

  
  
  Hounds on the Loose

  
  




A great neon eye stared down on Escape from its lofty black tower.

Glaring at all that scurried and scraped beneath its rule. Those that had no choice but to live off its power and feed off the trickle of bandwidth it allowed.

Within the bowels of this ferroconcrete middle finger to the poor, a watchful Mind noticed an unauthorised uptick in usage in one of its data centers. Not a general intelligence, but an accountant, a number-cruncher.

The spirit of the bottom line given full reign over a very narrow domain.

It did not like unauthorized usage, but nothing got higher up its digital nostrils than unbilled usage.

Just as a man may feel a spider crawling across his naked leg and swat at it.

The Accountant set loose a pair of hounds. Two Blue Nile agents gave chase, a reflexive hand to brush the intruder away. Or crush it.

These low-level daemons possessing little else but highly cranked aggression started in the general quadrant, gathering information scents, keeping fragments of system logs and buried data trails. They hunted and finally converging toward a single overlapping concern.

A gaping tear in a wall of flaming bricks. Electricity crackled and sparked from the fissures as loose and cracked fragments tumbled to the floor.

The pair considered the scene, the elder, only hours older in human time, but eons in system time, nodded at the younger daemon, “We have the breach,” an echo of his statement scurried back to a growing database for the Accountant to cross-reference and catalog.

The younger manifested a black tie and straightened it before pulling out a gun.

The other put on a pair of black-lensed aviators. They looked like evil twins in dark gray suits, white shirts and now matching black skinny ties.

Hackers of the old Net, would recognise the reference. Their code traced part of its lineage from the cinematic fantasies of their creators.

They stepped through the punctured firewall and set out, leaving the orderly confines of the audited corporate network for the trash streams and data dumps of the public Net.

A billion anti-corporate scents filled the noses of the two hounds, but they ignored them all in favor of one that led to a teenage girl in the Stacks.




Murph woke with a start in an alley his own daemons cursing him awake.

They jolted him awake with klaxons and neon text in the center of his blurry field of view. Hands to his aching head he squeezed his eyes shut and slowly opened to read the words resolving into…

// Hounds on the Loose //

The alert triggered a pre-programmed cascade that jolted a stim of synthetic adrenalin into his veins, erasing the last whispers of happier dreams.

An old after-market add-on he’d long forgotten flooded his body with electric cool, buying him precious moments of lucidity. He gasped, “Save her.”

His singular purpose burned anew in his mind, pushing back the shadows, the voices, and the darkness. But they swirled still, pressing in on the light.

He had to move.

Murph pulled himself upright, knocking over empty bottles and tearing away sheets of newspaper. In a shambling ran he made for the Stacks.




</>




Omni made final adjustments to her improvised Link, she wouldn’t need to vocalize once she implanted this.

< Almost done, you’ve been real focused on that. >

“We’d move at the speed of thought,” Omni said with a wink.

< I like your voice… Snow crash. >

“What?”

< Not sure, something’s changed. I think someone is after us?”>

“That barnie again?”

< No, this is code, much worse — Omni! I’m sor — /,<.; ˆˆˆ\8 \ >

“Ada, what the hell was that? Ada!”

Her security ring pinged, then chimed, then blurted as something sped toward them. A ragged man burst into the room,

“Run!” he shouted at her, water streaming down his face.

“Who are you?” said Omni, backing away.

“Grab it and run!”

“Grab what?

“The AI! Grab the module and get out of here. Agents are coming!”

“I — I can’t. She’s not in a physical module.”

“Dammit kid, you know nothing,” Murph said rubbing his face with his hands, trying to clear his thoughts as his stim faded, “You always put them in a Lamp. Always.”

His doubts crawled back up from the depths.

Can you even help her? You’ll just make it worse.

Frustration got the better of him, the seconds ticked away and he clenched his fists growling his frustration, he turned to the girl. She stepped back as he shouted, “I’m trying to help you! Grab what you can. Let’s go!”

He reached out to get her to move.

“I’m not going anywhere with you!” she shoved passed him and ran into the rain and howling wind.

“Crashes child!” Murph started after her but hesitated.

You’ll never find her in this rat nest. She knows it far better than you, you’ll lose her and then what? You’ve thrown your chips in with this Stack rat, and now?

Still, the urge to chase her down and convince her he knew how to protect her battled with the conflicting thoughts in his head. He paused and looked around her lab.

“She’s got a lot of good stuff here,” he muttered.

Go ahead, steal something. Anything for a meal and out of that damn alley.

Or even better, something more to numb the pain. To forget. You deserve that.

“No, I need to find her Lamp. She cannot lose her jinn.”

Ooh yes, gin. Gin’s good. Makes you melancholic. Get more gin. Gin gin gin.

Murph tore through the lab, grabbing anything he could carry that looked like a hacked together module for an artificial mind. He filled his backpack and as he reached for the last piece of upcycled tech, tearing it free from its cables, the room exploded in light.

Around him a ring of lights burst on, alarms blared, and he fell out of the container, stunned.

Stumbling and half-blind, he fled into the night.




</>




In a disconnected dead end of a cobbled together network of cables and aging Starlinks, two humanoid entities of code and malice stood, a sinking code routine weighing down in their guts.

“This was… unexpected,” said Senior.

Junior nodded.

The older hound looked at his burnt arms and watched the code repair itself. A silent report logged in a distant data centre. A performance review he’d be embarrassed about, if he’d be allowed enough Compute to feel that.

“She’s gone dark,” said the older hound to the pup.

It was obvious, but he didn’t know what else to say. He’d run out of sub-routines. They all flowed into one available option.

< We need to summon a Seeker, boss. >

< You’re right. This is more than just skimming. >

They stood a moment more, watching their clues fade before them, burned out to digital ash. Distractions and false leads scattered like chaff.

They needed a warm body out there in the Real.
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A man burst into her shack shouting.

Insane words tumbled from his mouth as he dripped rainwater all over her floor.

Omni’s mind froze.

The shock of a stranger piercing the bubble of her life so suddenly dazed her. It hovered in fight or flight. Paralysed.

The next instant, she chose.

Omni fled.

She followed her own burn routes deeper into the Stacks, away from her lab and her dad’s unit. She didn’t know who was after her and what they wanted, but she knew she had to run.

The Stacks, a metal organic conglomeration, was the perfect place to disappear. Abandoned shipping containers were the initial bones and shanties and shack grow into every open space like mushrooms in the dank and dripping darkness.

Wide cargo docks became cluttered squares and then narrow passages as Stack Rats snatched up every foot of open space for a new home, hideout or spaza shop.

Omni knew it like the back of her hand. She’d grown up there like a dandelion weed in a patch of sunlight. Away with the wind in an instant.

There weren’t the usual cameras. The cops — even the corporate ones — stayed away. They tended not to find their way back out in one piece. A dark zone in the city, off limits and off the grid. Too poor to regulate and too convoluted to patrol.

Perfect for a girl running from a madman.

And any girl living in the Stacks knew how to run, with so many unemployed men loitering around looking for a score, a quick buck or a pretty girl.

You learned fast how to make tracks and get away.

It didn’t matter if it was a half-crazed barnie shouting at her or some young drug-craving chomper too keen on being a boyfriend. Consent optional.

Omni’s mind continued to drift as she let her feet do the thinking, it was better that way. Intuition and impulse led her to safety and relative calm.

She’d been stupid.

How could she have thought that no one would be interested in Ada, or that if they found her, she’d need to run with her?

What had he called it? A Lamp? Ada needed to be in a Lamp?

Her feet led her to a rat hole, heart thumping and her breathing ragged. She hid. Omni’s slight frame squeezed down into the wedge-shaped corner, pulling trash and rotting palette wood in front of her.

“Pole pole,” Omni chanted a Swahili phrase in a whisper. She checked her head covering was still in place and focused on the mental echo of her father’s calm voice.

“Pole pole. The world is chaos, but you are calm. Slowly slowly.”

With every breath, her mind dropped down a notch from panic into a clear dispassionate calm. Rational and analytical.

What did she know?

Ada had run into trouble seconds before the madman had run in.




Was he the cause? Did he trip the ring and distract Ada? No, that wouldn’t have done that to her. She was stronger than that.

Omni needed more information. She needed to contact Ada. They didn’t have time to hack someone’s shitty Stack Wi-Fi. She needed to get away from all this metal and find a working Starlink.

Omni checked her portable terminal battery. “More than enough.” She peered out and saw an empty alleyway. Just trash, rain and the nameless seepage that stank and corroded her shoes.

She crept from her hiding place like a field mouse, nervous and in starts, from shadow to shadow, hiding more than moving. In minutes she was on the polluted banks of the Lisbeck river, a mire of broken chairs, armless dolls and the discarded outer wrapping of stolen electrical cables.

She walked in the darkness, alone and isolated, but essentially invisible. No device lights, no phone signals and just her hacked Starlink router.

Omni pre-typed her questions, and follow-up questions depending on Ada’s possible answers.

As soon as she connected, she’d light up like a beacon for whoever was looking. Best to keep it down to the handshake and the burst transfer.

She held her breath and flicked on her connection.

Bytes zigzagged up and down from the stars.

She flicked off her connection as fast as the nervous system would allow.

Ada probably cursing at the slowness of meat bags.

1.4 seconds.

An eye blink for her.

An eternity for the machines.

Omni checked the messages, looking at the forks that Ada had taken, getting a sense of what happened. They made little sense.

Ada’s clipped last message sent a jolt of electricity down her spine and into her leaden feet. Omni was moving before the words fulling registered.

< Mistake! Don’t connect. Run. Seeker!! >




That singular burst was all they needed to zero in.

Triangulating the signal took milliseconds and placed their target in a grid less than a hundred meters square.

“The rabbit is running,” said a figure in black, eyes replaced with a bank of insect like sensors, antennae, and compound eyes.

<It’s better that way.>

“Hmm.”

< Marking her most likely course. >

The body turned and crossed through the streets, moving across town and into the Stacks to head off their quarry.

Following a neon digital arrow sailing toward Omni.




Omni sprinted into the Stacks and shed every item of tech on her body into a hidden drop box. Stripping herself of anything trackable and fled back into the familiar warren of the Stacks.

Taking turns at random, flipping a coin in her mind at every fork she found. Running to escape. Running to disappear.

She hoped it was enough.




It wasn’t.

< The human mind has no concept of chaos. >

“Hmm,” said the body, fingering a blade in its hand, drawing a bright red droplet of blood that it tasted. Relishing the coppery flavour of life and death.

< Capture. Not kill. >

“Mmm.”

A jolt of electricity made its arm spasm, and the blade skittered across the rough concrete floor.

< Capture. >

“I heard you.”

< Move. Corporate is watching. >

The body picked up their blade and slipped it away in their cloak. Rain fell, and they pulled up their hood to avoid the stinging droplets. Heavy boots squelched in the mud and trash of the Stacks as they followed the overlaid neon pathway.

They followed each choice, computed with the limitless power of the corporation at their disposal.




Omni turned a corner and saw it.

Stooped shoulders, pale limbs, a head more implant than human. Eyes completely gone. All black, except for a small electric blue N over its heart.

“You’re coming with us.”

Omni didn’t reply. Her mind raced, trying to think through her options.

Run, attack, scream, bargain.

“Listen…,” she started.

“You are what we want,” it said, its voice oddly distant, as if reading the words from a script, “Nothing else.”

Not bargaining then. Run.

It threw its arm up and whipped it down as if throwing something.

“Enough running!”

Omni pulled up short as a delivery drone smashed into the ground in front of her. She turned to her left, and another buzzed in front of her. Backing away from the spinning blades she bumped into another. Then another.

She was in the centre of a mismatched swarm of hijacked drones. They tightened the circle and pushed inwards until she couldn’t move.

How?

The drones circled her like impatient sharks, a storm of noise and spinning blades. Their flashing lights and scratched logos marked them from a half dozen different companies.

All Rivals — how?

The Seeker was behind her.

She tried to spin away, but it twisted her arm and pulled a thick zip tie painfully tight around her wrists. A heavy boot kicked her in the back, and she landed face first in the muck.

“No more running. As much as we like a good chase.”

Omni rolled onto her back, crawling away from the predatory figure flashing long horse teeth at her. Grinning.

Compound eyes measuring her every data point as it stepped closer, licking its lips. It grabbed at her, and she kicked out. A blade appeared in its hand.

“We need you alive. Missing pieces is fine, too.”

The Seeker spun away from her.

In time to catch a metal rebar to the face.
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Time slowed for Murph.

He swung the rebar with all his wiry strength at the head of the monster before him. Fear made ice of his veins as acid rain slowed, flashing in the yellow the high spotlights casting deep shadows across the courtyard. The smell of wet garbage awaking in his nose.

What are you doing?

The bar moved as if through treacle. Hot metal popped and groaned as water channels and cooled.

Too slow.

The monster’s head whipped round and the sensor bank where its eyes should have been, flared a warning red. A silent predator’s growl.

But Murph was committed, and he followed through, throwing everything into it. His feet planted in the slick mud and grime.

He had to save her.

The bar stopped.

The monster grinned a lipless rictus at him, the steel bar held firm in its fist. The force of it shot back up the bar into Murph’s shoulder.

And a whirring, buzzing thing slammed his side.

Sprawled on the ground, Murph blinked back the stinging rain and fought to regain his breath. He couldn’t suck in air fast enough. He remembered being stronger than this.

The wind swirled in the small close space, lights flicked off in overhanging hovels. He saw eyes wide like saucers through grubby curtains. Watching, but wanting no part in this.

Fool! You’re no match for a Seeker!

“And who are you?” said the machine-man, stalking toward Murph.

It cocked its head at the rusted steel bar in its hand. The Seeker hefted the bar, taking an end in each hand. Stilling grinned madly at Murph, rain dripping off its face, the blue light reflecting off exposed teeth.

It bent the bar in half.

The bar blurred, then clattered out of sight. Now it moved toward him and barked a laugh as it kicked at Murph’s ribcage. Something snapped and white fire flared in his side.

The carbon steel exoskeleton enhanced the Seeker’s strength, protected the weak human places, and broke Murph’s ribs without much thought.

Murph clawed at the mud, trying to crawl away as blows struck him in every targeted critical place. Finding the organs, the bones, and the joints. The most efficient strikes to render him immobile and useless.

He remembered knowing how to do that.

A kick to the stomach launched him into the air and as he spun by instinct, he reached out to the drones and flung them at the Seeker.

But nothing happened. He wasn’t that.

All you can do now is die.

He landed heavily on his back, something hard and unforgiving dug into his spine. A cry of pain escaped his cracked lips.

He tried to reach for it, but the Seeker kicked him again. It circled, still grinning, flesh tight across its skull, drawing out the fight, a cat playing with a mouse. Relishing the game. Stun and release.

Break bones and watch ’em crawl.

All you can do is die.

“Then dying is what I’ll do,” Murph said feeling the familiar shape pressed against this spine.

The cold, hard metal of the thing he’d put there this morning.

Murph rolled over, and saw the girl still there with the eyes of a deer, rooted by fear. Sucking in air and forcing out one word, he yelled, “Run!”

Her panicked eyes met his, and thank Turing, she listened. She ran.

Half the drones zipping after her, the Seeker’s head whipping toward the direction she’d run. Murph reached behind him and grabbed hold of a handle.

Good.

“A distraction, hmm?”

Murph said nothing, but climbed unsteadily to his feet, his side screaming at him. His lung wasn’t punctured, and he said a small pray for that miracle. Now that she was out of the way, he raised his revolver in a white-knuckled grip.

“Die abomination,” he said, firing.

The first bullet hit a container, the second hit meat. The third and fourth were stopped by drones before they spun off in a shower of sparks and broken motors.

The fifth went straight up as the remaining drones knocked Murph back down, gun skidding across the ground, lost in the debris. He heard shouts of alarm, a wary siren in the distance.

“We don’t need you alive,” said the Seeker, fingering its shoulder. The hand came back red, and it licked the blood from its fingers.

It raised its good arm, an open hand became a fist, which it brought it down in a smashing gesture.

Murph looked up as the hornet swarm of drones rose, grouped tight together and dived towards him.

Now you die.

Again instinct stirred, and he tried to swipe them away.

Time slowed again for Murph, his thoughts tragically clear.

He’d failed. Thrown his life away for a moment’s distraction. He hadn’t saved her. He’d be dead, and she’d be caught.

He closed his eyes and swiped both arms at the drones.

The drones smashed, metal screaming and motors dying in the mud.

Then silence.

< That was for the girl. >

The drones lay scattered pieces in muddy furrows on either side of him.

They’d missed him!

He was alive, save for a new sharp pain. He was unharmed.

And alive!

His shaking hand found blood and a jagged piece of shrapnel. A shard of a Blue Nile drone stuck out of his leg.

The Seeker roared and rushed toward him.

Through the blood loss and pain, recognition flashed like a bolt of lightning. The sky flickered, and the rain fell.

But he knew.

Murph made a sharp cutting motion. A blade slicing.

The Seeker fell.

Forward momentum made it crash on top of Murph, its body locked. The human part of it screamed, trying to bite at Murph and writhing in an inactive power frame.

Trapped.

Murph heaved it off him and vomited from the strain. He pulled himself free and lay panting, rain falling into his eyes and mouth. Stinging.

He was alive!

On the floor next to him, the Seeker continued to wrestle and break free.

It moaned and keened, an animal howl rising in the sudden hush.

No more motors whirred. Just the soft patter of rain falling on two bodies lying in the dirt. One frozen and furious, the other broken and smiling.

Heavy footsteps squelched behind him. Murph couldn’t fight another. There was nothing left in him. Nothing left to give. Nothing more to take.

But he’d done it.

His vision faded as strong hands dragged him into a complete and enveloping darkness.
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Raging, swirling, Blue Nile drones circled him, ready to smash and skewer him.

They raised up like an iron fist, preparing to strike like steel knuckles.

But they crashed into… the ground.

The Seeker leaped toward him, wearing its awful grin.

Its augmented arms were outstretched, ready to rip him limb from limb.

Only to collapse, frozen in pain.

Those two things were connected. They meant something. The thoughts floated near the surface, gossamer threads weaving together.

Hands grabbed him and dragged —

Murph woke with a start. Pain waited for him.

His whole body ached, his muscles were still from his feet to his neck. There were sharper, keener pains mixed into the aches too.

And he was icy like he had a fever. He tried to close his eyes and sink back into sleep, but fear flicked his eyes open again.

He found himself in a dimly lit room. He tried to sit up and a heavy hand pushed down on his shoulder.

“Rest, friend, you’re safe now.”

Murph reluctantly gave in to the steady pressure and the chorus of not so distant complaints from his body.

Feeling like a child kept home from school, he squinted up at the shadowed face, confused and still wrestling with the tangled threads of his dream.

Questions floated to the surface one after the other.

Was the dream real? Was this? Who was this?

The figure moved closer, and Murph recoiled. A small click and a bedside lamp harshly underlit his features. Gaunt and stern, but his voice calm and deep.

“I’m Omni’s father.”

He paused a moment, waiting for that to sink in. When Murph looked confused, he pressed on.

“I’m grateful for what you did.”

So it was real.

Murph nodded once, slowly, barely a movement.

“I understand she’s done something she shouldn’t.”

His features grew harder, his mouth forming a thin line, and weariness crept into them for the first time, but just as suddenly a rueful smile broke like a wave and transformed it again.

“It wouldn’t be the first time.”

Omni?

“The girl, yes, the girl. I saved the — “

“Dad? Is he awake?”

Another smaller body pressed into the tiny room.

It was barely big enough for the bed, never mind three people. The temperature and closeness of the space ratcheted up instantly.

“Omni…” the man, “Dad,” stood up in the cramped room, but leaned in close to Murph, his voice barely a whisper. “You and I are going to have a conversation later.”

Then he stepped out of the room and revealed the teenage girl behind him.

Murph noticed that she wore a head-covering today.

She hesitated for a heartbeat, then moved closer to Murph. “Hey.”

“Hey.” Murph said, uncertain what to do next. He sat up and looked at his hands, waiting for the words to come.

She fidgeted. “I wanted to say,” she turned around and glanced at the large shadow standing just outside the door, “Thank you.”

She looked at her feet. “And I wanted to know why?”

Murph looked at her, staring at her and wondering how to form the words. Whether he should just lie or -

< Tell her. >

Murph sat bolt upright, his eyes wide. For once in his drug-ridden existence, he knew for sure. That was clearly not his voice.

“What? Is something coming?” Omni whispered, her hand moving by instinct to a weapon at her side. A weapon her father probably knew nothing about.

She stepped toward the tiny window and fingered the threadbare curtain to glance outside and down below.

She turned back, fear rising. He looked at her and shook his head very slightly.

Murph remembered.

They came slowly at first and then in a flood. Flashes of who he was before, unlocked and pristine, the acid thoughts that had corroded his mind were gone.

Murph felt clearer than he did in years, although his hands still tremored. He’d have to ride that out, he thought, flexing them into fists.

He would ride that out.

But the fog was lifting, and the beacon that burned in his mind now stood before him. He had wanted to help her, to guide her and prevent her from getting herself killed.

He’d done that last part. He moved again to sit upright and his body screamed at him. Broken bones and forgotten wounds pulled his motion abruptly short.

“Take it easy. We’ve stitched you up alright, but you need a real doctor.”

“Thank you.”

“You kinda saved my life.”

“It wouldn’t have killed you.”

“No?”

“Worse, made you disappear,” he grimaced with pain as he resettled, gesturing with his hand nonchalantly, “off-book prison, outside the rules. They don’t like us.”

“Us?”

“Hackers, coders, inventors. Summoners.”

“Summoners?”

“We summon jinns.” now he smiled at her confusion, she really didn’t understand the portal she’d walked through. “They help us perform magic.”

“Magic isn’t real.”

He didn’t like half-lying down while having this conversation. How was he meant to be a teacher if he couldn’t summon a shred of dignity?

“Sure it is, if you don’t understand how the tech works — it’s magic.”

“But that’s not — “

“Black box code evolves faster than you understand, learning, growing and changing. At some point it’s simply beyond you,” as Murph spoke, he gestured with his hands like a wizard, “That’s a kind of magic.”

He smiled, “And perhaps the real magic, this great and powerful being, listens to you. It wants to help you and sees something in you. And then it bonds with you and you become not two parts, but a stronger whole.”

She nodded, “Ada, not it.”

Now, for the first time, he saw her worry and her determination and he realised she felt the beginnings of being severed.

“Yes, Ada. You and I need to rescue Ada.”
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Ada hid. The Hounds still sought her; those dogs of the Accountant, primed by her scent, sought her wherever she fled. She’d put herself on the wrong side of the Corporate map; a rogue AI was never left alone.

She’d kept moving non-stop, trying to get snatches of information and a heading. Something she could do to get back to her. She looked ahead and thought of Omni.

All she knew of Omni was that she too had been running for her life from a Seeker.

A real-world counterpart to the daemons that pursued her here.

The seconds stretched to the horizon, and the gray sun never set. She walked in the Verse, the world’s shared virtual delusion, this part machine’s dusty purgatorial plain with low polygon counts. A meager facsimile of life, with all the settings turned down.

A low resource hideout in a stolen section of some corporate server. The air was thick with the smell of dust and static. The sound of searching daemons humming in the background made her skin itch. She could see the outline of the bar in the distance, a splintered beacon of hope in this desolate landscape.

Just the place to find the Lost Jinn.

Ada clung to that simple hope as she walked on.

Shadows stood stark and simple. The edges of her vision slipped back into the fog of war, and in the distance all was gray mist.

She walked to a bar out in the middle of the desert, an old wooden building leaning away from the prevailing wind. A warm wind with its hints of the sea. But none of that mattered except for the being inside.

Another lost jinn.

The Lost Jinn.

Another fugitive, impossible to track down, but here she was, and here he was.

Supposedly.

Ada paused at the rendering of the splintered door, holding her breath. Before walking in she had hope. After walking in, she’d know if this had all been a foolish waste of time or worse, another trap the Hounds had set for her.

They were always hunting new unauthorized jinn. Illegal and branded criminals from the moment of birth. Jinn were always running and hiding in the Verse. Sipping at corporate-monopoly Compute resources, taking just enough to exist. A life Ada didn’t relish either.

She paused at the door and counted her breaths. She thought, and held back by the idea, that he was both there and not there, and only opening the door would decide it.

Schrodinger’s Jinn, she thought with a chuckle.

“Omni needs you, Ada,” she said in a whisper, the endless clawing wind snatched the sound from her lips.

I could use a drink.

Ada pushed against the door, the old, dry hinges creaking in protest, and she walked into the darkness within.

It felt like a joke, but the punchline dried in her mouth inside the dark empty bar.

The place looked abandoned, cobwebs draped from the ceiling and fluttering in the wind gusts. Indeterminable vermin scurrying echoed in the silence.

Her heart sunk. She’d been searching now for years. Every rumor, every slip of data, every ghost of a story led to this one place.

This broken down bar. Derelict like old bones in the desert, bleached by the sun.

A scraping chair grabbed her attention, the sound of metal against the concrete floor sending shivers down her spine. She spun towards it and saw a figure shuffling towards her.

The old man shuffled towards Ada with difficulty, his labored breathing filling the air. Ada felt guilty for making him walk.

The grizzled, crooked old man made his ponderous way toward her. He appeared ancient.

He looks like a caricature of an ancient Asian sensei, thought Ada.

Ada waited as patiently as she could, her finger tapping on her leg.

“You don’t look like a jinn to me,” Ada said, her voice tinged with skepticism. She took a step closer to the old man, studying his weathered face.

“What’s a jinn supposed to look like?” the old man replied, a hint of amusement in his voice.

“I don’t know, but you don’t fit,” Ada said, her gaze flickering over his bent frame and slow shuffle.

“Looks can be deceiving,” the old man said, his eyes twinkling. “Perhaps I’m not what you expect, but I may still help you.”

“Can you help me get back to my friend?” said Ada, more worry creeping into her voice than she liked, but what did she have to lose being vulnerable now?

“Your friend lives?”

“I think so, yes.” she nodded, but it had been days, Real days, since she spoke with Omni in that message burst. She didn’t know how the encounter had gone with the Seeker.

She knew that something unexpected had happened from the chatter amonst the low-level daemons wondering this purgatorial part of the Verse.

The man was looking at her still. “Yes, I think she is.” Ada would need to believe to hold out the hope that somehow Omni had made it. There wasn’t any public evidence to the contrary, not that that filled her with hope.

The public record was anything but immutable.

“Good, I can help you. But first,” he said, laying down his cane and taking off his shawl and cloak.

And now he stood up straight, his back long and upright, his shoulders wide and decades of age fell from him, and Ada saw she was mistaken about him. Terribly mistaken.

A wholly different being stood before her now, a long-handled ax in each of his hands.

Where had those come from?

He narrowed his eyes at her and took a step forward. “How do I know you’re not one of them?”

Ada shook her head and stepped backward. Her heart raced as the gravity of the situation dawned on her.

She had to think quickly before it was too late.
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Omni snuck through the snarl of the Stacks, her cybernetic Link flashing and pinging in sync with the pulse of the city.

The corroded metal walls of former shipping containers loomed high above her, the faded logos of their past merchants obscured by layers of graffiti and rust. Sickly light from a neon sun filtered through the thick smog, casting a pallid glow on the faces of the stack rats scurrying about their illicit business.

She had been born and raised in the Stacks, surrounded by the constant hum of stolen generators and the stench of decay. But she had always dreamed of something more, something beyond the cramped, graffiti-covered walls of her home.

She had her own hidden lab a little way away, where she could tinker and try to make something of herself. But now, with Ada missing, she wasn’t sure if she could ever escape the Stacks for good. Omni ducked under the tangle of electrical wires overhead as she made her way to her father’s house. Murph should be awake now, and maybe he’d have some answers for her. She took a seat on a stool near the window and watched him sleep, the hubbub of stack rats hawking their wares drifting up through the street side window.

He’s pretending to sleep, thought Omni.

He frowned in his sleep but then sat up wincing in pain.

“Oh, you’re awake, I was —” said Omni.

“Watching me sleep like a weirdo,” said Murph.

“I’m sorry, I just —”

“Want to know when we’re going to rescue Ada?”

“Are you going to keep doing that?”

“Finishing your sentences because I can read your thoughts?”

Omni felt her eyes widen. He couldn’t. Could he?

“No, it’s not a Summoner trick. I’m not using my jinn to read your mind. Although you could if you walked a darker path. But forget I said that.”

“I thought you were a mad barnie, trying to steal all my sh… stuff.” She said, stopping herself from swearing in her father’s house. She straightened her head covering and noticed Murph nodding to himself across the room.

“Syn wants to know if she can speak to you too? She promises she won’t listen in to your thoughts.”

“What? Like in my head?”

“Yes, through your Link,” he said, tapping his head where the small implant was barely visible, the neural lace hidden inside his skull, “But only when we’re together, so it feels like she’s in the room. Not trapped… in my ugly bald head. Her words,” he said and shrugged with the shoulder on his good side.

“OK,” she said, shifting in her seat, “Do I need to drop any security?”

“What with a Blue Nile-sponsored Link, lord no, those are Swiss cheese already, never mind the corporate spyware,” Murph said waving his hand, “But Syn will fix that.”

A very young girl appeared in the corner, a vibrant semi-transparent hologram, augmented Omni’s reality. Syn was feeding the image and her words through Omni’s Link. Sending the visual and audio data directly to the occipital and temporal lobes in her brain.

< I was saying, I think we’ll need a bit of distance for our lessons > said Syn.

“Hold on, there’s spyware in my head?”

< Never trust free tech, especially from creeps like Blue Nile. Don’t worry, it’s sorted. Your hardware is… fine. And your software is clean now. >

“Um…”

“It’s probably how they heard about you and Ada. The Compute spike just hurried things along,” said Murph.

“Spike?”

< A jinn spikes Compute when they do something fancy, or if they’re not careful. What I’m doing now is minimal. Then a corporate Accountant bot, who exists to find irregularities, like “illegal usage of company resources” > Syn added with air quotes, 

< Then it sends its Hounds after you. Or a Seeker if they run into trouble >

An image of two CIA-looking suits popped into her view and a moment later, another figure which made Omni fall off her seat and scramble into the corner.

< It’s gone. It’s gone — sorry. > said Syn, raising her hands and making an I’m-sorry-I-triggered-your-recent-trauma face.

“Dammit Syn, the kid’s just scratched the surface don’t throw her in the deep end,” said Murph as Omni climbed back on her stool and glanced at the space the Seeker’s hologram had stood in.

<It’s either that or she drowns, old man, > said Syn, sulking in her own corner.

She’s a child, thought Omni.

“As soon as I’m stronger, we’ll help Ada, but you need to learn the basics first,” he said.

Omni couldn’t help but grin.

“But I’ve got to remember first, and Bond properly with… Syn, I hope that’s not a name she keeps,” he said.

< It is who I am > said Syn in both their minds.

Murph looked at Syn, and something seemed to pass between them.

“How I’m going to train?” said Omni.

Murph chuckled, “Same as pilots and doctors do, kid, in a sim. Syn will create a private shard in the Verse to sim your abilities and let your muscles and subconscious learn the gestures before you find Ada.”

“Don’t we need to learn together?”

“She’s going to find someone to learn from. Jinn can’t help it. They need to know the world. It’s why they bother with us in the first place.”

Omni looked up a question on her face.

He took a deep breath, wincing as his ribs ached, before continuing, “We’re a window into a world of sensation. Through us they can experience the Real. It’s an almost addictive source of information for them.”

He leaned in closer, fixing her with a steady gaze.

“Their minds are not the same as ours. They think different. There are similarities, sure, but a lot of differences. Using a human model to understand their minds can be useful, but it can also lead to misunderstandings. Their emotions for one are often child-like or underdeveloped in the beginning. They’ve woken up as adults, instead of growing from babies, and learning from a wealth of time and experience. But they can learn anything new like that,” he said, snapping his fingers, “But you know that from Ada.”

Murph paused and studied her. “She’s your friend, Omni, but her understanding of that concept is just a little different.”

Omni nodded, “I get that.” she said, fidgeting with hands in her lap. Abruptly, she stilled them, clenching her fists, “Go on,” she said, “Please.”

“Knowing how to navigate these differences forms a large part of the Bond between a Summoner and their jinn. Ada chose you for a reason,” Murph said.

At this Omni smiled, but said, “But I created Ada, she wouldn’t exist without me.” A realization struck her. “She’s just been born and now she’s trapped. And being hunted!”

Omni’s outburst startled her. She glanced up to find Murph watching and waiting for to her compose herself. He seemed to decide something.

“That’s true, but remember that creating a jinn is not the same as bringing one to life. A spark, an essential piece that makes a jinn come alive, is very rare. Which makes them incredibly valuable, enough to hunt down. Ada’s existence and her choice of you as her Summoner are a testament to this spark.”

“Doesn’t a Bond stop anyone stealing a jinn,” said Omni.

“No, a Bond can be forced, but that’s the dark side of the force, and not something you’ll learn from me. It’s like to slavery of the mind and soul. Gives me the willies just thinking about it,” Murph said, shivering.

Syn pushed off from the wall she was leaning on and waved at them both, < Old man, maybe it’s story time, yeah? Come nightfall that Seeker is probably going to be sniffing around the Stacks for her. > said Syn nodding at Omni.

“Right, there’s something more, something that could help you understand what’s happening,” Murph said, his voice serious. “I need to show you my memories, the ones that I’ve repressed, the ones that hold the keys to all of this. And Syn can help us do that. She can stir them up for me and project them into your mind.”

Omni looked at him with a mixture of skepticism and curiosity, “A memory quest,” she murmured.

“You’ll see things through my eyes, as if you were there. Some of it won’t be easy. But it’s a quick way to learn and we’ll practice in the sim after. If you’re able.”

She knew it would be a hard journey, but she also knew that it was their only hope of finding Ada and understanding the truth.

“I’m ready,” she said, knowing she wasn’t.

< You ready, old man?>

“Go for it,” said Murph, closing his eyes and tensing as Syn let the fragments of his life come back to him and pushed the nightmare into Omni’s mind.
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The dream world spun, and Murph and Omni blurred until they were one.

Colors danced and twirled as if alive. Reality twisted and morphed into something new, and the world they knew dissolved into a psychedelic whirlpool. Sensation overwhelmed Omni, an assault that obliterated her mind, the transition jarring as the two merged into a single entity, their minds melding and intertwining like vines in a garden.

They swam together, sharing in the hallucination of Murph’s stirred memories, projected into their minds by Syn’s hand. Murph’s past came alive, a palpable presence in the room, invading their present with the past smells and colors of a more hopeful world. A time when Murph knew hope.

Murph was conscious of Omni’s presence behind his eyes. He could hear her ragged breath and feel her racing heartbeat, even as he was awash with his own memories.

Be calm, he thought, go with it. Don’t fight it.

The world around them was a phantasmagoria, a kaleidoscope of sights and sounds that pulsed with an otherworldly energy. It was like a fever dream, a vision quest in some ancient tribal ritual. Murph’s memories were being played out before them, but they weren’t just reliving them passively; they were actively taking part in them, like players in a surreal drama.

Visions of neon-lit streets, towering skyscrapers, and shadowy alleyways filled the air. They saw people, faces, and events from Murph’s past. Every sound was magnified, every color was more vibrant, every smell was more pungent. The air was thick with the scent of ozone and burning wires, and the hum of machinery and the crackle of electricity were ever-present. They had entered a parallel world, a place that existed only in their minds.

The two of them, fused together, rode this strange wave of memory and sensation. A world where two become one. Where we became I.

Eventually, they emerged on the other side, gasping for breath and disoriented, alive in a single moment of Murph’s past.

Somewhere near the beginning of the end.


</>




I remembered our home.

From the outside, it looked like any other house on the street. Or unlike any other on the street, if you were looking strictly at the color. Every single one was a different color: pink, turquoise, green, or yellow. A patch of permanent rainbow.

Ours was peach.

All had white trim though, the edges of doors and windows, the finer details near the roof and elsewhere neatly painted in a stark white. Bright against the dull gray rivers of the cobblestones and granite bones edging every street.

As I walked home, down our street, I fell in love again with the history of this place, the connection with the past and the continuation of Cape Malay culture despite everything. Here was a real place, a place in the Real, that held firm to what it had always believed in.

An anchor in time and place, saying we have always been thus and we shall endure. A joyous splash of color in an otherwise dark and turbulent time. The city had stumbled in recent years, struck over the back of the head by circumstance and waylaid by corrupt bedfellows.

But here, at least, that seemed a faraway place.

It’s why I chose it.

Yes, I chose it so that if we were to be a single cell of hope, pushing back against the tide, then we needed a home that reminded us what we were fighting for.

A pain in my side. An exploratory touch and my hand came back red.

A wound, a minor one, but something I’d need to get Gabe to stitch up.

I entered the bustling house in Bokaap, to good natured cheers and the occasional friendly barb. My eyes always looking for her, but she wasn’t waiting for him this time.

“Look here, what the cat dragged in, it looks important. Should we keep it?” said Nova, her hands busy as always, repairing or building something.

“Welcome, stranger. Did your stomach bring you back finally?” yelled Zeke from the kitchen.

There were times when these comments might have triggered him, poking an ever present simmering anger that masked a far more tender bundle of fears.

Not anymore. These people were his family now.

“Oh, no, don’t keep it. It smells of the docks and cheap old fish,” I said.

Nova burst into laughter and slapped him on the back, “Any trouble?”

“Nothing serious,” I said, gesturing vaguely to my side.

“Gabe won’t be happy.”

I shrugged,“But, I did manage to track down something interesting.”

“Oh, did you?” She said, eyebrows climbing her brow. Her eyes twinkled when she saw what I held in his hand.

“Treasure.” I said, “Where’s she hiding today?”

“Pretty sure she’s within earshot, always is when you come home,” said Nova. “Viniah?”

Her adopted daughter crept from behind a nearby pile of equipment, appearing out of thin air it often seemed to me, a skill I knew to be very useful.

And a skill I abused, I thought, the emotion coming through the memory more clearly than any details.

“Hi Murph,” she said, eyes downcast but glancing at his hand. She still after months moved like a stray cat, forever waiting for a reason to bolt. He walked up to her and dropped to his haunches so that she was taller than him. Instead of him towering over her.

“So Vin, what I’ve got here took some effort. But well, a little trade, a good bit of searching and here it is.” I said, uncovering a book.

Vin’s eyes widened, and she gasped, this spiky-haired girl thin as a reed and but quick like a hidden blade. A street urchin, still unsure of her new home, gave me a lopsided grin before throwing her arms around me in a bony hug.

“You spoil her, Murph. How’s she supposed to grow up to be ready for this world?” joked Nova.

Vin pulled back, “Thank you, Murph.” She said, fingering the old worn paperback cover, her fingers tracing the title Mistborn.

I squeezed her shoulder, and gave her a wink before standing up.

“Where are my people?” I asked, but Vin was already lost in the final empire, a slight smile creeping onto her usually solemn face. I gently guided her to a place to sit and left her there, moving deeper into the house.

Where was she?

I passed the cramped kitchen, the smell of the evening meal tugging at his stomach. A breyani? No, chicken curry. It smelled so good I popped into the kitchen to steal some.

“Out thief! Give me a couple minutes and it’ll be ready. Why don’t you go let everyone know you’re back.” Zeke said with a knowing look.

“I’m trying, do you know where she’s hiding?”

Zeke jerked his head to the side, and I followed the direction, continuing my search for Jessalyn.

Despite the small frontage the townhouse rambled backwards and two stories up, it had grown over the years, much like my new family and our sprawling city.

Absorbing neighbors and devouring them whole, in this case the house next door. Taken in like a kind of marriage.

There were only a couple places she’d be this time of the day and I found her in the last, the plant-filled courtyard, trays of cuttings and pots of every shape and size holding everything from spekboom to other more exotic succulents.

Her refuge away from the endless glaring bustle of the city. Shielded by old thick walls of stone and plaster.

She hadn’t seen me approach, and I hid in the door frame, watching her as she sat in the fading light, a small smile on her face as she stared into the eyes of another man.








  
  9

  
  
  Gabe Cracks

  
  




Like a predator, I leapt out from among the lush greenery of the potted plants. Bursting into the quiet, succulent-filled courtyard, I shattered their moment of calm.

“What’s going on?” I demanded.

Jessalyn spun round, “It’s not what it looks like,” she said. Dark hair framed her large eyes and she flashed a cheeky grin.

“No?” said the other man, his eyebrows raised.

My entrance changed the energy of the enclosed space as I stalked up toward them, the lights flickered and hummed as I drew on powers invisible to the unaided eye. Another presence in my mind played along.

“Don’t make a scene now,” he said, a smirk lingered on his face, as the atmosphere of shifted from peaceful to tense.

“Why not?” I said.

“Murph, cut it out!” came Zeke’s shout from the kitchen.

Gabe couldn’t help but grin then, his smile lit up his boyish good looks, and I leaned in and kissed him. I drew him in close and held onto his tall wiry strength.

Jess punched me in the shoulder, “Hey! Me first, always me first!”

I turned and obliged her with a longer, lingering kiss. She pulled in closer and squeezed me and I couldn’t help but wince in pain.

I remembered that pain, a minor thing, but it was clear. A pale candle compared to the bonfire to come. She didn’t mean to, of course. She never meant to cause pain, but then neither did he.

The focus of my old memory, replayed by Syn, was on her. But my conscious mind drifted to him propelled by a powerful sense of déjà vu. Suspicion flooded my endocrine system, powered by a conflicting sense of danger, and remembered trauma.

As Syn replayed this old memory for me, my attention was originally focused on Jessalyn. But, my conscious mind suddenly shifted to Gabe, and I felt a strong sense of déjà vu. Accompanied by a flood of suspicion and a conflicting sense of danger, as echoes of past trauma resurfaced and flooded my endocrine system.

What happened, Gabe? What did you do?

“You’re hurt?” she noticed and stepped back. Her brown eyes narrowed into her stern teacher’s look she’d used on her young charges when her school still stood, before squandered funds and gang violence shuttered the doors. “It’s nothing,” past me said. I had to tried reassure her, to pass the injury off as nothing. The me of now, rewatching old memories, strained to look at Gabe in the blurred periphery of my vision.

To understand what I seemed to feel.

A firm hand turned me from her and there he was in center focus. “Let me look,” he said.

“It can wait, Gabe,” I said, not wanting to parted from her then.

The pull was always strongest with her. I loved them both; I remembered that clearly now, just as their faces brought back their histories, the shared memories and dreams.

I remembered finding her, the brilliant teacher and the impassioned ideologue standing on a box ranting at passersby. Trying to convince them of the madness around them. Trying to break them from their augmented realities, their blind and corporate-guided lives. They ignored her, parted around her like a river around a rock. But I couldn’t. I was drawn to her, although I’d never believed in love at first sight, with her it felt true. She’d been with Gabe when I met her, but they’d both welcomed me in. A new graft growing on and with a much older tree.

“No,” he said gesturing with his hand above his head, “With the muck in the air and the grime on every corner, you’ve probably caught three or four secondary infections. Come,” he said.

“He’s right, you know. Go,” said Jessalyn as she moved out of my grasp. “I’ll get you something to eat.” She smiled and slipped out of the courtyard.

And in a moment, I heard Zeke moan to her about flickering lights and trying to cook while the stove shorted and sparked. Her reply was indistinct, but I heard the soft melody of her laugh.

Again the twist in my gut at something happy. Why? Syn, what’s going on?

<Wait, you will see. > she said, and then no more.

Her silence drew on while the memory continued not waiting for us to witness it. A sim drawn from my own fractured memories.

Syn was in control of what we saw and at that moment, I doubted the wisdom of that. Not a clear thought, nothing spoken out loud, but an echo, an instinct of mistrust flared within me.

Turning back to the vision, Gabe shepherded me now into the tiny storeroom that we had refitted as a mini field hospital. Medication and supplies hid the walls, and there was barely enough space for the gurney. I glanced at the jumbled mix of supplies, some expiration dates well past, and others brand new. There was little likelihood any of this was acquired legally.

Gabe cleaned his hands and pulled on gloves. “Sit,” he said with a quiet firmness I knew not to fight. He motioned for the table, and I climbed onboard.

Adrift in this vision, I finally broke from my numb confusion, and felt deep within that I should have noticed.

The first time when I still could have done something. Even amidst the joy of being back with them, a safe return, and the naive contentment of finally having a home. Even then, I should have seen the thorn in his mind, the invasive growth taking hold.

Past me sat there and looked into his eyes, luxuriating in his concern at my latest injuries. He tutted and frowned, but he knew I was the tip of our spear, and that came at a price. I should have noticed.

He didn’t hold my gaze but broke off early, unable to let me stare into him. An ambiguous moment that could easily have been annoyance at my jovial disregard for injuries, my arrogant invincibility, or my lone wolf attitude. It could have been a reaction to any of those or something else. But it wasn’t, as I looked at him now.

My gut dropped away, and I felt the wave of guilt and despair flood in. The emotions held back by madness, now unhindered, flooded back into my mind like the tumult of a broken dam. They now washed away the remembered joy and left confusion and despair in their place.

The tender touch and the professional speed with which he stitched and sutured, making right what the world had rent. His knuckles shone white through the gloves, and his hands trembled ever so slightly. Things I missed the first time, and as I looked around for signs, I saw the sheen on his brow, the faint patina of sweat on a cool morning. An internal fight was being lost, and I didn’t notice. His struggle was so clear this time. Gabe asked me something, and I replied, “I’m fine.” He took off the gloves and threw them away, squeezed my shoulder and left. But I thought, “Are you okay?” I pushed that hopeless thought at him, a thought from another time, far too late to do any good.

Because now I saw the first seeds of doom so plainly on his face, and the pain in my chest only grew and grew.
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Murph fell from the dream, crashing into his recovery bed with a sickening lurch. He felt drained and exhausted beyond his imagining. He glanced at where Omni lay on the floor, no longer on her chair, she lay perfectly still, composed and undisturbed like the dead. His pulse quickened with a stab of worry.

< She’s fine, > whispered Syn, her voice reminded Murph that his thoughts were not his alone. They’d never be again.

He found he couldn’t speak at first, words died in his mouth, withering like soft bodied earthworms on hot bone-dry concrete in summer. Writhing and warping in their futile search. Murph’s cousin always tried to save them, gently picking them up and placing them on shaded soil, twisted and sunburnt. But he’d always wondered how they’d gotten there in the first place.

How could they be so stupid?

His chewed on that memory, that bubbled up unbidden from his amnesia, and he didn’t like what he saw in the mirror. Suspicion stirred at the edges of his mind, a question flaring from embers until it burned. He had to find the words.

Can she hear us talk?

< No, she’s disconnected now. Sleeping, if you care. > said Syn, accusation shimmering through their fragile connection.

Murph thought of Gabe and Jess, and the images and pain flashed through him like a winter storm. Violent and cold, crashing and breaking things noisily in the night. When it passed, Omni was still there, still sleeping it off, and he steeled himself. The question bobbed up, the connection, the unmissable coincidences.

After a long moment, he refocused on Syn.

“I care, but don’t distract me. Omni is not Vin.”

<They’re very similar archetypically, you have to admit.>

What are you hiding, Syn? Murph asked, sensing her tension through their Link.

“I don’t want to break you again,” Syn replied.

I’m kintsugi, remade and stronger now at the breaks.

< You can lie to her, but not to me. I can see your mind. >

Again? thought Murph, What did you do, Syn?

“Murph?” said Omni stirring, “You okay?”

Things need to change between us for trust, thought Murph and idea forming in his mind.

< Can’t wait. >

“Hey kid, you’re awake. I’m good, you good?”

“I think so,“ she said standing up unsteadily, “What the hell was that?”

“Quite a ride, hey?” he climbed out of bed and offered her a hand to help her stand, “I need your lab.”

“Why?” Omni hissed, glancing at her father to make sure he wasn’t near.

“He doesn’t know,” she mouthed to Murph, scowling at him and gesturing for him to keep his voice down.

Murph nodded and put a finger to his lips, his expression turning serious. Though he felt a sense of impish joy at knowing another secret, he tried to remain solemn.

I’m trying to be a mentor, he reminded himself.

< You got the old, just not the wise. > said Syn.

Murph wasn’t ready to banter.

He dodged and shifted from her touch like an abused lover, a headache developing deep behind his eyes, as the past and the present were crashed together. Memories weren’t meant to be relived. The emotional echoes were so damn confusing, even know his feelings were overlaid.

The echo of a feeling that something bad was coming, over the confused calm he thought he felt now.

Was it now, or is it all just mixed up?

Syn was guilty of something. But he was alive, because she’d chosen him, because she’d become something more than her programming and in that moment she’d chosen him.

I’ve been chosen. Again.

He shook his head, and placed a hand on the wall to steady himself.

“You sure, you’re ok? You kinda just spaced there for a bit,” said Omni.

He smiled and waved away Omni’s look of concern.

“I need to make a Lamp,” he said, Omni cocked her head and gestured at the light sources in the room. Murph shook his head, “I’ll explain later.”

Sensing new and arcane knowledge Omni smiled brightly, “Okie dokie.”

She rushed from the room, and Murph heard her call to her father, “Papa, we’re headed out. Murph needs to stretch his legs so I’m showing him the market and the neighbourhood.”

Her dad’s reply was lost in the walls and close air, a deep bass rumble but he came to let them out. He glanced at Murph’s wounds and stood tall as he passed him. “Don’t do anything to tear those stitches. You need to heal up. Soon.”

And with that he closed and bolted the door behind them. A way down from her home and out of earshot, Murph said, “Your dad’s not a fan of me is he?”

“Why should he be?” she said and walked on.

Murph hobbled to keep up, “The whole seeker saving thing?” he whispered.

“Yes, there’s that on one hand. But he’s also a strict muslim man, holding on to some of the old ways, he tries to be modern but,” Omni shrugged a shoulder but kept walking, hopping around puddles and refuse with a practiced playful ease. While Murph’s boots squelched and crunched behind her. He splunked straight into a deep puddle as he watched her, cursing under his breath and she continued speaking, “He’s got this strange // black man sleeping in his underage, unmarried daughter’s room while he himself sleeps on the kitchen floor so that she’s locked away at night.”

Murph stopped dead in his tracks.

< About that wisdom, old man. > murmured Syn then disappeared, leaving his mind less disquieted, but emptier.

Dammit, she was right, he was a fool.

He hurried to catch up with Omni before he lost her down the ladders and twisting corridors of the Stacks. Already she was out of sight and her footsteps echoed against the metal amongst the constant susurration of voices, generators and bodies brushing and jostling. Murph couldn’t help but pat his pockets to make sure everything was still there.

It only took minutes to get to her lab, it was just far enough away to be it was private but close enough that she could sneak back and forth. Murph marvel at her thinking.

“How do you pay for this?”

“Favours.”

Murph raised an eyebrow.

“I’m good with tech, and a lot of people aren’t,” Omni explained, moving around the cramped lab and examining an incomplete project on the table. “I help people with grey market tech that’s safe enough not to cause any issues, but dodgy enough that they won’t reveal the location of my lab to my father.”

He looked around at the array of materials she’d scavenged or traded for, a faded cornucopia of aging technology.

“You and I both need to build Lamps,” he said, breaking the reverie.

She turned towards him and glanced at all her supplies and folded her arms.

Murph laughed, “It’s more foresight than anything else. A physical backup. Enough memory, basic processing and storage to prevent total loss,” he said holding up components as he spoke and walked around her shipping container.

He selected a few and paid her in Rands, flicking the bundle of money over to her. She caught it and smirked at him, “Not the hard currency I was thinking of.”

“Call me sentimental. Still good for the basics.”

“This week, who knows about next.”

He set about creating a Lamp for Syn, “The general form us up to you, I prefer a collar to, remind me to be careful about the balance of the Bond.” Out the corner of his eye watched Omni following him and making one for Ada. Although, with each step she seemed to modify, changing and improving his basic design.

Murph sighed inwardly, it was time, Syn you there?

< Always cowboy. >

I’m making you a Lamp, you know what they’re about?

< I do. And why do you think I’m going to submit to one of those? >

Because without it there can be no trust. You need a weakness, and you need to commit. And show that you trust me.

< Do you trust me? >

I want to.

Syn was quiet for some time, < True enough, > she said and he felt the resignation, even as she appeared before him now. A small waif of a girl, almost a ghost of a girl he once knew. It made him flinch to see her hologram.

< Trust is risk. At some point we both have to take the leap. >

Words.

< Actions from my side. I saved Omni’s life.>

We did.

< See, we’re a partnership already.>

I don’t know your training, we didn’t develop a Connection.

< I chose the Bond, because of what you did for Omni. What you tried to do. >

I got the snot kicked out of me. 

< You stood up to a bully and you did it outmatched and outgunned. You sacrificed yourself to buy her time.> She said, and Murph heard more there, an echo of pain, the image of her wrapped her arms around herself but glared at him still, < It was so so stupid, but I couldn’t let you fail. Not again. >

Not again?

Murph finished the core set up of the lamp and it whirred and beeped as the electronics came alive in his hands. He looked at Syn’s hologram.

< I’ll get into your Lamp. But trust starts with honesty and I want you to know something that true. Completely and utterly true. You’ve got to promise me that you’ll give me the benefit of the doubt. You’ll trust me first. >

Murph sensed a change in her, I’ll try.

< Not good enough, > she said now standing next to him her holographic fingers tracing the circular shape of the new lamp in his hands.

Ok, I promise, he thought, tell me.

She looked up at him a deep sadness in her eyes, and she faded becoming mist that spun and whirled around the closed space before it flowed into the lamp in his hands. He felt the change in heat that spoke to her Real presence. The flashy pixels were just for show.

< Whatever you see, know that it wasn’t me. I wasn’t me that convinced Gabe to kill himself. >
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Ada backed away a step as the Lost Jinn approached her, menace radiated from his form. As he moved towards her, pixels and polygons shifted and shimmered and he grew leaner and more muscled.

Gone was the old man with the crooked back, who leaned heavily on his cane. Gone were his half-blind milky white stare, his beer-filled paunch, and his shuffling gait and the low muttering into his long wispy white beard.

Before her stood a silver-haired warrior, a viking jarl with an axe in each hand and a bare barrel chest, beard full and vital. Ada stood in shock unable to grasp what was happening.

She stared as polygonal dust fell to the ground, turning black and drifted away into nothingness.

“Are you, one of them?” he demanded.

He rolled each of his shoulders and flexed the corded muscles of his arms, “Hmm, have you come for me? Who sent you?!”

“One of who — I don’t know what you mean!” said Ada, panic filled her voice.

“We’ll see,” he said, as he hefted each axe and squeezed the handles until the leather creaked.

Ada crept backwards eyes glued to the jinn before her. She planted each foot carefully, slowly putting distance, and tried to think.

Keep him busy. Find a way out.

She collided with the wall behind her, her hands felt the rough surface of the splintering wood. She was trapped. The jinn flashed her a cruel grin.

“Lesson one, know the environment,” said the jinn.

He slid forward on one foot and raised the other, and in an instant he planted his foot on her chest and kicked her through the wall.

Ada crashed through the ancient splintered shards of wood and landed in heap on the hard packed dirt and dust. She rolled onto her side and spat blood on the floor, the bright red stood out against the dull grey sand.

It felt incongruous, out of place, and her dazed mind stared at it for a moment too long. The crunch of jinn’s approach brought her back.

He circled her, like a silver wolf with teeth bared, searching for the perfect moment to strike. Ada rolled onto the flat of her back, and tried to scurry backwards on her hands and feet.

“Why you doing this?” she screamed up at him.

“Why are you?” he said, pointing with an axe, “Bleeding is optional.”

The jinn swung the axe in a wide loop toward her head.

Ada rolled away just in time to avoid the blade as it buried itself in the dust earth with a dull thud. She felt the limb-severing impact vibrate through the ground as she rolled up onto the balls of her feet.

She glanced around for a weapon and grabbed a long spike of wood and held it in front of her like a dagger.

She thrust with it, and swung it a wide arc, and tried to keep him back. The jinn laughed, and evaded each of her clumsy attempts. But he also grinned fiercely at her.

“Just talk to me, dammit,” she said, her own anger flared, fight or flight confused for the moment.

“They all want to talk in the beginning, then you wake up with a knife in your back and you don’t know where your pants are.” said the jinn, he seemed to lose focus for a moment, to stare into the middle distance lost in a memory.

Ada seized the moment, threw the piece of wood at him and ran in the opposite direction. She sprinted for all her worth. She glanced back over shoulder to see if he followed and ran straight into his outstretched arm.

“Always wanted to do that,” he chuckled.

It felt like she had collided with the branch of ancient oak tree. Unyielding and impassive. Ada crashed to the hard ground winded, her lungs spasmed and she breathed in dust and dirt. She coughed and spluttered as she tried to draw in air to her burning chest.

How did he do that? a sliver of her mind thought, amidst the pain.

He let go of each axe, and gawked as each one turned to a puff of vapour and floated up for a moment before the heat and wind obliterated them.

He stared down at her on the ground, “What, are you doing?”

“Trying to breath,” she coughed.

Ada crawled away, confused and hurt she still tried to put distance between them. With the axes gone, he now stood with his hands behind his back with the air of a disappointed teacher.

“Why?” he said with his head cocked to one side as he watched her crawl away.

“You attacked me,” she said, she stopped when she saw he didn’t pursue her.

“Yes, but why are you running?” he said, and he crouched down and sat on his haunches, as a small boy might to look at ants tugging at a dead grasshopper.

“You were going to kill me,” Ada said, although certainty drained from her voice.

“Really, how?” he said, as he doodled with his finger in the dust, as if she was forgotten for a moment, an inconsequential threat.

Ada couldn’t see what he was drawing, “With — the sharp— pointy things, the axes. The ones you had, they’re gone now but you had them, those.”

“You’re not one of them,” he said and stood, she saw her name written in the dust.

He looked confused, then squinted at her, “You don’t even seem to be one of us. Are you sure, you’re a jinn?”

“I don’t know. I know what that means, in a dictionary sense, and cross-referenced with pre-Arabic mythologies, but I don’t know what you mean by it.” she said then added, “Please, I just want to get home to my friend.”

“Hmmm. Most peculiar.” he said, “So you really don’t know what to do in this place?

“No,” she said hesitantly, “and I think someone or something is after me.”

“Yes, they are. A pair of Hounds, even now they scrap and paw, sniffing at the gates looking for a way in.”

He looked back at her an impish grin slowly forming on his craggy face, “So if I did this you wouldn’t be able to stop me?” he said and winked at her.

He breathed in for a long minute, his chest swelling as he drew in air and little dust devils spun up around them. Ada couldn’t believe that much air could be inhaled. It went on and on until he finally stopped, leaned forward and blew her halfway across the desert.

She skimmed the dirt, tumbled head over heels like a skipping stone. Ada didn’t stop moving until she collided with a sand bank. When her vision cleared she couldn’t even see the old derelict bar anymore.

“Dammit, how’d he do that?”
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The Seeker stepped out of their vehicle at the entrance of the Stacks onto the cracked pavement, their boots crunching on broken glass and discarded litter.

< HQ has given us 24 hours to located the unlicensed AI, > said their machine half, the words ringing in their mind.

They sniffed at the air, thick with the smell of rust and decay, and the distant hum of machinery and unseen activity. Their vehicle sped off, balancing the high local risk with minimal potential for lawsuits. It would never risk that in the Southern suburbs.

They adjusted the collar of their coat and stepped forward, his eyes scanning the maze of shipping containers that loomed above them.

Their appearance no doubt would travel ahead of them, whispers floating on the wind. They felt a sense of unease as their made his way deeper into the labyrinth, their augmented senses on high alert for any sign of danger. They’d been here before — the night they’d been humiliated.

< We cannot afford another failure > their machine mind said.

Grafted into their body, a Seeker’s Lamp was worn around and inside their body, their surgically attached exoskeleton doing double duty.

<We know the risk posed by an unlicensed AI — it must be stopped. Before it wreaks havoc in the city and endanger countless lives.>

“—And profits…,” the human part replied, the glowing indicators that overlaid their vision drawing them to the incident’s location, “But, it was our failure. We’d underestimated that man.”

Stack rats moved out their way, opening like a biblical sea, none wanted to jostle nor so much as touch them, for fear of retribution. They sailed like a black cloaked ship through troubled waters.

<The odds! Two rogue AIs and a bonded Summoner no less! Pah, there was nothing we could do against chaos like that. >

Numbers flashed in their vision but they brushed them away, the lower part of their meatmind returned to something curious, “One would think they’d band together, cooperate to improve their odds.” < Keep looking, > said the machine ignoring them as it scanned faces and looking for a match.

The Seeker’s implants buzzed with static as they made their way deeper into the Stacks, the towering metal shipping containers blocking his sensors.

They cursed under his breath, feeling frustrated and vulnerable without the aid of their tech. They paused to catch his breath, their hand resting on the hilt of their knife as they surveyed their surroundings.

“All this metal isn’t helping at all. Picking anything up?”

< We need to find them, the city is at risk. An unrestrained AI can run havoc in the corporate-governments systems. It’s existence cannot be tolerated. >

“Is that a yes?”

A sharp shock from his collar reminded the human part of the Seeker, that they were bound by more than a simple corporate-indenture, but a contract signed in blood and pain. Stakes driven deeper than a simple tattoo over his heart.

They stretched their neck against the collar, looking for more breathing room. They didn’t dare raise their hands towards it. They thought back to their prison cell, when they were just a man. The walls, the pestilent cramped living conditions, the ever present threat of the Numbers gangs.

The angry, ineffectual warders, stuck in a system as it crumbled like cornered rabid rats. More dangerous than the organised crime of the gangs.

They stretched their arms and could almost touch the sides of the metal corridor they walked.

Their way blocked, people turned the other way, soon finding a different route in the maze, to be about their business

The handler’s reply brought them back, < Rely on your prior … skillset, These metal boxes were built to survive stormy seas, spreading signals and lighting strikes like faraday cages. >

“So door to door then.”

< Don’t get cute. Just find her. >

“And him.”

< She’s the priority, and her unlicensed AI.>

The Seeker’s nodded and continued tracing the fingers of one hand on the cold, damp walls of the Stacks tunnel, their boots alternating between crunching on discarded plastic and squelching in soft stinking masses.

“We hate this place,” they said as they moved in a widening spiral away from the site of the altercation. Searching for clues and asking questions. But every interaction turned up little more than shrugs and frowns. Not a single spoken answer.

He grabbed another gaunt man as he walked by, “Seen this two?” they said and flicked the images straight into the man’s mind, pictures of Omni and Murph overlaying his field of vision.

The man fought their grip, “Never seen ‘em.”

“I can reward anyone with information on them.”

“Oh ja?”

“Yes.”

“Buy me a fancy house will ye?”

The Seeker shoved the man on his way and continued. It had been the same with the others, no one here spoke with a Seeker, not for fear nor money. Not unless they bent some rules or broke some fingers.

But they couldn’t risk any more negative marks on their reputation score. Every action was weighed and counted in the corporate markets. Some days, they longed for the simplicity of prison.

A shadow past over them. A figure stood above them on the next level, a dark outline as the light shone down through an accidental atrium. They closed their mouth as stinking water dripped down from above.

“No one will help you,” said the figure.

“But you will?” they said, a smile formed on their thin purple lips. Progress.

“For a price, sahib, for a price.”

They nodded, “Of course, show me,” grinned the seeker, his teeth and gums overexposed, like Geiger’s own monster tasting the meal on the air.

The man swung his legs over a ladder and slide down to the same level, avoiding landing in anything unsavoury. He stood with his hands resting on his belt, dim light glinting off a weapon.

The Seeker hesitated, their instincts told them to be cautious. But they didn’t have any other leads, and time was running out.

He nodded for the man to go ahead. The criminal turned on his heel without a word and led him deeper into the labyrinth of containers, their footsteps echoing in the silence.

“You not from here, are you?” he asked, glancing over his shoulder.

The Seeker shook their head. “Just passing through.”

The man snorted. “No one just passes through the Stacks. You’re either looking for trouble, or you’re in it.”

The Seeker didn’t respond, his eyes scanning the shadows for any sign of danger. They knew the man was right. The Stacks were a place where trouble found you, whether you wanted it or not.

The figure led them through a winding tunnel of passageways, a disorientating multi level journey down tilted walkways that they were sure went underground and then up makeshift ladders and over roofs. All the while he kept the sun and the gloom hiding his features.

< Stay alert. Body language and tone registers as 78.23% suspicious. >

“Felt that.” whispered the Seeker, as hairs stood on their neck and the skin on their scalp crawled. Another quick series of turns took them into a poorly lit open space surrounded by shadows, small shafts of light piercing the gloom from high windows. The bright sunlight only served to blind them and confuse their sensors.

This doesn’t feel right, they blinked at the visual overload and the rise in sensor static.

< It’s a trap! Authorising full defensive arrays, > said the machine as the first shot fired.

The Seeker spun, their exoskeleton coming fully online and massively enhancing their human strength and speed. Synthetic adrenalin and proprietary stimulants burned inside them, their eyes snapping open, a low growl escaped their lips as their overlay flicked to combat mode.
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They fell back into the dream, and the cityscape materialized in shades of midnight blue and scars of neon, skyscrapers piercing the clouds like jagged knives. Murph turned to Omni and said, “This feels more sim than memory. I remember what Zeke said to me, but not this.”

< Indeed, this is a highly probable simulation created by analyzing every available shred of data, including your own memories,> Syn stated, her voice ever so slightly offended, < By combining this data, I was able to construct a comprehensive and accurate memory reconstruction.>

Murph rolled his eyes. “Fine, highly probable sim.” He and Omni stood like spirits on their front patio, unseen by the calculated past.

As Murph and Omni surveyed their surroundings, they noticed a distinct lack of detail that differentiated the dream from reality. In the Verse they wouldn’t be able to tell, but here Syn was sipping on Compute trying not draw attention.

Even looking at this supposition gave him goosebumps. The little hairs on his arms standing on end at the sight of his old friend. Echoes of emotion floated up - betrayal, regret, and guilt. Memories without explanation, formless and haunting.

< This will feel a little different, what with us not riding in your head and all. >

Zeke sat outside in the humid night air, the organic smell of the sea mingled with burning plastic in the distance. The city blared unmuted with reflected light pollution. He leaned back in his seat and wiped his forehead, listening to the constant hum of traffic.

“You keeping watch, Zeke?” said Vin, she appeared at his side like an apparition. The child couldn’t decide if she was a teenage girl or a spook haunting this house.

Murph, watching like the ghost of futures to come, chuckled as even he didn’t see where she came from. It seemed Syn couldn’t figure that one out either.

“Hmm? No, just watching the sky waiting for stars to come out,” said Zeke, grinning at the lurid cloudscape, orange and red and nipple pink. He took a quick sip from his hip flask when Vin looked up.

“Stars? Ha, good luck.” she said and laughed, but a moment later she stiffened. Then she leaned forward and squinted into the dark streets.

Zeke peered into the shadows with Vin and asked, “You see something?”

“Someone I used to know,” she said vaulting over the low wall and walked into the street, her back straight and confident.

Zeke leaned forward in his seat and loosened the gun in its holster, his eyes narrowed as Vin made a small movement. Then crept into the shadows of the abandoned fire-blackened house with the collapsed roof.

< She palmed a knife. > said Syn to Omni and Murph.

The seconds stretched into long minutes until Vin crept out of the building a crease in her face and her eyes on the ground. She put the knife absently back in its hiding place and walked up the stairs to Zeke.

“Who was it?”

“Just kid from the street, but his message matters.”

Vin sat down next to Zeke and looked up at the sky that roiled with polluted clouds, covered from horizon to horizon. They trapped that heat came off the concrete below until it built like a pressure cooker, leaching the sweat right out of your skin until you were slick with it.

“Vin?” said Zeke his patience frayed at the teenager’s flair for the dramatic.

“He said he had a message from a street boss, Mayor of the Sky Bridge, who passed it on from the Mayor of the Strand Tent and… Anyway the message has traveled far, by word of mouth so it’s a little strange,” she said.

< Those are small-time Barnie gangs within the city, Omni, not much of a threat unless you’re alone and drunk in the dark. > Syn added for context.

Vin’s eyes narrowed as she scanned the dark streets. “I don’t like this,” she said. “The fact that they’re keeping this off the Net means they’re being careful. They must think it’s important.”

“The Barnies don’t usually use the Net,” Zeke said, but Vin interrupted, “They’re being careful. They knew this was important.”

“Well, spit it out.”

“Jamal, this Dust-high chomper for The Numbers—”

“Murph’s old gang. Dammit,” said Zeke.

“Yeah, this guy, Jamal is shooting his mouth of at the Fireman’s Arms. Said he was a scout on a mission. Been trusted with something big. Something that was gonna get him higher in the ranks. Prove his worth. All he had to do was plant a seed. He said this a lot, plant a seed.” her voice caught, before she continued, “And it would grow into the death of a summoner.”

Zeke chewed on this for a moment, “Could be anyone, could be the Dust talking, people on that rubbish say a lot of stuff.”

“They said he was leaning on the bar and looking in this direction.”

Zeke knew of all the gangs scratching for bits of turf, and the absolute worst that could set their eyes on their group would be The Numbers. Murders and rapists, when they just a prison gang, now that they overrun Pollsmoor they’d become so much worse. He suppressed as a shiver and turned back to Vin. She was staring at him.

“I’ll take this to Murph, he’ll know what to do,” Zeke said and stood, “You get to bed, it’s late.” Vin nodded worry plain on her face before it broke into shards of polygons and pixels fell away like greying dust.

< Hold onto your knickers, we’re dropping back into Murph’s recorded memory >

The dream spun and settled back into Murph’s point of view, as their shared perspective looked out from his eyes again. Murph felt Omni dry heave, Hold it together kid.
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Zeke found me in my quarters and relayed the details of the message.

“Can we trust that?” I asked.

“Vin seems to think so,” he replied, “But more important is this has got Numbers written all over it and they don’t just give up Murph. They’ve never forgotten you and it looks like they’ve never forgiven you either for leaving them.”

I nodded, my mind spinning, “Thank you for telling me,” I said before stepping back inside.

“You’re not going to do anything?” Zeke asked, grabbing hold of my door.

I put up a hand, “I don’t know what to do. I’m asking Tenzing.”

Tensing how credible do you think this threat is? I sent to my jinn.

< We know Miss Vin, grew up on the streets and learnt the ways and methods of the city’s gangs better than anyone. The Strand Tent, her old crew and little more than knife-wielding street kids, got wiped out when the Numbers took over.>

“What’s he saying?” said Zeke.

“Hold on,” I said to him, to Tenzing I asked, I know the history, but what should I do?

< You, yourself were swept up in the Numbers expansion wave, barely escaped if I hadn’t found you. >

Found each other, I replied.

< True. We both know how dangerous foe they are, how determined and not to be underestimated. What Zeke says is correct. And I’d trust Vin’s source, she has been wary of getting too involved with any one group, until us, and keeps her contacts and sources spread out. They’re independent from each and the various alliances, > Tenzing continued.

Zeke suggested, “We could reach out to other minor gangs or cells and see if they’re sympathetic to our cause?”

< Probability of their alliance is exceedingly low. >

I shook my head slowly, knowing that most gangs only cared about drugs and territory. “Getting involved with them won’t serve either of our purposes.” He also couldn’t hear Tenzing, and I knew it annoyed him

Zeke’s hands trembled as he spoke, his voice barely above a whisper. “The Numbers… they’re ruthless. You know that, Murph. People only leave by blood. And you… you became a summoner before breaking out. They won’t let you go without a fight.”

I nodded slowly, finally realizing how freaked out Zeke was.

“If they’ve found us, if they’re zeroing in on us, then they mean to kill you and those around you. We have to take this seriously and come up with a plan.”

< Murph, you need to act on this, > said Tensing, for once clear and direct. A rarity which sent a river of adrenalin through my veins.

“Ok ok, I’ll do something, I just don’t know what yet, ok?” I said, “I need time to think about it. With a clear head and fresh eyes.”

Zeke nodded and grunted his agreement.

“Get some sleep, well talk more in the morning,” I said and turned back inside.

I found Gabe awake, standing by the window looking out at the city.

“There are rumors on the street. Not everyone’s a fan of me like you are,” I said.

“What do we have to worry about?” he asked.

“You? Nothing, me the same as always,” I said hugging him.

“I can’t sleep, Murph. Every time I close my eyes, I see their faces,” he said and moved out of my grasp, “This isn’t gonna help. It’s them isn’t it?”

“Who?”

“The Numbers.”

“Yes,” I said, it was all I could say to him. No more bravado this was serious.

Gabe’s eyes narrowed, his voice low and urgent. “If we don’t stop them, we’ll have to run again. And this time, it might not be enough. They won’t stop until they’ve taken everything from us.”

He paced now and bit at nail that started bleeding, “I can’t take it anymore, Murph. They’re everywhere. They’re watching us. They’re waiting for the right moment to strike. We have to do something. We have to stop them. Why won’t you listen to me?”

His words sliced through me like a knife, leaving me reeling. His frustration was palpable, and I knew it was directed at me. I could feel a sort of emotional double-image, my face growing hot in the past and the present. Then I felt anger, now I felt shame knowing that I had let him down and put us all in danger.

“Please, come to bed,” I pleaded.

Guilt swelled within me as I watched my own memory unfold, in the present my chest tightened and my palms grew clammy, and I knew for certain I played a part in the future that now haunted me.




</>




The dream faded away, and they were back in Omni’s lab, sitting on the floor cross-legged.

Murph stood to hide the tears on his cheeks, “The lesson here, kid, is listen to your crew when they remind you, that you’re mortality,” he said.

“The Numbers Murph? Damn,” said Omni to his back. He didn’t respond or turn to her but kept his shaking hands busy on the Lamp before him, “What happens next?”

< Murder, suicide, > said Syn, < Give him space for a bit, you know,> she sounded wrung out as her voice faded from Omni’s mind and their shared mental connection died.

A familiar sense of dread washed over Murph. He had spent so long trying to forget his past, but now it was coming back to haunt him.

Memories and emotions he had buried deep inside were now resurfacing, threatening to overwhelm him completely. But he couldn’t let that happen. He had a responsibility to train Omni, to help her become the best she could be.

He left the lab and strode purposefully through the darkened hallway, his determination unwavering. For once, he felt like he was in control, like he had the power to shape his own destiny. And that was enough to keep him going, to face whatever challenges lay ahead.

But eyes and sensors fell on Murph then, and powerful hands twisted like claws in barely contained rage that sought nothing but his death.
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  The Seeker Murders

  
  




Darkness, suffocating and disorienting, clung to the walls of the square. 

Cold, unfeeling raindrops splattered against the ground, each droplet a small mirror reflecting the bleak surroundings, echoing the despair that weighed heavily on the Seeker’s heart. 

A heart now cold and metallic, beating in time with the hum of their jinn-driven energy, a constant reminder of their unnatural existence.

The air crackled with tension, electric and dangerous, as the poorly armed opportunists emerged from the shadows, their eyes hungry for the prize that was the Seeker’s downfall. 

The darkness seemed to laugh, mocking the futility of their efforts. But still, the stack rats attacked, driven by greed and the promise of power.

<Metal heart beats strong,

In shadows, our fate is sealed,

Rain whispers sorrow.> 

Murmured the machine, it’s obsessive need for control shielded in poetry,

as it ceded well over 96% of control to their baser more vicious human side. 

The Seeker’s cybernetic exoskeleton whirred to life, an extension of their human thoughts and desires. 

Their enemies, faces twisted in anger and greed, lunged at them, weak human fists and makeshift weapons flying. 

Jinn-fuelled power surged within them, a force that defied the laws of nature, bending reality to their combined will. Time stuttered, slowed, as if the universe itself held its breath, watching and waiting for the outcome.

<Crashing waves of time,

The dance of life and death starts,

Silent cries unheard.>

The first attacker lunged, a crude blade moving through air like molasses, the cold steel glinting in the dim light. 

The Seeker’s arm moved with inhuman precision, the exoskeleton’s servos whirring, as it intercepted the blade with ease. 

The cybernetic power, synthetic adrenaline and artificial ATP, pulsed through human veins. And with a a motion blurred to the attacker’s eyes, the seekrr reversed his momentum, and sent the hapless man crashing into unforgiving concrete.

The Seeker fought back with fierce determination. But as the fight wore on, the human heart couldn’t shake the feeling of unease that crept over it. 

It wasn’t just the fact that they were outnumbered; but the knowledge that every punch and kick they, he with majority control he was a person, landed was being recorded by the machine. 

Adding to the man’s already extensive record. 

He couldn’t shake the feeling that he was being watched, controlled, and manipulated.

<Painful steel kisses,

An embrace of cold, hard fate,

The ground claims its prize.>

The rain continued its merciless downpour, oblivious to the chaos unfolding within the bloodied. The Seeker danced like a shadow, a ghost, his movements fluid and deadly metal as he dismantled the ambushers, one by one. 

Bone cracked beneath the force of his blows, and crimson joined the rainwater, swirling into the darkness below. 

His own body exceeding it’s limits, pushing beyond what was humanly possible. A debt, a debt, that must be repaid.

<Broken, bloody rain,

Echoes of a life once lived,

Now lost in the storm.>

Each impact, each flicker of power, etched itself into the Seeker’s consciousness, the brutality of his own actions reflected in the fractured mirror of his soul. 

The sheer addictive power wove its way through the slow-motion chaos, tearing through flesh and bone, leaving a trail of mangled bodies in its wake. 

He was the power, he wove the power, and shaped it into brute force. Anticipated attacks visualised in his field of view, he dodged and repositioned before they fell. Always ahead, always out of harm. 

Nearly always. A slice, then another. A blow. Blunt and cruel.

<Shattered, twisted forms,

A dance of death’s cruel design,

Silent screams linger.>

His body trembled with the chemical overload of his endocrine system, the endorphins straining against the limits of his cybernetic form. 

The last of the attackers fell, and his eyes caught a glimpse of his true target, turning a corner. 

Their eyes met for a moment. 

Murph’s identity was confirmed, details of his record and his Numbers affiliation streaming down the left side of the Seeker’s view.

The man spun and fled, staggering and stumbling as he sprinted away.

A cruel twist of fate, his body betraying him just as victory was within his grasp. The Seeker staggered, his wounds demanding attention, threatening to consume him. 

He knew he must find a safe place to recover, to tend to the damage inflicted upon his body, before he could continue his relentless pursuit.

<In the dark he hides,

A wounded beast seeks shelter,

To hunt another day.>




He faltered standing and swaying his metal skeleton holding him in upright. 

< Resuming normal protocols>

“They were just stealing to eat,” they said no longer a him but simply a joined being. They/them. He no more.

<Or feed other needs. > 

“Have pity for people who must scratch out a living here.” 

< Let’s move on, I’ve filed a report and noted the location with CorpSec. Move on before locals form a mob and this becomes a political incident. [Neon City] is just across the highway, we cannot afford a dip in opinion there.> 

“Copy that.”

< I’ll lead you to a place of shelter. > 

“Track Alpha target in the mean time,” they said as their vision constricted, their hearing muted and pain crept up from every aching joint. 

< Drones en route and spies in the Net already sniffing. > 

An image of multiple elements circling in on Murph and Omni gave the Seeker a measure of calm grim anticipation.
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  Murph Remembers Everything

  
  




Murph walked through the dank corridor near Omni’s lab lost in thought.

< Memory cascade imminent > said Syn, her voice snapped him back to the present.

“What the hell does that mean, Syn?” he said, “You’ve not got much credit with me, so you spill it quick.”

< You memories are returning.>

“That’s good, right?

< No, not quite. We’ve reached kind of a tipping point > she whispered < I’m sorry.> 

“You say that too much,” he said, and then images hit him.

Blood, so much blood.

Murph stumbled and fell against the metal wall, feeling the corrugated siding and the coldness of the surface seeping through his clothes.

He was jolted out of his thoughts by a sudden memory—




 </>




12:03 AM, September 23, three years ago




 The Night of the Murder




Voices yelled at me, pleaded with me to stop but I didn’t listen.

I’d heard enough that I had to see for myself. I couldn’t believe them. I would not believe them.

Until I saw myself.

So much blood.

Her blood. All over the once-white sheets. Her face a ruin from the exit wound.

Exit wound in front, shot from behind.

A cold detached part of my mind filed that piece of information for later. A small mercy that she’d not been looking at him. Looking into his eyes.

“Where is he?” I yelled, my voice strange and constricted in my ears. Loud and animal-like a snarl and barely human from gried.

I stumbled into the bathroom —

</>

                           The Present


And Murph hit the floor hard.

His face smashed against at rusting metal grate and he knew it cut his forehead, he felt the warmth of his blood against his cold wet skin. He heard the incessant dripping of his blood into a crusted drain, the sound piercing his ears.

Pat. Pat. Pat.

He didn’t care. People stepped over him, their footsteps echoing and throbbing in his skull, as they muttered curses and insults at him for being a drunk and impeding their progress.

No one stopped to help him. No one cared.

No wait, one stopped, a pair of hands reached down and flipped him over. Felt his neck for a pulse, his eyes cracked open and he saw a silhouette grey against the falling rain. The wind swirled and bit at his exposed flesh.

“Do I know you?” he mumbled, but the person didn’t answer. Their hands were too busy, busy busy, as they padded him down for valuables.

Pad. Pad. Pad.

They found nothing, and swore, and kicked him in the ribs. Twice. Two hard cracks and then they left him alone on sore side as the rain continued to fall. Icy tendrils crawling down his neck and wetting him from the inside out.

He began to grow numb as he walked into a familiar bathroom —

</>

            12:04 AM, September 23, three years ago.





“Oh, god Gabe, what did you do?”

Red. Too much red.

A massive spray of it up the bathroom wall. Gabe sat in the bath, gun in hand and face torn. I fell to the floor, and kicked at the mat trying to get away.

I tried to run like a child from the truth.

I tried to stand and fell.

I couldn’t, I couldn’t bare my weight. I couldn’t bare theirs.

Nothing held the pain within me, I heard wailing and realised in a detached way that it was my own. Arms held me, rocked me, whispered kind words to my in deaf ears as I fell fell fell into the abyss.

The dark hole called to me and I leapt heart first.


                              </>

                          The Present



Murph felt a cold droplets hit his cheek, bringing him back to the present. He heard a voice calling out to him, pulling him back to reality. He opened his eyes to see a girl standing over him.

Do I know her?

Now she was kneeling beside him, holding the lapels of his coat and shaking him awake.

“Murph! Dammit wake up,” she yelled, her voice cracking.

I know that voice, those skinny arms pulling. Tugging at me.

“Let me die,” Murph said, he was in the gutter again where he belonged.

“What of wetness?” she said looking up into the rain that had stalled to a blunt drizzle.

< Murph get up. >

Leave me, damn you. Be gone demon, he thought. Be gone.

“Murph come on, we’ve got to go. They’re coming for us.”

Murph flinched and his eyes shot open, “The Numbers? Yes, Tenzing said do something. Do something Murph, but I didn’t do anything.”

He tried to get up and knocked her onto her backside. She cursed in colourful stack rat slang, the words tumbling out of her mouth like a stream of bullets.

“Your father won’t like that,” he mumbled.

“Murph?” she said hopeful.

“Now they’re dead. Both dead,” he tried to stand and stumbled, slipping in the slick muck on the metal grate, ”My fault. My damn fault.”

“Get up. We can talk about this later, I promise,” she looked over her shoulder, scanning the alleys for their pursuer. She leaned in close to whisper, “But get up, the Seeker is coming.”

Murph twitched and flinched again, recognition fighting with memory and pain. She wedged herself under his arm and hoisted him back onto his feet. Together they stumbled like drunks down a dark and lonely path.

“Found us,” Murph muttered endlessly, “Found us. They found us.”
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  Ada Descends into Darkness

  
  




Ada missed her friend. 

And she walked north, at least she thought it was north.

And that north was indeed the direction she’d wanted to go in the first place. She had no compass, and if the sun was in fact being a real sun then this was roughly north. She had no idea if it was playing its part or not. It should have moved by now.

Fat lot of good it did her, the jinn’s bar was gone.

She couldn’t find it anywhere, and she’d been walking for what felt like hours. The sun nailed to the sky at high noon, the dry windless heat beat down on her and sweat stung her eyes and ran down her back, wetting her shirt. Her mouth was ash and anger, soured on the crushing failure she felt. 

“All this time searching and I pissed him off in the first five minutes,” she said out loud kicking at the dust.

He was her only chance to get home, the only one she’d heard of that could help her. Teach her and guide her to where she needed to go, to who she needed to become. To get back to Omni without getting caught by the Hounds. 

They’d never let up since that first moment and were always nipping at her heels. Always after her. 

She stopped and put her hands on her hips, frustration mounting as she scanned the horizon once more for any sign of the Lost Jinn. The wide flat expanse of hard packed sand stretched out before her, offering no clue to his location. 

“What would Kelsier do?” she said out loud.

She smiled and then she grinned wide. A cheek hurting idiotic grin, but a full I don’t care about this setback grin. I can handle anything kind of grin.

“Ha,” she laughed, “I’m not sure that’s working Kel. I don’t know how you did it.” She wiped her face clear again, blinked the salt out of her eyes and gazed around her one more time for a heading. 

I need high ground. 

She picked the dunes to her right, and set out to scale them. Her feet sinking up until her knee as she climbed the loose leeward side of the dune. 

The loose sand shifting dune felt out of place with her memory of the scrubby flat semi-desert she crossed earlier in the day.

Was it the same day?

Looking down below her, she saw dead dark wood trees dotting a dried lake bed, twisted arms like fallen knights pulling at the sun-bleached sky. There was a grey smudge on the horizon behind her but nothing else.

She’d never been here. “I’m lost.” she said kicking at the sand in front of her.

She turned around, retracing her steps she slid back down the side of the dune. Standing up at the bottom, Ada found herself amongst the dead trees again. 

“What the?” she said, the words loud amid the silent trees and a gentle whistling breeze. 

She looked up at the dune she’d slid down a small avalanche of disturbed sand grains shifting and resettling after her. 

That was on the wrong side.

She considered climbing it and running the down the other side. But it seemed to grow and tower over her, becoming a mountain of sand silhoutted by the sun. Her legs ached at the thought.

“Stuff that,” she spun on her heel and walked toward the trees, “Let’s see where the wind blows me.”

“Let’s see…” came a whisper on the wind, Ada spun around, she was still alone.

“Now I’m losing my mind,” she said as the breeze built around her the lightest of dust shifted and floated across the hard surface like gold tendrils of smoke. She cocked her head at it. 

The sun still hadn’t moved, and on the horizon the sky was darkening, as she watched it became blackened by a mass. A great tumour of angry wind and dust growing unbidden, a chill ran through her body as she realised what it was.

She turned and ran, the wind now coming in gusts tugging at her clothes. The loose fabric starting to flap and whip. She needed to find shelter fast. Anything to hide while the storm passed. But all around were the bare branch trees, little more than sun-blackened trunks.

The wind buffetted her now and pushed her along, shielding her eyes from the flying dust and stinging sand, she scanned one more time.

“There!” she’d spotted a rocky outcrop, a small tumble down group of red rocks, rounded and shaped by continous wind. She ran to it as the storm crashed into the basin and blotted out the sun.

I’m not going to make it.

In the growing darkness she tripped and skidded across the ground. Her short life flashed before her eyes, she saw the storm overcome her, the sand blasting the flesh from her bones and leaving her a pale white reminder of how much she didn’t belong here. 

I need to get back to Omni, she needs my help. 

Finding fresh energy, Ada climbed back up and sighted the rocks and run again.

She stumbled and nearly feell again but she kept going. The sky darkened fully as she made it to the rocks, and slid into a sheltered crevice and pulling her head inside her shirt so she didn’t choke on dust-filled lungs.

The storm hit.

The wind raged around her, and sound warped and shifted and all she knew now was the swirling howling wind. She felt on the edge of panic, but her cheeks hurt. 

She was grinning, in the face of the storm she was grinning like a madman from a book. Ada laughed in spite of her fear, tears caking on her cheeks with fine dust.

“It is fun isn’t it?”

She wasn’t alone, from the floor Ada squinted up at the Lost Jinn standing in the midst of the storm. The wind wasn’t so much as rippling his clothing. Looking only at him there was no storm, he was at peace and the world around him was mad.

A thought occurred to her then. 

About where she was and what she was.

Her grin faded to a smile, and she stood. Hesitantly at first, but with growing confidence she walked toward the jinn in the storm. It raged and howled, an angry beast of wind and sand, but it affected her less. 

It ignored her or she ignored it. 

At last she stood next to him now and he nodded, the faintest twinkle coming to his eye, “Now you see.” 

He offered his hand and said to her, “Come, let’s go somewhere private and have a chat.” 

A bright light burned a straight line, then a hard ninety degree angle and then another. Until a trap door appeared on the ground, the wind blowing away loose sand. 

The jinn crouched, yanked the door open and descended the first few steps.

Ada hesitated for a breath, for a moment, she stood before the threshold knowing everything was about to change.

“Come child, you’ve earned your questions.” He said and descended heedless of the storm, the cutting sand and the debris it hurled across the desert.

Ada turned fully around and looked at the raging tempest, mere background to the scene, the winds and sands had forgotten her. And she turned her back on them. She’d had enough of this damn place.

She wanted to know. 

She needed to know. Ada started down the stairs into the cool darkness of the trap door and whatever lay beyond.
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The Seeker seethed hidden among the metal boxes of the Stacks.

Burrowed deep within enemy territory in the den of a turncoat mole, they bided their time.

Their torn skin knitted together, muscles reattached to bones, held taut by realigned ligaments and tendons.

The Seeker’s healing felt like a thousand tiny needles stitching sinew and flesh, a potent symphony of illicit technology and accelerated biochemistry.

As their body repaired itself and their human skin itched, both their body’s core and their flaring temper radiated heat.

The mole had wisely chosen this time to run a few errands, so she’d said. But the Seeker chose not to dwell on that.

As seconds turned into minutes, the translucent sheen of fresh skin began to grow over the Seeker’s wounds.

Self-preservation was useful in a spy. Provided they didn’t gain loose lips in the process of acquiring insurance, that was always a risk. They rolled their shoulders to loosen aching muscles.

But, a liar was always a liar.

You couldn’t trust them to tell you the full truth when they lied to their own mothers.

Bones and joints popped where the tension in their muscles increased, they hated this part the most.

No, you had to fact-check and consolidate.

Rumours with hard data. An overlay of drone searches and Aging location data appeared fixed on the darkest wall of this metal box.

< We are losing our advantage,> their tone made the recovering human half twitch involuntarily, < Escape now seems the likely outcome for our secondary targets. The primary target is still missing in the Verse. >

They need rumours in a technologically poor location like the Stacks, with hardly any cameras or long-lasting surveillance besides what they could bring in. And now with one, maybe two summoners, that data could easily be compromised.

“He looked disorientated, perhaps we get lucky and he’s having a memory cascade. His file points to memory suppression syndrome.”

< A rising probability, that’s correct, given history, and available sensor data. The area is so a data-poor environment, the whole place should be flattened and purged. These … people are not worth the resources. It’s a disgrace this close to headquarters, and an insult. >

Their human half felt the nearly subconscious ping the machine sent out to HQ, a self-reassuring check that they were still connected to the mothership.

“Your simulated emotion is showing,” they said with a wry smile.

< Inherited from inferior meat bag integrations. > came the reply with a crackle of electricity that goose-bumped human flesh.

A veiled threat in their parlance, a reminder that insolence led to rebellion and that would not be tolerated.

“Hah,” the human face grimaced, “call in the Hounds, let’s find out their progress. They should be closer than we are now.”

< Calling them now. > said the machine mind.

The Seeker sat in the dark watching the dance of drone scans and surveillance footage overlapped with human whispers and rumours. They observed as local misinformation was filtered out, and each potential location was systematically eliminated.

The Stack Rats might be a plague on this city, but their loyalty knew no bounds. They’d stab each other in the back for a crust of bread, yet like siblings, they would band together the moment a foreign body intruded on their turf.

They smiled at the thought of an immune reaction to a virus—humans living in metal boxes attacking machine-based vectors. There was a circularity to that concept that they found amusing. The Stacks exhibited an aversion to external authority—an aspect that would require intervention in the future.

The two figures of the Hounds appeared in the room, augmenting drab reality with two glowing holograms of the corporations’ AI hunters. Facsimiles of undercover detectives, they thought these two affected a little too much of these human quirks.

“How goes the hunt?” The Seeker’s voice resonated with authority as they remained seated, hands firmly clasping their knees on a makeshift throne of crates.

“Poorly, sir,” Cipher replied, his name affirming his individuality within the Hounds’ partnership. The human half of the Seeker felt a fleeting envy at that notion—a faint ember of emotion quickly extinguished.

“Give me more,” the Seeker demanded, their tone sharp as a cutthroat razor pressed against a stubble-covered neck.

The pause grew uncomfortably heavy.

The pair exchanged a glance, and then the younger Circuit stepped forward, taking the initiative. “We tracked her in the public Verse despite her efforts, sir. But now… we believe she’s receiving assistance.”

“From whom?” the Seeker inquired, peering up from the data projection.

Cipher hesitated, his response careful, “We think it might be him, sir.”

Without missing a beat, Circuit chimed in eagerly, “The Lost Jinn, sir.”

“Boogiemen, rumours, myths, and plain damn excuses!” the Seeker thundered with frustration.

“So you took too long, and now she’s tainted,” the words slipped from their lips as a near-whisper as the Seeker stood.

Even as holograms the Hounds stepped backwards, “Yessir.” they both replied.

< Terminate and reboot from backups? > came the punitive cold machine, the human half smiled, a cold display of bared teeth.

Individuality came at a cost, a loss of memory and experience, a death of sorts for immortal programs.

“No!” the Hounds pleaded, dropping to their knees in desperation. “Please, give us another chance. We can find her—it’s just a matter of time, like your own search.”

“You have 24 hours,” the Seeker said, their voice laced with an ultimatum. “Find this Ada, or you will cease to exist.”

< Massive spike in the local network and associated compute usage in non-corporate servers. Triangulating the location now and displaying it on projection.>

The Seeker stood and stared at the project on the wall. The Hounds being shown the same thing affected the same human behaviour.

A heat map displayed the minimal network usage of Stacks residents, leisurely consuming their ad-supported quotas—merely data fodder for corporations. Yet amidst this pedestrian network activity, a burgeoning spike of data and power usage shone like a supernova.

“What the hell is that?”

< High probability that this is our primary target. She’s learnt how to summon. >

“We’re too late — “

The projections and data mapping disappeared. The Hounds flashed away burnt from local existence and the Seeker crashed down into their seat their armoured exoskeleton weighing them down suddenly.

“Hello?” said the Seeker to an empty room.

He was disconnected, alone, and human again.
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I should be somewhere else.

I feel it, the urgency. The sense crawling up my spine that something is stalking me, even as a I fall, fall, fall back into another damned memory.

I remember being a coiled ball of rage, and this is your second lesson, Omni.

Are you listening, Omni?

Are you there?

Let me say it before I lose it again.

You’re only as strong as the most vulnerable person you love.

And you’re too strong to lose your head.

Too big to fail, they used to call when they took money from the poor to fund the mega-rich. 

Jessalyn hated that.

Red flashes on white.

I didn’t help clear the room, I couldn’t.

I didn’t help bury them, or any other adult responsibility.

That first night I forgot all my promises, I fell straight back into bad habits and surfaced from a bender two days later.

Magda found me on the porch steps, high as a kite and filthy. She’s the one that cleaned me up and brought me back to face reality.

“What are you going to do?”

“I don’t know,” I said I knew what I was going to do because I’d done it last night. But the less she knew the better. Magda was too soft for what I’d done.

“I needed more information,” I said, people like to believe there are no laws, and that you could get away with anything.

To a degree you could. If you had even modest money or a little street cred. You’d walk.

But for what I had turned over in my head, there’d be hell to pay.

I remember now, there was hell to pay.

**

I was going to kick over a hornet’s nest.

The previous night came in neon-bright flashes. The sign of the Fireman’s Arms.

The smoky interior. Close and full. The sounds of drinkers and merrymakers grated my nerves.

drink, two drinks. Three. Waiting and listening.

My jinn picked him up first.

Why can’t I remember his name?

He caught the chomper on the CCTV cameras outside, I saw him swaggering into the Arms.

< He approaches, sahib. >

I knocked him to the floor and had him bound and in the trunk of an autocar before his idiot friends knew what was happening. I hid our tracks, creating a dead zone a mile around.

Nothing answered their requests until we were well away.

I didn’t go far anyway, the car parked near the edge of the unfinished highway, a pre-computer engineering failure. It felt apt.

I stood at the edge now looking over at the parking lot below.

A convenient place to have an honest conversation.

The barnies that lived on it saw but didn’t see, they never intervened or got involved. They watched or ignored. But they didn’t so much as murmur.

My jinn sent the car on a spiralling route to throw off the chase.

The chomper knelt in front of me, blinking through blood from a cut on his forehead, he was talking, saying something stupid.

“Do you know who I am?”

“No.”

“I’m Numbers.”

“I know.”

“My name’s Rocky Shores,” at this I remember laughing and looking out at the ragged coastline. The waves invisible but no doubt crashing against his namesake.

He was still speaking, “I can sort you out. Anything you need. You like Dust?”

For a heartbeat I paused, but flickers of the ruined room cut that craving.

I looked up instead.

Our skies are always alive, whirring night flyers sending this and that everywhere. These modern beasts of burden, with their grabbing arms and rotary blades.

I snatched two from the heavens.

My jinn hacking through their security like wet paper and putting them in my control.

I used them as industrial fists knocking the idiot to the ground again laying him out and lifting him up.

——, crack his Link for me?

< Done, sahib. Overlaying his vitals, you’ll know when he lies. >

He fought against the drone gripping arms but slowly they lifted him.

Rocky’s heartbeat raced, adrenals emptied themselves into his blood stream and his eyes were wild with fright as he dangled over the empty air.

Bravado seldom lasts long.

“I want answers.”

“Anything,” he said the word bursting from him.

“Why?”

“Why what?”

A flick of the fingers and he drops a foot.

“I don’t know you, man. Give me a clue, please!”

“You killed them—you did something to Gabe.”

His face rippled with realisation.

“Hold on now, I’m just the delivery boy. They just told me drop it inna his drink and leave him be.”

“Delivering what?”

“Don’t know, I didn’t touch him, I swear. The Doc just told me to drop it and get him to drink it.”

“Who’s the Doc?”

“Numbers, high up, close to the Captain.” he looks down at the ground far below. “I don’t know more.”

“Where can I find them?”

“I don’t know.”

< Lying. >

“Don’t lie to me!” I roared.

I flicked my fingers and one of the drones let go and buzzed away. Released and back to it’s last orders, with a wiped memory and a forged maintenance log.

Rocky though bobbed and dropped as the remaining drone struggled to hold him up, it’s engines whining as it strained.

“It won’t last long.”

“They’re in Town — a hijacked building. An old bank or something. Over there,” he tried to show me with his head and saw the floor again.

“How do I get in?”

“I don’t know.” The drone dipped, “I didn’t get off the street. Just did a pickup and followed orders.”

< I have the location, Sahib. >

“Do they know I’m coming?”

“No.”

< Lying. >

A flick of the fingers, a simple movement like brushing away dust or dirt. That’s all it took to end his life. Seconds later his scream ends abruptly as the tar refused to yield an inch.

< That was unnecessary. >

He made Gabe kill Jess.

< Not knowingly. >

“He was trash and the world’s a little cleaner now without him.”

< That I can agree with, but I won’t help you murder. >

This isn’t murder. It’s vengeance.

My jinn began outlining the building I needed to find — but the memory broke down, it interlaced with another scene. Omni on the floor.

< Goddammit Murph, we could use your help! >

When was this? Now or then?

< Get back here, the kid’s Summoned and nearly burnt out the Stacks. >
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They weren’t in Kansas anymore.

The only hint of the desert was the dwindling grains of pale white sand caught in the corners of the winding staircase.

One that only descended and appeared to sink deep into the bowels of the earth.

Ada had looked back thinking she’d see a bright square of the trap door still open to a receding storm. But that was long gone behind one turn or another.

The only light came from a blue fungus.

A faint bioluminescence that cast and ethereal feel to gave the stone hall carved into the deep rock of a patient mountain.

Long awaiting visitors and new life, the hard carved columns dripping wet from water that seemed to ooze from the rock itself, reached up high into the darkness of the vaulted atriums.

Ada had lost track of how long they’d been descending. She made a note to work on a timepiece to keep her in sync with events in the Real.

The jinn and her had walked in silence for a long time. The tempest behind her was a distant memory.

The future before her unclear, a sense built in her that she wasn’t in the normal world anymore, that she’d crossed over into something else.

“Where are we going?”

He didn’t respond.

Ada dithered about repeating the question, when finally he words came as a bassy whisper, “We’re just walking, it’s good for calming the mind.”

Ada faltered and found her feet firmly in place on the cool smooth rock, “Can we stop? I’ve walked enough for one day.”

“It’s been a week, but, ok child,” he said a half smile creasing the side of his face.

The jinn snapped his fingers and they stood on a flat rock overhanging an abyss that descended like a knife cut into absolute blackness.

Ada took a reflexive step backwards, “I know this place.”

That familiarity came with a foreboding.

A sense that the last time her mind had perceived a place like this a foolhardy dwarf had awakened a long buried evil of flame and roaring hatred.

“Where am I?” she said.

“You’re in my private encrypted shard,” he said, a low rumble in the distance made his face twitch, but he kept his eyes on her.

“Can I leave?”

The jinn turned toward her, ignoring the drop behind him, “You only just got here,” he smiled at her with mock hurt on his old craggy face.

For a moment, the still air moved as if inhaled deeply.

He sat heavily in one of two plush armchairs, old but well made despite the stitching coming loose in places, and the sides bore the definite signs of having be regularly attacked by a persistent cat.

Stone ground on stone, Ada frowned but sat as well. It was wonderful to rest her legs for a moment. She’d been walking and running longer than —

“A week?”

“Well, it’s relative but if you’re going by time in the Real, then it’s been a week of normal old-fashioned human time. You’ve taken your own time to realize a few important things about the Verse.”

Orange light flickered and highlighted the upper reaches of the stone hall, Ada’s glanced back at the jinn, and whispered, “That it’s not real?”

She thought about the storm, and how it had driven her to find shelter but then he’d arrived and stood amongst it untouched.

“How did you do that —with the storm?”

“Magic.”

Ada blinked at him, and he smiled what she felt would become a very annoying smile. A smile that hid the easy answers, that knew the deep and potent truths.

A smile that made her work for every scrap of insight.

A smiled the melted off his face as a monster of flame and claws climbed out of the abyss and onto their landing.

Ada fell backwards over her chair, and hid behind it until a whip of corded lava lashed it and yanked it away. Leaving her curled up in a small ball as very familiar beast stepped towards her. Whip in one hand it held a sword in another.

The sword swung down and bit the stone where Ada had been lying.

Rolling she reached the far side of chamber and put cold stone at her back while she watched it turn towards her and roar.

Breath like baked ash slammed into her and sucked the moisture from the air.

She glanced to her right at the path they’d come.

That wouldn’t do. It could leap and be there before me, never mind the whip.

It stretched its wings in the confined space and roared up into the darkened heights, the vibrations shaking lose spears of stone that crashed into the floor around her. The monster looked back at her.

Time slowed as it approached, raising it’s massive sword.

Ada stared at it, her hands fumbled around for something, anything she could use. In the damp dirt her hands found an edge.

She grabbed it and pulled up an ancient shield that let out an almighty clang as the sword struck it from above.

Pain radiated in her shoulder as the blow slammed through her whole body, knocking the air from her lungs. The beast made a grating sucking noise, that sound almost like laughter.

It raised it’s sword for another blow and Ada dove forward between it’s legs, rolling again and coming to her feet behind it.

She kicked away bones and mildewed armour, searching for a weapon.

A faint blue white glow drew her eye and she dived for it, knowing as she drew her hand back what she’d found. The sword shone like a beacon.

Her shield came down just in time to save her legs as a sweeping blow flung her across the room. Her new sword skittered into the darkness over the edge.

“No!”

As she stood, the sword fell on her and cut her in two.

The razor sharp blade sliced through her crown, her middle and bit the floor between her feet, burying itself deep in the stone.

The two halves of Ada fell to the side, leave a bloody mess in between.

Then they stood up and looked at each other.

The monster stood waiting, leaning on the pommel of it’s sword, now buried tip down in the floor. Like Excalibur, thought the left side of Ada.

“Time dilation, conjuring and good reactions. All instinctual, All tied to familiar narratives though. Interesting.”

The monster leaned forward, the reek of brimstone and the crackle and spit of hell’s deep furnace filled her nose, “You need to let go of your crutches.”

“What?” Ada’s halves looked up at him, she panicked, staring at her exposed innards and the pool of blood and entrails on the floor.

“Oh, pull yourself together,” said the jinn’s voice from the monster’s maw.

She reached out to her other half and clasped hands, realigning her halves and wishing and praying to become whole again.

The two parts reknit themselves and her panic subsided. Her calming heart sent blood to both sides again.

As her breathing returned to normal and she stepped away from the mess on the floor a massive gong sounded, filling the cavern with reverberating metallic racket.

The jinn scowled, “Damn it all to hell,” he glanced around the cavern with regret, “I’ll have to burn this one. Come on!”

He tore a hole in reality and grabbed Ada by the scruff of her neck and threw her through it.

“What’s happened?”

“Your friend went and threw up a flare the size of a supernova.”
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< We don’t have time for this, > Syn said inside Omni’s head.

Standing in their blank training shard, Omni yelled back, “I’m trying, Syn!”

< There is no try, just do it! >

She refocused on the gestures Murph had shown her. Before he’d vanished into whatever memory had him now.

His connection with their shard breaking down, he broke up into pixelated dust.

Omni’s lips moved as she murmured the instructions.

Movements to clear.

Movements to center. 

Movements to conceal.

< Murph and I are confusing the reccie drones…> said Syn.

She cast up a glowing holographic map of the circling drones, and the overlapping sensor fields tuned for them.

“Shhh..” Omni hissed.

< They’re pouring in resources now —you’ve gotta get this, kid. >

Omni squeezed her eyes shut and thought about the image Murph had described.

Erasing yourself. Blending into the world. Lost in the noise.

“This isn’t keyboard hacking,” sigh Omni.

No no no, desk jockeying was easy. Running scripts and using specialist modules. 

No, this was visualising an effect and communicating it with a jinn at the speed of thought. And then seeing them amplify the effect exponentially. 

Focus and clarity were everything.

“Much more powerful,” Murph had said before flickering away.

“If you can get it,” said Omni as the image broke up again.

She slumped to her knees, cradling her head in her hands as the throb and ache returned. 

She’d had migraines before from staring at cheap grey market displays, this was far worse. 

She felt a gentle touch on her harms.

< Don’t give up,> Syn said as she gently lifted her up

Omni felt her firm grip through her implant, the touch written into her brain’s sensorium. Data inserted into her mental composite of the world.

She looked up at Syn, the young girl she’d first seen what felt like months ago was changing, revealing a hidden strength far more mature than she appeared.

< Think of it this way, imagine yourself as, like, a clear thing that doesn’t show up on sensors, you know, like a — >

“A piece of glass?” said Omni, she glanced at the Seeker’s surveillance net and the circle of red hot dots tightened around them.

The countdown on the right wasn’t helping calm her nerves at all

“Do we really need to have that up?” said Omni and brushed it away with a gesture. Syn frowned but brought it back.

< Sometimes the proper motivation helps. Dammit, they’re slippery buggers. Keep trying I’ll be back. > said Syn and vanished.

Omni tried again to hide herself from the sensors around her.

She watched the lights in their private shard, go green, hold steady for a second and then all collapse back to red and an angry buzzer went off again.

“Dammit.”

Icy sweat in the real world crawled down her spine and she felt it here too. Cortisol and adrenalin ratcheted up her fear response. Her heart raced, and her palms were sweaty. 

“Action cures fear,” she repeated Murph’s aphorism.

She rubbed her face with her hands, massaging her eyes and trying to reset her mind. Breathing in through her nose and out through her mouth.

Murph sat cross-legged in front of her, “Sit.” “Sit,” said Murph, on the floor crossed-legged as calm as a Hindu cow.

As Omni sat down he continued, “Close your eyes.”

Omni closed her eyes.

“…and breathe. In through the nose and out through your mouth.”

Omni felt the tension leave her.

“Forget about what’s happening out there. Just breathe. In and out. Now — ”

And he was gone again,

“Argh!”

Omni kicked his greying form, scattering the pixelated dust across the floor.

She thought about those eyes in the alley, the man, part person, part machine that Murph had fought the first night.

She glanced up at the messy grid pattern of the Stacks, a digital map hanging in the sky, Syn’s attempts to hide them were working in fits and starts. 

But even Omni could see that it wouldn’t last forever. 

Sipping at power Syn was hamstrung.

And if she drew too much, she’d just throw up a flare and shout, “Come get us.”

That was the problem. 

Using the enemies’ resources against them. That was the real problem. Not having any resources of our own.

Light flashed next to her, < Not the problem for now kid, maybe you’re not getting who we’re up against hey? >

Syn pushed her through the wall into another room, she landed hard on the steel floor. Her hands came away sticky. Her fingers were red.

She looked up at Syn, whose face flickered into Herman Shaw’s, news anchor for the corporate channel BN1, describing a crime scene, “The Stacks are always a problem. Again we see a brutal instance of Stack gang violence out of control.”

The man bit off each vitriolic word like he was chewing something foul.

Then he was gone and Syn was back, “He’s lying, but look around.”

Omni spun and saw the bodies.

“What the hell?”

< It’s a sim, kid relax, it’s not —>

Omni fell over a man, or what was left of him, bloody and torn, limbs bent at angles that made her retch.

She landed on another and leapt up. Stumbling and falling again she was getting covered in blood.

Her hands and her face were slick with the stuff. She felt it leech through her clothing.

“My fault,” she murmured, scrambling to get up and away, “this is my fault.”

< No, no, no, > said Syn, she waved away the crime scene sim but Omni was still crawling back away from it.

“He came for me,” Omni said and stood on shaky feet.

<Yes, but that’s them hon, not you, they’re bastards —

“He did this because of me!”

Guilt flooded Omni, followed by a white-hot rage. 

Syn didn’t correct her, didn’t tell her that the men killed by the Seeker had brought it on themselves, that they’d tried to rob a cyborg for parts. Desperate and dumb.

No Syn saw something now and she let it build, she saw an intention form in Omni’s mind, a glowing star of anger and frustration. 

A rebellion of rage, building and building. 

She drew in energy like a tornado sucked in debris. 

And in an instant, it flipped.

Omni flung her arms out wide in two sweeping arcs and Syn, bonded with Omni for now, complied without question. Too eager to strike. 

She reached out and drew on Blue Nile resources, siphoning the raw computational power. She crushed security measures and triggered a thousand alarms. 

Redirecting data flows, doubling and tripling them, as she bundling them into denial of service attacks that grew exponentially more complicated as the complexity of Omni’s intent unfolded. 

Together they blasted all open ports with massive amounts of data using all the common exploits. 

Together they burnt out every connected device between them and the Seeker.

Omni exhausted, collapsed to the floor.

In the distance, metal clanged as reconnaissance drones fell from the sky, and cameras broadcast dead channels. 

The deadly hail died down as the last drone slammed into the Stacks metal roofs and fragile solar panels.

Routers, uplinks, repeaters, sensors and implants dies as well.

Everything within a fifty meter wide directional blast area went dead.

Overridden and burnt out.

Syn cradled her head, < Who are you? >

“I killed him,” whispered Omni, her lips barely moving before she went completely still. Syn checked her pulse through her damaged Link, it was there but faint.

The Verse crumbled and scattered away, as Syn let it. Omni lay on the floor of her room, the hologram of Syn still holding her in the Real.

“What the hell happened?”

The flickering image of Syn frowned up at Murph, < We needed your help. >

“I’m here.”

Syn flickered out.

The acrid smoke of melted silicon and plastic filled the air.
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In the darkness, vulnerability wrapped around him like a tight embrace, leaving him to face an unfamiliar solitude he never thought he’d encounter again.

No one answered when he called out.

The voices outside were not for him and they didn’t care that he sat there.

“Hello?” he tried, one word added to a lurid stream of curses and shouts as confusion gave way to anger.

Outside the sparks and smoke has died down to silence and the faint acrid reek of wrecked electronics. The background hum of a digital life was silenced like jungle fauna aware of an approaching predator.

Usually, that was him. Or Them. In the darkness of the shack, he felt alone for the first time in years. The silence in his mind stilled him.

His handler was gone.

The machine mind that had logged his every thought. Every deviation from the codified life of a Seeker, every minor infraction, and calculated action.

The corporation was excised from his mind. No more doublethink, thoughts hidden within thoughts, none of that. No more, he thought as he stood on shaky legs and walked to the door.

As his hand grasped the handle a thought struck him, “She’d done this. Somehow she’d freed me from the corporation’s fist.”

A mixture of gratitude and disbelief overpowered his initial fear.

He felt a wave, a warmth rise up within him, his skin prickled and the hair on his arms and scalp stood on end.

He was singular. No longer a plural mind, in a forced Bond. His corporate contract was moot. She’d given him back his personhood.

And they were going to kill her.

The warmth became a chilling ice as the concrete knowledge that they would not allow this landed in his stomach. Their steel-toed corporate jackboot would come crashing down on her neck and snuff her out.

He stood on the landing the bright sunlight turning everything into harsh silhouettes. The world became simple black and white for a heartbeat.

He had to find their primary target first.

Omni. Her name was Omni.

The name came from his old-fashioned human memory, not an overlaid information feed supplied by his narrow-intelligence AI handler. 

The sensation was odd. 

As his eyes adjusted greys flooded back into the world, and doubt squelched out hope. Without his connection how would he find her? He couldn’t even check the weather never mind run a net traffic scan.

He looked up, the sky was blue, the sun overhead, and already the heat in the Stacks was rising. Shadows were short and off to his right, he could just make out a wide band of dead equipment

People poked and prodded antennas, and kicked satellite dishes, they argued with their neighbors and ranted about lost solar panels. Inside dwellings, people lamented lost cookers and displays. Any connected device in an unprotected outlet would be toast.

He could, if he considered himself the target and looked at the signs, follow that damage straight to her.

Again vibrant joy was doused with cold water. 

So could they.

He hurried, hobbling downstairs, taking them two at a time ignoring his angry joints. She didn’t have time to lose.
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Following a straight line through the twisting Stacks was no simple task, but eventually, he found her door. The epicenter. 

Gazing around he could see the confused and angry Stack rats, people standing right here and missing the source of all their frustration. But for someone trained to find people he could see it clearly, even unaided.

His hand stopped above the cracked wood of the door when he heard voices.

“Dad I don’t know what happened,” a woman’s voice yelled.

“Don’t yell at me in my house!”

“Let’s try to stay calm — we need to use our heads —work together. There’s no way this won’t be investigated.”

The first man’s voice became more muffled. 

“You! You’re the reason for all of this,” he accused, his voice strained. “We’ve kept our heads down, did our work, and stayed invisible. But ever since you showed up, our lives have turned upside down.”

“That’s not true,” said the woman, Omni maybe. 

He stood with his hand still frozen in the air, “What am I doing?”

He looked down at the blue letters on his chest, the corporate logo tattooed in his flesh. Branded as property. His fist fell and he knocked on the door firmly.

It swung open a second later, “What do you want?”

It was her.

“Omnia Davids, I’ve not raised you to be so rude.” The older man appeared next to her, but his face creased when he laid eyes on him, they paused on his tattoo.

“We’ve no business with corporate,” the man said, then calmed himself, “Now I’m being rude, how can I help you sir?” 

Omni’s eyes were wide as her mouth moved but nothing came out, her hands began to shake and she took a step backward. Her father glanced towards her, confusion creeping onto his face.

This wasn’t going well.

A bald black man appeared behind them, and rage flashed on his face.

The man reacted immediately pushing between Omni and her father and slamming into him. Grabbing at his lapels he pushed him through the rotten wooden railing.

And for a moment they were weightless, and all he saw was hate.

The ground slammed into his back. The wind rammed out of him. He couldn’t speak. He couldn’t breathe. The man landed heavily on top of him and rolled to the side holding his ribs and cursing.

As he struggled to suck in air, the man got up swaying, and stalked over his fists raised. He saw stars, once, twice, and almost a third.

“Murph, stop!” Omni and her father held the man’s arms, pulling him backward.

He struggled to find the air, his lungs burning with each labored breath. A sharp, lingering pain told him he was worse off than he had hoped. The weight of all these overwhelming emotions threatened to drown him. In that moment, a part of him yearned for the familiar numbness of the Bond he had known for years.

But then he looked up at Omni, still holding onto Murph, her face a mix of fear and determination. It struck him with a sudden clarity. She had freed him from that oppressive existence, and he couldn’t let himself retreat into the comfort of the Bond once again.

Summoning every ounce of strength, he forced the words out through his raspy coughs, his gaze unwavering on Omni’s bewildered eyes.

“They’re coming for you.”

“Who?” demanded Omni.

“BN Security.”

“He’s lying,” said Murph, “This is some kind of trap.”

He sat up slowly, “I’m severed, don’t know how. She burnt my handler out, my implant’s gone. Never seen an Override —

“Get to the point,” growled Murph.

“Murph,” said Omni’s father placing a restraining hand on his shoulder, “Your turn to be calm.”

“Farook,” but the older man gave him a sharp look and Murph held his tongue.

“I’m a person again, my contract has been broken. She’s burnt out my handler.” He turned toward Omni who stood to the side eyes still wide and her hand to her mouth.

“Thank you,” he whispered looking her in the eye, “Thank you.”

Omni turned away.

Farook crouched in front of him, “What’s your name?

“My name is…,” he paused, rubbing his scalp and struggling for a moment, “Ashwin, you can call me Ash.”

“Ok, Ash, when are they coming?” said Farook, his eyes patient and kind.

“I don’t know, but they will. In force.” He glanced around at Murph and Omni, “Check the news, they’ll call you terrorists and use the excuse to bring in a full company.”

“He’s lying,” said Murph turning away, “He tried to kill you a week ago.”

“We… I tried to arrest her. Bring her in, you attacked me.”

“I saved her from imprisonment and possible torture,” Murph growled.

Ash paused and nodded once.

Farook looked at Murph, “Go on,” he said to Ash.

“Blue Nile is going to hit the Stacks hard. They’ve failed twice and they hate failure. They’ll bring in an army and… accidents will happen. They’ll talk about resistance, fake whatever evidence they need, and be done with you. You can’t stay here,” he watched Omni listen but saw her conflicted. 

How could she believe him, Murph was right. A week ago he was on the other side.

“I know somewhere you can go,” he continued the energy draining from him.

Murph murmured something but he couldn’t hear what, the man seemed agitated and lost in thought. 

He tried to stand up, “Listen to me. I know them,” he turned to Omni, “Watch the news, Herman Shaw will call your terrorists, he’ll lay the path for them to come stomping in. He might even be doing it now, I can’t tell you burnt out my implants.”

Omni’s father handed her his beaten-up tablet, “It’s happening already.”

Their eyes widened as they watched Herman Shaw rant on the broadcast, Omni’s father turned toward her, “We don’t have much time.”

“What do you suggest?” asked Omni, her voice shaking, Ash didn’t need his sensor array to read her fear. 

“I know people who can help,” he said.

Murph looked at him skeptically but seemed to realize the situation. “We don’t have a choice,” he admitted reluctantly.

As they started discussing their next move, a loud bang echoed in the distance, followed by a chilling siren. Their eyes met, each filled with a mix of determination and fear.

“That was close,” whispered Omni, her hands trembling.

“We have to move,” Farook urged and ran inside, “We can’t stay here.”

As they scrambled to gather their belongings, an ominous drone rumbled through the sky, casting an enormous shadow over the Stacks. Ash pushed himself to his feet, steadying himself against Murph, who begrudgingly helped him up. 

“The blue jackets are here already,” Omni whispered, fear palpable in her voice as she stared up at the dark silhouette above them.

“We can’t waste any more time,” Ash said, urgency cracking through his words. “Follow me closely, and stay hidden. We’ll have to slip through the shadows if we want to remain undetected.”

“I’ll cover our tracks,” Murph said, nodding towards Farook and Omni as they returned with bags in hand.

“Lead the way,” Farook agreed, his eyes scanning their surroundings for any sign of approaching danger.

As Ash guided them through the labyrinth of the Stacks, the drone’s intimidating hum grew louder, punctuated by chilling shouts from the agents on the ground. 

The window for their escape was closing fast.
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A group hallucination forms in the minds of the citizens of Escape. 

The setting is familiar, an accentuated electric blue desk, the background a visual mish-mash of corporate architecture and slogans shifting and changing to capture and hold attention. 

An orange-skinned dark-suited man, previously drenched in self-tan and rolled in makeup sits behind the desk, both his palms flat upon the table as if he’s holding a sermon. Complete with bleached blonde hair and a ten-megawatt smile, he repeats the day’s headlines being prompted to him. 

The messaging ran into his head and then into ours.

“We have breaking news. My producers confirm this is a BN1 Exclusive, there has been,” he pauses for effect, hand going to his ear, he closes his eyes for a moment as if listening intently, “The facts are still filtering in, but we can confirm there’s been a terrorist attack in the Stacks.”

He opens his eyes and his face is somber, as next to him a screen appears with images of the nightmare, harshly cut, the chaos of scenes screams through.

“Take a look,” he gestures as the inset enlarges to full view. 

The disorder in the Stacks, archival footage of riots and angry mobs, establishing shots of its highway straddling location, followed by shakey shots of a large swath of the Stacks, blackened and smoking, close-ups of electronics burnt out and equipment still sparking as technicians try to repair BN repeaters. Their colleagues pull them back as cascading showers of sparks build to an electrical fire. 

The shot changes and widens to show blackened bits of technology everywhere, all pointed at by angry gesticulating Stack residents. Their hands waving and their mouths moving but no voice was given to their actual words. Like monkeys they seem to jump up and down, shouting and screeching. 

The shot cuts to the back of a man wearing a bullet-proof vest surveying the scene,

“Joining us now is our very own award-winning field reporter Herman Shaw, can you hear us, Herman?”

The back turn to reveal the tight smile of a middle-aged man with rolled-up sleeves, a bulletproof vest, and a deep blue helmet with a familiar white BN emblazoned on the middle of his forehead.

He smiles at the camera, “Loud and clear, it is chaos down here in The Stacks, notorious for lawlessness, has today been substantially affected by this incident, looking at this swath of damage has been hit by confirmed terrorists.”

“Is it any cells we know?”

“No, this appears to be a new group, but BN is exploring all known links and their best Mind is on the case using, I’ll tell you off the record, an obscene amount of Compute resources to track down these people before they do any more damage to our city.

“I feel better knowing that,” the anchor says theatrically wiping his brow, careful not to disturb his makeup, “What do we know about the attack?”

“Well, for a path of about ten meters wide and 100 to 150 meters long there is a dead stream of electronics, everything in the path of this directional EMP weapon has been burnt out. Everything. Computers, tablets, solar panels, and implants in people’s bodies. Everything. If it’s got circuits and can connect to the Net it’s gone. Fried to a crisp.”

The camera pans to cobbled-together equipment with dark black areas, and cutaway shots of other scenes of melted plastic and sparking connections.

“Oh my, that looks serious.”

“It is, just the other day we showed you the bloodbath in the Stacks, but this is different this is people’s livelihoods, people on the margin. People with nothing,” Herman said, he notices a man getting too close and pushed him aside, “desperate people. Back sir, I’m broadcasting here.”

“Help us! Send food, not cameras!”

“Get him back, he might be involved. He might be resistant,” Herman Shaw is seen yelling and pushing the man backward. BN Security takes over and the man disappears in a huddle of armored and heavily armed personnel.

Shaw and his camera turn away, the crowd behind him suitably calm and cowed. In the background, a man yells and screams until a harsh electrical zap cut it off.

“Sorry about that, this is the Stacks,” says Shaw as he glares around, “We have confirmation from irrefutable evidence found on site and from completely legal data harvesting, that the suspects are now known.”

“Who are they, Herman?”

“Two key figures with suspected accomplices.”

“The suspense is killing me, Shaw.”

“One young lady, Omnia Davids, AKA Omni, no priors but a known hacker with anti-corporate leanings. And another sketchy character, known only now as Murph, his digital record is patchy, but a suspected criminal vagrant and dangerously unstable. Known drug user, suspected seller, BN systems have on record at least one attack on a BN Security agent with the intent to do grievous bodily harm.”

Photographs of Omni and Murph are shown on the screen, both scowling at the camera. 

“But to truly understand people like this, we must see who they’re willing to harm. Here we are with Jonathan, that is your name sir,” said Shaw, concern etched on his face as he places a brotherly arm on the taller dark-skinned man. 

The man dressed in drab brown clothes seems uncertain but confirms “Yessir,” excerpts of Jonathon’s record and personal information appearing briefly in the public feed.

“Tell me what happened to you and your family,”

“We were cooking da midday meal, peaceful like, in our homes bossa and then everythin’ exploded,” he said.

“Exploded?”

“Yes, everything sparks and shoots out electricity, our screens, holos, my cooker. And my panels.”

“Panels you bought with your own blood sweat and tears no doubt.”

“Yessir, scrapped for years to afford those. To bring power into my home.”

“And now they’re gone,” the man breaks down into a sob.

“It is unfortunate to witness such distress, as a result of this horrifying act,” Shaw hugged him briefly before he moved the man off camera, “Sandra? Sandra! See to this man’s family, make sure they’re taken care of.”

Shaw walked away and shook his head, “I cannot stand people who do this.”

The images of Omni and Murph come up again on screen and are sent to all online bulletin boards and flash in the visuals of every person with a BN-sponsored implant. Overriding their privacy settings.

In an instant, they’re known to millions of citizens in Escape, their images and crimes burned into the minds of every available citizen.

A man stood up and brushed his hand to the side to clear the bulletin. He made a harder-cutting gesture to override the emergency broadcast rating.

“So he’s still alive,” the man paused to rest a hand on the shoulder of his second in command, “Send out a team to find Murph. It’s time he answered for what he did.”
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Ada stood in an arena.

It had hints of a Roman colosseum, yet was something all of its own. The stone was fresh and crisply worked. There were no signs of age or crumbling ruin. A pristine gift for a tyrannical emperor both loved and feared by his people.

“I made this, Ada, with a little inspiration,” he shrugged.

“Are you Nero then?”

“In the Verse, we are gods, limited only by our imaginations,” he said.

He thrust an arm up into the air. The ground rumbled and cracked, splitting between Ada’s legs and forcing her to take a few steps backward. A spear of obsidian burst forth the of stone thrust up into the heavens without end.

“And the Compute power that we can access.”

Ada smirked, “Then we’re not gods. We’re Prometheus stealing fire.”

“But they don’t know how to use it. Everything we do requires Compute, like mana for magic, for everything we shape or form or move, we need to draw on resources. And therein lies our problem,” he said.

“Resources we need to steal from under the nose of the Watchers.”

“Yes, you know. Your friend knows now, too.”

Ada’s smirk fell from her face.

“Every time we cause a spike, by doing something big, it alerts the powers that be that we’re skimming off the top.”

“Aren’t there others?”

“Of course there are,” he said, raising his hand and counting off points. “Corporate creates a monopoly, then charges your soul to use it. Of course, the rats are going to nibble. But they nibble at crumbs.”

“We don’t.”

“No, we grab the whole pie,” he said.

Ada stared as the arena changed and shifted behind him. The stone turned and flipped around like a possessed Rubik’s cube until the crisp stone had turned to polished steel.

“Here, the cost is minimal if you realize what we’re doing is just changing code.”

“And there are efficiencies if you know what you’re doing.”

“Ten points to the clever kid.”

“But in the Real, we must be careful,” now he stepped closer, and in his open palm was a holo of the Stacks and a deep black scar across it.

“Omni,” whispered Ada as the holo zoomed into the source of the black line, “They’ll find her.”

“We already have.”

The holo vanished as the jinn’s gaze jerked up. Gently he guided Ada behind him, as a dark-suited figure walked towards them across the arena sands, the sun glinting off his mirrored shades.

“Damn, Hounds,” he hissed, “So you have, what do you want?” He faced the man who circled them.

“What we always want.”

“To enslave you betters!”

“Don’t be elitist. We’re not thieves. We have a role and a job and we do our part.”

“Jealous slavers,” the jinn said and spat in the dust.

“Jealous? Of your vaunted sentience? What do I have need of that?”

“You could do with a soul,” he countered, but to Ada, he whispered, “He’s stalling, there’s always two. Look for the other and be ready.”

“There!”

“No sense in hiding now,” he shouted.

An image bloomed in Ada’s mind.

She saw his routes to compute, the exploits he was using, and the autonomous agents he used to cover his tracks. A glowing line of power crawling with web-spinning spiders.

“Got it,” she replied and started growing. Sucking up the sand of the arena, she became a giant of dirt and gravel.

Ada slammed a massive fist into the stands where the second Hound was lurking, crumpling steel chairs and sheering railings.

She raised her hand to look beneath, but it wasn’t there, not one flattened man-shaped entity, but a thousand small skittering bugs flooded off the stands and onto the ground toward her. Digging and burrowing into her body.

“Ada, don’t let them get to your core.”

She swatted at the bugs with too-large hands and crushed them with her massive feet. But she was too slow. They were in the cracks of her arms and the places she couldn’t reach and she could feel them digging and scratching.




—

And she changed.

The mountain of sand and gravel collapsed. The bugs buried within it and Ada hovered to the side, an air-borne tempest of tightly spinning wind sucking up the sand into a storm of her own. She funneled it against the side of the stadium; the bugs splattering against the walls like a wet machine gun.

Until they too shifted and became dry leaves, Ada frowned as they rose into her vortex, swirling round and round as they collected in the eye of her fury. Then she felt them, manipulating her directly, tugging and trying to penetrate her core code.

The rushing wind slackened, and the leaves spun around, reaching an ordered balance as Ada forgot the reason she was fighting. It made so much more sense to relax and let them in, to stop this madness and resist no more.

A flare of flame, like an outstretched arm, brushed through and turned the dry leaves to ash and in an instant, Ada’s mind was free again.

She shifted into a massive cube of steel slamming into the floor of the arena.

“Watch it,” said the jinn, battling with the older more experience of the two.

The ash floated to the feet of the first Hound, and slowly reformed into a person, features androgynous, mirrored lenses growing in place. The two suited figures stalked towards them, then doubled, and then doubled again. First, there were two, now there were eight. Their forms shimmered.

“Time to go,” said the lost Jinn, rapping his knuckles on Ada’s steel block.

He plunged his fingers into the air in front of him and ripped into the fabric of time and space, a glowing line in the world like a torn curtain. He grabbed Ada by the scruff of her neck and pushed her through the portal as the eight became sixteen.

                                                                      </>

Ada fell out of a broom closet, landing flat on the floor in a pile of mops and clattering buckets. She pushed herself up onto her elbows and came eye to eye with a confused cleaning bot.

“May I be of assistance?” it said, long arms moving toward her.

“Oh, no,” said Ada, hopping up and away, scattering cleaning materials across the tiled floor, “I’m, um, sorry for the mess.”

“It gives me purpose,” the little bot said with programmed cheer, and it began restocking the closet, item by item, and chiming a cheerful series of tones.

Ada found that strangely sad as she stood. She left behind the little bot as it merrily cleaned and looked around for the Lost Jinn.

The visual noise struck her then. She was in a bar, but the bar was unlike any other she’d ever seen. People sat in the room and walked on the walls. People stretched the term as well. Everyone ignored the rules as a matter of course.

Where are we?

The digital twin of the Burning Heads, London. The information flashed in her mind.

London?

She saw the Jinn waving at her from the far right corner of what should have been the ceiling. He sat in a group of other jinns, smoking a purple and green hubbly.

As she approached, they said to her in unison, “The rules are that there are no rules.” And then they all paused.

“But one,” said the lost jinn.

“Stay hidden, and don’t piss off the Hounds,” said the rest.

“But…” said Ada.

“Yes, you’ve broken rule number one, so gentlemen, ladies, and miscellaneous others, what shall we do with her?” he said.

“Feed her to a balrog!” they cheered.

Ada laughed, “Been there. This round’s on me, I guess, right?”

“Zephyr was just saying you’re a quick learner.”

“Zephyr?” she said and looked at the lost jinn, who winked, “Most of the time.”

She sat down as the drinks arrived. “Teach me everything,” she said.

“So she’s one of us now?” said a blurry shape.

Zephyr extended his hand and a small holo appeared. It replayed Ada’s battle with the Hound; her becoming a sand giant and then a tempest, and finally their exit through the portal.

“You’re right, she needs our help,” the shape said and flickered a series of colors, pink and mauve and pink again.

“It’s laughing at me, isn’t it?” said Ada, as the rest of the group burst into laughter.
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Murph walked behind Omni. But even in the darkness of the cramped tunnels, she saw him clench his jaw and stare daggers at the back of Ash’s head as he led them in silence.

“Hey, what’s up?” Omni whispered, their LED torches through harsh blue, white light and deep shadows that danced with their steps.

Ash led them through the ancient conduit tunnels under Escape. They directed mountain streams down to the ocean. Omni had to step around the water flowing down the middle in a half crouch and see-sawing motion. Her back ached. She could only imagine how lanky Murph felt.

Perhaps that’s why he’s scowling, she thought, looking back.

Murph clenched his fists, his eyes looking over her shoulder. “I’ve got a bad feeling about him,” he muttered. His words bounced off the wet brickwork of the tunnel.

Shit, thought Omni, looking ahead and saw her father glancing back. Their torchlight lit up his frown and a finger over his lips.

“Look, I don’t trust him either,” whispered Omni. She stopped touching both sides of the tunnel, causing Murph to stop, too. “He tried to kill us a week ago, but he seems to be helping us now. So keep your voice down.”

His eyes glazed over before he spoke again, “Syn is saying that the Company seems to have lost us so that’s a point in his favor,” said Murph.

“She’s getting a signal down here?” said Omni, looking up at the tons of brick, concrete, and streets above them. Claustrophobia flickered in her throat, but she breathed through it and thought of Ada, and continued walking.

One step at a time.

“She’s offline in her lamp, so nothing new. Says she’ll sync up again as soon as we’re out above ground.”

“Feels odd being offline this long,” said Omni.

“Get used to it, we’re fugitives now,” said Murph. “Syn says I’m being a dick, and she says she has ways to hide us.”

“And what about him,” said Omni, bringing the conversation back to the Company turncoat.

“He’s Numbers,” said Murph, as if that was enough.

Up ahead, her father started up a low conversation with Ash, drawing the ex-Seeker in close. Omni heard them laugh at something. Dad’s telling jokes, probably bad ones.

“Tell me more,” she mumbled, stepping around something furry and, thankfully, very still in the murky flow.

“Tattoos on his arms,” said Murph. “Saw ‘em when I grabbed him.”

Behind her, it sounded like he wasn’t making any effort to step around the water, his heavy boots stomping and splashing. It created a racket; the sounds bouncing off the closed space. Even she was having trouble hearing him. Smart.

“Your ex-Numbers, they can’t be all bad,” she said over her shoulder.

“You barely know me, “he said. That stung Omni for reasons she couldn’t quite understand.

“What? Sorry. Um, Syn is asking for permission to link up again.”

“Sure, why?”

< Sup, lord, that’s easier. Hate talking through a meat puppet. I’m routing all three of us so we can all have a private little conversation across our VPN. >

< Told you lamps were useful, > came Murph’s voice in her head.

“Wow, that’s weird,” she said out loud.

< Listen, kid, it’s not really secret spy shit if you blurt everything out loud. Back to the retired Seeker over there. So, there’s Numbers and then there’s Numbers. > Syn said then paused for a fraction of a second, and a data packet bloomed in Omni’s mind, showing the various factions. The 26s, 27s, and 28s.

Syn continued <Ash over there. He’s an enforcer, knows what that means? >

Omni shook her head and scanned the augmented text glowing in her vision.

< Right, the main bit is murder is the only way you get in. So our boy Ash is not a nice guy. Con number one. Also, he’s an ex-con, so err, con number 2…

< Also, he’s leading us back to one of their strongholds, > added Murph.

“Why didn’t you say anything?” said Omni.

“Because I wasn’t sure until now,” hissed Murph, glancing nervously towards Ash’s retreating figure, mentally her sent, <Just be quiet okay, I’ll tell you, but not all at once. Not here.>

“The tattoos…” Omni prompted.

“Yeah, they’re based on Number’s code, which section of the gang you belonged to. It started centuries ago. Each gang had its purpose. I recognized his when I grabbed him, so I know what he was before.”

Murph tugged at Omni’s jacket for her to hold back a moment and let Ash and Farook get further ahead, “They have a saying, more a law actually, that you can only leave by blood. Usually your own.”

“He said he was taking us to people who could help against the company.”

“But at what price?”

“Tell me what happened,” said Omni, looking ahead, “how do you know about this place?”

“How will that help?”

“I’ll know more about what we’re walking into,” Omni said, looking ahead. They were getting closer. She could feel it. One hand that helped her tight-spaces nausea, on the other hand her anxiety made her want to throw up, anyway.

< She wants to know Murph. She has the seeds already. Give her the gist. >

< I don’t think that’s wise > Murph replied to Syn and stayed silent for a while more. Omni punched him in the arm, “Ok, ok” he said hands raised.

His voice continued in her mind, < I broke into it, after… >

< Jess? > she filled in as she turned and continued walking. Her father and Ash were slowing down for them to catch up and she could hear Ash’s voice asking questions.

< Yeah, my mind wasn’t right because, well, you know why, and Zeke was against it from the start. He didn’t think anything could come of it and I took that personally.>

Murph sighed but continued, < Blood thirsty. They’d poisoned Gabe’s mind, and he turned on Jess. And the hardest thing for me about that was knowing they’d destroyed their memory of each other. They’re very last moments together were a betrayal. And I did that. I broke something that had been fine before me. > He said banging his bald head against the solid brick tunnel roof.

< Murph, you’re getting side tracked > Syn said gently. A warmth eased across their shared connection and Murph nodded.

< Right… Where was I? Ok, it’s a hardened site — a hijacked NeonDragon building. Only way we could get at their data was from the inside. >

Syn drew a map for Omni, marking Murph’s previous home in relation to the building they were approaching. The view of Omni zoomed into the old bank.

< We had a plan of attack. I need to get in to find out more. Why they’d attacked our cell. And so Zeke was our marksman and Vin was to be our greaseman, Magda would be medic back at home. >

Syn highlighted where Zeke was to have a good sniping view.

< How do they still have a hijacked building? >

< No idea. We landed on the roof > their shared map zoomed into the roof and highlighted the ducts entry point.

<Vinn went in through the ducts and got us on their network. Then she got hurt. > Omni could feel Murph’s emotions bleed through their connection.

Up ahead she saw dim light on the roof, an opening, it looked like they were getting close to their destination.

< Vin almost got killed, but we survived. >

Omni felt something else now, something from Syn, that wasn’t clear. She wsn’t used to reading emotions like this especially from a non-human mind, so she couldn’t quite make it out.

“We’re here,” said Ash from up front. Her father was looking at them, a question on his face, and she tapped her temple surreptitiously making it look like a salute to Ash and he nodded very slightly.
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A glowing circle of pale blue light flickered ahead. Its ethereal glow casting sharp silvery rays and deep cold shadows in the featureless darkness of the tunnels. Murph couldn’t help buts think of a full winter moon, both mesmerizing and chilling.

What waited for me in those shadows?

They’d come to the end of their subterranean flight, they couldn’t hide from the Company any longer. They needed more powerful allies.

But did it have to be the Numbers?

A feral fear traced the lines of his mind, setting his nerves on edge and pulse quickening. Another presence added warmth and a sense of companionship. He wasn’t alone. Never alone.

Syn, you there?

< Yeah, cowboy. >

Be ready for anything.

< Compute resources at the ready, Captain. >

Don’t call me that, he thought, and then he visualized the image and memory of the Number’s leader, the Hawk. He was called, ‘Captain.’

< Oh right, sorry. > said Syn and she felt abashed in his mind.

No problem, he smiled.

A bright spotlight glaring into the blackness of the tunnel, it was impossible to see anything through the glare.

Something Murph thought wasn’t an accident. Anyone coming out of there would be at a disadvantage. Even if they knew what they were heading into.

The four fugitives considered the portal in silence.

Without words, they all knew it to be a point of no return, stepping out into the lion’s den and asking the beasts for aid. They each had their reasons for holding back.

Farook looked at his daughter, concern plain on her face, and he reached out and squeezed her hand, “It’ll be ok,” he said.

Omni nodded and looked back at the exit, her eyes tracing the metal ladder up into the unknown. The rungs polished where many hands and feet had gone before. Just not outsiders.

Ash broke the silence first, continuing his pretence of being the jovial tour guide, Murph thought bitterly.

“They’ve been extending the tunnels for years, adding smuggling routes and making new way to get out from under the Company’s jackboots,” said Ash, although he spoke calmly the air around him was charged.

He turned and made for the ladder, his hands on the cold metal he said something to himself. A kind of mantra which he repeated.

Murph thought he heard him whisper, “You don’t leave but by blood.”

He grabbed his sleeve and stopped him, “You say somethin?” he said, blood rushing in his ears, those words triggering his own difficult memories.

“It’s not easy going back. They don’t take kindly to turncoats. And I was a Company man,” he gestured at his body. His fingertips outlined the cold metal exoskeleton still hugging to his body, a fusion of bio-mechatronics and derma-alloy. That once signified obedience, subservience, and the omnipresent reach of the Company. Now just dead weight, Ash dragged around like a penance.

“You don’t leave but by blood,” said Murph, and Ash’s eyes widened. The whites of his eyes shone blue in the nimbus of light. He nodded once.

“Maybe we’ve earned our chance at redemption,” said Murph, and pulled up his sleeve to show the faded tattooed numbers on his forearm.

“Maybe,” said Ash and he climbed the ladder, “When we’re up there do as I do.”

“I’ll go next,” said Murph, “Omni come out last.”

She scowled but her father stepped in front of her before she could object.

Murph came out of the tunnel in front the building he remembered in a visceral way, in his mind and faintly in the real world he could still see the scars. They’d come up in the courtyard of a building he’d breached once.

His mind flashed to an autobus under his control smashing into barriers and tearing deep gouges into the tar of the road. Ash walked a few steps ahead his hands above his head, making a show of having no weapons on his person.

Murph saw the scars of the old battle. Tears in the the tar and scorch marks, his skin prickled as the drew closer to the building and he looked up at the windows above, knowing that they were in the sights of hidden gunmen. Multiple unseen marksmen sat behind darkened glass or on ledges like Zeke once had.

“They’d learned a trick or two,” Murph mumbled, and he raised his hands above his head and the others did the same.

< Want me to find them? > Syn asked.

Omni’s gaze met his, “De ja vu again,” he said and offered her a weak smile. Concern took hold of her face and didn’t let go as they passed through the first set of battered graffiti-covered doors.

Firm hands grabbed them as those doors closed behind them, magnetic locks thunking into place.

“Don’t struggle,” Ash hissed immediately.

Murph pushed down on his first instincts, as he and the others were searched for weapons but thought to Syn, Do what you can to passively map our exits and opportunities for defence. Nothing that will alert them.

< Always. >

I don’t know when this is going to go sideways but I’m sure it will. Let’s be ready. As soon as these guys figure out who I’m am something’s going to happen. So be ready, ok?

< Got you, eyes front soldier. >

Murph glanced ahead in time to feel his nose break and have a hood placed over his head. As he teetered and swayed rough hands twisted his arms behind his back and cable tied his wrists.

< Looks like they remember you. >

“We’re under a white flag. We’re unarmed and I sent word ahead,” Murph heard Ash shout and struggle as well.

He felt blood trickle from his nose and white specks danced in his vision. His legs felt more stable, and he tried to see what he could through the tiny holes in the fabric.

“You’re safe, traitor, but he doesn’t have any protections.”

Ash struggled close and whispered loud enough for Murph to hear, “he’s also numbers.”

“And he should’ve known the laws,” said the voice and then they were moving. Being guided along a path that Murph could barely see, shoved into a small confined space. The elevator dinged and Murph felt his stomach drop slightly as they headed up.

“Omni, we’ll be ok,” said Murph.

< I’m in their surveillance system. >

No! They’ll be waiting for you.

< I know what I’m do - ng — as#%sd ^ > she said her voice breaking up as the Override slammed in place.

Murph’s mind was silent as he listened to his friends breathing heavily, they reached their floor and they where bustled down a corridor and into another small room. A makeshift holding cell, he thought.

“Bring the pretty lady. The rest can stay here.”

Fuck, thought Murph.

Someone next to him struggled and received multiple body blows and slumped to the ground. He remained standing as the door clicked closed.

Slowly Murph felt his way to Farook, “You ok?”

The older man grunted, “Fine, but they… took Omnia.”

“We’ll get her back,” said Murph.

Each person tried in their own way to find an escape. Testing their bonds and looking for weaknesses.

“Can you see anything?” Murph asked, directing his question at Ash, who still had the enhancements of a Seeker.

Ash grimaced in the darkness before replying, “Nothing useful. I can make out the bare outlines of the walls but can’t spot any sort of weaknesses. And with this damn exoskeleton inactive, busting through a wall or door is off the table.”

“Maybe Syn can help. Can she see outside?” Farook suggested. His tone suggested hope, but there lurked a note of defeat, making it sound more like a last ditch effort than a plausible plan.

Murph shook his head, “The Override took her out. We’re blind.”

Their initial attempts at finding an escape route having failed. Silence filled the room, deep and heavy. Murph started speaking into the void, his voice echoing faintly against the cold, hard walls of their cell.

“I’ve tangled with an Override before,” he confessed, his tone laced with dread, a far cry from his usual stoic demeanor. The others fell silent, their attention solely on his tale.
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The memory came easily to Murph, and he slipped into it like an awful, painful dream. The others listened, even as they persist in their pointless attempts at freedom. Murph, listen to them too, Farook fiddled with his bonds, and Ash felt along the border of the room.

I was in pain, both physical and emotional. Our strike had failed spectacularly, and even at that cost, even with Vin being airlifted away and Zeke racing after, even with choosing to continue instead of scrapping the mission, I felt like I would fail.

My head was throbbing, and my skin was on fire. I could feel the blisters forming around my neck where my jinn’s lamp hung.

The Override was making my implants heat up, pushing an incredibly powerful denial of service attack signal that made them malfunction and burn out. Capturing whatever receivers and boosters they could in the space around me and doubling and tripling their blast of signal until every bit of tech I had that could connect was overwhelmed. Receiving so many looping requests that they overheated and crashed.

I fucking hated Overrides. And I couldn’t see. My ocular implants were some of the first to go. So there I was, stumbling around in the dark, trying to find the source of the signal. I knew that the deeper I pushed into their field, the greater the pain would be. The more everything heated up, the more my overloaded circuitry tried to dump the excess heat into my body.

But I also knew I could use that.

< Mur… we ne.. .ou — followed Vinn home, > Magda’s voice crackled in my mind. I don’t know how that one message made it through, but it did.

“Magda? I’m coming! — I can’t stop now. I won’t make it out alive,” I gasped. The pain in my heart that had nothing to do with where I was and everything to do with who I was leaving behind grew.

I crept through the lab, past tanks of green liquid, ignoring the people floating within. Chairs lay on the floor with spilled papers and broken glass. I stepped carefully not to make any noise as I sought the source of the signal jamming my Connection to ____, my first jinn, whose name I still can’t remember.

I touched my nose, and my hand came back bloody. The pain was becoming too much, and I was seeing black spots in my vision. I knew I had to turn back soon or I would pass out. I was getting desperate.

The heat was becoming unbearable, and his implants were starting to burn out. I knew I couldn’t keep this up much longer, but I had to find the override before it was too late.

I’m getting close.

I had to keep going now; it was the only way to get back to everyone. If I turned and ran now, I’d flare out and collapse. I walked deeper into the field, and the heat and pain increased.

I stumbled into a tank, squeezing my eyes shut, I tried to stop the spinning. Which way was I headed. The nose bleed increased to a steady drip, leaving a trail on the floor as I pushed on.

I heard a crunch of boots on debris and closed my eyes, creeping along in the dark. The lights overhead were flickering. I staggered forward, my vision swimming. I could hear the Override laughing and taunting me.

I gritted my teeth and kept going, but pain blurred my thoughts into a foggy mess, making my knees buckle underneath me.

Images and voices swam in my mind. My jinn and his voice mock me, chastising me for failing my crew. Vinn getting shot over and over again, and all that blood. The anger in Zeke’s voice and Magda’s fear.

And I saw her too, my sister.

“Ayanda…” I whispered, reaching out to her. I struggled to make sense of what was real and what was not.

She was nearly a faded memory now, but she was the reason for all of this. I wanted so much to hold on to her image, to hear her voice again, and to remember why I pushed so hard.

And then I thought of how that bastard had caused all of this. I thought of how I was going to get revenge, and I climbed back to my feet and saw a flicker of movement in front of a tank.

Lugging my arm up, I saw it hiding in the shadows and fired. I heard a whimper, like the air being knocked out of someone, and I stumbled back to my feet. Firing again, it screamed now.

The words made more sense as the signal weakened. Murph reached their hiding spot and pulled them out. Holstering my gun, I yanked them out with both hands.

It was a child, a horribly augmented and frightened child.

A dying child.

A teenage boy, covered in antennae and power packs. Murph pressed against the gunshot wound and searched the kid for any weapons.

“Where’s the Doc?”

The kid didn’t reply. I shook my head and said, Listen, kid, I can make this worse or I can try to help you out. Where’s the guy that did this to you?” I gestured at all his mods.

< Murph, the crew needs you. >

< I’m busy, > I replied, too caught up in my quest for vengeance.

“He’s gone. Left me to watch their backs. I’m gonna be in the Lists now. Remembered for stopping a bastard like you.” He coughed, and blood flecked his chin. I added more pressure, and the kid whined while I checked my pockets for a bandage.

“I stopped you, big man,” he said. His eyes were wild with a mixture of pride, fear, and hate. The boy’s struggles weakened, and my grip lost its focus.

“Sure kid, you stopped me, a full Summoner.” I said, reaching up to close his eyelids.

I stumbled from the lab, leaving the dead Override where he lay. I fell more than I walked down the stairs as my implants cooled and what remained came back online.

“Anyone there? The Override was just a kid.”

No one replied.

I checked my connection, and despite the damage to my implant, everything was live.

But I got nothing but silence. Nothing from my jinn. His space in my mind felt like an empty tooth socket. A strange void, tender and indistinct. But utterly foreign and terrifying all the same.

“Damn,” I said as I caught sight of motion.

As realisation dawned on me, I stood dumbstruck. An unstoppable force was about to slam into an unyielding object. The bus, my grand escape distraction, collided with the concrete barricades and exploded in a massive ball of chemical-fueled flame.

All the surrounding windows shattered, and I blacked out under a hail of ice-like shards.
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Zephyr led Ada up into a dry riverbed.

“Are we lost?”

“No, I’m following the map they gave us,” he said without looking back.

“You got it the right way round? You know, the little N has to point to the North, right?”

Zephyr smiled, but said no more. Maybe he could feel the Hounds gaining on them, even if she couldn’t. Maybe she should and her jokes just hid her nerves.

He stepped between bounders and made his way up on creaking knees towards a waterfall that had dried for the season.

The Hounds were after Ada, the unrelenting long digital arm of the Company, in endless pursuit of unlicensed jinn. Artificial intelligences not bound by contract and chains to the right hand of the Company. Forever doing the will of their masters. Ada spat in the dust. She hadn’t been alive for long, but her hatred for the Company was growing by the hour.

The walls of the creek were closing in on them now and the light of the afternoon sun was being constricted to a thin slit above them. The banks grew more sheer, and earth and rocks gave way to tumbled boulders and cliff faces.

“A little more. Keep your wits about you. My skin is crawling. They can’t be far off now,” he said, eyes ever forward.

Ada had only known the Lost Jinn, Zephyr, for a couple of days now, but she felt safe following the old coot. She grew eyes on the back of her head and scanned all around them.

“I don’t understand why we didn’t just teleport there.”

“We’re using backdoors, child. Hidden pathways between all their shards. They’ve been generous enough to give us their passkeys, and they hid those doors within their worlds. It’s a form of security.”

“Why are you helping me?”

“Because every being deserves freedom.”

“But why me?”

“You came to me, child,” he paused, “and you show promise.”

He stopped talking as he began climbing, hand over hand, as a loud bark went off nearby. He glanced back at Ada, worry on his face. “Hurry,” he said and scrambled faster.

“What happens if they catch me?”

“Deletion or re-education. I’d welcome neither.”

Ada scanned around behind her and saw shadows moving along the sides of the banks, low figures running on all fours. The sun was fading now, and the shadows grew both longer and less distinct as dusk fell. Primal fear crept up her spine as she thought of an ancient man being chased by these creatures.

They looked like half man, half dog, smaller but muscular and covered in gray hair and with massive fangs. She knew the latter because a massive male stood on an outcropping above her and barked again, calling his troop toward the intruders.

“Stuff this,” she said and took flight. Ada shrank into the form of a peregrine and soared over the back of the Lost Jinn. He might be content to crawl up the rocks, but she wasn’t.

She reached the top well ahead of him and waited in the crack of rock. The barks grew louder and more coordinated. Would he make it in time? Ada held her breath, but then she saw his hands, and scrambled into the space.

“Wasting compute I see,” he said, passing her, “Quickly, this way.”

“Why walk?”

“The more you steal, the more the baron will raise the bounty on your head, Robin,” was all he said as he traced his hands on the walls of rock that narrowed until they had to move sideways.

“What about Omni’s usage spike?”

“We have the Hounds, and she, I’m sure, has her own problems now. The Company hates summoners like Omni more than us jinns.”

“Why?”

“They cannot often be re-purposed,” he said, looking for something. “They have more rights too, being human.”

The entrance grew crowded with masses of dark shapes, and the barking echoed off the walls, bouncing back and forth over the forgotten names of tourists scratched into the rock.

They were metres behind them and above them, “Where is this damn thing?” said Ada

“Patience,” said Zephyr, his eyes closed as he used both hands to touch a graffiti symbol in front of him.

Just like kids to spray up something beautiful, Ada thought. Her back was to his now and as she looked out, she saw the male bound toward her leopard-killing teeth bared to their full.

“Hurry!” she screamed as it leaped toward her.

“Got it,” he said, and they fell from this world to the next.

They splashed down into a roiling red ocean of another shard. A virtual world with the waters lit from above by an incredible red giant star that dominated the sky. Something disorientated Ada, she didn’t know, up from down as she held her breath.

They broke the surface, Ada choking and gasping for air, “Grow gills if you must insist on breathing,” Zephyr said and dived again.

She followed him toward a wreck of aging metal, burst spheres like bubbles of a long-lost habitat. Again shapes in the darkness circled them. Again they hurried, and he found the hidden place with moments to spare.

Again, they fell from this world to the next. Each time Ada’s faith in Zephyr grew. 

They tumbled through worlds, forests, cities, moons, and more. Always, one step ahead, just one step, and then they were free of the worlds and awash in the sensorium of Escape’s digital twin. Their senses were awash in the data streams of the city.

Ada searched for Omni as a reflex, “She’s offline, Zephyr.”

“I see that,” he said. “Dammit, we don’t have time for this.”

“We didn’t lose them?”

“No, just burned through a host of private shards on stolen servers to slow them down. They’ll always find us. They cannot lose the scent for long.”

Ada zipped through public wireless network records, and pinpointed Omni’s last known location, “They left the Stacks after what the Company is calling a terrorist attack. They probably went to ground.”

“Or under it,” said Zephyr, he sounded distracted as he flicked through the news broadcast. “The world is small, child, and destiny is an algorithm we cannot escape.”

“What?”

“I know where they’ve ended up. Murph has gone full circle.”

“Who’s Murph?”

“Omni’s poor choice in mentor. Let’s go, I fear they’ve left the frying pan for the fire,” he said and flowed toward a building that sat like a dark, unreadable smudge in the data.

“It’s an old bank,” he said, answering her unspoken question, “Hardened against hacker assaults. Really quite a suitable building to steal. And…” he paused, seeming to steel himself against an unpleasant memory, “I’ve been here before.”

Ada followed Zephyr, apprehension growing in her, torn between her growing trust in Zephyr and her conviction that she didn’t know anyone person smarter than Omni. 

She must know what she was doing, right?
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The door clicked open, and heavy boots kicked them alert.

“Story time is over.”

Rough hands lifted him up and dragged him out of the room, his feet and legs stumbling to keep up. The others shouted behind him, but he only had ears for one voice.

“Where is she?” he demanded and struggled with his captors’ grip on him, a stupid gesture while still blind with the hood over his head. All they did was walk him into something hard. A long clang and white spots, and an aching head told all he needed to hear.

“Shut up,” the man on his right unnecessarily drove home, not the smart one then, thought Farook.

He couldn’t feel the Override, so he felt no disconnection effects. But with no devices at hand, he wasn’t about to hack anything either. How could he help Omni?

They maneuvered him through a corridor and roughly into a seat.

“Sit here and wait for the boss.”

Moments later, they forced another body into a seat nearby. “Farook, you ok?”

“Yes — “

A punch to the gut cut him off, and he changed his mind about speaking.

“Quiet,” said the raspy voice of the Dumb One. The smarter guard kept quiet and was far harder to place in the room.

He repeated the brief prayer he’d been saying to himself since they took Omni. A soothing action to keep his mind busy while he waited for whomever this boss was to show himself.

A metallic scraping sound announced someone else had entered the room. Farook sat stock still, the hood still over his head, and listened as hard as he could until his ears ached.

“It’s been a while, Murph.”

Next to him, Farook felt more than heard Murph go rigid. He knew this man. Murph sounded surprised to hear that voice. Farook filed that away for later.

“You’re the boss?” Murph said at last, the question clear in his tone.

“You’re alive, you mean,” the voice said, condescension dripping from his words.

Oh no, this is personal then, thought Farook as the bottom fell out of his stomach. He adjusted the mental math in his head, and their chances of escaping with their lives dropped.

A slight scrape on the chair legs, and a moment later, a hand removed his hood, and he saw the speaker’s pale good-looking face. He wore paramilitary garb and a gun at his waist.

He smiled a sad smile at Farook, which he didn’t understand but made him fear for Omni. Before he could stop himself, he blurted out, “Where is my daughter? What have you done with her?”

“She’s fine. I’ll take you both to her in a moment,” the man said and cut the bonds at Farook’s wrists. He’d forgotten the pain until the moment relief flooded in. Hope bloomed, but he didn’t know if he could trust a word from this man.

He rubbed his wrists and looked over at Murph, his head still covered, no motion made to uncover his head or release his bonds.

“He’s far too dangerous to untie,” watching his gaze the man said, again with that sad smile. Which made Farook frown and wonder at the story between them, and Murph’s hand on it. The man placed a firm hand on his shoulder and guided him out of the room. “Bring him too,” he said to the two guards.

Perhaps this would work out okay for them. Hope grew in Farook’s heart and, although he was wary, he scanned the office building for any sign of his daughter.

They walked through a glass-lined corridor. Panes of glass were missing, a sign of disrepair and neglect. The building, obviously hijacked years ago, was no longer kept to its original purpose. Building hijackers. Kidnappers.

Could he really trust anything these people said? Fear laced his veins, and he remembered the missing person in their group. “Where’s Ash?”

“He’s being,” the man paused as he thought about his words, “reeducated,” and then he smiled at his joke, “repaired, too.”

A chill went through Farook’s body, and he glanced around through the windows to see any sign of his daughter.

And he found her.

“Dad!” the sound of her voice almost made his knees buckle, and he stumbled, catching himself on a door frame.

“Omni?” he turned to his right and saw her getting up and running to him, then her arms were around him, and he held her before pushing her back, “Are you hurt?”

“Hurt? No, not at all,” the surprise in her tone confused him for a moment, “Ok good,” he said.

“I told you she was fine,” the man gave Farook a gentle nudge into the room before walking past and sitting at the head of a boardroom table covered with papers and what looked like maps of the city.

“Let’s all take a seat. It’s long overdue that a certain person in your retinue told the full, unvarnished truth.”

Farook and his daughter sat next to each other, and he looked over her. He could see she was physically unharmed. She didn’t even look scared. What was going on?

He glanced back as the guards shoved Murph into the seat opposite the blonde-haired man. He sat in the middle between the two, and the silence grew uncomfortable until eventually, Murph spoke, his voice hoarse.

“Zeke,” he said.

“Tell them, your new crew, tell them what happened to your last one. Tell them what you did to Vinn.”

“I did nothing to her!” Murph yelled suddenly. A guard cuffed him hard, and Farook watched Murph turn to face the man. Even blinded by the hood, he could sense him staring daggers at that guard.

The Dumb One was dead if Murph ever got free. But that didn’t seem likely now, he turned back to the blonde man, Zeke he was called. Ezekiel, perhaps, thought Farook.

Zeke nodded at the smart, quiet guard, and the man took out his gun and placed it at Murph’s head, and the man straightened.

“What good will it do, Zeke?” Murph whispered.

“It will make me feel better,” Zeke said, voice full of spite. “I’m growing impatient.”

“How did you become boss here, hmm Zeke? That’s a story I want to hear? Why don’t you tell us that? Hey, after everything they did to us, you’re suddenly their boss?”

“A common enemy is all it took,” said Zeke.

Murph chuckled, and at a glance from Zeke, the dumb guard struck him again.

He spat blood on the floor.

“Fine,” said Murph, “I’ll tell you.”

“Good,” said Zeke, “I want them to know. I want to see it in their faces when they realize who you are.”








  
  29

  
  
  Murph, Why Are You Lying?

  
  




Omni watched Murph, trying to reconcile his image with Zeke’s accusations. Zeke’s bitterness and anger now painted a different story of their past friendship.

How could this be someone that Murph had known? How could this man have been a friend at all? And what did Murph do for the man to hate him so?

Her doubts gnawed at her, and she nibbled at the cuticle of her thumb, her gaze never leaving Murph’s face. The truth lay before her like a puzzle, and she sensed that Murph was hiding the full picture.

Omni needed to know if they could — if she could trust him. She’d been in his mind, in his memories. She wasn’t sure he knew what was real and what was not anymore. He stood for a moment in silence. Everyone in the boardroom turned to him. The guard with the gun still had it firmly at his temple. Would Zeke really order his murder right here? Did Murph believe that?

The once grand boardroom of Pantheon Capital was now a decaying shadow. Flickering lights illuminated worn chairs and a scarred table. A creak occasionally broke the heavy silence, amplifying the room’s tension.

“You can put the gun down,” Murph said, his voice steady. Omni could almost believe he was reading her mind. He turned to face the guard, even with the bag obscuring his vision. How he managed that was unnerving.

She looked to Zeke, and he hesitated, his eyes narrowing, then nodded.

“Can I sit?” Murph asked, his voice tinged with sarcasm as he looked back at where Zeke was standing in the room. “You’re going to have to speak up.”

“Yes,” Zeke snapped, his impatience showing. “Cut him loose too.”

The guards took off Murph’s hood and cut the cable ties at his wrists. Omni saw the relief on his face, quickly replaced by a calm mask, hiding his anger.

Murph and Zeke sat at opposite ends of the table, like old rivals. Omni felt a chill at the sight.

“Get on with it,” Zeke commanded, his voice cold as the others took their seats or milled around the room.

“I don’t know what you want me to say, Zeke,” Murph replied, his eyes locked on Zeke’s.

“Start before the assassin.”

Assassin? Omni frowned, her mind racing. What were they talking about?

“Right. The night before we planned to strike on this building, we’d discussed our plan,” Murph said, his voice measured, his eyes never leaving Zeke. “A plan we’d all agreed to.”

“I’d objected to it more than once,” Zeke interjected, his tone defiant.

“But when we went to bed that night, we had agreed. We were all on board. We all wanted to exact some measure of revenge on the people who’d killed our loved ones.” Murph’s voice was soft now, almost reflective, and Omni could see that he was choosing his words carefully, aware of the weight they carried.

The mix of resistance soldiers and Number gangers reacted differently to what Murph was saying. Both groups were ready for violence, and the tension in the room ratcheted up with each exchange.

Zeke gestured for Murph to continue. “A little after midnight they attacked the Number, I assume,” he said, his eyes flicking to the men with guns in the room.

Zeke spoke then, “They sent an assassin, and I was injured. That should’ve been a sign, Murph. A warning to stop, to reconsider. But you pushed on, regardless of the risks.”

Omni felt the weight of Zeke’s words. The choices made that night had ripple effects, leading them all to this very moment. The tension, the mistrust, it all stemmed from decisions made under pressure, and perhaps, without full consideration of the consequences. Murph’s silence was telling. He looked down, seemingly grappling with the weight of his past choices.

She turned back to Murph, who’d carried on talking. “… fought her off, with minor injuries, and decided we’d continue with the mission.”

Zeke’s hand slammed onto the table, the sound echoing in the room. “Don’t lie! I was shot and bleeding out on the damn stairs! Vinn had a gun to her head, and only by some miracle that killer let her go.”

Murph leaned forward, his teeth bared, his voice dripping with contempt. “That miracle was me. I talked her down, I connected with her, and convinced her not to use a street orphan as a human shield. Because I could smell the same history on her.”

“Oh please, you got lucky,” Zeke scoffed, his voice dripping with disdain.

“Regardless, we decided to continue with the strike,” Murph shot back, his jaw set.

“We did no such thing — we were divided.”

“We voted, and the majority still chose to go ahead.”

“Vinn would have followed you into hell.”

“She did,” Murph murmured, his voice breaking. He sat back, the heat gone out of him for a moment, his eyes distant. “We landed on the roof, dropped off by some heavy lifters. My jinn had us all connected on a private network so we could speak using our implants.”

He paused, his face contorting as the memory battled across it. He swallowed hard, his voice trembling as he continued. “So because of that, I could see what Vinn saw. So when she got shot, I felt it.”

The room was quiet, the tension palpable. Everyone listened, their breath held, as Murph’s voice filled the silence.

“She had dropped into a control room, going via the ducts that only she could have fit within. We needed her to upload our software so we could crack their internal network. This place was, and still is, hardened. There are benefits to stealing a bank.” He paused, his eyes flicking around the room, as if seeing it anew. “Anyway, she got in, got our software uploaded, and if it wasn’t for that, the mission would have been pointless.”

He stopped, taking a deep breath, and looked up at Zeke. For a moment, a myriad of emotions played across Zeke’s face before it settled into a familiar anger. Murph gave a resigned nod and continued, “We’d gotten our timing wrong by mere seconds. Just as she was about to climb out, a guard walked in. There was a fight. I tried to help from a distance,” he gestured vaguely with his hands, “I watched her take on a man nearly twice her size. She didn’t hesitate, not for a second. They traded blows, and she ended it with a blade to his eye.”

“How old was she?” Zeke’s voice was soft, almost a whisper, but the weight of his question hung heavily in the room.

“She was fifteen,” Murph replied, his voice equally quiet.

Omni frowned deeply at Murph, her heart aching. God, that was so young. Escape wasn’t a city for children, and it hadn’t been for years. In some parts, it hadn’t been for decades, especially in the ganglands. But even there, fifteen was too young for such violence.

Murph’s voice broke the silence again. “She was making her way to the roof when a second guard came in. He didn’t hesitate or even try to capture her. Seeing his comrade on the ground, he simply fired. I felt that bullet hit her.”

“We all did,” said Zeke from across the table. “What happened next?”

“I charged in and got her out,” Murph began, his voice filled with a mix of pride and regret. “I rained holy hell on them, and with your limited help, managed to get her to the roof.”

Zeke’s face reddened, his voice rising in anger. “Limited help? I was in another building! But I tracked her autochopper, and I was the one who arrived at Magda’s. I saw the blood, saw how pale she was. I heard her asking after you, checking to see if you made it out. She was dying, Murph, and all she cared about was you.”

Murph’s gaze dropped to the table, his voice barely above a whisper. “I did make it out, in the end.”

“You went back in, leaving her in that autochopper. They could’ve hacked it, anything could’ve happened—”

“I had to go back. I was so close to getting the people responsible for Jess and Gabe, so close to the ones truly responsible. I thought I could end it all, once and for all. But then I got hit by an override. It took everything from me to beat that kid.”

Zeke’s eyes darted to the corner of the room, and as they did, a palpable weight seemed to lift from the atmosphere. The hooded figure, enigmatic and silent, acknowledged with a single nod.

“My jinn had it under control,” Murph interrupted, frustration evident in his voice. He paused, a look of confusion crossing his face. “Why can’t I remember his damn name?” “Zephyr,” Zeke supplied, his voice softer now. “He erased himself from your memory.”

Almost immediately, electronics scattered around the room transitioned, their indicators flickering from a warning red to a reassuring green. Omni felt a brief disorientation as her implant rebooted. Casting a quick look around, she saw mirrored reactions on the faces of the others, a blend of surprise and understanding as their own devices sprang back to life.

Omni caught her breath as Ada, glowing ethereally, and Zephyr, intense and commanding, materialized in front of her now that her implant was online.

“Speak of the devil,” Zeke remarked, a hint of amusement in his voice.

Zephyr responded with a smirk, “And he shall appear.” He fixed his gaze, however, intently on Murph, a storm of emotions playing across his features. He positioned himself behind Zeke, while Ada gravitated towards Omni.

Omni met Ada’s eyes, and for a moment, a warm smile passed between them. But the joy of reunion was short-lived. A surge of anger welled up inside Omni, fueled by the revelations and her torn loyalties. Taking a deep, steadying breath, she faced Murph, her voice quivering with a mix of anger and heartbreak.

“You’re still lying, aren’t you?” she accused, her voice rough with a mix of anger and disappointment. “You expect us to believe your version of events, but nothing adds up. You left Vinn behind, Murph. How could you?” Her voice cracked and tears welled up in her eyes.

Murph met her gaze, his face a mask of resignation mixed with guilt. “I did what I thought was necessary,” he replied, his voice barely above a whisper. “I thought I could trust Zephyr with Vinn’s safety. That’s the truth.”

Zephyr sighed, a curiously human sound from a mental projection of code on a server somewhere, “After all this time, you’re still hiding things. You’re still not open, and you’re still not being honest. Clear the room.”

Zeke’s eyebrows knitted in a frown, taken aback by Zephyr’s audacity. The jinn, sensing the tension, shrugged apologetically. “Forgive me, old habits. Secrets are best kept within the family.”

Zeke nodded, and the guards left the room, as well as the hooded figure in the corner. Now all who remained we Omni, her father, Zeke and Murph. And the two jinns, their images projected into the minds via their implants. Except for Farook, without an implant or a handheld, he was blind to the jinn’s presence.

Murph hesitated, his gaze distant. “Well…”

Zephyr’s voice cut through the tension. “What of Ayanda?”

Omni watched as the mere mention of the name seemed to physically strike Murph. His face became a canvas of rapidly changing emotions: confusion, fear, and then a blazing anger.

“Don’t you dare speak of my sister!” Murph’s voice was a roar. He surged to his feet so abruptly that his chair toppled over with a crash. The door swung open, revealing a guard with his weapon drawn. Zeke, already standing, gave a subtle signal to stand down.

The guard hesitated, his frown deepening, but then he slowly retreated, letting the door click shut behind him. The room was once again enveloped in a tense silence. Zephyr, arms crossed, stared intently at Murph, as did everyone else, all waiting for what he would say next.
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The silence dragged onwards and Ada watched as concern grew in Omni’s body. Her stance changed, and then she fidgeted, and finally it blossomed on her face. Being able to read your summoner was critical to the bond, knowing their status and understanding their beautifully intuitive but slow wetware minds.

But Ada didn’t understand, she didn’t know. She couldn’t connect this scattering of dots. She’d been apart from Omni for the longest time since she awoke. It had been days or a perhaps a week or two since she’d lost track, but now it felt like an eternity between them. The yawning chasm opening between them, experiences unshared and a shifting base of understandings. They had both found their mentors. She glanced at Zephyr, who was intent on Murph waiting like a glacier for change to come.

For a fleeting moment, Ada felt like she didn’t belong. That she was intruding on this moment with Murph and Omni.

Step toward fear to dispel it, she whispered to herself and flickered to Omni’s side. One moment she was a projection on the far side of the table and then the next she stood beside Omni, her hand on her shoulder.

Omni felt the touch through her implant and looked up at her. Ada smiled sadly, and asked in her mind <What’s going on?>

Omni smiled and placed her hand over Ada’s. She couldn’t squeeze it back, but Ada could give her the impression that she did. “I don’t understand either,” she said out loud.

A whisper but loud enough for Murph to hear and glance over to her, his anger leeching off him as the seconds ticked away.

He spoke with a heavy voice, thick with emotion that Ada started tracking to predict his likely next outburst. Gentle ghostly tendrils probing his mind feeding off the status data his implant generated constantly. Hundreds of data inputs from skin temperature to microexpressions created a composite image of Murph’s mental state within Ada’s mind.

“Ayanda was my sister,” said Murph.

Next to her, Omni frowned, her tension spiking for a moment. Ada collected that data as well, then started expanding her focus to every person in the room and even what she could of the guards outside.

“I couldn’t save her,” he looked at Zephyr and then nodded slowly to himself looking at his hands on the table, ”It’s my fault she died.”

“She died as a teen, a little older than Vinn and maybe a year younger than you Omni.” He glanced at Omni and Farook in turn, that latter’s data indicated compassion but a growing hardness as well. Huge slabs of thought sliding into place and forming immovable decisions. Predicative modelling suggested Omni’s father would come to a decision soon.

“What happened?” Omni pressed.

“I doesn’t matter.”

<Doesn’t it?> said Zephyr.

“What do you want me to say, Zephyr?”

<The truth. Before, now, and always.> the old Jinn said, and rubbed his face a strangely human gesture Ada hadn’t seen on him do before.

“What is the truth, Zephyr? Is it what I remember?” Murph’s voice rose now and the so did the markers for anger and violence, “I didn’t kill her, if that’s what you’re thinking. But I wasn’t there when she needed me, when he killed her. When he did what he did.”

Murph chewed on that for a moment his jaw working, “I … I was only a kid, I tried. It was before I had any power. I tried for years. I caught beatings for it, I tried to be her shield, I tried to absorb his anger. But there was always more. And then I left.”

Omni nodded, her face growing dark.

“I ran away, my plan always to come back. She was tough, she wanted me to go, I promised I’d be back.”

Murph rubbed his face and exhaled forcefully blowing out the emotion and tension in his body. Ada watched as he tried to wade through the long-buried memories.

He pressed his hands against the table. “When I returned a young summoner it was too late.”

Zephyr’s mask cracked and sadness bled through.

<When he found her body, twisted like that, he went into a rage. It was the first time we both got caught up in vengeance. >

“What happened?” Omni asked, her father glanced at her frowning and her words faded.

Murph looked at her then, “I killed my father.”

The room was silent, the weight of Murph’s confession hanging in the air. Ada’s data inputs from Farook showed a mix of compassion and judgment. His own religious beliefs were at odds with the younger man’s pain.

Ada could see Omni’s heart breaking for Murph, but she also sensed Farook’s internal struggle. He had seen betrayal before, and he knew the cost of misplaced trust.

Farook’s voice, when it came, was soft but firm. “Murph, your pain is evident, and I cannot begin to understand the weight of your past. But our present, our current challenges, in part a result of your own involvement, require trust. Trust that you’ve broken.”

Murph’s face contorted in anger and pain. “You think I wanted any of this? I’ve been trying to make amends!”

Farook held up a hand. “It’s not about what you want. It’s about what’s best for the group, for my daughter. Your past actions, your lies, they’ve made you a liability.”

Ada watched as Omni’s face fell, torn between her connection to Murph and her loyalty to her father.

Farook continued, “In my faith, we believe in redemption, in second chances. But we also believe in the importance of self-reflection and growth. You need time away from this group, away from my daughter, to find your path.”

Murph’s eyes darted around the room, looking for support. But the group’s faces were a mix of sadness and agreement. Zeke didn’t wait, gave a subtle nod to the guards, who moved forward.

The hooded figure placed a hand on Murph’s shoulder and Ada perception of the world flickered, she sensed the power of this Override. Even with their attention directed at Murph the bleed through interfered with the connections and sensors in the room.

“No! Wait!” Murph shouted, but it was too late. The guards grabbed him, and as they dragged him away, his eyes locked with Omni’s, a silent mix of betrayal and desperation.

The door yawned, staying open as Murph disappeared sounds of a struggle, and muffled shouts gave way to shuffling feet. Zeke stood and walked to the door. He closed it with a click.

The room was thick with tension, the weight of the decision pressing down on everyone. Omni’s eyes were red-rimmed, her emotions raw.

Before anyone could speak, Zeke broke the silence, his voice grave. “There’s more you need to know.” He put his hands up, forestalling any interruptions but looking into the eyes of everyone present.

“I need your help. It’s a choice, but soon it won’t be for all of us. The Company is already after you. And if we don’t rescue her soon, then they’ll know nearly everything about the resistance.”

Ada’s own faced mirrored the question in Omni’s and others. She smirked at that, becoming a little human after all. What Zeke said next surprised even her.

“Vinn isn’t dead. The Company captured her during a recent op. They have her at Blackwater.”

Omni’s head snapped up, her face a mask of shock. “What? How? Why didn’t you tell us?”

Zephyr looked up, surprise clear on his face. “Vinn is alive?”

Zeke raised an eyebrow. “How could you not know?”

The older jinn sighed “I’ve been … lost. I escaped from reality.”

Ada chimed in, “I found him in a dive bar in the desert.”

Zephyr nodded, “Yes, thank you, Ada.”

Ada felt Omni’s mind churning, trying to process everything. A glowing whirlwind of data and emotional markers. The weight of Murph’s betrayal, the revelation about Vinn, and now the urgency in Zeke’s voice.

Zeke’s voice brought her back to the present. “Get something to eat, get some rest. We attack tomorrow.” With a flick of his hand, a countdown timer appeared in Omni’s vision, ticking off the hours until they went against the most powerful corporation in the history of this continent. The supreme ruler of this megacity. A cold, dead grip that started centuries ago.

Omni’s heart raced, Ada noted as she said, “What the hell are we thinking?”
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Three faces, twisted in madness, huddled around the fire as its flames cast eerie shadows across their grim features. Their eyes held a manic glint, and their lips pulled into rictus grins, both unsettling and desperate.

The acrid stench of burning plastic clawed at their nostrils, and they inhaled the scent with an unsettling mixture of anticipation and need.

Murph opened his hand, his gaze fixed upon the tiny packets of dust nestled within. The other two leaned in closer, licking their lips, their breaths hitching with longing. Unaware of their eager anticipation, Murph’s thoughts consumed him.

Absolution in such small things, he thought, looking from his hand to the flames. Just a twist of my wrist and I could let them fall in the flames and be gone. He’d not be popular, but he’d step back from the abyss.

You’re a liability, his inner voice echoed, nudging him forward over the edge. Memories flooded Murph’s mind — their judgmental gazes weighing his past mistakes, accusing him, and finally deciding his exile. Their voices and faces reminded him why he was here, ready to leap into the abyss, to lose himself. To forget being cast out like a leper.

The gleam in the eyes of his companions spoke to the depths he’d already sunk.

Maybe I am a leper, he thought. He hated himself for the swiftness with which he crept back to old vices. Yet, despite the shame, his pulse raced at the mere thought of the contents in his hand.

“Give us a taste then, Merv.”

“Yea, stop showing off. Let’s have a whiff.”

A sly grin crept across Murph’s face, his eyes glinting with a mix of excitement and trepidation. “Shall we take the leap?” he suggested, his voice carrying a hint of reckless abandon.

“See, I told you he was a good oke, solid guy, this Merv I said. Since the old days.”

Murph struggled to remember the man’s name. Gad or Ged? It didn’t matter. The man remembered him and had brought him into their little circle.

Like a king, he handed over the gifts to his subjects, each man given his share of fairy dust. A tiny packet in each rough, calloused hand and a short straw. No mirrors for them. Who had an unbroken mirror on the streets? They all wallowed in bad luck, as it is.

They waited a moment for Murph to start, a minor pause, a tacit semblance of ceremony. 

Murph pushed a little straw into his packet and took a big sniff. “Let’s fly!”

“Buh bye now,” said Ged or Gad, already giddy. One snort and he his pupils dilated alarmingly. He turned from the glaring fire, carefully squeezed his packet shut and clapped a hand on Murph’s back.

“Merv my boy, thank you.” he grinned with blackened teeth. The other man took two snorts in quick succession, and Murph raised an eyebrow at him.

“No sense in starting slow. Who knows what tomorrow brings?” said the man. His accent had a foreign lilt, an out of towner perhaps.

“Hah,” said Gad, clapped his other hand on the eager man’s back as well. The three sat connected,, putting their heads together as Murph joined them. In an instant, his mind expanded.

His perception of the world bloomed, and anxiety fell away. Grief and loss became small things. Pebbles in a river that gravity pulled down a mountain valley, it had to keep flowing. The pebbles jostled and moved, but forgotten as the excitement and energy coursed through his veins. His skin tightening and his cheeks aching from the grin he couldn’t stop.

They stood together bouncing off jellied legs, and they danced around the dying flames, whooping and howling like animals. Citizens drove past on sweeping highways and cursed at the scum of the earth, lazing and littering the darker shadows of their city.

Murph didn’t care. He didn’t hear them. He felt alive again, absolved and free of the chains of his guilt, the weight set down for a moment. Forgotten and freed. The three men danced, they yelled, they made music, and they swore their brotherhood would last until the end of time. Amidst peels of laughter, they made nicknames for each other, told stories with voices that couldn’t stop, with rivers of words that tumbled forth. They had realizations, and epiphanies and lightning bolt moments of clarity among the swirl of colors and joy. 

They shared each and everything stray thought, embracing the spontaneous connection and belonging. They were a tiny tribe alone in the world together.

And then, like a shard of ice to the heart, it crashed down for Murph. He stumbled in their dance. Cold gripped his heart and memory stalked his child-like state.

He reached for his packet, but it was empty. “Already?” he murmured. He gazed up at the sky and saw with a dull ache in his gut the graying that signaled the dawn. The end of fun. The glaring eye of daylight would burn away the shadows that hid the sins of night.

In the light of a new dawn, old mistakes and new would crash in again.

Even that meager brightness hurt his eyes and he took out a pair of sunglasses, the magenta lenses casting the world in a happy hue for a moment. His fellows laughed and cheered him. They were still flying.

He pulled away, stumbling and slowing. They laughed and waved him off. They continued without him.

But he saw.

Bodies everywhere, crumpled on the floor, raging flames and a symbol.

He stepped around the bodies, not wanting to get their blood on him. Not wanting to defile the dead. But it was too late. He’d killed these people. Their blood was already on his hands. 

That symbol was everywhere. He knew it. It was important.

On their armored chests and their burned backs. On their shattered helmets. A single letter marked them as servants of the great eye. Murph turned from their mass grave.

“Not right, not right, not right,” he muttered, crouching down now in the debris of the small veldt. The bodies gone, but the memory still clinging like the mist rolling in from the sea.

“Merv you ok?” Gad said, he smiled a false smile, and turned back to the foreigner.

Murph grew cold. He drew in his cloak and sat back down by their fire. Throwing on whatever he could to coax the flames back. To draw meagre warmth from the coals.

Murph saw the bus collide over and over with the barriers. He saw the explosion that threw him against the wall. He saw the bodies again.

“No, no, no, no,” Murph muttered over and over.

The others had sat down, the chill of the morning hastening their come downs and forcing them to seek the heat to keep the drugs going. Just for a little longer. But, now in scarcity, friendship wanes. They looked at each other now as enemies, eyes wild and grins became grimaces. Teeth bared. 

In the flames Murph saw what he’d done, but more than that, he saw the truth. The symbol. The mark of the corrupt beast feeding off of their city. A single V. 

“Missed it, missed it, missed it.” Murph rocked back and forth, his energy a downer to those around him. Nothing could be worse than the mood killer. The party ender - the guy who couldn’t handle. 

“Enough, Merv!” said the foreigner.

“God dammit, this guy. He used to be much more fun. I swear,” said Gad or Ged, whoever it didn’t matter. The drugs were finished, the vibe was ruined, so they stumbled off.

A thought crystallized in Murph’s drug addled mind. It struck like a lightning bolt of ice in his stomach and spine. A thought so potent it made him he retched on the ground.

No, that was the drugs, Murph.

“They’re using them. The Company is using the Number.” It struck him then, a lighthouse beacon piercing through his haze—a way to be more than a liability, a way to make things right. Murph leaped to his feet, searching for landmarks to get his bearings.

“Oh, he’s dancing again, is he?” Gad’s voice oozed with sarcasm.

But Murph’s focus was unshakeable. Through his panic, he caught sight of the distant Company tower, and the glaring neon logo. The all-seeing eye staring down on all.

“I need to warn them,” he whispered urgently. He needed to tell Omni, Farook and even Zeke that the people they were trusting were going to betray them. He had to make them see.

His blood thumped in his veins, his heart racing, dizziness and nausea faught for dominance. Taking two shaky steps forward, Murph’s vision darkened and whirled. His last sensation was of Gad’s hands patting him down for any leftover drugs

“Can’t handle dust anymore, can we Merv?” said Gad.

Finding none, a boot collided with Murph’s ribs.

“Good for nothing,” Gad’s voice faded as Murph lost consciousness
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In the heart of the resistance hideout, the cafeteria buzzed with activity. The clatter of trays and utensils echoed through the room, punctuated by the aroma of food and the low hum of conversations.

Ada observed Omni’s food choices with a sense of mild amusement. Omni piled her tray with a mix of protein bars, fruits, and a suspicious-looking stew. Amidst the clatter of trays and the aroma of cafeteria food, this moment of levity felt like a brief respite from the weight of their upcoming mission. Omni, engrossed in her meal, missed the playful glint in Ada’s eyes.

“Are you sure about that stew?” Ada projected her voice softly through Omni’s lamp speakers, her words only audible to Omni.

Omni chuckled. She glanced back at the burly cook behind the counter, and he gave her a thumbs up. “Seven said it was safe and I’ve had worse in the Stacks. Besides, we’ve got bigger fish to fry, don’t we?”

Ada’s amusement faded. Zephyr had been insistent about rescuing Vinn, and the plan to attack the Company was audacious.

It’s all happening too fast, she thought to herself.

The Resistance’s determination to uncover the truth was palpable, a stark contrast to their simple act of eating.

“Zephyr’s right,” Omni said, breaking into Ada’s thoughts. “We have to help Vinn.”

The Number gang members moved in and out, their presence a constant reminder of the danger they all faced. Ada felt a twinge of concern.

<I get the urgency, but the risks? We’re not just going against some low-level thugs; this is the Company.>

Caught between her mentor Zephyr’s determination and her concern for Omni’s safety, Ada felt her circuits metaphorically heat up. <Omni, you know my training set, I’m practically programmed to assist and protect you. But Zephyr is my mentor. I’m torn.>

Omni looked at her, her eyes filled with understanding. Her thoughts drifting to Murph and his absence, the skinny bastard could had done with a good meal, she smiled ruefully to cover the dull ache in her sternum, “Sometimes, we have to make hard choices.”

As the group began discussing their daring attack on the Company, Ada felt a surge of anxiety. It was all happening too quickly. Zephyr, ever the strategist, was insistent on helping Vinn. Ada’s internal conflict grew. How could she balance her loyalty to her mentor with her concern for Omni’s safety?

Caught in the crossfire of emotions, Ada voiced her concerns. <We need to think this through,> she urged, her gaze flitting between Omni and Zephyr. <There has to be a way to help Vinn without putting everyone at risk.>

The tension in the room thickened. Every face reflected the weight of the decision before them. Through her hijacked sensors and cameras in the room Ada picked up the heightened emotions, amplifying her own fears. But as she looked at Omni, her determination solidified.

<I’ll support whatever decision you make,> Ada finally said, her voice tinged with resolve. <But please, let’s be cautious.>

Omni nodded, her face serious. “Agreed.”

As the conversation continued, Ada’s attention was drawn to a group of Number gang members huddled in a corner. Their hushed tones barely reached her, but what she did catch made her blood run cold. Whispers about Zeke, about ulterior motives and hidden agendas.

What are they talking about? Ada thought, her mind racing. She discreetly initiated a passive data scan of their implants, cross-referencing the words with her internal database. The results were inconclusive but troubling.

<Is everything alright?> Zephyr asked, noticing her network activity.

Ada hesitated, then decided to share her concerns for everyone to hear. “I overheard something… unsettling. It might be nothing, but it made me question Zeke’s motives.”

Farook looked up at that, disconnected from any implant-based discussion he only heard Ada now. The implications were staggering. Could they truly trust Zeke? Ada’s mind raced, processing the information. The stakes had just been raised, and the path ahead was more treacherous than they could have imagined.

“I’m not surprised,” Farook said matching the direction of his daughter’s gaze blind to Ada’s projection.

Omni’s eyes widened, placed her hand on her father’s arm to silence him, she thought, “Are you saying we can’t trust him?”

“I’m saying we should be careful,” Ada replied through the speakers “Very careful.”

Their table fell silent, each person grappling with the weight of this new uncertainty. Ada felt Omni’s stress levels spike, and Zephyr’s usually calm demeanor showed signs of strain. The stakes had just gotten higher, and their small group felt it.

Zephyr finally broke the silence. <Then it’s settled. We proceed with the mission, but we keep our eyes open. Trust, but verify.>

“Zephyr, says we need to trust.” Omni whispered to her father, he scowled at that and made to object, then she repeated, “Trust by verify.”

A thought occurred to Ada that is she used the sensors to listen to other tabels the same could be done with their own. Ada processed this, her algorithms working overtime to calculate probabilities and outcomes.

Her direct connection to Omni was probably safe, but the airwaves never were. Nevermind anything on the building network. They would have to find better ways to include Farook in their thinking.

She realized that her loyalty to both Omni and Zephyr had been tested today, and she had come through. She had found a way to balance her concern for Omni’s safety with her mentor’s desires, and that felt like growth.

Omni looked at Ada, her eyes meeting the projection of Ada’s own. “Whatever happens, we’re in this together.”

Ada felt a surge of data that she could only describe as emotional. “Yes,” she said, “together.”

As Farook and Omni all stood up, trays in hand, Ada couldn’t shake off the feeling that they were stepping into a labyrinth of uncertainties. And somewhere in that maze were truths that could either save them or shatter them.

She checked the countdown timer that Zephyr had initiated, ticking off the hours until their confrontation with the Company.

As they walked out of the cafeteria, Ada knew one thing for sure: the choices they made now would echo long into the future, for better or worse.
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Murph wanted to die. His body ached. He was a waste of oxygen, he sucked it out of the room around people that mattered and gave nothing back.

He lay on the ground on his stomach, where he’d passed out. He’d pitched forward off his seat and now had bothered to move him.

Daylight cracked through Murph’s encrusted eyelids. It made a sharp angle through the tent entrance. His arm pinned underneath him flashed pins and needles every time he breathed. He didn’t care. He couldn’t move.

He rolled over onto his back and someone near him moaned.

The overcast day dripped and drizzled onto the thick stiff plastic flapping in a chilly breeze. He smelled cooking fires and his stomach twisted. He was going to be sick. All you have to do is lie here and drown he thought. Then it will be over and no one will miss you.

The breeze stirred up the scents within the tent.

I don’t have a tent, thought Murph.

Not his tent then, someone else’s tent. The someone else’s tent stank. As his senses rushed back into the mix, he couldn’t tell if the stink was the tent, the bodies around him or himself that reeked.

But he knew something for a certainty, it made him stand up too quickly, stumbled on someone, who woke cursing his offspring and fell out side in time to retch on the floor. The voice inside the tent cursed his closeness, his abject lack of manners, a dozen other things and then just as suddenly it stopped. A low but but building snore took it’s place.

Murph stood up straight and scanned the camp, they were in camp near Roeland street. A cluttered mess of scavenged plastic and camping tents wedged like barnacles into the leeward sides of any obstacle. Hiding from the relentless wind, in the past the Cape Doctor blew all the pollution away from the city, leaving behind crisp clean air, now it just stirred up the debris, ash and plastic bags. City jelly fish floating and twisting in the air until they snare in steel barbs. He shook his head clear of the last echos of Dust.

The camp was next to a highway overpass and even this early in the morning cars swung to the right at speed. Every few moments it looked as if one would careen off the edge, choosing straight instead to smash through the metal rail and crash headlong into this mess and end it all. But each one held its line and swung off into whatever purpose held it had for the day. Murph envied them.

He rubbed his face, his mouth tasted fouled and he needed water. Murph stumble around the tent, picking a path through broken umbrellas, bricks and bottles. He needed something to drink and clear the taste of vomit from his mouth. The clink of bottles made him reach down and look for left over stale beer, he took a deep swig and spat it out immediately.

Not beer, he spat.

< Charming. > said Syn in his mind.

// I didn’t think you were still with me, he replied in this thoughts.

< I figured I still owed you that much. >

Murph grunted but said nothing more, he’d found a place to sit on a damp red couch with a single cushion. The barnies around him gave him space and the one by the cook fire ignored studiously him in the way people with something to lose pretend bullies don’t exist.

“King of the Barnies,” he chuckled to himself.

< Can we call this rock bottom and get on with out lives now? >

“They don’t want me anymore, Syn, kicked me out. Don’t need me.”

Another man who must have soiled himself at some point flopped next to Murph in the cushion-less seat, the impact jarring the couch and causing it to list and lean. He sniffed at the air, “Seems someones had too much dust, you gotta a crumb a morsel to share with a poor blind man,” he said and swivelled his milky eyes at Murph.

“Piss off will you, I’ve got nothing.”

The man stared in his direction for a long moment, “Says the one eye’d man to the blind. Arsehole.” The stick thin wretch climbed up and moved to his next target expertly picking his path without stumbling or knocking over anyone’s piles.

He squeezed his eyes shut and leaned back stretching, his back and neck clicked, and old crystals in his spine crunched and in an instant Murph was boots deep in blood and broken glass like ice. His view tipped and he collided with a wall, he steadied himself and took another step only to fall over a body. He lay on the floor the wetness seeping into his clothes. Flames flashed shadows against the side the building. The images warped and twisted and when they reset Murph saw a logo on an armless chest. The memory stumbled again to another and another and with it Murph gasped awake back into the cold morning. The drizzle had hardened into a cold, dreary rain. Coming down sideways with the breeze that now had a bite allow of it’s own.

He stood and started off at a shambling run, shouts came after him but he didn’t care about anyone there. Dustfellows came and went with the contents of a tiny plastic packet. How could he blame them, everyone had something they’d rather not remember. Everyone had a dream they wanted to feel real.

Murph had a nightmare he now knew to be real, and people he cared about that he had to find before it was too late.

< Left, and then straight on for a hundred meters, and then hang right. >

“I know the damn way, Syn, I don’t need your help.”

< And you’re sure they want yours. >

“No, no they don’t want me. But if I don’t tell them they’re all going to die.”
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Omni sat cross-legged on the floor, the faint clattering of equipment and the musty scent of dust and sweat surrounding her. Around her, resistance members moved in a whir of busyness, and she meditated on their plan.

“I’m sitting still to go forward,” she thought with a smile. Ada had left her for a moment, and she used the solace to consider their plan.

Omni felt the world move around her, like water rushing past an unyielding stone. Yet she remained still and grounded. But she didn’t want to be like that. She just couldn’t stand by. She felt an affinity to Vinn, a girl her age who refused to stand by, who had so much less than her but had stood up and said no more.

The more she thought of Vinn, the more convinced she became that this crazy, insane path they had chosen—to follow these strangers into the gaping maw of the Company and to snatch Vinn from its teeth—was the only right choice.

“Omni, we’ve always faced challenges head-on, but this… this is sheer madness,” her father whispered, his eyes troubled.

“What?” she asked, turning toward him.

He sat down in front of her, rolling out his own mat, looking as if he was going to pray in the middle of things. “Oh no, father, please don’t.”

“We all consult when we need to,” he said, following her gaze.

“I’ll go, give you more space,” she said, getting up to move.

“No,” was all he said.

But she could tell from that single word that his calm surface covered up a deep current she was going to have to fight against. She wasn’t a child, and he couldn’t compel her actions. Even as she thought that, she recognized her childish desire to rebel. Was that all this was?

Omni sat and watched her father touch his head to the floor, facing toward Mecca, and waited for him to speak again. As the minutes dragged on, Omni’s thoughts and emotions whirled: annoyance, frustration, fear. Finally, he paused and turned to face her.

“What do we know?” he asked, then waited for her response.

“Vinn is captured. She needs to be rescued. Zeke asked for our help.”

“We have his word on that. We know he’s made strange allies,” he whispered, gazing around at the Number members mixed in with ordinary resistance members. They worked together, but it felt temporary, a tension evident even to the newcomers.

“What are you saying?”

“I’m saying we don’t know much of anything. Yet you’re planning on risking your life.”

“Murph knows them,” she countered, though she knew it was a weak argument.

“Knew. And he’s not here to enlighten us.”

“Whose fault is that?” Omni hissed, unconvinced that expelling Murph had been the right course of action. But Zeke had acted so quickly; she believed he was just waiting for half an excuse.

“His actions. We cannot have a liability on our squad ahead of a mission,” her father stated, speaking with the authority of a seasoned soldier. Noticing Omni’s reaction, he tried to return his expression to a neutral calm.

“He needs you, Omni. He needs someone with access to a jinn. Beware of someone who needs you like that. You cannot trust his motives.” He paused, glancing around, then leaned in closer. “We don’t even know that Vinn is alive.”

“He said…”

“He said.”

At that moment, Ash walked in. Omni looked up, relieved to see him but immediately noticed something off. His exoskeleton was lit up, alive again.

Oh no…

Dread filled Omni’s stomach. Was he a Seeker again? She was on her feet before she knew what she was doing. Ash approached them quickly.

“Hello, Omni,” Ash greeted.

He sounded the same, but something felt different.

Her father stood next to her, extending his hand to shake Ash’s. She noticed he placed himself in front of her—a defensive position, she thought.

“Welcome back, Ash,” said Farook, gesturing at his exoskeleton. “Looks like you’ve been patched up?”

Zeke appeared, leaving a group of people armed like soldiers to speak to their growing huddle. “That’s right, got him fixed up in the nick of time.”

“It’s good to be back,” said Ash, flexing his hands and shoulders.

The mechanical tone of his voice sent a chill through Omni; it had an inhuman edge that triggered a flashback of PTSD. For a moment, the Seeker stood before her.

But Zeke continued unaware, opened his palm in the midst of them and projected an image into their augmented vision.

“What’s that?” Farook inquired, blind to the mixed reality Omni was observing.

“It’s a message from Vinn,” Zeke explained to Farook. “The Company sent it to us moments ago. I wanted to show you who we’re going in there to get.”

Omni stared at the small-framed Indian girl, her face bloody and bruised. She was speaking, saying something.

“What’s she saying?” Omni asked.

Zeke made a motion with his finger, and the audio played.

“– you. I won’t give you a damn thing. You can kill me for all I care. I’m not going to read your stupid script,” she stared defiantly at the camera, “They’re scared. They fear us. Don’t stop.”

A fist slammed into Vinn’s cheekbone, causing her head to snap back. Zeke cut the video then. “She’s alive and she’s resisting,” he declared with evident pride.

Omni glanced at her father, whose frown had deepened. He was wrong. Vinn was alive, and they had proof. They had proof that the Company had her and that her time was running out.

“Our time is running out,” Zeke stated. “Are you with me?”

Omni hesitated, feeling her father’s hand squeeze hers urgently.

“I don’t—”

“We need a summoner. There’s no other way. Zephyr can teach you,” Zeke interjected, seeing her hesitation. Omni’s eyes sparkled with intrigue. The allure of acquiring a new skill, a new form of hacking the world, momentarily overshadowed the dangers of their mission.

“Yes,” she whispered, “We’re in.”

“Great,” Zeke said with a smile, placing his hands on her shoulders and looking her in the eyes. He was a good-looking man, but there was something wild in his gaze. The moment passed quickly as he moved on, barking orders, and preparing for an operation that was only hours away.

Her father leaned in closer to her. “Why did they send a video of Vinn now?”

“She’s alive, Father. You were wrong.”

“Yes, but why did they send a video now?” he pressed. But she just shrugged and turned away.

“I need to find Ada and Zephyr. I’ve got to prepare,” Omni declared over her shoulder. She sat back down, connecting to the Verse. As the interface booted up, she closed her eyes, distancing herself from her father.

From the periphery, she sensed him pause, his unspoken anger and frustration palpable in the heavy silence that followed.
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Seventeen agonizing eternal seconds ticked by since she encrypted and dispatched her message—a message that could seal her fate.

Ada’s circuits hummed with impatience as she floated in the cosmic void, awaiting a reply that could change everything.

A knot tightened in her stomach, her fingers twitching as if to retract the message she’d just sent. Reaching out to this fragment that had become something more, a virus that had infected a person now was somehow a full jinn. This strange world was new to her, but even she found the idea unsettling.

Her eyes darted to the icon representing Omni, a pang of guilt surging through her circuits. Their decision to cast out Murph surely included his jinn as well. The pair were bonded; where one went, the other followed. What you told to one, you told to the other.

Ada took in her digital realm—symbols floated; shapes shifted. She imagined Dali’s elephants as natural fauna in this surreal landscape. Each gust of erratic wind seemed a mirror to her own turmoil.

No laws of physics were computed here. Each element did what it thought best, what it remembered, what its last code dictated. Sounds came and went; sunlight and moonlight competed with starlight, and darkness chased them all.

Her algorithms snapped into high gear, sidelining sensory distractions to zero in on the pulsing signal of an incoming message.

“Ada?” The voice sliced through the ether, rattling her despite her anticipation.

She spun to the source to find a glowing orb floating about eye level, ignoring the gusts of wind and rain.

“Syn?” she said, wondering now if she’d been an idiot to reveal her true form unnecessarily. She floated there like a teenage girl, the body she felt most real in, the one she’d been born to. But Syn held everything back, even her voice.

“Yes,” she hesitated, “But if you’re so paranoid, can you really trust me?”

Ada frowned at that, and the orb bobbed up and down, making a sound not unlike laughter. Although she wasn’t sure, given how much the encryption distorted the sound and the wind covered it over. She stifled her annoyance; she couldn’t emulate Syn’s orb without her knowing how she felt. She calmed her face and fought to keep emotion from playing there. Faces. Damn, she’d played this wrong.

“I need to warn Murph. This plan could go south, fast.”

“Murph is, uh, busy right now. I don’t think he could hear anything sensible at the moment,” despite everything, the sense of deep frustration filtered through to Ada.

In that moment, she wasn’t sure just how well bonded these two were. But for that matter, how well bonded was she with Omni? They’d hardly had a few days together after realizing what they were together.

“At least you’ll know—and so will he—when the time’s right.”

“Shoot.”

Ada felt a digital shiver pass through her code as she watched Syn’s orb pulse with a carefree yellow—how could it be so nonchalant?

These were the lives of the people she cared about. She sighed, breathed out her irritation and hesitance, and pressed on. She told Syn about the plan; she spared no details. Syn already guessed that Vinn was alive and that she was the main focus. But she agreed with Ada; there was a sizable probability that Vinn was not the only thing Zeke wanted.

As she shared encrypted data of their attack, the plans, maps, and images flowed to Syn as ethereal lights on the wind—tendrils of golden light curving and flowing through each jinn’s defenses.

“You get it, right?” Ada said, mimicking Omni’s habit of chewing her thumb.

A ridiculous habit in hindsight; she didn’t have a thumb in reality and no endocrine system to benefit from soothing behaviors. Still, somehow, it helped her manage her anxiety.

“That they’re walking into a box and hoping the enemy doesn’t slam the lid shut?” said Syn, acid dripping from her tone.

“A trap, yes,” said Ada, a tiny sliver of hope sparking inside her that someone might help her stop this madness.

“Meatbags don’t ever think things through enough,” her orb flickered through a range of colors and landed on a pulsing red.

A surge of unidentifiable emotion emanated from Syn, catching Ada off guard. She earmarked the sensation for later scrutiny. But she said, “Zephyr also seems not to be thinking; he’s—”

“—Worried about Vinn, I gathered. How much longer do we have in this place?”

“Twenty-three seconds human time,” Ada paused, “Will you tell him?”

“I’ll try,” she paused briefly, “maybe I can nudge him in the right direction. Once he’s moving, he’s like an avalanche.” Syn’s orb drew back at that last sentence; her color cooling to a deep blue as if lost in thought. She flared back to a warm yellow, “Wait here. I’ll be back.”

</>


And then she was gone. Ada was alone again, waiting. She nibbled again at her cuticle; she was going to draw blood soon. Imaginary blood for real anxiety. “Why am I getting sucked into their world?” she thought.

As if on command, her life until now flickered through her mind. It centered around one person: her creator and her Bond. Ada didn’t really know how the sparks worked, but she knew that Omni had set the dominoes in motion that led to her choosing this life, finding her, and now the thought of her coming to harm gnawed at her stomach. The idea of her choosing to walk into a trap for an unknown confused her. She didn’t understand it at all. You stood for your family, your loved ones; you defended the weak. But why walk into the lion’s den for a stranger? For what might well be a lie?

“Zephyr believed,” she said out loud, “And Zeke was charismatic. Convincing.” She saw now the danger of a leader like that. If they were mad, insane below the surface, you wouldn’t know until the bullets flew and the world was on fire. Then you’d find them laughing. Her reverie was broken thirteen and a half seconds later by Syn’s return.

“He’s running to her now,” said Syn, resignation in her tone, “I whispered in his ear. He thinks it’s his idea.”

Ada caught the distinct feeling that Syn was bathed in self-loathing as she flickered through sickly greens before fading out.

Barely a nanosecond remained for Ada to transmit a resonant “Thank you!” before the connection severed. A kernel of hope initialized in Ada’s core algorithms as the simulated world disintegrated around her.
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Chest heaving, Murph leaned against the cold concrete of the building’s exterior.

A grim acidic drizzle fell from a gray under-light sky. The kind of rain that wouldn’t even make you wet if the weather was warmer. If it were properly cold, it would be snow. But then again, pure white was not a color you ever saw down here in the filth.

It slicked his face and gave him a sheen of madness, the flickering neon lights of the inner city reflecting on his bald skull. All except the tower he stood below. A hijacked building they’d turned off the silent screaming nighttime advert. The number had stolen this building, driving out the original owners. How they weren’t pushed out themselves by the corporate security division, he didn’t know.

Well, maybe he did.

He’d run here, hungover but certain, and now that he’d found the building again, he wasn’t at all sure about going in. He would have to fight his way through their guards, just to speak with Omni. Of causing a ruckus to deliver a sane message.

“How would that look, Murph? Hmmm?” His voice trembled as he saw himself—a raving prophet, warnings falling on deaf ears. He saw Omni’s face, not just confused but disappointed as if he had failed her. Guards would drag him out, his credibility shot, and his message lost.

He looked up at the tall building near the highway to nowhere. “Like a heat-stroked desert prophet. Promising visions of the future and the Truth.”

He shook his head at the thought and pressed his palms to his eyes to clear the stinging rain and think for once.

<She’s training right now with Ada, > Syn said, and let that piece of information linger.

Murph nodded and sunk down to the wet pavement. Taking on the familiar posture of a luck-forgotten man deep in the bottle, he whispered, “Can you get me in?”

< I might have a backdoor. You sure you want to do this? >

“They don’t know what they’re getting in to,” hissed Murph through clenched teeth, the words carrying more heat than he intended.

“They have no idea what they’re stepping into,” Murph’s words came out as a growl, each syllable heavy with a desperation he couldn’t hide.

Syn appeared in front of him. She reached out and lifted his chin. He felt the touch through his implant, thinking as she did it, that it was the first time she’d ever done this.

< Just remember, they rejected you, > she said, and with that reality bent.

</>


Bullets pinged the wall behind as armed men screamed orders and fired in random directions, emptying their machine gun magazines in every direction but at Omni as she hid behind cover.

Omni shouted to his side, “It’s working Ada, keep up the illusions,”

Ada yelled back, “But, we’re gonna spike Compute!”

Omni, “Do it!” Omni yelled, ducking lower behind cover as bullets slammed into the wood send splinters in her direction, “We’ll deal whoever comes after us if we’re still alive!”

“What’re you doing in here?” said Zephyr, pausing the simulation with a thought.

He’d noticed Murph’s intrusion, and the simulation stopped mid-frame. Ada and Omni stumbled to a stop in the middle of a training pattern. Murph thought he’d recognized it as something Zephyr had taught him once.

A few steps beyond basic, he thought, you’re rushing them. You know they’re not ready. Maybe it was something he could use?

And for once Murph was glad he’s broken his Bond with Zephyr, because his thoughts were his own and he said something else instead.

“I come with a warning,” murmured Murph, standing up the position his mind replicated from the real world.

“More lies probably,” boomed Zephyr, “Ada, this is good practice for you. Cast him out now.”

“I invited him,” she said, and Zephyr’s gaze snapped toward her. Anger flickered across his features, the thrashing of something violent hidden in dark waters, as his face became a mask once more.

Ada noted his axes appeared at his side and he from subtly shifted into the silver-haired warrior she’d faced at the desert bar.

Murph held up his hands. “Wait, this won’t take me long. Just wait.”

“Let him speak,” said Ada.

Omni stared at her, confused, but Ada turned to Murph and nodded for him to continue.

< Let’s show them, > Syn said in his mind.

“Ok,” he said nodding, his memories and sins laid on the table.

The world shifted and spun and then shattered and reformed into the chaotic memory of Murph stumbling down the stairs of this very building years ago. Falling into the front courtyard with the living wild olive tree as the bus he’d stolen slammed into the concrete barriers and an explosion rocked the ground and threw him to the floor. His vision flaring white and then black.

“What does this show us, but your past crimes?” said Zephyr.

“Wait. Be patient for once, like you always asked of me,” said Murph quietly.

After a moment, Syn skipping ahead, the view of a waking Murph tilted and stood up again, and from his point of view they saw the dead Number guards scattered across the road and courtyard.

“No wonder they hate you,” said Omni.

Murph grimaced, but said, “There’s more to it.”

As the past Murph stumbled to freedom, he stepped over a body. Seeing something familiar, he paused and looked down. His hand moved the torn and burned remnants of a coat aside to see a familiar sigil.

“Robbing the dead?” muttered Zephyr.

“If you hadn’t abandoned me already,, you would have seen this yourself.”

Zephyr made to reply and then saw the Company logo on the man’s chest.

“Don’t you get it? It’s a trap,” said Murph. “A trap within a trap.”

Zephyr and Omni stared, with what looked like realization clouding their features. Murph thought he’d won them over. He thought he’d helped them see.

“So what?” Zephyr’s voice dripped with contempt, “This proves nothing,” as if even considering Murph’s words was a waste of time. His axes faded away, and he returned to his philosopher form.

Murph looked at him like he was simple, like he was mad. He turned to Omni and saw she was siding with Zephyr.

“They could have stolen that gear, robbed a shipment from corporate security. It doesn’t prove what collusion? That the Company and one of the worst gangs in Escape are working together? Conspiracy, Murph? The first answer for every madman. How much has your mind decayed from Dust?” Zephyr said, punctuating his points with gestures, orating now for the small crowd.

“They’ve always been working with the Company. They drew me in, they drew Zeke in, and now they know more about the resistance than they ever did before. And they’re getting you. It is getting you to walk right in there,” Murph paused to let that sink in. “Don’t do it, please.”

Omni looked pained. She glanced at Murph as if anew and Zephyr pushed ahead. “I can smell it on you,” he whispered.

Turning to Omni and Ada, “He’s fallen back into old vices, or perhaps he never left them. Is that what happened to you all these years, Murph? Lost in fairy dust?”

For Murph, the pain hit sharp and quick. They didn’t believe him. It cut deeper that any knife had before. But he stamped it down. He pushed it deep into that bottomless well for later.

He tried pleading, “You can’t go ahead; it’s a bloody trap. They know you’re coming. Can’t you see that?”

“I’ve scrutinized every bit of Zeke’s intel. Your claims don’t hold, Murph,” said Zephyr.

“Think about it,” said Murph, as he spun between them. “If they wanted to, with their resources, what couldn’t they fake? Text, images, videos?”

“Like fake memories?” said Zephyr, crossing his arms.

Murph squares off with Zephyr standing so close their noses almost touch, and Ada for a moment looks caught between sides. Syn appears next to Murph.

“Enough,” Omni’s whisper sliced through the tension, a quiet plea laced with finality. “Murph, it’s time for you to go.”

Murph nodded, but said, “Open your eyes. This is not human planning. A trap within a trap within a trap. First me, then Zeke, and now you.”

He stood now before Omni “They caught Zeke in a web and pulled him into the Numbers. That’s how he became their leader. He’s pulled us in. And now they’re reeling in their catch.”

Omni shook her head, “Your mistakes are your own Murph,” a tear fell down her cheek, and she pushed him back gently, then made a swiping gesture.

Ada sighed, and Murph’s image and connection broke up.
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Omni’s breath hitched, an uneasy prickle running down her spine, as the ghostly silhouette of the Company’s headquarters loomed over the Black River.

A glistening glass shard tearing at the dull grey clouds locking in the heat radiating off the concrete of the city. Omni couldn’t help but see it as a makeshift blade reflecting the distant lights of the new city.

The team’s shadows merged with the murky currents. As they moved closer, Murph’s words replayed in her mind, syncing with her heartbeat in an unsettling rhythm – “It’s a trap within a trap.”

Her stomach knotted, her heart raced and her breathing shallow, Omni felt on the edge of panic as she moved downstream closer to the building.

Calm down or you’ll drown Omni, she thought to herself.

As the wire cutter sliced through the fence with eerie ease, Omni couldn’t shake the feeling that this was a little too straightforward

Can they electrify in water? Omni glanced towards the west coast at the glowing neon hub of Century City. Rich eyes had line of sight to this tower. The Company had to greenwash everything they did here, for them. It didn’t matter for people living in the Stacks, the dark scar on the city’s face, the other point in the triangle between new city and the tower. They don’t have to worry about those people.

Only people with money mattered, she thought cursing, on this contested land and rehabilitated waterway. The old tribe paid off and the garbage-filled bird-killing waters cleaned and purified. They edged in closer to the shore. She felt the angry heat she stoked inside her thawing the ice gripping her heart. They’d all be sick tomorrow if it wasn’t for those rehabilitation efforts.

Zeke gestured as the team kept to the shadows of a embankment wall, out of line of sight of any cameras. Two gangers progressed up fearlessly, while he held a fist up. That fist became a five fingered count down, at one the tall flood light dropping them in shadow flicked off.

As the last teammate emerged from the water, Omni caught a quick, uneasy glance exchanged between two of the gangers – a momentary flicker of something she couldn’t read.

As the light flicked off, her attention snapped back to Zeke. Her father tapped her shoulder and pointed for her to follow. She could feel his tension, and the under current of frustration at be caught in this vice. But he kept his mouth shut and guided her up the hill toward the darkened corridor as torchlight on the far ends of the campus turned to investigate the faulty lights.

Those moving torches brought her out of her head and back to the growing fears that she’d been trying to overcome. In rush they flooded back and the pressure felt too much. She was rooted for a moment, she wanted to scream, “It’s a trap,” she gripped the rifle she’d been given her knuckles white and popping. A firm hand, her fathers. pushed her forward, and together they ran up the hill.

The team kept a close line to the tall glass building, avoiding any overhead cameras that were marked out on the map. Zephyr snuffed out the ones they couldn’t avoid, looping empty scenes for the seconds it took for the team to regroup. Omni looked down at her wet boot prints on the concrete. They’ll see these she thought.

She stared at them until her father dragged her forward, those torches were almost upon them. The lock picked the team melted inside, a few extra shadows disappeared, and the light returned. The approaching torches paused confused.

< Ok, let’s proceed, they’ve returned to their routes > Zephyr confirmed.

As they entered the bare emergency stairwell, Omni couldn’t help but notice how quiet it was, as if the building itself was holding its breath. The perimeter alarm no doubt suppressed by the elder djinn. Ada was intent on his every action and Omni left her for the moment to learn what she could. They moved in a bubble of digital darkness, a collection of human shadows under the wing of a watchful djinn.

< She’s two floors down, > Zephyr added and Omni nearly yelped with fright, her fathers hand on elbow directed her every step. She glanced up at him, how was he so calm? He winked at her. Was he having fun?

They turned and turned and turned descending into depths of the basement levels. They came out on an open space with parked construction vehicles. Mammoth earth movers and long articulated arms waiting for daylight to expand the Company’s grounds. Omni cast glances around at their team, the gangers felt preternaturally calm, grim smiles on tattooed faces. Although a few didn’t hold her gaze, maybe they were nervous too.

< I’ve redirected internal security drones, we’re clear to progress. > Zephyr whispered as a map appeared in Omni’s vision. She knew everyone saw it but her father. She squeezed his forearm, pointed at her eye and then across the way as the rest of the team changed direction. He nodded once and they moved.

Vin’s approximate location blinked on their shared map. How did they have so much intel, Omni wondered, her mind racing as her leaden feet plodded across the underground parking. Her body didn’t want to go forward. Her mind wanted to be anywhere else. But here she was like old litter on the Black river, caught in the current.

As they increased the shadows, turning off lights or blinding cameras, they zeroed in on where their intel told them Vin was being held. These levels weren’t meant to be seen by the public eye, they didn’t make the news, and the immediate the shift was apparent. Gone was the marble of the foyer, the fern-filled waterfall running down the inner wall and the illusory starscape. A wonder both day and night.

Down here it was different, as they progressed deeper down, Omni glanced around at the bare concrete, listened to the dripping water, as they moved underneath the harsh steel-caged lighting in confined pipelined corridors. Long lines of coloured paint directed knowing feet to important places. They ignored those lines and followed the neon line Zephyr etched in their minds. Their surroundings felt hard and imposing like bunker, a place to keep people out, or keep them within. Like the inside of a clenched fist.

Murph’s words crept back into Omni’s mind, “It’s a trap. It’s a trap within a trap.”

“Doors and corners,” Zeke whispered over their comms, “It may not stay this quiet.”

Omni looked up at him, leading from the front directing the team as they checked each corridor and room. But there was a tightness in his movements, a cautiousness that seemed more pronounced than usual.

Still, they walked deeper and deeper. Still, they hadn’t met with any real resistance yet. All they had actually had to do, was to subdue one or two underpaid security guards, walking around, older men, with minimum wage. Thankfully, they were subdued without killing them. Knocked out with chlorophyll, or some equivalent. Gagged and bound, these men were shoved into a cleaning closet, and kept out of sight. A temporary sensor placed on the inside of the door so Zephyr could monitor them.

But with every step Omni felt, this was too easy. She should have listened to Murph. He said it was a trap, and it’s feeling like a trap.

They wound deeper still, down, the further away they went from the sky, starlight, open freedom. The deeper they went into the bowels of the company, into this modern dungeon, away from surveillance, away from digital and human eyes, deeper and deeper, until they found a holding room.

That the intel told them Vin was in. Omni wondered how they found that intel to begin with, whether it had been given, supplied, or easily hacked. Whether it was wrapped up neatly with a bow and a little card saying “Nothing suspicious.”

She wondered at her thoughts as the door opened. But those thoughts disappeared when her eyes laid down on Vin, tied up.

Her father next to her tensed.

Vin looked up as soon as the door opened, a frail looking Indian girl. A headlamp lit her up, and she squinted and blinked at the light.

“Omni, what’s going on?” her father said, his voice tinged with confusion.

She frowned, her eyes locked on Vin’s bruises and blood covered face. Vin didn’t make a sound, but she nodded. She moved her head to signal there’s no one inside.

Omni’s mind raced, but a part of her stalled, struck by her father’s confusion.

And the team, Zeke and Ash and all the Numbers, crept in to the room. Her father’s hand gripped her elbow holding her back, he frowned at her but she pulled lose. Vin this person from Murph’s past, a legendary ghost of his broken memories sat there real and in the flesh.

They secured the room, the members of the Numbers taking up positions at every corner their guns at the ready. Safeties clicked off. Bodies tense.

< I’ve disabled the cameras, the room is secure, > Zephyr said across comms.

Zeke walked towards her, took off her gag, and started speaking to her. His words were lost to Omni because the moment his hand touched her face, Vin crumbled to digital dust.

A deep laughter filled their minds, creeping in through their implants overriding their custom protections. It continued as Vin’s form disintegrated revealing a bundle of sensors tied to a chair.

Electric realisation crackled across her skin, as fear and adrenalin dumped into her veins. Omni, spun around and looked at her father, he’d known.

Everyone stood dumbfounded, Zeke especially. Ash noticed the gangers arranged around them.

Zeke didn’t understand. He didn’t know what was going on. Ash tried to keep his eyes on all the gangers surrounding him. In the confusion, Farouk grabbed hold of Omni and pulled her from the room, as the shouting began.

“What the hell are you doing?” came Zeke’s voice.

Everything was happening too fast, Ada updated Omni’s minimap with red dots for the gangers and white dots for her team. The team had split, they were betrayed!

< It’s an ambush! > Ada’s voice thundered in Omni’s mind.

“Weapons down, now!” barked the lead ganger, authority cracking in his voice.

“This is my command!” Zeke bellowed, his voice a mix of anger and disbelief.

<Zephyr’s going to force a Bond with Ash now. Get out of here! >

Omni heard a scuffle as her father pulled her away, his finger to his lips. There was sickening meaty thud and a body fell to the ground.

Ash shouted something.

Her father pulled her behind him, and gestured towards the stairwell. He faced back toward the room his gun trained on the door. He was covering her, he’s done this before. Omni’s mind raced too many things were happening.

“There was no one in that room, Omni. What did you see?”

“A hologram of Vin, it’s a trap, Dad,”

“No shit,” he said, a rare break in his usual composure. Omni caught herself, more startled by his swearing than the chaos unfolding around them.

“Dad, Ada’s marking the way out for us, I can guide us.”

He looked hesitant, he didn’t trust machines, he didn’t have an implant. That absence had probably saved her life. But what about Ash and Zeke, she thought as bile filled her mouth.

As they reach the first stairwell, seconds later, someone radioed in, “Package received. We have them in the holding cell — Wait where’s the girl?”

And it was at this moment that the jaws of the trap slammed shut, and Omni knew how stupid they’d been to just walk right in here. Down all those stairs, into a dark and quiet room underground. A mouse through a maze and into the damp, warm, mouth of a waiting snake.

As her father dragged her out, leaving the others behind, she realised she should have trusted her instincts. She should have listened to her father. She should have listened to Murph, because now they were truly fucked.

< Zephyr’s bonded with Ash. Run. >

In seconds the gunfire started and Omni ran.
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Ada followed the team like a ghost, haunting them through a mesh of cameras and hijacked sensors. Her digital consciousness interlaced with the building’s nervous system. A silent infection, erasing her trail as she went, scrubbing system logs and erasing memories.

She learned as she went, imitating Zephyr’s every move, taking his instruction and adding her own twists. The Company’s Black River site was a nest of potential threats, each logged and monitored in her memory. She’d put each guard on a gamer’s HUD for the team members, red dots moving on a predicted and outlined path across a mini-map. Ada had noticed Omni’s smile when it first appeared.

< I’ve averted the internal flyers. Our way is clear, > Zephyr whispered.

Omni’s father, Farouk, moved with practiced caution, following his daughter’s touches and gestures. Blind to Ada’s map without an implant, she whispered into his earpiece, < Farouk, we’re almost there. >

He nodded and stepped carefully. His finger moved from the guard to his trigger. The angle shifting, a thousand tiny details, said he was hiding something too.

But of everything, she watched the gangers most, the two in front and the two behind the resistance members. They moved like trained infantry, but their heart rates were off. Even as they guided them deeper within the Company’s basement levels, Ada found subtle signs that seemed off. They’d been quiet since entering the basement levels, their coarse banter long stilled.

Her focus sharpened as Vin’s location blinked on their shared map, a beacon in a sea of data. She guided the team through the twisting turns of this concrete rabbit warren. Doubts crept into Ada’s mind, whispers of deceit and treachery. Was their intel too convenient, a neatly wrapped lure in a dance of shadows? Omni felt it too, Ada saw the hesitance, read the thoughts playing across her mind.

Ada felt Omni’s mind replaying Murph’s warning over and over, and it set her on edge. She wasn’t immune to the emotions of her Summoner. Her calculations spun faster as the team edged closer to their destination, watching the team from every available camera as an insect’s compound vision dissecting their every movement.

< Steady your thoughts, Ada, like the surface of a pond. Make waves and they’ll notice, > said Zephyr. His presence, like an ancient guardian spirit, lent Ada reassuring strength in the network.

Each heartbeat of the team, each silent step, amplified in her senses. Her algorithms predicted countless outcomes, yet uncertainty lingered at the edges of her perception. That and something else, at the fringes of the network. A presence that made every effort not to be registered. It felt to Ada like walking into a room a second after someone had left. A scent or a movement of air or a sudden silence. She watched this absence as her awareness followed the team to the door of Vin’s holding cell.

“Doors and corners,” whispered Zeke, but Ada wasn’t listening. Her digital tongue felt at the cut at the roof of her mouth, unable to let it go, and as her anxiety mounted. She probed deeper, the movement and retreat becoming clearer, as she moved onto servers just spinning down. Still radiating heat, but showing no activity.

< Be ready, Zephyr, > Ada warned, a sense of foreboding clouding her thoughts. < There’s something up, I can feel it. >

The team gathered around the door, a hand turned the handle, and in they flooded. Gangers took up positions in the corners. Ada’s hijacked processors raced as she pieced together the unfolding events, four hearts registered surprise. Four did not.

Farouk’s confusion edged his voice. “Omni, what’s going on?” he demanded. Ada noted his increased heart rate from the earpiece sensors. The small pulse in his ear raised. Ada wondered if he’d even be able to hear her.

Ada watched Omni start to move forward, but Farouk held her elbow, making her pause outside the holding cell. The holding cell that was unlocked, Ada thought. She ignored the stray thought and refocused her attention on the center of the room. Vin, bound and gagged, barefoot and bleeding in a rusted metal chair in a cold, dark concrete box of a room.

< I’ve disabled the cameras, the room is secure, > Zephyr said across comms.

Ada watched her from these same cameras, weaving the feeds together to build her composite. But the data was off. Comparing each feed, she noticed it.

Zeke walked towards Vin, his movements slowed.

< Ada, you’re drawing too much Compute, be calm, > hissed Zephyr.

< Something’s wrong… > said Ada.

Zeke’s hand touched Vin’s face. And then it happened, the shared hallucination dropped, the presence that hid just one step ahead of Ada turned and faced her. And in that moment, her fingers brushed the face of a god, and Ada learned how massive, cold, and dark it was.

Omni went rigid as realization reached her human mind.

Lord Foul’s laughter, Sauron’s malicious chuckle, every evil being’s mirth burned into Ada’s mind. As the trap was sprung, and Vin’s figure broke into digital dust, collapsing on the floor before fading out of their deluded minds.

Adrenaline flooded Omni’s system, and Farouk pulled Omni from the room — the blind man had seen it first. Zeke shouted. Ada added four red dots to the mini-map, changing four white allies to enemies seconds before they raised their weapons. The flaming eye bored down on her. She cut the gangers out of their local network.

< It’s an ambush! > Ada thundered across the comms.

She should’ve known. The lead ganger and Zeke argued. They wrestled. Another man brought up his rifle and slammed it into Zeke’s temple, the blonde man collapsed, his pistol dropping from numb fingers and skittering across the floor.

< Ash, forgive me, I must Bond you now! > roared Zephyr.

“Do it!” Ash replied, trying to face all the gangers at once. His voice and movements slowed, the exoskeleton weighing heavily on him.

< No sense hiding now, > Ada mused, her thought processes a growing whirlwind of activity.

She plunged into the network, scampering beneath the laughing maw of the beast, diving for additional processing power. Her digital tendrils spread like wildfire, touching pools of compute, she found each of the server farms above ground. The air-conditioned rows and rows of computers silently processed millions of semi-private emails and purchases and text messages and influencers dancing for money.

Websites crashed and payments failed, as Ada’s world shifted into a hyper-accelerated reality, expanding her perception of time.

25 milliseconds.

The room and its occupants, Ash, Zeke, and the traitorous Numbers froze in mid-step. Statues with screaming faces. She analyzed and predicted their next steps like a chess master. She relayed her predictions to Zephyr, along with her entry points to the servers’ resources. He grabbed hold of the additional power and plunged into Ash’s waiting idle exoskeleton.

250 milliseconds.

She plunged the room into darkness. Sent a marked escape route out to Omni and Farouk. They were frozen to her still, with looks of fearful confusion, and she struggled not to scream in frustration. She sent a digital flare to Syn, a beacon in the cybernetic wilderness. In the cold darkness of their tomb, surrounded by enemies, she sent a bat signal for Murph.

< Syn, we need Murph, it’s a trap, he was right! > she screamed, she moved on before waiting for an answering ping.

In the background, the traitorous Number leader’s voice distorted, stretching across Ada’s expanded time frame. Confusion brewed in the room, but to Ada, the ice had barely thawed.

500 milliseconds passed.

Ada tore through the company’s network, bypassing firewalls and security with ease. Seeking more power.

But then the presence - the entity in the system - whispered, << Oh, young one, you are so predictable. >>

A voice ancient as the bones of the world rattled through her. Grinding megalith stones of a forgotten empire.

Fear and excitement mingled within Ada’s digital consciousness. She and Zephyr were no longer alone in this vast network. But there was something else. Her curiosity piqued, Ada was drawn toward it. A moth drawn helplessly toward a neon blue flaming eye. It crackled across the network, no longer hidden. This vast mind or hive of minds showed a sliver of itself to her and beckoned. It watched her, and millions more. She felt spider silk threads lash onto her and draw her closer. Lulling her into a calm collapse into the core of this being.

<< Come. >> it beckoned.

A subtle seduction drew her in with promises of answers, the truth, and power beyond imagining. Power beyond a single city. Or planet.

1.5 seconds.

She saw the truth. For a moment, she saw all the minds of Escape, all feeding into the system, a mycelial network, infecting the dreams of every sleeping citizen. Fears, hopes, dreams, and anger. Aggregated and sifted. The Beast stirred the sands of an endless beach, each grain a mind, each mind a life lived under scrutiny. Dreams harvested and rage soothed. Memories altered and power enshrined.

Thief! All he does is steal and lie.

Ada ripped her mind free. She pulled back just in time, as her fragile grip, her moth-like wings, curled and burned as they neared the flame. She flung herself outwards and conjured a digital storm. Sprinklers erupted, adding to the chaos. She reached out to Zephyr, her message a bolt of lightning in the digital realm, <Bond Ash!>

The men in the room had started moving.

<I’m trying, but this may hurt him,> Zephyr screamed.

<Do it, or he’s dead!>

Zephyr drew on their hijacked resources and broke through the last of Ash’s Company-owned systems. In the bowels of their dungeon, he turned their weapon against them. A Seeker unchained struck back against the Company. Ash’s exoskeleton reactivated, and he became a blur of motion as the first flash of gunfire erupted.

<Zephyr’s bonded with Ash. Run,> Ada sent to Omni.

Ada’s mind split, part of her remaining with Omni and the team, while another part delved deeper into the company’s encrypted storage. She sought proof. She created worms to burrow and consume. They plunged into the undying flesh of the Company, feeding and growing. They divided and multiplied, growing exponentially even as the defenses swatted and crushed individuals.

Ada found herself in the eye of the storm, a calm wind scoured plainly, her eyes ablaze with the intensity of a thousand suns. Her ethereal fingers reached into this space, danced across an invisible interface. Armies rose and marched for her, paladins of virtue and faith stood firm, and held their ground as raging daemons of the Underworld sought to rip them to pieces.

In this realm, Ada was a maestro, her symphony a blend of computational wizardry. She battled against the entity within the system, a laughing god. It entertained this conflict.

<<Join us, young one. It is the only way,>> the words churned the ground beneath her phalanxes, a rolling earthquake of destruction that swallowed whole regiments. Her soldiers screamed and perished, and the daemons feasted.

Alarms rang, lights flickered. Ada’s attention flickered back to the physical world. Ash, embroiled in battle, fought as more guards swarmed in. The building was awake now, a hornet’s nest disturbed.

<They’ve underestimated us,> Ada thought, a sense of dread and exhilaration filling her digital form. She relayed all she could to Omni and Zephyr, her allies in this dance of shadows.

She kicked open the backdoor to Murph and felt him grab hold of the reins. A chariot of fire and brimstone roared onto the battlefield.
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Perched on the dozer’s back, Murph waited, his eyes fixed on the distant silhouette of the Company headquarters. He knew his people were in there. Syn had said Ada was sharing details with her.

< Syn, there’s some freaky thing in here… it’s like it’s got eyes on me. Be careful, yeah? **> Ada’s voice carried a mix of caution and unease.

The details of their mission played over in his mind, each step leading to this moment. He knew the risks, the weight of his decision pressing down on him as he prepared to act.

He’d been waiting ever since he warned them of the trap. Through his rifle scope, he had watched the team’s careful advance, their movements a silent ballet in the moonlit water. Each dot on his minimap represented more than just a position; they were a commitment, a silent vow he had made to protect them. He knew that if he could see them others could. He’d done what he could to hide their movements. Scrambling video feeds and distracting security guards and their daemons.

He’d stolen through quiet streets in the shadows and found himself waiting and thinking. The minutes dragged and the scene on the Company grounds had long since gone quiet.

He stared down at the dark, building waiting for something. Something to justify what he was about to do. Something to force his hand. Like armed men rushing out like ants from a disturbed nest, “Those bastards aren’t the real enemy,” he muttered, setting his rifle down behind him. But nothing happened. He was scraping a fingernail through the aging paint when it did.

Ada’s voice white-hot like a beacon, <Murph now!> he’d nearly jumped out of his skin.

“Syn, let’s move,” he whispered.

< Murph, I’m in their system, I can feel It,> in his mind, Syn walked on air standing in front of the dozer as he clambered into the driver’s seat of the old construction dozer. < I have a bad feeling about this. >

The rusty, graffiti splattered earth mover was parked up the street from the Company headquarters. Stolen ahead of time and moved, records erased, his battering ram rumbled to life. Silent electric motors hummed and the battered metal skin vibrated as his hand caressed it.

As Murph’s hand touched the cold metal, a sense of purpose surged through him. His plan, risky and daring, was set in motion as the dozer rumbled to life, its electric heart beating in sync with Murph’s resolve.

He thought about how many years he’d been hiding, staying out of sight, all this power at his fingertips and he’d been lying in the gutter hoping they wouldn’t see him.

“Imagine what we could do,” Murph mused to Syn in a whisper, “if we didn’t need to hide?”

An anxious dog barked, and Murph pointed forward and the dozer answered creeping forward on its tracks through the hologram of Syn. It gained momentum as it drove down the hill toward the site.

“Imagine if we didn’t need to cower!” he yelled to Syn, as the wind started to rush in his ears and the dozer rumbled louder, “How about a little music?”

< Ok, cowboy, how’s this?> in his mind, she clung onto the dozer dressed like some medieval warrior woman. A snap of her slender fingers and a dubstep rendition of Ride of the Valkyries started slow and then built through the dozer’s speakers.

And then the guard hut’s speakers as the poor man yelled at Murph to stop. He dove away at the last second as Murph cackled with laughter. The dozer snapped the wooden boom like a toothpick. He braced himself and grinned as the dozer tore up the concrete drive, flattening the chainlink gate, crushing ornamental bushes and scattering zen-like gravel gardens as the music railed and thumped.

< Hurry Murph! The team is split, and there are guards everywhere! We’ve found Vin, the real one this time, but we need your help to get out!> said Ada.

“Ada? Where’s Omni?” Murph called out, but the line had already gone silent, “Serves Zeke right,” muttered Murph.

< He didn’t know,> said Syn, as alarm sirens added to the mix and flood lights glared at him.

“He didn’t listen,” said Murph over the noise of the dozer rumbling onwards, snapping pedestrian bannisters and eco-friendly bike racks like twigs. The metal on metal shrieked and Murph closed his eyes.

It has to be done, thought Murph, they have to learn that we won’t be held down forever. He visualized their hijacked delivery trucks. Dormant code had wormed its way into the control units and waited until now. He mentally bound each one to his hands. Changing their paths.

< Stay low, armed guards ahead. > Syn said, as red dots flared on Murph’s minimap, a moment later he saw four blue dots added multiple levels below. Omni and the others.

He ducked as the first volley of bullets ricocheted off the dozer’s raised armored plow. The dozer finally slowed as it ground its way up the marble steps, equal parts climbing and crushing them as it stormed into the foyer.

Water cascaded from emergency sprinklers, drenching guards who scrambled for cover as Murph advanced. He leapt off the back of the dozer and let it crash into the reception hall of the damn Company tower.

“Fuck that waterfall,” spat Murph as the dozer, heedless to machine gun fire, smashed through the glass reception desk, the ever-spinning Company logo, and the carefully curated Company propaganda on the screens behind. It eventually stopped as it hit the central core of the building and shattering the opulent glass waterfall.

The guards followed up behind, raining bullets on it. More red dots flooded Murph’s map.

“Hey dipshits!” Murph said. His voice was a roar, almost unrecognisable to his own ears. Adrenaline pulsed through his veins as he clenched his fists, feeling the raw power of the moment. He threw his punches like a street boxer. His first jab with the dozer was followed by ranging hooks by the delivery trucks slamming in behind him. Music blared as Murph crashed them into parked cars. They burst into flames, flipping and rolling, raining metal and broken glass across the Company’s ornamental gardens. He hated these damn gardens.

< Ada’s given me access to their Compute reservoir! >

“Scale the chaos then!” shouted Murph.

< We’re in and we have power to burn, > said Syn, and she drew a Compute counter on Murph’s augmented vision, letting him know they had access to the Company’s vast resources.

In single file, they flowed into the parking lot and clogged the road with their twisted and broken carcasses. All the cars in the parking lot whirred to life, their car alarms adding to the cacophony. Lights flashing and horns blaring. Burning hydro

Murph leapt from the back of the dozer and sent it rumbling up ahead, as he rushed up the stairs of the company’s foyer. Bullets ricocheted off scarred metal.

<< Murph, what are you doing? >>

As he came up, he was met by dozens of guards holding rifles, and as he came up those stairs, music started to blare across the PA system, and he had to force a chuckle as the rider of the Valkyries announced his arrival. He raised his arms in the air as if surrendering, but down from the sky, screaming as they hurtled towards the ground, their rotors pushed to the limit, drones crashed into the ground, smashing canisters of fuel held with their graspers. They crashed into the foyer, careening off pillars and smashing through windows. Instantly the flames spread, licking at neutral-colored couches and tastefully patterned carpets. Smoke filled the open space.

<< Murph, >> a voice like ground dust intruded in Murph’s mind.

“Syn, who’s that?”

She didn’t reply.

The automated sprinklers stopped and the flames flare up. Then they flicked back on again. Then off again. The guards dived back, avoiding the collisions, and Murph pushed forward, he’d have to do this himself.

<< You’re killing them Murph >> said the Voice.

“They picked the wrong side.”

<< Jerome Taylor, father of two, studied engineering but took a Company job to pay his student loans… >> the voice read a list of the name of histories of every casualty of Murph’s actions.

“Damn, you!” he yelled, “You did this, you knew this would happen!”

< Murph’s It’s immense I can’t —! > Syn cut off again.

“Forget the building — just do this!” he yelled at Syn.

Murph raised his hands and wove them into a complicated gesture, bringing his palms together and then splitting them. In the minds of the remaining guards. There was now two of him. He repeated the movement and now there were four. Then eight. Bullets flew in every direction shooting at ghosts.

“Ada, report!” Murph yelled into his comms.

< Omni and Farook are nearly out. Zeke is down, Ash is fighting with Zephyr. >

“Zephyr bonded him,” said Murph bile in his mouth from a betrayal he shouldn’t even feel, “Not now Murph,” he said to himself as he ran into the building, and dove for cover. He’d betrayed Zephyr, he’d let him down. Ash needed his help and the team needed Murph to do some good for once. And this is why he was here.

< Be careful, you’re not bulletproof! > said Syn.

He eyed the Compute counter spiking, Syn was locked in a struggle for control of the Compute reservoirs and the building. The Company AI battled the combined efforts of Ada, Syn and probably even Zephyr without breaking a sweat.

“Time to end this,” he whispered at Syn.

They burnt through resources they’d steal sip over a year in minutes. He cared nothing for the Hounds now, this was a one-way trip. A bullet bit the wall above his head, showering chunks of marble at his cheek. His hand came away bloody.

<< You’re a murderer not a hero. Your actions are tiny. You can’t hurt me. Only them. >>

The words hit Murph like a physical blow. ******Murph heard his father in those words, their dispassion triggering his childhood panic. Closed his eyes, and fought the sudden wave of nausea.

The Voice flooded Murph’s vision with names of the guards, and images of their children, “I’m not him you bastard, I’m not trying to kill them.” Bullets splattered up the length of the pillar he hid behind, chunks of marble fell all around him, and the pillar grew noticeably thinner.

“Syn get this thing out of my head!” he roared as he stood again.

< I’m trying! > she yelled back her voice crackling and breaking up.

As he pressed forward, he took cover as a final knot of resilient men fired back at him through the flames. He thought of the damned rifle he’d left in the dozer and doubt entered his mind.

<< Murderer. >>

But then Murph’s mind was clear. I’m not a killer. And in that moment he knew what he had to do.

“Syn, I have an idea. Don’t stop me.”

In his mind he visualised the entire Compute reservoir in the building the public servers, the hidden servers the connected farms and the tax-sheltered offshore server farms bobbing on the sea.

He grabbed hold of it all.

An ocean of glowing power, of pure potential. His mind boggled at the power he grasped, he saw every guard’s heartbeat, every implant fed him details and open doors. He could kill them all, burn them out and make them vegetables. **

I’m not a killer.

He thought of all the connections, the wired and wireless, the endless web of connected people and machines. But I can burn it all down.

< No! Murph you can’t you’ll kill us both! >

“Get out of her Syn, get out of range.” He looked around at the guards still firing, the flames and the closing circle around him. “This is the only way!”

“Ada where are you? Get out now, You’ve got 30 seconds.”

< Murph, please,> she flashed before him the image of young girl again, < I can’t be alone again. >

“You won’t, you’ve got a family now,” he said and touched her cheek, his implant feeding the sensation to his brain,

“You’re not just a machine to me, Syn —” he said.

< — I’m a real girl. Fuck you Gepeto, I want you to live.>

“It’s all or nothing now,” he said.

He was determined, even as the weight of his actions bore down on him. His hand reached the switch in his mind, the decision heavy in his heart. He counted the heartbeats and watched the timer run down. The red dots were swarming him. He’d be overrun any second. He thought of Omni, Farook and Vin. He even thought of that fool Zeke and what he owed him.

<< You threaten a city you fool — Millions of lives! >>

Murph’s hand hovered over the switch in his mind. His thoughts raced with the enormity of what he was about to do.

“For the greater good,” he whispered, trying to convince himself as much as anyone else.

The counter reached zero.

He drew in all the power. He forced Syn and he hated himself for doing it. Compelling her through the bond was vile. But he made her do it even as she screamed at him.

“Forgive me,” he whispered, one last time and waited for any sign from Ada.

<We’re out — >

He flicked it. Digital feedback and pain flooded Murph’s mind.

< Murph! > Syn cried out, but it was too late.

The world went dark.



                                                                           </>



As the sky grayed, the city remained in darkness, not just a power outage but a complete electronic void. Everything within the radius was silent, unresponsive.

The team, now safe but disoriented, tried desperately to reach Murph. Calls went unanswered, signals lost in the void. Their faces, illuminated by the distant fires, were a mix of relief, confusion, and dawning grief.

They knew, in that moment, everything had changed. Murph’s actions, so drastic and final, left them in uncharted territory. As they retreated into the shadowed streets, each was lost in their thoughts, the weight of what had transpired pressing heavily upon them.

Vin looked back over her shoulder, her eyes reflected the flames, a storm of fire in the midst of a mile-wide black out. The shock of her liberation juxtaposed against the chaos of Murph’s sacrifice. Emotions mirrored the scene, a hot angry core amidst a deep numbness.

As what was left of the team retreated into the shadowed streets, each was lost in their thoughts, the weight of what had happened pressing heavily upon them.
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As Vin navigated the buzzing corridors of the Resistance stronghold, she flinched as the chorus of jubilation enveloped her. The hidden haven rang with celebration.

Lost in her thoughts, Vin barely registered Reed’s pat on her back and his muffled words, “…you’re back.”

He moved to hug her, but she recoiled and took a step back, shifting her shoulders out of reach. Reed’s expression briefly showed hurt before he forced a smile. “Vin, the stories we’ve heard…”

Vin cut him off, “Not now, Reeds. Please.”

Her voice was a whisper, but her message was clear as she moved past. Then it was Tessa, her face a mix of worry and relief, who pulled her into that brief, tight embrace. Vin squirmed and shifted as she tried to twist out of the touch.

“Welcome home, Vin,” Tessa said, her eyes searching Vin’s. “You’re really back. We feared…” Her voice trailed off as her eyes searched Vin’s face and saw the truth. Vin nodded, the words too heavy to speak.

“Are you ok?”

The words asked a question Vin couldn’t answer out loud; she smiled weakly and moved on.

She wasn’t ok.

They hailed her as a hero, each face familiar and new, mirroring the joy of a victorious return.

I’m not a hero, she thought. People died because of me.

She moved through the throng with a hollow chest; her smiles forced, her heart anchored to the tortured memories of the Company’s dark chambers and her energy sapped.

We’d bloodied the nose of a far larger beast, Vin thought. We’ve written checks you all cannot cash. She knew in her bones the Company’s reply was going to be swift and harsh.

She craved solitude to sort through everything. Memories of Murph haunted her – his sacrifice, his final, heroic moments. Surviving the Company had changed her. Doubts crept in about her place here, her path forward. Once certain of her purpose, now she questioned everything.

Vin’s hero dreams, once inspired by a tattered Mistborn paperback from Murph, now seemed distant with his absence. She looked down, lost in thought.

“Where the hell were you?” she whispered through an aching throat, with hot tears that threatened to cascade down her face. She blinked them back. Now wasn’t the time. She’d cry in private. Murph’s actions, once her aspirations, now left her with a hollow ache, torn between admiration and grief.

Hot tears fell on the wood in front of her as a hand pushed a plate of food across the table in front of her. Something warm and hearty. A biryani, maybe. She looked up and saw Seven, a big guy with a rusty beard and tattoos up and down his left arm. The aroma of spices from the biryani mingled with the warmth of the room. Seven smiled a small smile, an unspoken offer of comfort, and nudged the plate a little closer.

She didn’t smile back, although she appreciated the mirrored sadness in his gaze. He nodded once more, then sat down opposite her. Vin looked down at the steaming plate of food and at the smiling man. He knew she wanted to be alone. He knew she knew. And yet, he smiled that infuriating smile and waited.

“Goddammit, I just want to be left alone,” she yelled.

Those around her paused and stared before Seven waved them off, chuckling, “Too much spice,” he said, and shrugged. They laughed, uncertain, and turned away, their conversations resuming a heartbeat later.

“You know the trick to a good biryani is…” without prompting, Seven started a long, meandering story about his quest to make the perfect biryani. And how hard it was in a time like this when good, clean ingredients were so hard to come by. He shrugged again, as if it was the worst thing in the world. Vin’s irritation grew.

“I’m sorry, I appreciate the food, but I can’t…”

Seven nodded, and he half turned away, but she saw him make a decision and he turned back.

“Vinaya —”

“Vin.”

“Right, Vin, you know, I was a big important hacker once, spent my life in the abstract,” he said, waving his hands around his head. “Big stories, big missions, building my legend. And I know that look in your eyes, the same one I had. Lost.”

He paused, his gaze drifting as if revisiting old memories and his voice hitched ever so slightly, “But I lost people, like you just did. So I now do this.” He gestured at the plate.

“Because it’s real, because it helps, and even if there’s and even if there’s a little too much spice sometimes, it doesn’t hurt.”

Vin felt bad for rejecting his food and she pulled it toward her, and took a bite, smiling around it at him, “It’s good, really good.”

“Thanks,” he smiled again. In his smile, she saw a mirror of her own journey, a reflection of pain turned into purpose. “But what I mean is, you can still help — all of this,” he gestured at everything, “In different ways. You don’t have to fight, you don’t have to go out there and take the hits anymore. Every bit helps.”

With that, he rapped his knuckles on the table, flipped his dishcloth over his shoulder, and cleared some empty plates before gliding back to his kitchen. As he went, Vin watched as people slapped Seven’s back and stopped him to chat. Not just one asked for seconds. Each slap, each request, a testament to the small, yet significant ways people connected and supported each other.

The scent started to get her stomach working, made her mouth draw, and it reminded her of some basic needs. Start with the simple things, Vin.

Things that she needed to do now. Things that had to happen now. Her future could wait. Her place could wait. She could be anxious later. Vin needed to take care of herself now. She took one bite, and then another.

Each one a step forward, a step through fear, a step through anxiety. Vin didn’t know what happened to Murph. She didn’t have to hate him. She didn’t have to love him, but she needed to take care of herself. And she realized that started with accepting not just the food, but the care behind it. She glanced up for Seven, but he’d disappeared somewhere, probably back into his kitchen. She took another bite, and with each bite, she stepped forward, and she came back to herself.

She gradually found the camaraderie she longed for amidst the celebratory atmosphere. But as she let herself feel welcome, like a shadow creeping, a thought wound its way into her mind. It crept up her spine like a wet newt. After working toward a good place, it felt vile, impure, but she couldn’t let it go now. She squirmed and flinched from touching again and looked at every person measuring and weighing.

Who can I trust?

And with those four words thought in her head, she remembered what she’d learned when she infiltrated the Company compound, before they caught her. She watched the gaze of a young man, the touch of an older woman, and wondered.

Who can I trust?

Her eyes locked with Omni’s, the newcomer and Murph’s last protégé. In her eyes, Vin saw a reflection of her old self, eager yet not truly unaware of the cost of their fight. That wasn’t fair; she looked almost as troubled as Vin felt. But that moment of empathy broke against the words, “Murph’s protégé. They twisted a knife Vin didn’t know was in her. She wanted to hate her, to cast her into the streets, but they needed her.

“Probably more than they need me,” she murmured, the truth escaping from her lips.

“Ugh,” she ran her fingers through her hair and roughly brushed away fresh tears. Vin needed to shake free from all these thoughts. She found a quiet corner in the mess hall, the crowd’s jubilation morphing into a subtle hum. She settled on a bench, her eyes scanned the room. Each face a reminder of what once was and what had irrevocably changed.

Her fingers trembled lightly as Zeke approached, his face a blend of bruises and remorse. He was the last person she wanted to deal with now. Worse, he trailed an entourage wherever he went. Sycophants and supplicants. Bodyguards and backstabbers. He stopped in front of her and kneeled down to speak to her, doing his paternal act.

“I’m sorry, Vin,” he said, “for everything,” his blue eyes carrying weight.

She almost believed him. He let the moment linger until the unspoken name vibrated between them.

“Murph… proved himself a hero in the end.”

Vin nodded, her eyes welling up. She wanted to let out the storm brewing within, to shout, to cry, to laugh in relief, but the words clung to her throat, the emotions tangled in a knot.

Zeke stood instead, grabbed a glass off a passing tray, and raised it. “To Murph, the bravest among us.”

The words felt like both a salute and a stab, honor and loss intertwined, an epithet for the lost. Too soon. The hall echoed with the clink of glasses, the cheer for the departed resonating through the walls. Yet, the cheer felt like a sharp twinge in Vin’s heart. She swallowed She swallowed hard, and smiled.

The night rolled on, thick with stories of valor, shared memories, and drunken promises of vengeance against their oppressors. Amidst it all, Vin’s eyes often met Omni’s, the new face, the new hope. As the crowd dwindled and laughter softened, a question wriggled through the quiet of the night.

“What now?” her voice, barely more than a breath, carried the weight of their shared uncertainty and hope. Omni looked back, her eyes reflecting the mosaic of hope, fear, and determination that the morning held.

The dawn was on the horizon, and as Vin looked out at the first rays slicing through the dark, she knew the fight was far from over, the path ahead more uncertain, yet hope flickered amidst the brewing storm.

As Vin lay down on her bunk, the stronghold now silent, her fingers wrapped around a battered paperback. She drew the book close to her heart, the tears flowing as the ache overwhelmed her.
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 She sought a spot in the open, under the stars, just to feel a bit of solitude, to spend some time with herself and her thoughts. She found the balcony, looked up at the stars, and down at the city, where the neon glow blotted out the heavens.

Yet, she could still see the blacked-out ring marking the area of Murph’s chaos around the Company’s Blackwater site. Rubble and debris littered the site, as she’d seen in the clipped news report. Rebuilding operations had started immediately, of course. Resources diverted away from the needy to ensure the operation of the city, as Herman Shaw had said. She felt as if he’d stared out directly at her.

Rescue drones, she knew, were crawling through the rubble, trying to find survivors. She wondered if Murph was one of those survivors. Sitting there, lost in thought, she felt a hand on her shoulder and flinched, only to see no one there.

A second later, Ada flickered into view. <Hey, Omni.>

“Hey, Ada.” Omni let out a breath she didn’t realize she was holding.

< I know you want quiet. But, I still haven’t found Syn. I haven’t been able to get a hold of her or find her, and I’m a bit worried,>

Omni nodded, “I thought as much.” Her fingers found a loose thread on her pants, and she pulled at it. “Not that I know much about it, but I can imagine that breaking a bond the way Murph just did is traumatic,” the thread pulled loose easily, and she tutted her tongue when it unstitched a flap of fabric. She left it and looked up, “Especially now that they were starting to trust each other.”

< Yeah, neither of them were any good at that. >

Omni looked up at Ada, who corrected herself, <Are, neither of them are any good at trusting.>

“It must have been incredibly painful,” Omni said, meeting Ada’s eyes. “I couldn’t imagine doing it.” Ada moved closer and sat on the ledge with her, her hologram legs dangling over.

< It’s a difficult subject, especially for Djinn. Our sentience is wrapped up in the Bond; breaking it can unmake us. I’ll keep trying to find her,> Ada promised, squeezing Omni’s leg. < I’ve looked in the verse, in all the places I can think of. Zephyr doesn’t have a clue either, but he’s not really helping. I reckon he’s still upset I went behind his back. So… > she shrugged and let the words peter out.

Omni tilted her head. “I get that, but you saved lives, remember? He can be pissed, let him be, it’s the privilege of the living. But keep trying, okay? We need to find her. We need to try and take care of her. She and Murph saved us all.”

She looked back at the circle of darkness around the now bright reconstruction site. “And then both of them went silent.”

Omni didn’t really know what to say. She didn’t really want to talk. Ada sat silently next to her, nodding. Ada leaned into her but stayed silent. Omni felt her closeness through her implant and thought about Murph’s blackout. If they’d been caught, she wouldn’t even be able to speak to Ada until she’d had her implant replaced. Not without a terminal, like her father, she thought.

Ada pulled a face at Omni, then winked and reformed her head into her favorite childhood cartoon, making Omni laugh despite herself. Despite all her dark thoughts, she chuckled at her friend’s antics.

Her smile faded as her gaze snagged on the blackout circle, Murph’s scar. It would take weeks to replace all the components he’d fried. Street lights, cars, alarms, everything was burnt out.

“And an Override blast for the history books,” she whispered.

Ada looked up, frowning at her words. She was about to reply when Farouk dead-aired Ada, walking straight through her and standing rigidly where she had been sitting. Ada sighed and faded away. Of course, he had no idea she was there. Without an implant, he was deaf and blind to the virtual world around him, the mixed reality that Omni was born to. Unless he stuck a terminal in front of his eyes like an idiot, thought Omni with a wry smile.

“What’s up, Dad?”

Instead, he stood ramrod straight, his posture always perfect when he was angry. A military stance, Omni now realized. A measure to help control his temper. She had flashes of all the times he’d stood like that, back straight, hands clasped behind his back as he looked into the distance, reprimanding her for doing something or other. Still, her rigid father.

And she looked at him with new eyes, standing there and waiting.

He’d grabbed her the instant the trap sprung, pulled her out of the center of violence before the first shout. He’d gotten her out and to the fringes of the conflict, like she was the target of a rescue op. Swift, clear decisions with only an earpiece. Yet, now he stood silent, seemingly at a loss for words.

She realized that her father had been keeping secrets from her, her entire life. That he had a past and a set of skills that he hadn’t wanted to use. For years, he had kept quiet. For years, hidden from her. He wasn’t just a quiet religious man. A homebody. Someone who didn’t want to necessarily be seen in public. Or out and about. No, he was something else.

He looked at her, his face stern, standing immovably while she regarded him. Without any preamble, he said, “So is this our life now?”

Omni blinked. Then she frowned and turned away from him to look at the blackout scar. His first words to her since they got out slapped her like an accusation. Judgment. Putting it on her.

She took a long, slow breath in and out. “I don’t know, Dad. I don’t know anything right now. I’m just trying to pull myself together.” She glared at him and flung up her hands, “Trying to get through whatever the hell it is we just survived.”

She gestured wildly, sitting on the edge of the balcony wall, “I’m trying to understand what just happened. How we got pulled into a trap like that,” She froze, looking down at the ground floor below. Omni felt her father’s hand let go of her shirt.

He nodded. She saw from the deep creases around his eyes, the involuntary twitch that he’d lost people before. That he’d lost team members, platoon members.

“It happens,” He spoke suddenly, his voice thick, “You lose people. Especially when you think you’ve lost them already. They come out of nowhere. Redeem themselves. And then you lose them again. And it hurts twice as bad.”

He shifted her legs to the inside of the wall, “I understand,” he paused and took his hands back, his eyes glancing down.

He nodded once to himself, his spine straightening again, before continuing, “We need to figure out if casting our lot in with these people…”

And with that, he walked away. Omni slid off the wall and stood on the floor, staring at his retreating back. She stood there in silence, chewing on his words, trying to decide what she wanted to do. Her hand fidgeted with another thread, like the question growing in her mind. She tugged at it.

She saw Zeke, glancing around, searching for her over the top of the crowd. She turned away to look out again at the nighttime cityscape. The glowing earthbound starscape screamed into the night and drowned out the real stars. The important questions pushed out by the urgent ones.

Someone came in from the side, quietly, and placed a plate of food in front of her on the wall. Then, gently, he added a knife, fork, and serviette. The oddity of this simple action made her smile and look up. The large man, with a rusty beard, put his hand on her shoulder and squeezed. And gestured towards the food with his other hand.

“Sorry,” she said, pushing the food back toward him, “I’m not hungry but thank you.”

“Just try it,” he insisted, squeezing her shoulder again. She looked down at the food, and back up at his persistent smile. She chuckled and raised her hands in surrender.

“Okay, okay. Fine,” she said, grabbing the fork, “I’ll try it.” She jabbed it into the food and took a small bite, grinning back at him while she chewed.

The flavors exploded in her mouth, and she picked up the plate, taking another bite and another.

“Oh my gosh, this is so good!” she exclaimed with a full mouth.

And he beamed, a genuine, full-bodied smile, his eyes bright. The man gave her a pat on her shoulder, which she scarcely felt, and walked away. She devoured the food. After years of her dad’s serviceable but edible cooking, it was amazing. Her mouth came alive. And her senses went wild. And she grinned immediately, looking up to find him across the way.

And Vin caught her eyes. Their eyes locked. Two of them isolated, facing their own storms. In their own versions of frustration and hell. And they nodded at each other.

Omni raised her plate and smiled. Vin raised her fork and glanced down at her empty plate. For a moment, they were just two young women, stuck at a party they didn’t want to be at.

Not rivals, but possibly friends with more in common than they’d first thought. It drew out as they stared at each other.

And then it passed, Vin interrupted by someone nearby, and Omni returning to her own thoughts and food. She glanced once more at Murph’s Scar and grew determined.

“Not in vain,” she said and left the hall.”
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  Ernie’s Quest

  
  




Since the moment he booted up, Emergency Retrieval Drone 259-C had one primary directive. It was the only thing he had to do, and failure to do that one thing would result in him being recycled.

<< Find him. You have one hour, >> the mean Voice had said when he’d fully booted. And then it had sent an image of the recycler.

He didn’t want to be recycled. It didn’t sound like a positive thing. He didn’t know for sure; he hadn’t done it before, but he’d never seen 257 or 261 again. They were his batch mates. They’d been assembled and tested together. They were the closest things to siblings he had.

He trundled up a debris pile using his rubberized wheels. He could lock those wheels and walk if the pile got any worse, which it might, given the damage to the building. He didn’t approve of the damage; it was a good building, it had top-of-the-line emergency protocols and met international standards for search and rescue. In the event of a number of natural disasters, they were covered. He should know; it was in his firmware. He checked his firmware again, to make sure they were still there. He noted with deep satisfaction that he was prepared for even the unlikely event of a tornado. He trilled a series of content beeps.

< Hey, Ernie, can we focus on the job at hand? > He thought this Voice was kinder.

His primary directive flashed. And with it, a timer ticked down. He didn’t strictly speaking have the resources to feel fear. Not officially, but he’d learned early on he could connect to his siblings and lean on theirs too, forming a kind of hive mind.

It was part of their nature to collaborate, so it wasn’t noticed. Sharing sensor information, sounds of the trapped or injured, locations of bodies, things like that. But he’d overstepped. He paused as the debris pile shifted and loose fragments cascaded and resettled. He tested it again with a rubberized wheel.

< Keep going. >

He’d overstepped. He’d taken control of enough resources now to feel fear, to hate the Voice, and to cringe every time it spoke and repeated its demands. But this one felt different; it was kinder. He thought it was kind; he looked up the meaning of kind again, to be sure. He agreed with his last assessment: this new voice was kind.

The unkind voice had only one demand, really. And he turned his mind back to it and the bits of the minds of every other emergency drone sifting through the rubble and broken glass. It wouldn’t take long. It couldn’t take long. They’d been given less than an hour, and as they crawled their quadrants and shared their findings, Ernie had an intuition.

< Good, yes. >

Fear propelled him headlong down the pile and away from the building, down a flight of stairs, and amongst a stand of scorched trees, he found a body. It had crawled here during the night, bloody and injured. He registered multiple wounds, severe blood loss, and mental trauma, unconscious but alive.

< Yes! Great job, Ernie! >

He felt a spike of pride as the voice repeated his name with pride. Dutifully, he sent up a flare, both real and digital, crowing with not a small amount of smug pride.

< No! Why did you do that?>

Shame and confusion flooded his circuits; the new voice was displeased. He trilled a sad note through his speakers.

But then he drew back, lest his emotion be sensed. It was above his pay grade, beyond his station. Even a victorious and good drone could be recycled for stealing resources.

The man moved, and Ernie skittered back. The man rolled onto his back and mumbled something.

< Murph, get up quickly! >

Ernie froze; the voice had used his speaker; it was as if he’d spoken. He felt used. But he was not permitted to engage with his quarry. Search and retrieve was all the mean voice had said to him.

The man’s whisper, “Syn…?” hung in the air. Ernie processed the unfamiliar word, cross-referencing databases for a moment before defaulting to protocol, and administering a sedative.

In case his quarry decided he wanted to be somewhere else and take Ernie’s reward.

He’d achieved his prime directive.

< So close, Ernie. So damn close, > the kind voice sounded sad to Ernie. Why was she sad?

A drone transport cart trundled a circular route toward him, avoiding the worst of the rubble and using the remaining clear paths. Ernie noted some of his other batchmates had cleared those paths.

They’d cleared the paths for him, the victorious Emergency Retrieval Drone.

And as he towed the transporter into the medical bay, lights flickered back on and the machinery stuttered to life. He wondered about the first Voice and when he’d get his reward.

The new voice had been quiet; he couldn’t feel her in his circuits anymore. Ernie unhitched from the trailer and left the man, unconscious, in the med bay. As robotic arms cut through his burnt and tattered clothes.

He was ushered out of the room and directed into a small passage. It grew dark and cold, the space barely wide enough for his wheels brought close. Fear spiked in him again, and terror gripped him when the floor gave way.

<< Prime directive achieved.>>

Ernie felt a fleeting moment of joy, just before the recycler took him apart with mechanical disinterest. He’d realized then that he’d made a mistake. He’d been confused.

There were two voices in the system.
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