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For Sarah

 


Who believed in me, even before she loved
me.

 








Power is like money: imaginary, entirely
dependent upon belief. Most of the power of institutions

lies in the faith people have in them. And
cynicism is also a kind of faith: the faith that nothing

can change.

—Tim Kreider

 


It asks a vital question of our society: is
it right to unleash bloody war and death against

authoritarianism? And it answers: yes!
Definitely! Fuckin’…kill those guys.

—Hareton Splimby
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Part One: Bricolage Filou





 


Chapter One: Compulsive




It was ugly, really.

Horrid.

She stared at herself in a small mirror, the
gem around her neck barely catching her eye.

“Stunning,” the salesman said. “That color is
perfect for you.”

She ignored him. He didn’t know what he was
talking about. The gem on this necklace was too big and tawdry. Not
at all like the simple, elegant silver thing a few inches farther
down the display, with diamonds so small and clear they looked like
pinpricks of light running down the chain.

It had caught her eye the moment she’d walked
in. She hadn’t once looked at it since.

“I’ll take it,” she said, eyes still on the
mirror and showing the salesman a perfectly forged smile.

“I’ll get the case then.” He stepped away. He
didn’t seem to suspect a thing.

She rested her purse on the display case,
just so, her hand fast and precise. When the man returned, nothing
appeared out of place.

The glass lit up, a bill and scanner
appearing over the more expensive pieces locked up below.

That much? she thought. For this
garbage?

She didn’t shake her head or roll her eyes or
betray any hint of what she was thinking. Instead she dug a card
out of her bag and pushed it across the glass display case.

It was important to buy something. No one was
ever suspicious of a paying customer. Most customers paid using a
tiny chip in their wrist, invisible under the skin. She had a small
scar instead.

“Thank you, Miss…Nadia,” the salesman said.
Still smiling but his eyes were hollow. Customer service eyes. Or
maybe it was just the retinal implants.

With practiced nonchalance, Nadia took off
the ugly necklace and let the man case it up for her. A few long,
agonizing moments later, she stepped outside into the city.

Her city. Her home.

A healthy stream of people flowed down the
stark pavement of the sidewalk. Nadia melded into them, just
another fashionably dressed young woman shopping downtown. One of
many wearing this season's latest, hers being a slim white trench
coat with a sweeping scarlet “A” spiraling down one sleeve. This
was the fashion district, after all.

Stretching up the glass-paneled side of a
skyscraper, an ad reminded her that she was in an urban
redevelopment zone owned by Auktoris Global Funds, Inc. Celebrating
twenty years of their reclaimed city. The ad flickered, replaced by
a cartoon cat’s face with a smile full of sinister teeth, grinning
over the words TWENTY YEARS OF SLAVERY LOL.

Nadia ignored it—as did everyone else—ignored
it as steadily as she ignored the small drone hovering a few feet
over them, clicking dozens of times a second as it collected face
scans.

Her own face was calm. Nothing to see there
at all, no reason for anyone to look at her tiny pleased smirk. In
her bag, her fingers curled around the simple, elegant silver
necklace, with tiny brilliant diamonds running down its length.

 


* * *

 


Home was among an endless row of office buildings
nearby. The neighborhood had nothing to draw anyone who didn’t work
there. No landmarks, no common spaces, no name. Only nearly
identical skyscrapers as far as the eye could see, plastered in
moving advertisements.

Nadia also owned an apartment downtown, of
course. But this was home.

Her beloved white scooter hovered a foot over
the pavement, leaving a V-shaped wake of dust fluttering after her.
It was one of the few things she owned that she actually had
affection for: elegant white with clean classic curves, modeled
after the old Vespas back when they had wheels. Most people didn’t
own one. It was too easy to rent one or call on one of the many
hardware-as-a-service apps and have one arrive for you.

But this one was hers. Paid in full, up
front.

She swooped into a wide, lazy curve. The
streets were nearly empty this late, plenty of space between the
rideshares traveling home on their own accord, full of office serfs
still typing away. A short ramp led down into a garage that opened
for the chip on the handlebars of her ride. It was rare to find a
garage like this—a private garage, with a private elevator leading
to a private office that was sufficient as private living space in
a pinch.

In such a nondescript building, too. It was
perfect.

She left her helmet on the scooter’s seat and
tried very hard to think of nothing on her short elevator trip.
Normally she’d be giddy, running her fingers over her latest catch
and sneaking peeks at it now that they were alone together. One
last little bit of fun should have been just the thing to calm her
nerves. Instead she gripped the necklace tightly in her coat
pocket, staring at nothing.

The elevator doors opened. A visitor,
approaching from the main elevator, would be greeted with a plain,
locked door and a placard next to it reading Functional
Fashions. Coming in through her private elevator, however, led
into what had been built to be a cubicle farm.

Nadia’s one and only employee—and she fought
a sly smile whenever she thought of the word, because they were
partners in all but name—was sitting at a desk dominated by
multiple screens. No reaction, no greeting.

“Good to see you too,” Nadia said, walking
past her with barely a glance. “Please don’t get up. Dinner is
ready, I’m sure?”

That got her a dry snort. Neither of them
could be trusted to cook. The office had a kitchenette, but it was
part of a break room that served as little more than storage. Nadia
wove her way through her personal workspace, a chaotic set of
tables and mannequins covered in projects at various stages of
abandonment. 

She stopped at a set of drawers and opened
one. Piles of jewelry glittered up at her, mostly necklaces,
tangled up with bracelets and rings in a dazzling variety of cuts
and colors. Tens of thousands of dollars’ worth of gems. Some of it
she had even paid for.

She fished the small case out of her purse,
letting her fingers caress the black velvet for a moment. The case
cracked open easily, unceremoniously dumping the ugly necklace in
with the rest. The stolen necklace took its place.

“Did you happen to get the blueprints, Tess?”
Nadia called out.

“Any minute now.”

A heavy sigh from Nadia. A theatrical roll of
the eyes. For no one’s benefit but her own, of course. Tess was
still absorbed in whatever nonsense she was up to now.

“Tonight,” Nadia said, stalking over to the
girl who was currently, against all odds, failing her utterly.
“It’s supposed to be tonight.”

No response. Nadia hovered at the back of
Tess’s chair, her eyes running over the screens piled up on the
desk. Six of them, two rows of three, scrolling too quickly to read
through news feeds and lines of code and social media posts, a
testament to how useless technology could be. Nadia couldn’t begin
to make sense of it. 

She knew it didn’t matter, though; Tess was
probably only paying attention to the displays built into her
eyes.

“I said tonight,” Nadia repeated. “As
in a few short hours.”

“I heard you,” Tess said. She wore
thick-framed glasses without lenses. Nadia could see the flicker in
her pupils where retinal implants painted a picture just for her.
The nanoengineered irises were expanding and contracting rapidly,
completely shielded from the real world.

Nadia didn’t bump Tess’s chair or wave a hand
in her face. She merely stuck out an index finger and pressed it
against the side of her partner’s head.

Tess jumped in place, her brow pinching.

“Don’t tell me you’re gaming again?” Nadia
said.

“No. Yes. Maybe.” Tess slapped the finger
away and turned her chair to face Nadia. The flicker in her pupils
died down to a spark. “The download is going on right now. What
else do you want me to do?” she said, sniffing loudly and wiping
her nose on the sleeve of her hoodie.

Nadia said nothing as she frowned at the lack
of manners. She stared instead, distracted. Her friend had chosen a
beautiful deep purple for her new eye color when the implants had
gone in. Although Nadia hated what retinal implants did to
pupils—made them look hollow, faraway, glazed over—she couldn’t
argue with the color change. Tess’s eyes were gorgeous now,
stunning in a way that clashed entirely with her unkempt brown
ponytail.

“You stole something, didn’t you?” Tess
said.

“Excuse me?”

“You always get that stupid smug little
smile.” Tess tried to mimic it, pouting awkwardly instead.

Nadia planted her nose high in the air,
preparing her finest haughty tone. “I shan’t dignify these base
accusations with an argument. I did, however, get something for
you.”

“For me?”

Nadia held out the black case, which was
accepted gingerly and with a show of great trepidation.

“Do try to contain yourself,” Nadia said.

“Uh…what is it?”

Open it, you dolt.

Nadia didn’t reply; she simply raised an
eyebrow.

Tess opened the case and managed to look even
less excited somehow. “It’s…beautiful, actually. Kind of more your
style though, isn’t it?”

“I already have one just like it,” Nadia
said. “Aren’t you going to put it on?”

“This would be really sweet of you,” Tess
said, “if I didn’t know you had a whole box full of stolen
necklaces around here somewhere.”

So she hadn’t found the drawer yet. “I spent
money.”

“Mmm.” Tess side eyed her, clearly not buying
it.

“Get up, will you?” Nadia said, pulling Tess
out of the chair and turning her around. “I’m going to put it on
you, and you’re going to say, ‘My goodness, this is absolutely
stunning!’ and I’m going to give you a look because I was right all
along.”

Tess grunted in reply, purposefully slouching
and slumping her shoulders and making this difficult. She passed
the necklace back, and for one fleeting moment Nadia’s fingers met
the metal tips of Tess’s right hand, a full prosthetic replacement
that went all the way up to Tess’s shoulder. Nadia suppressed a
shudder. It wasn’t cold; that would have been better somehow. It
didn’t feel particularly warm either. It was strangely skeletal,
exposed polymer strands shrinking and pulling to move the fingers
in an eerie reproduction of a real human hand.

She brushed Tess’s ponytail to the side and
fought to fasten the necklace. “You’ve seen the newer models,
correct? With the shape-molded shell?”

Tess didn’t even bother to throw a heavy
sigh. “I thought you didn’t keep up on the latest in prosthetic
trends.”

“They look very real. Very natural.”

“I built this,” Tess said, and Nadia felt the
tension in her friend’s body, the walls strengthening. “It’s as
much mine as the original was.”

“Yes, dear, I know,” Nadia said, with no
empathy whatsoever. “There! Turn around. Let’s see it!”

Tess did so. It was…not absolutely stunning.
Something about jeans and a purple hoodie with “My Other Car Runs
on Linux” across the front had that effect on a silver-and-diamond
necklace. The fact that Tess once again was sniffing loudly and
using her sleeve as a tissue didn’t help.

“Right all along, huh?” Tess said, shaking
her head.

“We have to dress you up nicely sometime,”
Nadia said, for what had to have been the thousandth time in all
the years they’d known each other.

“I’m not taking fashion advice from someone
wearing a piece of corporate propaganda.”

Nadia opened her mouth to say how much she
hated this coat, but caught the words before they escaped. “You
went to prom in a pantsuit, for goodness’ sake,” she said
instead.

“Ooh, look,” Tess’s pupils lit up again, no
doubt an alert appearing in her vision. “Your download is
finished.”

“Such a masculine cut too. You could’ve at
least worn a jacket with a peplum.”

“Ooh, look at these important blueprints I
downloaded for you,” Tess said, swinging her hand at the displays
on her desk. The monitors acted as one, each sharing part of a
blown-up image of building schematics. “I heard we needed these
right away for some incredibly important and not at all stupid
reason.”

“Ugh, sarcasm.” Nadia tsked at her. “So
unattractive.”

“Unless you’re the one doing it?”

“That’s called wit,” she said, although her
heart wasn’t in it. The screens had caught her eyes now, leading
them in a quick and calculating scan. 

“Wasn’t easy to get these,” Tess said.
“Auktoris is getting more serious about their database
security.”

“Well, it’s about time. We…they only own most
of the city. Overlay electrical?” Nadia asked.

Tess didn’t move. “Ah, I’m sorry. Were you
asking me?”

Nadia gave her a withering look.

“Of course. Right,” Tess said, making a
colored overlay appear with a quick gesture of her hand. “Because
someone still doesn’t have interactivity implants.”

Nadia ignored her as she followed the lines
on the map.

“You’ve seen the newer models, correct?” Tess
said, matching Nadia’s meter perfectly. “They’re completely
invisible to the naked eye, exactly like the last generation. And
the one before, come to think of it.”

Still ignored. “Data lines as well,” she
asked, pausing for a moment, then adding, “Please.”

New colors appeared. “What does that look
like to you?” Nadia said.

“Like a complete mess. The office above the
store is piggybacking off the same connection the store has.”

“Same parent company.”

“And minimum effort,” Tess said.

“I’ve found people can be relied upon for
that much.”

A long moment passed, Nadia slowly biting her
tongue the whole time.

“All right, fine, go ahead and say it,” Tess
said.

“Told you so,” Nadia said.

“I’m still skeptical we can get anything good
out of this.”

“You were the one who said all you needed was
a strong, physically dominant connection.”

“Domain. A physical domain
connection,” Tess said, averting her eyes and suddenly taking an
intense interest in adjusting her bangs. “Still doesn’t guarantee
I’ll get anything valuable.”

“Only one way to find out.”

Nadia drifted toward her workspace, to the
nearest mannequin. It was wearing a black turtleneck with a slim
band on one sleeve hiding a built-in touch console. The fabric was
layered with enough wire to stretch back and forth across the
office a few times. She knew this because she’d painstakingly woven
every inch of it into the fabric so that it was all but
invisible.

“Are you sure you’re ready for this?” Tess
asked.

This was some of Nadia’s finer work, the cut
slim and tight in a particularly flattering way. But the technology
hidden inside was the valuable part, and all of that had come from
Tess.

“Are you ready?” Nadia said. “I’m not
doing this without you, and I’m not doing it unless you’re
absolutely certain you want this.”

Tess seemed to gather herself, standing up
straight and meeting Nadia head on. “Oh, I’m in. Don’t worry about
me. I mean…you know, you’re the one putting yourself out
there.”

“This isn’t like when you hack or mine or
whatever you call it now,” Nadia said, ignoring the glare the
comment earned her. “You’re certain nothing in the sweatshirt can
be traced back to you?”

“I’m clean. Unless you flip on me.”

No chance of that. Nadia ran a hand down the
slick, soft fabric of the turtleneck, light but strong. She knew it
was synthetic, and hated that fact a bit, but there really was no
other proper choice for the job. She couldn’t even feel the
wires.

“I wanted to thank you,” Nadia said, settling
her eyes on the necklace.

“Huh?”

“You’ve put an incredible amount of work into
my silly idea.”

“Pssh. Nothing to it,” Tess said, waving her
artificial hand. It was completely fluid in motion, as lifelike as
could be. “It’s not like we don’t stand to make a ton of
money.”

Nadia was quiet.

“I mean…if we get something good,” Tess said.
“And if you don’t wind up in jail.”

Very large ifs. Nadia crossed her arms
and put a thoughtful finger to her lips. “I’m going to rest up a
bit. Do we need anything else?”

“You’re going to what?” Tess said.

“Rest. Sleep. Recuperate from my trying day,”
Nadia said, ignoring the scoff Tess made, “in preparation for our
long, exciting night ahead.”

“I don’t know how you can sleep like you
do.”

“Beauty rest, my dear. Very important. We are
ready, yes?”

Tess nodded. “Good to go.”

“Mmm.” Still staring at her handiwork, Nadia
returned the nod absentmindedly. “I’ll be back out in a bit.”

The corner office called to her. It was
supposed to have been for an executive—practically an apartment
unto itself, a set of large rooms with a private bathroom attached.
Instead of a desk, it had a bed and the bare essentials: a few
spare pieces of hotel furniture as soulless as the building they
resided in.

She and Tess called it the “Pass out from
Exhaustion Suite.” Nadia used it on a more or less permanent basis,
although she was a far cry from exhausted right now. The moment she
closed the door behind her, the tension in her chest returned—a
wire strung tightly and still being pulled.

She sat on the edge of the bed and stared at
a mirror across from her. There was no reason to be nervous. This
would not be her first time breaking the law.

It would, however, be her first time
involving an accomplice.

The mirror showed her something she very much
did not like. Her face was still stunning, of course, high
cheekbones and a slender jaw arranged in perfect symmetry, framed
by elegant black tresses. But there were shadows in her eyes,
flickers of doubt and guilt that looked as bad as a retinal
implant. She flopped back onto the bed before her face fell into an
ugly scowl.

Sleep. Still in her clothes, she lay back,
running over their plan in her mind.

There was nothing left to do but wait.

 



Chapter Two: Pilot Run




There wasn’t much happening in the fashion district
at four in the morning. Nadia had parked her scooter some blocks
away and calmly walked down small alleys and side streets without
seeing a soul. If she had run into someone, all they would have
seen was a young woman with a black turtleneck peeking out over the
collar of a white trench coat.

“Voice check,” she whispered. Sensors in the
collar of her turtleneck turned the vibrations into words.

“Still loud and clear,” Tess said through the
nearly invisible inserts plugged into Nadia’s ears. They doubled as
amplifiers, picking up outside noise and sharpening it.

“Cameras?”

“Drone out front,” Tess said from the safety
of their office. “Should move on in a minute.”

Nadia closed her eyes for one long, breathing
second. This was it then. “Prepping,” she said, pulling a
collapsible bag out of her coat pocket. It expanded into something
like a slim gym bag, large enough to hold her coat and purse and
more.

“You’re sure you’re still alone?” Tess
said.

“Very much so.” Nadia popped the heels off
her boots. The soles deformed and flattened, turning into soft,
quiet slippers. She had designed these, with minimal involvement
from Tess for once. Of course, no one had wanted to buy them.

“Drone’s gone,” Tess said. “Last chance to
back out.”

There was no turning back, hadn’t been for a
long time now. She snapped blue surgical gloves over her hands,
then slipped a black balaclava on, wincing at the sudden noise in
her ears.

She swiveled her head. Scraaaaaaaape.
Like tearing fabric.

“Can you do something about the plugs?” Nadia
said. “I think they’re picking up noise from the mask.”

“From here? No.”

They hadn’t tested them with the mask
on, of all the silly things to forget. Nadia tapped a few
buttons on her arm, and the noise cut out. She would have to do
without enhanced hearing.

Her hand was shaking, hovering over the
touchpad on her inner left arm. She stared at it, watching the
irregular tremble with disdain—as though she’d found a defect in
something she’d just finished sewing.

She closed her hand into a fist. Deep breath.
In through the nose and out through the mouth, feeling her breath
hot and moist against the mask. When she opened her fist, her hand
was still.

“Are you going or not?” Tess said. “Another
drone will come by soon.”

“Moving.” Nadia slung the bag over her back
and crept, low and silent, toward the corner of the building.

A camera was mounted over the back door.
Nadia slid her arm past the corner and stuck the edge of her cuff
into the open. The panel on her other arm lit up with a live feed
from the camera in her sleeve, the lens no thicker than its
wire.

“How’s that?” Nadia asked. She could see the
alleyway leading down to the empty main street in the distance,
stretched and distorted. A small white dome holding a camera sat a
few feet over the door.

“Turn your hand a little.”

A tiny laser was mounted in her sleeve, right
next to the camera lens. She liked to imagine Tess’s screens
lighting up with ominous notifications: Laser active, targeting,
scrambling…

But she knew it was probably just boring
gibberish filling a plain console window. She couldn’t even see the
beam. Disappointing.

“Perfect,” Tess said. “Go.”

Nadia turned the corner and made her way to
the door, hugging the wall. She pressed one of her sleeves against
the scanner near the knob. A moment later, it blinked red.

“One second, aaaaaaaaaand…got it,” Tess
said.

Green. Nadia opened the door, feeling a dizzy
thrill the moment she stepped inside, like stepping from solid land
onto a boat in choppy water.

“Congratulations, you are now officially
breaking and entering,” Tess said.

A pleased grin teased at the corners of her
mouth. “What do I win?”

“Ten years in P-town supermax,” Tess said.
“Just kidding. Still technically a misdemeanor.”

Her smile didn't vanish. “We can do better
than that,” Nadia said. She stood in an empty back hallway.
Crouched low, she silently walked to the nearest door.

It was open. She watched the screen on her
sleeve. Just a small office with a desk facing the door.

“That should work,” Tess said.

Nadia slipped inside and closed the door
behind her. The office was cramped, barely enough room for the desk
and a chair.

“Should be a port on the wall somewhere,”
Tess said.

A dusty tangle of cables greeted Nadia under
the desk. She picked out a teal fiber run and followed it with her
eyes. There was a spare port underneath where it was plugged into
the wall. She had pockets concealed all over her pants, and from
one of them she pulled a transmitter no bigger than her thumbnail,
a plastic square with a connector sticking out from one end.

Nadia plugged it into the wall and glanced at
her arm screen. Nothing happened. “It’s not connecting.”

“Oh, no. Looks like they have port security
enabled,” Tess said, not sounding concerned in the least. “If only
one of us knew how to spoof a MAC address, maybe we could…Oh, look
it’s done already.”

The screen on Nadia’s arm lit up, displaying
exactly the kind of boring black-and-white text feed she’d imagined
it would.

“Gosh, that delayed us all of a fraction of a
second,” Tess said.

“We have to talk about this display. I don’t
know what any of this means.”

“You don’t have to,” Tess said. “Okay, doors
are mine. Cameras are mine.”

Nadia’s arm lit up with camera feeds.

“We’re at two to three years now, by the
way,” Tess said.

No movement on her screen, none at all. “Are
these all the cameras?”

“Yup. The downstairs ones anyway. I’m still
working my way to the office upstairs.”

There was supposed to be a guard. A guard was
definitely somewhere in the building.

“Getting everything they have,” Tess said.
“I’ll be a few minutes. Get cozy right there.”

“Certainly,” Nadia said, getting up and
creeping back toward the hallway. She hadn’t come all this way to
merely get cozy. Her wrist camera poked out first; the
corridor was still empty. Next she checked the store cameras and
saw no movement.

There were no cameras in the back hallways.
Her heart picked up as she stepped out, still crouched low, passing
dark offices and approaching a bend in the hallway. Nothing down
that way either.

One more bend would take her to the front of
the store. She crept on, trailing her arm against the wall, then
froze the moment she heard it.

Something low and raspy. Almost like the
earlier buzz of the mask in her ears but halting. Irregular.

“The plugs are still off, correct?”

“Uh…yup,” Tess said. She sounded distracted.
Probably combing through the files she was stealing.

The sound was coming from another small
office. Nadia edged up to the doorframe and poked her hand out
again.

The guard was lying in someone else’s chair,
boots up on the desk. His head was tilted back, mouth wide open. It
was hard to tell through the camera, but she thought she spotted a
sheen of drool in the corner of his mouth.

The tension in her chest unwound, if only the
tiniest bit. Tess said nothing—probably wasn’t looking at the wrist
camera feed. That was for the best.

A bit bolder now, she crept on without a
sound. Still no motion at all on the store cameras, no lasers or
tripwires or pressure sensors to worry about. Free and clear. The
front of the store beckoned. Surely there were plenty of things
worth looking at in the back offices: storage and overstock and new
arrivals.

But it would be too easy for the store to
cover up the fact anything had been stolen before it opened in the
morning. It wouldn’t cause any kind of sensation, wouldn’t be right
there in the open for all to see, forcing the store to close and
draw attention and media and curious crowds. Not like the front of
the store, all luxurious glass, open to the world.

It was breathtaking, really. Nadia stared at
the spot she’d been standing in only hours earlier. The place was
empty now, dark save for the wash of streetlights from outside,
which glittered off the gems and gold and silver under hardened
glass all around her.

She crawled behind the counter, in the
employees-only area, free to stand wherever she pleased now. The
back of a row of display cases presented itself for her; small
locks sat at the top of each panel.

“Uh…” Tess choked on the next word, catching
herself before letting a name slip out. “What are you doing?”

Nadia pulled a slim, diamond-tipped glass
cutter out of a pocket. She was pretty sure her wrist camera was
off. “Getting cozy.”

“You know I can see you, right?”

As Nadia checked the store cameras on her
feed, a thrill coursed through her at the images of herself
crouched behind the counter. She looked roguish and dangerous, her
blue eyes showing through the mask. With a grin she couldn’t
suppress, she pressed the cutter to the side of one of the locks
and drew it in a tight half circle.

It made a bit more noise than she would have
liked. She froze, her eyes fixed on the hallway at the back of the
store.

“Are you serious right now?” Tess said. “What
the hell are you doing? Is that a glass cutter?”

“You turned the cameras off, right? I mean,
they’re not recording?”

“Yes!” Tess was making an angry pout; Nadia
actually could hear it.

She toyed with the idea of asking for the
recording to be turned back on, please. Instead she flipped the
cutter in her hand and used the blunt end to knock a piece out of
the glass, making a sharp tink.

The back of the case dropped instantly. In
her head she could hear it, banging open and waking the guard.
Triggering blaring alarms and bars sliding over the windows.

Instead Nadia caught it at the last second,
biting her lip so hard it stung.

“Nice catch, but seriously what are you
doing?”

Nadia’s heart pounded. In a good way now,
high and delightful. “I knew you wouldn’t like this part.”

“Wow, thanks. Thank you so much,” Tess said.
“You know, you’re a real bitch sometimes.”

“I’m sorry,” Nadia said. A wicked grin
stretched across her face as she ran a gloved hand over the
treasures in the case. She hardly looked at them as she scooped
them into her bag.

“I don’t get it.” Tess heaved a sigh. “We
could’ve been in and out without a trace.”

“But like you said, there was a chance they
might notice what you did if they looked. Nobody’s going to
notice what you’ve been up to when they have this to look at.”

There was a long pause in Nadia’s ears as she
cut open the next case and gently eased the glass open.

“Huh…that’s kind of smart actually,” Tess
said.

“I have my moments.” Nadia pulled out a case
of rings and dumped them into her bag.

“Still not cool, though.”

“I’ll make it up to you somehow.” Nadia
stopped and appraised a fetching little bracelet before dropping it
into her bag. “Do you like amethysts? That one would go just lovely
with your eyes.”

“You’re ridiculous,” Tess said. “I only need
another minute or two to finish copying everything.”

But there was so much more to steal. Nadia
finished off this row of cases and made her way to the other side
of the store.

Something flashed in the corner of her eye. A
glass storefront across the street was lit up with smiling,
determined faces; shining text scrolled to life underneath.

MAKING THE GIG ECONOMY WORK FOR
(ERROR_var$viewer_first_name)!

It flickered to black nothingness; replaced a
moment later with bland text right out of a system error.

GET DOWN

Nadia froze in place, staring at it.

“Drone,” Tess said. “Drone!
Incoming!”

Nadia dove behind a lone square case in the
middle of the store and curled up behind it. On her store-camera
feed, she saw herself ducked low, squinting at her wrist. After a
moment, a shadow passed on the street; she could barely make out
the light on the little thing as it whirred along.

It didn’t stop. After another moment, there
was nothing but the thundering sound of her breath and the pounding
of her heartbeat in her ears.

Carefully she rose enough to see across the
street again. That same cartoon cat face had replaced the text, a
grin full of fangs. It winked at her as new letters formed, these
ones shimmering with color, torn letters scratched into the
screen.

I SEE YOU. NAUGHTY GIRL.

Then it was gone—nothing but dark, blank
glass. “Can you see across the street?” Nadia said.

“Not really. Why aren’t you moving?”

Nadia crawled to the other side of the store,
a bit more humble.

“Six to ten years now. Depending on how many
of those are fake,” Tess said.

Nadia said nothing as she emptied more cases.
None of the pieces were fake; she was sure. This wasn’t that kind
of store. She wouldn’t have been shopping there otherwise.

“I’m done,” Tess said. “Get out of
there.”

She was only halfway down this row. She
didn’t stop, only picked up her pace a bit.

“Comms check,” Tess said. “Check, check. Can
you hear me?”

“Loud and clear.”

“Then why are you still there?”

Nadia didn’t bother responding. Her bag was
nearly full. She slipped the smaller pieces into any empty pockets
she could find on her pants.

“You’re taking forever,” Tess said. “Almost
thirty seconds over our limit!”

“Fine, fine!” She snapped her bag shut as she
glanced out at the street. “Am I clear?”

“Nothing outside.”

She strode toward the back of the store, not
really hiding anymore, pleased at the heft in her bag as she slung
it over her shoulders. More jewels teased her from the walls, but
this would have to do.

Not bad for their first time. Much better
than not bad. Quite good, quite pleasing. Giddy and high, she
didn’t walk to the back so much as saunter with a bounce in her
step. Pickpocketing was a distant, boring memory. Shoplifting,
trite and dull. She’d never felt anything like this: the power to
take what she pleased on a whim.

Something in a case on the back wall caught
her eye, an elaborate necklace with layers of blue gems cascading
from loops of elegant chains.

She had to have it. The fact it was on her
way out was a happy accident. She began working on the case,
scraping a clean line around the lock.

“I thought you were done!” Tess said.

“Hush, you. Last one. I promise.”

At that exact moment, the lone security guard
rounded the corner, stepping out of the back hallway mid yawn.

Nadia froze. The guard froze. Their eyes met,
and for one awful, silent moment, nothing happened.

“Stop!” he yelled, lunging forward and
grabbing her wrist far more quickly than he looked capable of
doing. “Stop right there!”

Nadia yanked her arm back, but nothing gave;
his hand was clamped tightly around her wrist.

“What’s happening?” Tess said in her ears.
“What’s happening? Is that the guard?”

He was clawing at his belt, scrambling for a
radio. Nadia twisted and pulled, all for nothing. She was trapped;
she was going to prison because she couldn’t get away from some
old, fat buffoon in a cheap uniform with the strongest hand the
world had ever known.

Something nasty and sharp wound up inside
her, cutting right through the high-pitched yelping in her
thoughts. Her eyes narrowed, and she kicked at his leg, stomping at
his shins over and over.

The guard grunted but didn’t let go.

“Oh, my God,” Tess said. “Oh, my God. Oh, my
God! Oh, my God!”

Without anything like a conscious thought,
Nadia jabbed the glass cutter into his wrist. Shrieking, he
stumbled back and fell to the floor, slamming into the back wall of
the hallway. Nadia flew down the corridor as fast as her legs would
push her, so fast each step stung the soles of her feet.

“Get out!” Tess yelled. “Now!”

Nadia barely heard her as she pushed off the
wall to round the corner, past the office where the guard had been
sleeping, then past the office she had hid inside for a moment.

“Wait, the transmitter! Don’t leave the
transmitter!”

Too late. Nadia burst through the back door,
stumbling and falling to her knees outside. She sprung up to her
feet and ran—flat-out ran—sprinting down the alley and not stopping
no matter how badly her lungs screamed.

She’d made it a block already. She glanced
over her shoulder: nothing. A puddle splashed up madly around her
as she dashed through it; back doors and stoops and cross alleys
passed by her unseen.

“Okay, okay. Calm down. This is fine. This is
all fine,” Tess said.

Nadia screeched to a stop, ducking into a
doorway and peeking back toward the store. Cold sweat drenched her
mask as her heart roared in her ears. “Can they…” She cleared her
throat, hating the quavering in it. Nothing to be done about her
gulping for breath, though. “Can they trace that thing if they find
it?”

“No, no. It’s fine. Just go.”

She did, a bit more cautiously, still running
but crouched low, stopping to check corners. There were no police
cordons, no tactical teams rappelling from the rooftops to surround
her. In fact, she saw nothing but a regular beat-up civilian car
moving down a road past the end of an alley.

Several blocks away now. She was getting
closer to her scooter.

“I think I’m clear,” she said.

“You need to be miles away from there.”

Nadia slowed down, slipping into the narrow
space between two dumpsters. She changed quickly, dumping her
criminal garb back into her bag and popping the heels back onto her
boots. Her left glove had a small smear of blood on it. Very small,
nothing to be upset over, certainly no reason to feel queasy and
lost.

She shook her head. A second later, she was a
normal young woman in a nice coat taking a walk. At four in the
morning.

“That bag is going to give you away,” Tess
said. “Hurry!”

She didn’t. No, she was simply a regular
customer of this wonderful city. No reason to run. Nothing to be
concerned about with her disheveled hair or the sweat shining on
her face. She strolled casually to where her scooter was parked—out
into the lights of a main street—fighting the sharp stitch in her
side and willing her pulse to slow down.

She popped the seat open, pulled out her
helmet, and stuffed her bag in there. Of course she would be
wearing her helmet, even if she honestly preferred not to,
preferred the wind in her hair and the senseless thrill of it.
Right now she was extremely law abiding. Not that there were any
witnesses—that she knew of anyway. They had chosen this parking
spot because there were no cameras in the area.

Nadia’s scooter slipped into light traffic,
with only a car here or there. She drifted along as casually as
possible—going a tiny, calculated amount over the speed limit.

Sirens. Growing closer. She started to speed
up but caught herself, keeping the throttle low.

Calm. Stay calm, so incredibly calm.

They were moving toward her, speeding down
the road toward the jewelry store. She didn’t even pull over,
forced herself not to look or acknowledge their presence at
all.

Oh, police vehicles, you say? I hadn’t
noticed.

They blew past her, sirens blaring and lights
flashing.

It was only when she was certain they were
well behind her, certain they weren’t pulling around after all and
catching up fast, that she let out one long, shaking, burning
breath. Thinking of the bag under her seat, she allowed herself to
smile. The files copied to the tiny drive concealed in her sweater
didn’t please her as much.

At least Tess would be happy. Hopefully
anyway.

She took the long way home, checking with
Tess every few minutes to make sure no drones were following
her.

 



Chapter Three: Law of the Land




Officer Jackson hated these calls.

Auktoris security already had the scene
cordoned off, a picket line of men and women in a ring around the
front of the store. Not the rent-a-cop schlubs that were so common
around the fashion district—a real Auktoris Private Security team,
their answer to police SWAT units. All black, full tactical armor,
each face covered with a blank shell of a helmet.

She landed her bike nearby, feeling the warm
draft of the engine exhaust off the street even through the thick
armor of her boots. Her partner, Officer Ortega, was waiting, ready
with coffee. It was the least he could do, after dumping the
follow-up from the last call on her and taking off to God knows
where. Wordlessly they walked toward the picket line.

People called APS officers lots of things:
thugs, corporate pigs, henchmen. Jackson had taken a liking to
“Domes.” They looked inhuman, as cold and impersonal as the drones
hovering above, taking pictures and chasing off any rogue drones
trying to record their own video.

Ortega handed Jackson a cup of coffee, which
she accepted but didn’t look at, didn’t acknowledge at all, didn’t
have any intention of drinking. She’d been up all night, her shift
supposedly over any minute now.

“Scene’s pretty picked over already,” Ortega
said.

“Figures.”

He shrugged. “How it always is. Still going
in, la pit bull?”

She threw him a glare. “Don’t call me
that.”

Ortega shook his head. “Yes ma’am. El
perro negro, ma’am.”

Jackson ignored him, forging ahead. Ortega
was the one who looked like a pit bull anyway. Shorter than her and
much wider. Top-heavy. He often said he used to be a boxer, but a
bad one. No reach.

She shouldered her way through the thin group
of people who were already ogling the store, what surely would turn
into a crowd as the morning rush started. The arm holding her
coffee seized up a bit, like it did sometimes when she held it up
without moving it for too long. She switched hands and worked the
kink out of her arm. The synthetic fibers buried deep under her
skin were wearing out, maybe.

It had been top-of-the-line experimental
technology. At the time.

The closest Dome tried his or her best to
glare her down as she passed, even through the expressionless mask.
Jackson paid the Dome no mind, which she would’ve done even without
the badge on her chest. Sure, Auktoris owned the city, but it was
still part of the United States, at least on paper. That still
meant something. To Jackson, anyway.

Techs in clean suits were scurrying in and
out of the store, scanning emptied display cases. Bright red, all
of them with the Auktoris logo on their chest: a swooping,
hawk-like capital “A.” Three corporate lackeys were huddled
together out front, sticking out in their white suits.

Tapping the badge on her armored vest and
waving, Jackson went up to them. None of them moved. They all
stared into space, blind and deaf.

“Excuse me?” she said. “City police. Thought
you might—”

The one nearest held up a finger at her. She
saw light moving behind his glasses. Surprising—she’d thought all
Auktoris suits had those new retinal implants.

Jackson narrowed her eyes at him. In another
time, and another place, she would have taken that finger and
pulled him into an armlock with it, slammed him into the pavement,
and asked him if maybe, please, he required any assistance from the
local police department.

She just stood there instead. Her goggles
automatically highlighted his face, scanning and reading out a line
of dots while consulting the police databases. After a few seconds
the line ”Classified Auktoris Personnel” appeared in tiny text
under the compass at the top of her head-up display.

Fucking Auktoris suits.

“Yes, sir,” the man said, nodding and holding
that same finger to his ear. “No, we don’t know the exact amount
yet.”

Another suit next to him shook his head.

“Ah, that,” the first one said, still
ignoring Jackson. “Yes, we…I understand. No, the individual didn’t
physically breach the office, only the jewelry store. Yes,
they…Yes, sir.”

He grimaced, as though the other side of the
conversation were going extremely poorly for him. Very satisfying
to watch.

Another suit, a woman, blinked a few times
and actually looked at Jackson instead of through her. “I’m so
sorry,” she said. Her eyes flickered. “Officer Jackson, can we
assist you?”

“I’m here to take a report on the
robbery.”

“Of course. I’ll be happy to forward a
statement to you.”

“Thought I might ask a few questions myself,”
Jackson said.

This seemed to trouble the suited woman, but
she hid it well. “Our official statement will be ready
shortly.”

Jackson glanced over the woman’s shoulder at
the jewelry store. Nothing on the exterior appeared to be damaged.
“Only a single individual?”

The woman stepped in front of Jackson,
blocking her view. “This is private property. Our official
statement will be ready shortly. Thank you.”

Jackson shook her head. Like robots. In
another few years, they probably would be, either replaced piece by
piece or wholesale.

Ortega caught up to her. “You’ll have to
forgive my partner, ma’am. We appreciate your statement, whenever
it’s ready.”

The woman smiled at them, and then her face
went blank again, staring off into thin air.

“Fuckin’ ridiculous,” Jackson muttered,
backing off and trying again to get a look at the store.

“And you said I had a lot to learn,”
Ortega said.

Jackson sighed. “Just trying to do my
job.”

“What are you gonna do? Storm over and
declare it your crime scene?”

Jackson grunted. She hadn’t enjoyed being
parked at her desk for weeks last time.

“This isn’t the slums, Jackson. On this side
of the walls, we don’t run the show.”

“You saying we run the show outside the
walls?” Jackson kept looking around the scene, then finally settled
her eyes on an ambulance parked nearby. A man was sitting in the
back, with an EMT worrying over his arm.

“I keep telling you, kid. This is a cushy
gig. Collect reports, present reports, keep the white shirts happy.
If it weren’t for third shift, this job would be heaven.”

Normally she would have snapped at him for
calling her kid. She was older than him, if only by a year
or two. But that bit was getting stale. “If you’re so smart, what
are you still doing on night shift with me?”

“Been working nights for years,” he said,
sipping his coffee with a thousand-yard stare. “Can’t stop now. I’d
probably burn up out in the sun. Look, I’m hardly even brown
anymore!”

Jackson ignored him. It wasn’t the first time
she’d heard his quip about his brownness. It was nonsense anyway;
he was almost as dark-skinned as she was.

She threw a glance at the suits—still wrapped
up in their call.

“Hold this,” she said, shoving the coffee
back at Ortega. “Delay them if they try to interrupt me.”

He made some kind of protest, but she didn’t
care. She was going back to the station with something other than a
form letter from Auktoris.

More people were gawking at the store.
Jackson was unsurprised by the faces in the crowd: all clean,
mostly white, all far-too rich looking. Fucking downtown. This
wasn’t even really downtown, not to her. She had lived in this city
since she was a small child and vaguely remembered actual downtown.
All underwater now.

She headed over to the ambulance. A burly
security guard was sitting in the back. More important, Jackson
knew the man.

“Charles Carroll?” she said.

“Dammit Jackson, you know it’s Chuck,” He
shook his head at her, not moving his arm as the EMT worked. It
looked like a small stab wound, not even bleeding at this point and
barely visible as the medic slathered gel over it.

“How’d that happen?”

“You wouldn’t believe it,” he said.

“Sir, I believe the purpose of this interview
is for me to pretend to believe you, whatever crazy bullshit you
throw at me.”

It was a perfect echo of something Carroll
had said to her years ago, back when she had first joined the
force.

He let out a dry, tired chuckle. “You’re a
smartass, Jackson.”

She grinned. “Very trusting, though. What
wouldn’t I believe?”

“It was a young woman. Tiny little
thing.”

“You’re worse than a civilian, with a
description like that.” She glanced back at the trio of suits, who
were still staring into space. “Did they wipe your cam yet?”

“Not yet,” Carroll said, using his free hand
to press a few buttons on the small camera pinned to his shirt. He
glared at the EMT. “You didn’t hear nothing, right?”

The EMT shrugged and shook his head.

Jackson’s HUD froze for a second, loading a
small video feed in the corner of her goggles. A ceiling appeared,
foam panels and harsh fluorescent lights. The camera moved, slowly,
rising and falling. A few seconds later, she smirked.

“What? You never took a nap on third?”
Carroll said. They both knew she had not, in fact, ever done
that.

When the camera finally stirred and got up,
Jackson was surprised to be excited. Break-ins were uncommon
downtown, and she found herself racking her brain to sort out a
suspect profile. Employee, current or former, would be her first
guess. Although she was sure the news crews were already
speculating that undesirable elements from the outer boroughs were
sneaking in and causing havoc.

The last thing she’d expected was a slim
young woman, all in black, jumping in surprise when Carroll had
spotted her.

“I spooked her good,” he said, looking far
more old and tired and worn down than Jackson remembered. “Almost
had her.”

“Not good enough,” Jackson said, watching the
short struggle play out on the screen. The suspect’s blue eyes were
visible through the balaclava, full of panic then hardening into
good old criminal determination as she lashed out with a
weapon.

“Glass cutter?”

Carroll nodded. “Not as fast as I used to
be,” he said, shaking his head. “Maybe if APS actually paid me
right, I could afford some fancy arms like you got. Maybe that girl
wouldn’t have gotten away.”

Jackson smirked again. “I’ll be sure to
include that in my report. One raise for local security personnel
recommended.”

“For all the good it’ll do me,” he said,
wincing as the EMT slapped a sterile pad over his wrist. “Don’t
retire, Jackson. I don’t recommend it.”

Jackson brought one hand up and poked the air
in front of her, where button elements hovered in her HUD, saving
the clip.

“Heard about your mom,” Carroll said. “Real
shame. I walked a beat with her back in the day. Never told you
that.”

Jackson went stiff, her fingers not
moving.

“Sorry, kid. Forget I said anything.”

She did. “Anything else?”

“Why are you talking to me?” he asked,
nodding toward the Auktoris suits. “You’ll get a report from
them.”

“So I’m supposed to just stand around?”

“Thought that’s all cops were good for around
here.”

Jackson shrugged. She didn’t think there was
anything wrong with wanting to actually do her job.

It did feel like standing around was all they
were good for sometimes. She had requested a posting out in the
slums, out in some outer borough, any of them, somewhere full of
violent crime and decaying buildings and roving gangs carving out
territory.

And yet here she was. A reward, they had told
her. A highly decorated officer being recognized, offered a coveted
position.

“Thanks for the clip, Carroll.”

He nodded. “Anybody asks, that didn’t come
from me.”

“What didn’t come from you?”

He smiled and nodded again. Jackson backed
away, trying her best to look like she was just strolling the
perimeter of the crime scene.

Ortega was staring at her, standing there
with his hands full of coffee nobody wanted. She passed him,
looking up, letting the growing sunlight sting in her eyes. The ads
moving up the sides of the skyscrapers all around them grew dim and
blurry as morning came.

Her shift was supposed to be over. Any minute
now.

“Are you done sniffing around?” Ortega said,
catching up to her.

Her eyes wandered to the tower above the
jewelry store. No signs, and anything that would have been a window
was covered by a smiling woman’s face reminding Jackson to report
illegal unemployed vagrants to her supervisor. The woman’s face
flickered and distorted, replaced by a grinning cat with text
underneath.

NO HUMAN BEING IS ILLEGAL

Jackson snorted, smiling a little as she
shook her head. If they didn’t like being illegal, they could join
the army like she had.

Her goggles printed out a line of dots as she
stared, thinking.

“Classified Auktoris Holding” appeared in her
HUD.

Interesting. She glanced at the storefront,
which was still buzzing with activity. Her HUD pinged a fairly
regular drone route right above her head—very discouraging if one
wanted to, say, break in the front door. But the store was on the
corner of the building, very near a narrow alleyway that spoked off
from the main street.

“Jackson, what are you doing?” Ortega called
after her as she wandered near the alley.

“Sniffing around.”

“Our shift is over.”

She spotted a side door on the building, open
and blocked by a lone Auktoris tech on a stepladder.

“Howdy there,” Jackson said, walking up and
steadying the ladder with both hands.

“Oh, thank you, Officer,” the tech said, his
voice quiet and muffled through the respirator on his mask. He was
prying a camera out of a mount above the door; the external casing
lay in pieces on the top step of his ladder.

“The lens is fried?” Jackson said.

“Mm-hmm,” the tech said. “Fairly routine if
it weren’t for, you know, the break-in.”

She gave the door a quick visual check—no
damage. Her fingers touched the scanner on the wall. It blinked
red.

“Did you need to get through?” the tech
asked.

“No rush,” Jackson said, ignoring Ortega as
he shuffled up behind her, nervously glancing behind them.

The tech climbed down and scooted his ladder
to the side. Jackson slid through, smiling as Ortega shoved a
coffee into the tech’s hand and blustered something about thanks
and good job and goodbye. It wasn’t like the mask had a drinking
hole in it.

Jackson’s goggles adjusted quickly,
compensating for the dim fluorescents after the bright dawn light.
The back hallways were empty and quiet. Judging from all the noise
around the corner, the techs were still working their way back
here, scanning and sweeping and saving pictures of every inch of
the store.

“Whatever you’re doing, do it fast,” Ortega
said through gritted teeth.

Jackson wasn’t even sure what she was doing,
but she was a firm believer in following her gut. She held still,
waiting for the loading dots at the top of her HUD to catch up.

Something pinged in the office in front of
her. Unrecognized signature, wireless transmission. The door was
half open, showing a depressing little closet of an office, bare
and seemingly forgotten.

Her goggles highlighted the source, a small
plastic nub sticking out of one of the network ports on the wall.
She crouched and zoomed in on it as she pulled a multitool from her
vest.

It was a featureless little device, without
even a link light. Definitely homemade. It reminded her of the
hacked-together transmitters she’d seen so often at her last job,
on everything from makeshift network repeaters to IEDs. She snapped
her tool open into pliers—she didn’t think fooling with this one
would set off a bomb—pried it out, and held it in front of her
goggles.

“Uh, yes, ma’am,” Ortega said from the
hallway. “Yes, I understand. We were just leaving. Only having a
look around. No reason to be like that.”

Fucking Auktoris suits. Jackson
slipped the transmitter into a small plastic evidence bag and hid
it in her vest. She stood up just before the suited woman burst
through the door.

“Yup, I understand, private property,”
Jackson said, politely and professionally, even as the woman
launched into stern warnings regarding legal ramifications. As
Jackson made to leave, she was surprised when the woman, much
smaller than her, was blocking the doorway. Refusing to budge an
inch.

“Excuse me?” Jackson said.

“Name. Badge number. Superior officer. Now,”
the woman said, then added “Please” in a sharp tone that betrayed
the word.

“I’m sure you already know,” Jackson
said.

“In your words, on camera,” the woman said,
tapping her temple. “Now.”

Ah. So that was how it was going to be.
Jackson let out a heavy sigh.

 


* * *

 


Hours and hours later, Jackson made it home.

The cab dropped her off in front of her
building, throwing a bill up on the display. It even asked for a
tip, which she thought was ridiculous considering no one but a
computer was driving.

The bill disappeared before she could pay,
replaced by a short ad for recliners. Jackson cursed—she’d been
looking out the window the whole time, ignoring the ads. Now she
had to sit through this garbage. No wonder so many people ducked
the fares and ate the extra fees.

As soon as it finished, she swiped her
fingertips past the screen and ignored the cheery, “Thank you for
choosing Auktoris Ride Services” announcement as she got out. There
was no choose about it when it was the only game in
town.

It was way too clean here, right on the edge
of downtown. She walked inside her building, bracing herself for
rats and roaches and needles and God knew what else crunching under
her boots but felt only dull carpet instead. Old habits died
hard.

The elevator went straight to her floor, then
made her wait before the doors would open, playing the exact same
ad for recliners on the touch display. Jackson nodded along,
muttering curses. She ran her hands through her hair, short and
straight and bleached platinum, squished flat from wearing her
helmet all night. The insides of her eyelids felt like sandpaper.
Same old, same old.

What wasn’t the same was the person in the
hallway. Her right hand found its way to the pistol on her hip, the
same off-standard revolver she carried while on duty. A man was
waiting at the door across from hers, with something in his
hand.

A bottle. A guest. Suspicious, at this time
of day. Unable to help herself, Jackson approached him cautiously.
A smarter perp would’ve waited at a door farther down, not so
obviously by her door.

The door opened, and the man was welcomed
inside. Jackson knew none of her neighbors, couldn’t recall ever
seeing any of them. It didn’t matter. Her hand relaxed but stayed
on the handle of her gun until she was inside her apartment, the
door locked behind her.

“Dim lights. Draw shades,” she said, as she
did every time she came home. There were settings that would do
this automatically, but she never bothered with them. Her apartment
was spare, with little more than a closet, a dresser, and her own
recliner. It was always ads for those damn things. How often did a
person have to buy one?

Jackson drew her gun and unloaded it, then
carefully polished the black metal and checked the dark-stained
wood of the grip for any scratches. Satisfied, she placed it in a
case on her dresser, then ran her fingers over the elegant flowers
etched into the metal on the case’s face. “M.F.J.” stared back at
her. Her mother’s initials.

Her eyes hurt. She should’ve been asleep
hours ago. She’d either wake up late and miss out on gym time
before her next shift or, more likely, only sleep an hour or two.
Either way, she kicked off her boots and collapsed into the one
thing she’d seen in every living space for years, from high-end
luxury lofts to the endless slums outside the city’s wall.

Her chair had come with the apartment.
Without thought, she reclined it into a bed and threw the familiar
weight of her headset on her face. Those old habits again, no
matter how tired she was.

The first thing that popped up was a new
message from Ortega. His profile pic was some Spanish she didn’t
understand overlaid on a bejeweled cross: “Libres o muertos.
Jamás esclavos!”

She rolled her eyes every time she saw
it.

Thanks for ditching me with the captain at
the station, his message read.

Thanks for taking the heat, Papi, she
typed back, her fingers poking the air in front of her.

What did you take from the store?

She shook her head. Stupid of him to even ask
her on here.

Nothing, she typed back.

You can tell me. Least you can do after I
took an ass reaming from the cap.

Ignoring the message, she reached down and
pulled the evidence bag out of where she’d hidden it in her sock.
The transmitter was dead by now, thankfully, or she never would’ve
made it out of the station’s locker room.

Jackson held it up in front of her headset,
letting the camera on the front get a good scan of it for later.
She turned the bag slowly to cover all angles before ripping it
open and laying skin on the thing for the first time.

Printed, for sure. It had that gummy plastic
feel. She tried to crack the case open but was surprised to find no
seam; she’d only seen ones like this later in her career. Cartels,
usually, or government spooks. Most ragtag outfits didn’t have the
newer-model 3-D printers you needed to get a solid casing.

Cracking it open would require a tool. Which
would require getting up. On top of that, she might damage it. No,
she would need a second opinion, unfortunately.

A yawn forced its way out. Jackson dropped
the transmitter in her lap, then clicked her headset to ambient
noise: crickets and a warm, humid breeze sweeping through the
leaves of the ash tree out back.

She couldn’t even remember what it looked
like. It didn’t matter. Sleep came within seconds.

 



Chapter Four: La Garrud




“Pay dirt!” Tess said. “This stuff is moving.”

Nadia ran her index finger around the rim of
her coffee cup. Late-afternoon light bathed the office. Soft and
gentle, it stung in her eyes.

“And here’s another deposit,” Tess said,
pacing behind her. “I haven’t even put it all up yet.”

“You’re selling it already?”

“Sure, why not?”

Nadia rubbed her temple with two fingers as
she squinted at the coffee. She took a tentative sip and jerked
back. Still too hot.

“People are already bugging me for more, and
I haven’t even finished going through it all,” Tess said, her
fingers twitching at her sides as she typed. “Internal memos,
password files, site directories…it’s all good stuff.”

“Who’s buying it?”

Tess shrugged, her eyes distant and
flickering. “Weirdos on the dark web.”

“Dark web?”

“It’s like the deep web, for people who
aren’t cowards.”

Nadia shook her head. She didn’t plan on
trying to fence any of the jewelry she’d stolen—had never bothered,
honestly. But if she had, she wouldn’t have made as much money as
Tess was making for them this very moment.

“I still don’t understand why people are
paying money for a bunch of corporate e-mail.”

“Most of them are probably proxies for news
sites. They snap up info by the pound, I swear,” Tess said. “Plenty
of data brokers out there too. They’ll give it to the government or
resell it back to Auktoris. Who cares, though? Their money is
real.”

“As long as you’re happy,” Nadia said,
shrugging and blowing across the top of her coffee. She took
another sip. Much better.

“It’ll taper off later today,” Tess said.
“Once it’s out there, it makes the rounds pretty quick. Probably
worthless by tonight.”

How much money? Was it worth the effort?
The risk? Nadia was about to ask, felt a brief flash of
curiosity, but quickly realized it didn’t matter. Even if they
hadn’t made a cent, she’d still want to try something like this
again. At any rate, from the thrill in Tess’s voice and the bounce
in her step, they were making quite a profit.

“How are you doing?” Tess asked.

Never felt more alive, dear.

“Tired,” Nadia said instead, suppressing a
grin. She took a gulp of coffee. “Getting better.”

“That got kind of scary at the end, huh?”

Nadia rubbed at the faint bruise on her
wrist, saw in her head the smear of bright red on her glove.
“Nothing I couldn’t handle.”

In truth, she was disappointed. Such an
embarrassing moment—all her painstaking plans almost crashing down
because she couldn’t escape the grip of some uniformed oaf. So
undignified.

Not enough to ruin her night out, but
still.

“I’ve been working on something for next
time,” Tess said. “Come look.”

“Didn’t you sleep?”

“Pfft, no. Are you kidding? I started combing
through this stuff the moment you got back. Come here. Look!”

Nadia grudgingly followed her to one of the
many mannequins strewn about the workspace. It had thick black
bands on each forearm, like bracers.

“All right, so check it out,” Tess said,
holding up a simple grabber, a claw on the end of a long pole. The
kind of thing you bought only if you were too old or disabled or
short to reach a shelf.

“Why do you have that?”

“Irrelevant,” Tess said, sniffling and wiping
her nose on her sleeve again. She carefully reached for the
mannequin, then leaned away. “Oh, no, I’m a security guard. All
right, Nadia, you’re under arrest!”

She closed the grabber around the mannequin’s
wrist, exactly as the guard had grabbed Nadia last night. The
moment she did, a loud snap rang out. Nestled spikes shot
out of the bracer, unfolding like spider’s legs.

“Countermeasures!” Tess said.

Nadia frowned. “Hmm.” The arms of the grabber
were bent—tangled in the jointed, savage spikes of the bracer.

“We can integrate them into your sweater
without too much trouble, I think,” Tess said. “Maybe at the
shoulder and hip as well? That should cover most scenarios. I doubt
anyone’s going to grab you by the ankles.”

Nadia wasn’t convinced. “Couldn’t it…I don’t
know, push them away? Shock them? Something a bit less
bloodthirsty?”

“Ooh, electrical pads!” Tess perked up, her
eyes glazing over with light. “Might take me a bit longer to work
up that prototype.”

Nadia smiled. She downed the rest of her
coffee, ready to bring up the words that had jumped out at her
earlier. “Next time?”

“Huh?” Tess said, lost in her private
screens, not even looking at her partner.

“You said ‘next time.’ Are you sure you’re
comfortable with more of this?”

“Oh.” Tess paused, her eyes returning to
normal. “Well, yeah, I mean we’ve been calling this the pilot run,
right?”

“I’m sorry I didn’t tell you about stealing
the jewelry.” She meant every word.

“Yeah…that…” Tess shrugged as though it were
nothing. “I guess I’d be madder at you if you were in prison right
now.”

“I’m sure the scads of money you’re making
aren’t helping either.”

“I’ll get over it,” Tess said, grinning.

“Just let me know if there’s anything I can
do to redeem myself,” Nadia said, with a hand on her heart. She
gave a dainty little bow. “I am at your disposal.”

“Okay, relax,” Tess said, rolling her eyes.
“It’s definitely not even the worst thing you’ve ever done to
me.”

Nadia winced. “How heavy are these
countermeasures of yours?”

“Depends on how much damage you want them to
do,” Tess said, her pupils filled with light again.

The answer she wanted was “none,” if
possible. There was nothing exciting to Nadia about hurting
someone, causing pain and injury, no matter how justified. In her
mind, she saw the smear of blood on her glove again.

Disgusting.

But there were unpleasantries she would have
to face. She’d finally seen that last night. In all her plans, she
got in, did what she pleased, and got out, undetected and
unhassled. That, however, was unrealistic. Like making clothes only
in sizes meant for fashion models—no one but the relatively small
community of anorexic women would buy them.

Not that anyone ever bought anything she
made, but still.

She had been very lucky last night; she would
not rely on being lucky again. She and Tess had spent so much time
fussing over the tools of her new trade that she’d completely
neglected the most important one: no one countermeasure could cover
every contingency. But she herself…her body was something she
worked hard on, was proud of, for reasons that were entirely wrong
now.

She looked down at herself, wearing yoga
pants and a tank top calculated to look casual but still put
together, making a statement even in the privacy of her own home.
She was in good shape, she supposed, trim and petite and nothing
but tasteful feminine curves.

But soft. Weak. She could put on all kinds of
wonders created by Tess, and she’d still only be a little girl
playing with grown-up toys.

“Tess?” she said.

“Mmm-hmm?”

“Can you search for anything in this area
having to do with combat training?”

Tess froze, her fingers stopping their nearly
constant twitching. “Excuse me?”

“You know, boxing gyms, martial
arts…er…schools, that sort of thing.”

“Like a dojo?”

“Yes,” Nadia said, not knowing at all if that
was what she meant.

“Is there a reason you can’t search for
it?”

“You’re so much better at it,” Nadia said,
playfully bumping into her with her hip. “We should take a look
around at some places tonight.”

“Are you planning on kicking the guard’s ass
next time?” Tess said, just this side of mocking.

It did sound ridiculous. “I’m not trying that
again without some kind of training. It’s different for you,
sitting here behind your proxies or whatever.”

“No, I get it,” Tess said, crashing back into
her seat. “I was scared half to death just watching.”

Scared. Nadia had been avoiding that
word. She had been many things in that moment, but she was sure
scared wasn’t quite one of them.

“Oh, hey,” Tess said, throwing a hand at the
screens on her desk. “You’ll like this.”

The displays shared a feed from one of the
big news-streaming sites, showing the jewelry store. Nadia stared,
drinking it in. “Breaking News,” it said. “Stunning Robbery,” it
said. “Brazen. Bold. Audacious.”

A crowd was gathered out front, held back by
security barriers. A crowd.

Nadia’s eyes were huge, lit up with glee. She
managed to control her mouth, holding back the huge grin fighting
to be free.

It didn’t last long. A picture of a hefty
older gentleman in a security uniform appeared on the screen. Minor
injury. Expected to recover.

Guilt and relief washed over her in equal
measure. That was all right. Nadia was no stranger to hurting
people, only a stranger to getting her hands dirty. The man would
be all right.

Finally an image of the suspect. Nadia just
about swooned. A daring rogue stared out at her from the screen, a
mysterious thief with sharp, clever eyes. The suspect looked
fierce, dangerous, nothing like what she saw when she looked in a
mirror.

No leads at this time.

Tess hovered at her side. “I’d call that a
successful pilot run.” She held out her hand. “Partner.”

It was her prosthetic hand. Nadia tamped down
any distaste she might have shown and took it in her own, not
shaking it but giving a tender squeeze. There was no give to the
artificial limb, no feedback at all.

“I should say so,” she said. “Partner.”

 


* * *

 


It had been a complete waste of an evening. Nadia
revved the throttle on her scooter, feeling the poor girl struggle
with the extra weight; Tess was crammed onto the seat behind her,
holding on tightly, her arms strangled around Nadia’s abdomen.

Tess’s fingers were still twitching.

“Really? You can’t just stop and enjoy the
view?” Nadia yelled over her shoulder, although they weren’t
passing anything worth looking at. Skyscrapers surrounded them, as
always, lined with clean sidewalks. Drifting by on their left was a
line of purists, unshaven people with long, scraggly hair. They
stood silently, holding handwritten signs reading “Submit” and
“Regress.” Pedestrians frowned as they squeezed by, trying not to
make eye contact.

Nadia frowned as well. Perhaps Tess had the
right idea after all.

“I’m reading reviews,” Tess said. “‘I take my
nephew here every Saturday. He loves it! Very fun, not
condescending. Good self-esteem booster. He now has a great
tournament record.’”

Nadia scowled. If she was going to pay just
to be given belts of different colors, she could very well go out
and buy them herself.

“‘Excellent strength training,’” Tess read
on. “’Awesome atmosphere, extremely welcoming.’”

“What?”

“This one’s for that last place.”

“Oh.” Nadia scrunched up her nose—it still
sounded completely wrong. She’d felt very welcome, in all the wrong
ways. A dark, loud gym full of angry men pumped full of
testosterone, and who knew what else, screaming and grunting and
choking one another out. It had advertised what they’d gracelessly
called a “rape defense class,” but she was the only woman
there.

“‘So fun! Great music! Perfect workout. Not
boring at all.’”

Nadia didn’t have to ask which one that was.
It had been the biggest waste of the night so far. At least the
other schools and gyms were pretending to teach you how to fight.
Aerobics were for doing alone, in your apartment, following a video
stream of an instructor.

She parked in front of one of the endless
rows of office buildings, tall and clean and nothing but sterile
glass with giant displays embedded inside. The scarlet Auktoris “A”
scrolled onto the screen above her, the legs pouring down into a
double helix.

"NEED A LOAN? PRODUCTIVITY SUFFERING?
BOTHERED BY UNION ACTIVISTS? AUKTORIS IS HERE FOR YOU! CONTACT
GENERAL HUMAN RESOURCES…"

It flickered out, replaced by the fanged
cartoon cat again. HUMAN RESOURCE AGENTS ARE NOT YOUR FRIEND, it
said this time.

Tess shook her head. “That guy. What a
dork.”

“I saw our friend Cheshire earlier too,”
Nadia said. “I thought you were a fan of his?”

“There is no him. I told you it’s
a—”

“Collective, yes,” Nadia said, rolling her
eyes.

“Any chump with a connection can hack a board
and say ‘Look at me, I’m Cheshire,’ and all the news mouthpieces
shit themselves and do scare pieces on big bad Cheshire,” Tess
said. “It’s just preachy vandalism.”

“What? You could hack billboards like
him?”

“Pfft, in my sleep.” Tess swept her human
hand up, wiping Cheshire’s face off the screen in an instant. It
was replaced with CHESHIRE IS A POOPY BUTT.

Nadia rolled her eyes once more, letting them
fall lower on the building. A small sign on one of the side doors
announced it as the home of a dance studio. She never would have
noticed it if they hadn’t been looking for it.

“I wasn’t sure about this one,” Tess said,
clambering and dumping herself off the scooter. “I’ve never even
heard of La Garrud.”

“It can’t be any worse than the others,”
Nadia said, dismounting with practiced grace.

“You’re going to pick this one because it
sounds French, aren’t you?”

“Va te faire foutre,” Nadia said, her
nose high in the air. “Come on. Let’s get this over with.”

They entered and opted for a narrow, empty
staircase instead of the elevator. Barely any sound came through
the door above them, no crowds of children kiai-ing away or dull
slaps of fists on heavy bags. Nadia could almost swear she heard
string music.

Something was very familiar about all
this.

They entered into a small waiting area that
opened into a large room. Ladies in leotards and slippers, some
wearing leg warmers, were holding on to a wall bar and doing basic
exercises.

Of course… Plié, plié pulse, arabesque…

Ballet was one of the many hobbies she’d been
forced into as a child. Although it hadn’t stuck, she had resented
it somewhat less than the others.

“Ugh, more dancing. Looks like a pass.
Right?” Tess said, pawing at the back of her neck with her
prosthetic hand. Her eyes darted around at nothing. “Let’s go. I’m
starving.”

“Wait.” Nadia left her side, drawn toward
rows of pictures in frames on the back wall of the waiting area.
They were real photos, black-and-white and printed on paper. All of
them showed dowdy women, in billowing skirts and huge floppy hats,
squaring off in combat stances. Some of them held clubs that looked
like bowling pins.

“Photoshop much?” Tess said.

Nadia didn’t think so. The last one showed a
woman, still in ridiculous dress, still in ridiculous hat, pinning
what could only be a police officer to the ground. She had him
trapped in an arm bar, a small, sure smile showing on her face even
through the age and blurriness of the picture.

“This place looks promising actually,” Nadia
said.

“Ugh, we already tried pretend dance fighting
earlier tonight. All this stuff is just for girls trying to lose
weight, and that is not you.”

“Was that a compliment?” Nadia said.

“Shut up.”

“You’re such a tease, Tess. When are you
going to stop leading me on?”

“Oh my God stop.”

An older woman in a black leotard stopped
hovering at the edge of the dance floor and interrupted them. She
was severe and lithe and tall, carved wood in the shape of a woman,
with fading dirty-blond hair. “I’m Valery, owner of Odporność Dance
Studio. Can I help you?”

Nadia couldn’t place her accent. Something
Eastern European. “We’re interested in the La Garrud class.”

“Not we,” Tess said, waving from a
standoffish distance.

Valery ignored her. “Good timing. You may
observe tonight’s class if you will wait a moment.”

“Actually I was wondering if you could answer
some questions,” Nadia said, phrasing every word delicately. “Is it
an actual fighting art or—”

Valery cut her off. “Or just for show? You
are thinking this is a game for children, yes? Or a social club for
the bored young lady, that her bottom does not grow too large?”

Nadia clicked her mouth shut. “Yes, something
like that, I suppose.”

Valery flashed her a look that would be
disdain, but for the utter indifference in it. “La Garrud is not
for such ladies.”

“Are you saying it’s not for me?”

“Do you wish to learn to defend
yourself?”

Sort of.

“Yes,” Nadia said. “I don’t care about
trophies or rules or getting in shape. I just need…I want to learn
how to fight. A bit. Enough to defend myself if someone comes after
me.”

Something changed in the woman’s eyes.
“Watch, then,” she said, nodding toward the studio floor. Ballet
practice was over. Some of the dancers scurried off to a changing
room, replaced by a few women in plain gym clothes. Most of the
dancers stayed. “La Garrud has roots in the suffrage of old
England,” she explained. “Today it draws from many things: jiu
jitsu, savate, krav maga.”

The women were warming up, stretching, all
quiet and calm. It looked like they were about to break out into
lethal yoga at any second.

“The only central tenet of La Garrud is to
use what is most effective,” Valery said.

A man emerged from the changing room, large
and imposing, covered from head to toe in bright-red foam
armor.

“Wow, the only guy here,” Tess said,
scurrying up next to Nadia. “Way to ruin the vibe, dude.”

“Shh,” Nadia said, not even blinking.

The women lined up. The man in armor stood
before them. A younger instructor barked something in a language
Nadia didn’t recognize. The woman at the front of the line—a
middle-aged blonde wearing a leotard—stepped forward.

She looked so calm standing there, perfectly
normal. No kung fu stance, no bunched fists. Just a regular
woman.

The armored man was nearly twice the blonde’s
size. When he moved, Nadia gasped—it was real, full force
and speed. He darted forward and threw a punch that should have
knocked the woman across the room.

It didn’t. She did something—she
dodged the punch, and then she was on him, looping a leg around his
arm, then sitting on his shoulder, then using her weight and her
hips to throw him to the ground, her hand pinning his face firmly
to the floor.

The whole thing took less than a second.

“Holy shit,” Tess said, slapping her hands
over her mouth. “Oh…sorry.”

“What…just happened?” Nadia said.

“The woman is, in general, smaller than the
man,” Valery said. “Frailer.”

“Uh, that’s not, you know, actually the
case,” Tess chimed in. “I mean…ow, ow, ow!”

Nadia stopped stomping on Tess’s foot. “How
did she do that?”

The next woman in line stepped up. This one
flipped the man clear through the air then slammed him to the floor
with a ferocity Nadia found herself deeply, deeply envious of.

“How did she do that?” Nadia asked, no
longer trying to hide her excitement.

“A female must use her natural advantages,”
Valery said. “Agility, flexibility, cunning. Use the man’s brute
strength against him.”

A teenage girl stopped the man’s punch with a
rough block and swooped his legs out from underneath him, toppling
him with a brutal strike to the throat.

“Mmm.” Valery frowned. She nodded at a
younger female instructor, who took the student aside. Something
about the block had displeased them, it would seem.

A minute later, another student stepped up.
An intricate takedown, a high swooping kick leading into a
chokehold. It was lightning quick. It was graceful.

Above all, it was gorgeous to
watch.

There was no question in Nadia’s mind, no
hesitation.

“I would like private lessons,” she asked.
“From you, if possible.”

That earned her a raised eyebrow. “This
is…irregular.”

“Whenever you are available, as often as you
are available.”

“Surely you are a bit overeager, yes?”

“Cost is no object,” Nadia said, scowling as
Tess mouthed the words in perfect unison, shaking her head.

“Ah.” That seemed to put her at ease. “Very
well then, Miss…?”

“Nadia.”

“Tomorrow morning then,” Valery said.

They shook hands, and Nadia knew she was
making the right choice. Valery’s hands were like smooth steel, her
handshake brusque and firm.

Nadia would have demanded nothing less.

 



Chapter Five: Cheshire Cat




Days later, Nadia stepped out of the Pass out From
Exhaustion Suite cursing the late-afternoon sunlight. The suite had
really been earning its name lately. She shuffled along, wiping her
eyes, legs stiff and screaming with every motion.

“Look who’s up!” Tess said, far too cheerily.
She was at one of her workbenches, wearing huge safety goggles as
she did…something.

Nadia’s eyes were too weak just yet. She
fumbled around at one of her desks, having already given up on
coffee—it was never strong enough. Instead she popped open a can of
something vile and green, one of those saccharine energy drinks
Tess loved so much.

She chanced a sip, grimaced, then gulped more
down. Bitter and nasty, hiding badly behind tawdry sweetness. But
it was enough to fight off a yawn as she wandered toward Tess.

“What are we working on today?” she
asked.

“Not ready yet,” Tess said, not looking up.
“You sound like hell.”

“Mmm.” Nadia blinked a few times, wrapping
her hands tightly around the cool metal of the can. They ached with
every motion. Her usually pristine, delicate knuckles were marred
with scabs; her fancy nails chipped and worn away, scraped back to
their natural color.

She braved another gulp. A part of her found
it a bit refreshing, which troubled her.

“Stop drinking all my sodas,” Tess said, not
looking up at all.

“More countermeasures?” Nadia asked, leaning
in close over Tess’s shoulder.

Tess was soldering a circuit board using her
artificial hand, making movements so minute that Nadia could barely
track them.

“How can you work with something so tiny?”
Nadia said.

“This is why I got my arm replaced actually.
Eyes too.”

Nadia chewed on that for a moment, squinting
at nothing. “Really?”

“No, idiot,” Tess said. “It does help,
though.”

Nadia frowned at that. She wasn’t awake
enough yet to bite back.

“Actually, now that you’re up,” Tess said,
seeming to put the finishing touch on her work, “come over
here.”

Nadia followed her to a mannequin wearing a
set of goggles that looked strangely familiar. She vaguely
remembered people wearing VR headsets during her childhood. Tess
popped them off the fake head and slipped them onto Nadia’s before
she could protest, dragging a mess of tangled wires with it.

“They’re loose,” Nadia said. She pinched the
strap, tightening it just enough. “Mark it here.”

Tess did so, then made a flurry of typing in
thin air with her fingertips. Nadia’s vision had gone dark, as
though she were wearing a blindfold. Now a blur of text scrolled
past, followed by white light, followed by…their office.

“Impressive,” Nadia said, sounding anything
but impressed.

“I’ll forgive you for that, seeing as you
just got up,” Tess said. “Let’s start with a basic HUD
overlay.”

Suddenly the bright light was less harsh.
Small bits of text and symbols appeared in her vision: compass,
clock, GPS coordinates, even her heart rate in the corner.

“Light amplification,” Tess said, still
typing away.

Blurry nonsense.

“Not exactly useful right now, I know,” Tess
said. “Thermal.”

This one Nadia liked. Their office had turned
into a set of dull blue shapes. Tess’s body jumped out, an outline
of yellow and red, save for her right arm. Nadia glanced down at
her drink, a pool of deep blue in the glowing red of her hands.

“Also available in grayscale. But I worked
really hard on the color add, so I encourage you to stick with it,”
Tess said, switching the vision mode back to normal. “And last but
not least…”

She gestured toward her desk. Her screens
showed a chaotic display, a jumble of scrolling logs and open
pages. In the foreground was a live feed of what Nadia was
seeing.

The background moved. With a start, Nadia
realized she was seeing exactly what Tess was seeing, a copy of the
display flickering in her retinal implants.

As Tess turned to look at her, the recursion
on the screen made Nadia dizzy.

“Now I can more efficiently tell you what to
do,” Tess said.

“We’ll have to do something about the look of
these,” Nadia said, appraising the goggles through Tess’s eyes.
They were very plain—flat and black, with no visible lenses on the
face. No expression at all.

“Really?” Tess said. “I bring you this
technological marvel, and you’re worried about how it looks?”

“Presentation is everything, dear,” Nadia
said, stepping closer to Tess’s desk.

“If you had retinal implants like any normal
person with your kind of money, this wouldn’t even be a thing you’d
have to wear.”

“Not going to happen,” she said, hovering
closer to the desk. Shifting sets of pictures had appeared in the
lower corners of Tess’s vision, scrolling slowly but endlessly.

“You can zoom. That button on the cable
there,” Tess said. “And why not anyway?”

“No, you’re right,” Nadia said. “I’ll go
ahead and schedule that incredibly invasive surgery. I’ll be back
to normal—no, better than normal—in…what? Four months?”

“Mine were totally fine by month three,” Tess
said, shrinking a little. “I was seeing again in a few weeks.”

“My body is perfect the way it is,” Nadia
said. Ignoring Tess’s sarcastic snort, she located the button and
zoomed in on one picture in particular.

It was the two of them. A much younger
version of the two of them, anyway, posing together.

“Was that…senior year?” Nadia asked.

“What? Oh. Uh…” Tess fidgeted, pulling her
vision down from the displays. “Yeah, I think so.”

The picture was gone, but Nadia knew exactly
what it looked like. Herself, loose blond curls and slightly too
much makeup, pouting up at the camera. Her arm around Tess, nervous
and awkward, face covered with acne and far-too-large glasses,
forcing a cringe worthy smile. Her right arm was carefully hidden
behind Nadia.

“High school feels like a long time ago,
doesn’t it?” Tess said.

Nadia would hardly call it high school. It
wasn’t just high school; it was one of the most prestigious,
exclusive, and of course expensive private academies in the city,
if not the world.

She remembered that day. Remembered telling
Tess that it was people like her own parents, people who paid
their way, who made it possible for charity cases such as Tess
to be allowed to attend.

It made her want to vomit.

She zoomed out, seeing something else cringe
worthy on the displays now. Tess had left a search page open,
cataloging recent models of prosthetic arms. “Upgrading, are
you?”

“Thinking about it,” Tess said.

“All those ill-gotten gains burning a hole in
your pocket?”

Tess shrugged. “Have to spend it on
something, don’t I?”

“And you would retire your homemade
limb?”

“What? No,” Tess said. “I might buy a few
newer models, strip parts out, and combine them. Use one as a base
frame maybe. Or just scan the whole lot and fab the best parts with
better materials…you know, really hot rod it up.” She held up her
arm, her left arm, and stared at her fingers. “Lefty is gonna make
righty look obsolete, for sure.”

A mouthful of energy drink choked Nadia,
fizzling in the back of her sinuses. She ripped the goggles off.
“I’m sorry, lefty?”

“Yeah, duh,” Tess said. “Aren’t you always
going on about symmetry being the essence of beauty?”

Nadia trailed her hand down her partner’s
remaining human arm, encased, as it always was, in a cheap purple
hoodie. This one bore the slogan “STEMS from SEEDS! Young Genius
Discovery Club!” across the front, with a cartoonish smiling
motherboard. Nadia had seen this one before. She knew the back
said, “Saving the World One Troubled Teen at a Time!”

“You would cut off this poor arm?” Nadia
said. She felt the nervous tension in Tess’s arm, a slight pull,
something her right arm would never give away.

Tess yanked her sleeve back. “Hey, it’s
my arm.”

Like hell it is, Nadia found herself
about to say. It made no sense.

“Would it make you feel better if I went less
skeletal with this one?” Tess said, holding up the black bony
mockery of her right arm.

“We can discuss this later. I have to get
going,” Nadia said.

“More class?” Tess said. “Weren’t you there
all morning?”

“You are of course still welcome to come
along,” Nadia said, wandering around, looking for her gym bag.

“No, and thank you,” Tess said. “I’m
busy.”

Nadia cocked an eyebrow at the tiny circuit
board, dwarfed by the emptiness of the rest of the workbench. “Yes,
you look positively overwhelmed.”

“Ha-ha,” Tess said, diving into her chair and
sliding over to her desk. “I have plans.”

“Of course,” Nadia said. “Don’t let me keep
you. I’m sure the latest trends in self-mutilation are
fascinating.”

“Hey…” Tess shot her an affronted look. “I’m
going out, actually.”

“Oh, really?” Nadia said, raising another
well-practiced eyebrow. “And what lovely plans do you have?”

Tess shrunk into her hoodie, slouching low in
her chair. “I don’t have to tell you everything.”

“Mmm-hmm,” Nadia said, confident in her
victory. She grabbed her gym bag from where she knew it had been
all along.

“Hey.” Tess’s tone caught her nearly at the
door—very serious suddenly.

“I’m going to be late,” Nadia said.

“It’s your private lesson. Whatever,” Tess
said. “I have to talk to you real quick. I’ve been digging through
the files from that office and—”

“Later,” Nadia said.

“Really interesting stuff,” Tess said, as if
Nadia hadn’t spoken at all. “Might have a line on—”

“Later,” Nadia said, making for the door
again.

“Aren’t you even a little curious about
this?” Tess called after her.

“Not in the least,” Nadia lied, not looking
back.

 


* * *

 


There was a simple rhythm to it.

Strike, strike again. Block, block again. It
felt stupid the first few times she had done it, slowly and
carefully. How simple. Something anyone could do.

But she felt herself slipping the longer and
faster they went, losing her form, losing her breath, sweat
appearing out of nowhere all over her body. Valery stood a few feet
away, watching with what could only be sharp disdain as Nadia
traded blows with the younger female instructor.

She still didn’t know the name of anyone else
here. Probably for the best.

Full-length mirrors ran down one wall of the
studio, and in them Nadia saw the women at the other end of the
floor. Graceful and strong, pirouetting with perfect poise. Her
eyes were drawn shamefully to where she stood in the mirror, clumsy
and frail and panting.

Weak.

She yelped as a palm slapped the back of her
head, feeling her ponytail shoot skyward.

“Stop ogling yourself,” Valery said.
“Focus.”

Nadia gritted her teeth to stop quite
unladylike words from spilling forth. The nameless woman playing
her partner seemed amused, a sly ghost of a smile hiding on her
otherwise plain face.

Fine. Back to the silly little drill. Strike,
strike. Block, block. As they had been doing all day. As they had
been doing all day, every day, for a week now. She’d been so
excited to start—actually excited—the first time she’d really been
interested in something other than stealing for a long time
now.

And then so bored, so quickly. Block, block
again. Strike, strike again. Her dainty fists popped against the
crude padded mitts the blonde across from her was wearing.
Smack, smack.

Pathetic. An absurd thought, madness on every
level. Tess, with two artificial arms? The first one was bad
enough, but both? No human hands left at all?

Smack, smack. Something felt different
this time, better. Nadia rushed the blocks, her body eager to throw
her fists out again, the thud of her knuckles against the pad
giving her a pleasant little rush.

So wrapped up in her toys. Bored with her own
arm, after only…how long had she had that arm actually? But still,
ridiculous, wanting to voluntarily have one’s arm just…removed.

The young woman in front of her darted an arm
forward, breaking their rhythm with a light swat across Nadia’s
temple.

“Ah!” Nadia wavered on her feet, more out of
shock than injury. “What…why?” she said, looking over at
Valery, who shrugged.

“You were daydreaming again.”

The younger instructor threw her scheduled
strikes. Nadia swept them away with growls, throwing all her weight
into her return strikes and tripping forward a step. Her fists sank
into the pads that time, delightfully so. Her hands ached,
jolts of pain shooting up to her elbows.

It took her a moment to regain her balance.
It felt lovely.

Valery shook her head and barked something in
a language Nadia didn’t recognize. The woman across from her
stepped away, sighing in what seemed like relief and casting Nadia
a nasty glare as she took off her mitts.

Nadia crossed her arms and reflected the
glare right back. It was undercut a bit by how dreadfully sweaty
and out of breath she was, but still.

The man from her first visit here—again
covered from head to toe in bright-red foam armor—took the young
instructor’s place across from Nadia. A Plexiglas gap in the helmet
showed his dark skin and soft brown eyes peeking out, and Nadia
felt a twinge of old tastes. Years ago, maybe. He wasn’t quite her
type—she favored them lean, and this man was huge, thick
with muscle and a bit of a gut—but he was easily a head or more
taller than her, and black, and once upon a time that was really
all it took.

She was yanked out of these musings when he
raised his arms to strike her. At that moment, she realized he
could very easily kill her with his bare hands. Valery barked
something different. Nadia’s entire body tightened with panic, arms
raised and feet coiled, ready to jump away.

But instead of attacking her, he said, “Oi,
there love. Sorry we haven’t spoke yet. Nice to meet you!”

“Er…a pleasure to meet you as well?” Nadia
said. That accent. Not quite her beloved Oxford, more
Cockney. Still quite enticing. She revised her earlier
assessment.

His arms dropped, and he bounced a little on
his feet, throwing her a dopey wave made all the more ludicrous by
his bulky armor. Followed by an even more ludicrous bow.

She revised her assessment yet again.

Back where we started. A shame.

“No worries, love. I’ve seen you at it.
Coming along nice, you are.” He raised his fists again. “I know
you’re new; I’ll play nice.”

She felt her eyes narrow. That panic from
before melted away—she was here to learn to fight, wasn’t she? She
hadn’t heard him promise to play nice with the other girls.

“Don’t insult me,” Nadia said quietly,
glaring as she raised her fists again.

His eyes widened a bit and glanced at Valery.
“Uh…well, all right then. Let’s get on with it.”

Indeed. She was ready. She’d been training
for days now. This was a bigger body throwing a bigger punch, yes,
but it was a punch all the same.

Valery barked again. He launched his fist
forward. Nadia was nowhere near ready, her meager block folding
utterly before the man’s strength. Her head snapped backward, pain
exploding out from her left eye.

“Jesus!” he yelled.

“Brutus!” Valery snapped. “Step back. Give
her room.”

Breathe. Nadia slowly, in parts, felt
her senses return. She was down on one knee, yes. Her hands clasped
tightly around her face, something warm and wet leaking out of her
brow and between her fingers. Someone was wailing like a child. Her
face flushed even hotter when she realized they were her own
gasping yelps of pain.

“Nadia?” Valery said, sounding bored again.
“Nadia, say something.”

Breathe. Keep breathing. She stopped
yelping. Improvement.

“Oi, gods. Don’t know me own strength, love,”
Brutus said. “My fault. I started too fast. Dreadful sorry.”

Pitiful. Feeble little girl, thinking she
could fight with the real ladies. Nadia gritted her teeth, her
breath coming back to her in ragged growls. That sharp bite in her
mind woke up again, snarling at the fat old guard to let her wrist
go before she ended him, taking the glass cutter and sinking it
into his flesh.

She tried to stand, failed, felt that bite
grow louder, then rose to her feet. Her left eye refused to open,
but her right gave her something blurry through standing tears.
Brutus hovered near her with his helmet under one arm. His face was
pretty, she thought, probably. Too pretty.

“Put your helmet on,” Nadia said, swaying on
her feet.

Brutus blinked at her. “Uh…what?”

“Put your helmet back on.”

“Nadia!” Valery said, sharp as a drill
sergeant.

That snapped her out of it. Her fists
unclenched, hovering right back to her throbbing eye.

“Come. Locker room,” Valery ordered, leading
Nadia past the temporarily halted class.

 


* * *

 


It had been a busy night. Jackson was up way past her
bedtime again, had wearily watched the sun peek out then rise high
above the city. Being busy always helped.

Finishing up a few more sections of her
report, she attached video her goggles had taken hours ago of
dozens of homemade firearms. Semi-translucent rifles home-printed
by an uppity young man on his way downtown in the back of a squad
car.

Her goggles highlighted her typos, clicking
through and fixing them before she even had time to realize what
they were. A final passage was highlighted in red: “Class A
felony.” She sighed as she clicked “Accept” and watched the phrase
change to “Licensing violation.”

Old habit. Outside the walls, they would have
put the guy in cuffs. Several years’ jail time easy. Here, in the
city, he’d walk free as long as Auktoris got their cut.

The light changed. She revved the throttle,
her heavy bike lifting and hovering ahead of traffic, roaring a few
feet above the cars behind her. No one even glanced up. Several
calls for assistance popped up in the corner of her goggles, but
nothing urgent. Her shift was long over. At least on paper.

She swooped right, drifting a little lower
and cutting the throttle. This shortcut back to the station took
her through one of those dingy little markets that popped up
anywhere the streets were closed to cars. No fancy signs or
impeccably dressed holograms here—just throngs of people coursing
through the narrow space between city blocks, tarps and cables and
homemade flashing signs crisscrossing above the mob.

Her bike barely fit under the awnings—still
hovering, low enough that the exhaust was ruining hairdos. Most of
the people beneath her still didn’t bother looking up; they just
ducked their heads lower and parted to either side.

Jackson cut the throttle entirely and hovered
in place. Drones flitted around her head, carrying parcels or
insulated food deliveries. Steam and noise and the smell of spicy
meat cooking over trash barrel grills wafted up to her.

Almost like home. This alley was close to a
dead ringer for the markets she’d grown up in, scraping by outside
the city walls. Too clean, though.

A notification blinked in the corner of her
goggles. She followed it down, seeing a police hoverbike outlined,
parked between two tarp-covered stalls. Ortega’s bike. Her brow
pinched as her fingers punched out a GPS lookup. All that came back
was an error code.

No one was watching her. A good sign usually.
She parked next to his bike, letting her goggles read the
storefront hidden behind the bustle of the alley market. It was
registered as an apartment building with no commerce license.
Didn’t need the goggles to guess that.

The doorway was a curtain of faded
multi-colored beads, the inside thick with the acrid stink of burnt
metal. Electronics scrap crowded every inch of every shelf on every
wall, erupted out from the counter, dangled from every inch of the
ceiling. Perched in the mess, a white metal Chinese lucky cat waved
at her, calling out, “Irasshaimaaaaaaaaaaasu” in an annoying,
high-pitched little girl’s voice.

“Jackson?” Ortega was slouched over the
counter, poking at a piece of circuit board. “Terrific timing.”

“Your beacon is down again,” she said.

“Ay, this thing,” Ortega said, slapping the
housing on the back of his belt. “Don’t beep me in yet.”

“Thought you were going home on time?”

“I was. Doing a little extracurricular. On
your account. You’re welcome,” he said, shoving the board back into
a pile of scrap. “You got a scan of that thing you found,
right?”

Jackson didn’t like him speaking so freely.
She locked eyes with the guy behind the counter, a scrawny Asian
teenager perched on top of a stool. He met her stare with a very
unfriendly nod. His hair had been shaved in a zigzag pattern, one
of the gang cuts from outside the walls, but she guessed it had
been a month or two since he’d kept it up.

She’d seen bodies strung up from lampposts
for not keeping their cut trim, the skulls scalped clean. He wore a
sparkling RFID-blocking bandanna tied around his face, keeping her
goggles from giving her any more information about him. But she was
almost certain she knew the story.

“Nice place,” Jackson said, her eyes
wandering over a set of prosthetic legs hung against the wall. “I
shoot by here almost every day. Never stopped by.”

“Is that right?” Ortega said, not looking
over.

The kid behind the counter put a finger to
his ear, then said something in what Jackson guessed to be
Japanese. Text printed out in her HUD.

ANOTHER [SLANG, DEROGATORY: POLICE OFFICER]
HERE NOW. WHAT’S TAKING YOU SO LONG?

Jackson snorted a quiet laugh.

“She’s coming. One minute,” the kid said
after a pause.

The synthetic muscle fibers in the fake legs
caught Jackson’s eye, exposed through gaps in the white molded
shell that passed for skin. Probably not so different from the ones
buried in her still-human muscles.

“You got scans of it or not?” Ortega said. “I
was about to call you. No lie.”

Ortega had a big mouth, but he knew when to
keep it shut. And Jackson wasn’t about to judge another cop for the
company he had to keep. Lord knew some of her informants could
raise eyebrows. Slowly, grudgingly, she lowered her guard.

“Better than scans,” she said, patting one of
her pockets.

“Fuck off,” Ortega said. “You’ve been
carrying it around?”

“Sorry for the delay,” a young woman said,
stepping out from the back room. She made a show of stopping when
she saw their badges and hovered near the counter. Jackson guessed
mid-twenties, mostly white but a bit of Asian for sure; she saw it
in the eyes, accentuated by thick-framed glasses. Her purple hoodie
read, “I’m Behind 18 Proxies, Bitch.”

“How can I help you, Officers…?” she
said.

“Ortega,” he said, then nodded to his
partner. “Jackson.”

“Charmed. I’m told you have something neat
for me to look at?”

The thinking dots at the top of Jackson’s HUD
disappeared, replaced with “Classified Auktoris Personnel” in tiny
text over the woman’s face. Not likely.

“How long have you been working for AGF?”
Jackson said.

The woman blinked a few times, smirking in a
way that showed she wasn’t even trying. It was undercut a bit by
her loudly sniffing and wiping her nose on her sleeve. “Oh, I
contract for them here and there. Just paying bills.”

“Sure you do,” Jackson said.

“Hand it over, Jackson. I’m sleepy,” Ortega
said.

She reached for her pocket but froze when the
woman gasped and reached out to her.

“Oh! Sorry. Ha-ha. It’s just…wow. May I?” she
asked, reaching for Jackson’s hand.

Jackson glared at the woman’s right hand,
black and skeletal and obviously a custom job.

“I’ve only seen someone like you once
before,” the young woman said, scanning Jackson up and down. “Did
they do your whole body?”

“How did you…?” Jackson started.

“You practically clank when you move,” she
said. “Come on. Roll up your sleeve. Please?”

Ortega threw her a harsh glare. “Don’t waste
our time. Are you disrespecting an officer of the law, young
lady?”

“Of course not, sir!” she said, throwing
Jackson a mocking little salute. “Showing one of our brave veterans
some appreciation, that’s all.”

“Sure. Thanks,” Jackson said, grimacing. She
pulled the transmitter out of her pocket and handed it over,
bracing for the woman to try to take her hand.

No such thing happened—the transmitter was
too exciting. “Ooh, this is some quality work.” The girl held it up
in her prosthetic hand, spinning her wrist a full 360. “Where did
this come from?”

“Nice try,” Ortega said. “What can you tell
us about it?”

“Nothing until I crack it open. One sec. Let
me grab something.” She started to disappear through the back
door.

“Hang on,” Jackson said. “Leave it here.”

“Geez, you guys are touchy.” She shrugged and
put it on the one clear spot on the counter. “Actually, I think I
have one out here…somewhere,” she said, digging around in a mess of
boxes near the stool.

Jackson shook her head. The kid on the stool
hadn’t stopped staring at her the whole time. His hands were empty,
though.

“How long was the recovery period?” the girl
asked, still digging. “Did you get to wear a rig too? Are you still
on immunosuppressants, or did they taper you off?”

“Just crack the damn thing,” Jackson
said.

“Fine, fine,” she said, pulling out something
that looked like a set of crimpers but bulkier. She snapped it
around the casing of the transmitter, sending up a tendril of smoke
and adding a fresh whiff of melted plastic to the room.

The case slid off. A small board was hidden
inside, flat and blue and bristling with jam-packed components.

“Wow,” she said. “Not a micrometer wasted.
Whoever made this is a real artist, an absolute genius.”

“Any clue who that might be?” Ortega
said.

She held it up in front of her eyes. “Gonna
take me a bit to sort through all this. Leave it with me for a day
or two and I’ll—”

“No,” Jackson said, holding up a hand. “Scan
it and get back to us.”

The woman stiffened up, throwing a
questioning look at Ortega. He shrugged and nodded.

“Yes ma’am,” she said, throwing another
salute. It only took her a few seconds of staring and turning the
thing this way and that, the light in her pupils flickering as her
implants scanned. “How are they holding up?”

“Who?” Jackson said.

“Not who, your implants,” she said, handing
the transmitter back. “It must’ve been years now. Those trials were
retired when I was in middle school.”

Jackson took the transmitter and slammed it
back in her vest pocket. “You have a license for that custom
prosthetic?” she said, eyeballing the woman’s right hand.

She smirked again. “Give me a minute and I
can produce it.”

Of course she could. “Never mind,” Jackson
said, nodding at Ortega and making for the door.

“Officer Jackson?”

She stopped in the doorway. The small woman
looked a bit different now. Not trying so hard to be a punk, for
the moment.

“Come back if you need to talk,” she said.
“About treatment. I know some people.”

Jackson’s mouth hung slightly open. She
clicked it shut, leaving without so much as a nod.

“What the hell was she on about?” Ortega
said.

“Nothing,” Jackson said. “Army lost a lot of
money on me, that’s all.”

 


* * *

 


Nadia’s head had stopped swimming some time ago.

She was alone in the women’s changing room,
sitting on a bench and staring at herself in the mirror above the
sink. The cold pack over her eye was slowly becoming a bag of
lukewarm chemical sludge. She kept it there anyway. There was
something very appealing about the pose, something romantic in the
dull throb of her swollen eye and the crusty scab over her brow,
sticky with gel.

This is what happens, Tess. You talk about
cutting off your arm, and this is what happens.

Strange thoughts. Nadia had been sitting here
far longer than necessary. Whether it was the punch to the face or
that bite in her mind that came after…something was loose in her
head.

She was sure she hadn’t thought, more than a
week ago now, to stab another human being. Had not consciously
formed the thought, made the plan. It had just happened, as calm
and deliberate as those other unbidden thoughts that latched on to
her from time to time—yet here she was, pursuing violence as a
craft. A hobby. Preposterous.

Plunging the glass cutter into the man’s
flesh had felt good, though. Part of her wanted to go home
and slap Tess across the face, demand she put away any silly
thoughts of removing the one “real” arm she had left. That might
feel good as well. This bothered her.

Through the groggy haze still lingering a
bit, Nadia heard a door around the corner softly open and close.
Voices. Two low voices. Carefully, her muscles creaking after the
long rest, she stood up and snuck over to investigate.

Brutus was huddled with the young blond
instructor with the nasty glare. He had stripped half his armor
off, wearing nothing but a sweat-drenched wife beater above the
waist. The two of them were holding a hushed little conference.
Hard to see around his bulky arms, but she could swear he was
cradling the woman’s hands in his.

Although she was close enough to hear them
now, she couldn’t make out the words. It took her a moment to
realize they were speaking in the language Valery spoke, whatever
that was.

Curious. Interesting. Cute.

“Ahem,” Nadia said—actually said—no need to
be too coy.

They both jumped in place and turned to her.
“Ah, Nadia!” Brutus said, his face just as dopey and jovial as
before. He was handsome, Nadia would give him that; warm, dark eyes
over a broad, flat nose, head and chin bristling with thick hair.
“Sorry. Didn’t realize you were still in here. How’s the eye?”

She lifted the lukewarm pack.

Brutus drew in a hissing breath. “Right,
sorry. That’s a proper shine, yeah?”

“Brutus, was it?” Nadia said.

“Yes, miss, et tu I am.”

Nadia ignored this. “This is the ladies’
room, is it not?”

“Ah, well, there isn’t really a—”

The blond woman elbowed him in the side.

“Yes, right you are. Excuse me, ladies.”

He showed himself out. Nadia had been
expecting the woman to leave too, but she didn’t move.

“I’m sorry. I didn’t catch your name,” Nadia
said.

The woman didn’t react at all, only stared
her down with that same disdainful glower Valery must have taught
her. She truly was a younger version of the owner of the studio,
same narrowed brown eyes, same aquiline nose, same dirty blond
hair.

“Uh…your name?” Nadia said slowly, suddenly
realizing the woman might not speak English. She pointed to her own
chest. “Nadia.” Before she could point to the woman, she got an
answer.

“I know who you are,” the woman said.

“Ah.” Nadia tensed up a bit. It wasn’t
impossible that she’d been recognized. It wouldn’t have been the
first time.

“What are you doing here?” the woman
said.

“Learning to defend myself,” Nadia said, all
practiced nonchalance. “Thank you for your help in class.”

“Hmph.” Still staring her down, the woman
raised her nose. “Polina Aleksandrovna,” she said, giving a wry
little curtsy.

“Uh…”

“‘Aleksa’ will do,” she said. “Whoever you
are, Nadia, I wish your wounds quick mending.” She left
without another word or look, leaving Nadia alone again.

Language barriers. Sighing in relief, Nadia
shook her head. It didn’t sound like the woman had recognized her
after all. Always better that way.

She changed and dragged herself out, back to
the studio floor. It was empty now, just Valery and Aleksa there to
give her silent waves good night. Nadia skipped the stairs, a small
favor to her aching legs. The privacy of the elevator allowed her
the mercy of slouching against the wall; the left side of her face
still throbbed.

The elevator stopped, but the doors didn’t
open. Nadia dragged her eyes up to the panel, waiting for an ad.
Instead a fanged cartoon cat face appeared, along with a line of
text.

oh, hello. didn’t see you there.

Ignoring the protests from her knees, Nadia
shot straight up. There, in the corner, she spotted a small camera
housing.

don’t worry. i’m a friend. a fan, even.

The cat’s eyes changed to stars, for an
instant.

Nadia jabbed her finger on the display where
the “Open Door” button normally would be. Nothing happened.

i have a suggested course of action.

“You must be mad if you think I’m taking
suggestions,” Nadia said, narrowing her eyes at the camera.

we’re all mad here.

Nadia rolled her eyes so hard it was a wonder
she stayed standing. “Very droll. You can hear me then?”

of course.

“Let me out, please.”

hear me out, please.

She cocked one eyebrow at the camera. “There
is no you. You’re an anonymous collection. Collective.”

a very popular theory. a very sensible
theory. a very incorrect theory.

“Yes, very mysterious,” Nadia said. “Are you
finished?”

no.

The elevator door opened. An empty hallway
out to the lobby lay before her. The cat face changed, a sad,
plaintive frown. Apologetic, even. Nadia had seen the face many
times in the city, but never with any range of expression
before.

sorry. didn’t mean to be rude.

Nadia didn’t move. She gripped the strap of
her gym bag tightly, staring at the cat face on the elevator’s
display. Waiting.

“Well?” she said, after a long, long second
of silence.

your friend, ms. tanaka…

“You leave her alone, whoever or whatever you
are!”

…has made some interesting discoveries. it
is in your interest to pursue them.

“I see,” Nadia said. “Is that all?”

No response. The cat face disappeared,
replaced by the elevator menu. Nadia stared for a few more seconds,
still fuming. When she stalked into the lobby, she kept glancing
over her shoulder, expecting to see a cat face in the monitors
above the front desk or the billboard across the street.

Nothing. Stepping outside into the cool night
air. It helped somewhat. She was still on edge, though.

Ms. Tanaka…

“Hey!” a familiar voice called out.

Nadia turned, wincing at her quick motion.
“Tess?” she said. “Were you…waiting for me?”

“Whoa!” Tess sprang up from where she had
been leaning against a low brick wall, wrapped in her ever-present
purple hoodie. This was the one with the vulgar slogan about hiding
behind proxies. “What happened to your eye?”

Nadia pulled the hood of her jacket down low
over her face. “Nothing a bit of makeup can’t fix.”

“You sure? You look super pissed.”

“Tired, that’s all. Is everything all
right?”

“Oh, yeah! I did some research after you
left,” Tess said, running over to Nadia’s scooter and hopping on
the back. “Come on. I have to show you something!”

Nadia stood and watched—she was surely a mess
right now, far more than exhausted. And cold, wearing damp gym
clothes with only a light jacket to ward off the night breeze. She
wanted a hot shower and a long sleep and very little else.

Tess turned around. “What’s wrong?”

Interesting. Tess was giddy over whatever
this was.

“Nothing. It’s just strange to see you
voluntarily being outside.”

“It’s strange to see you voluntarily getting
a black eye.”

Touché.

“The place is pretty close to here actually.
You wanna walk?” Tess asked.

“Absolutely not,” Nadia said, gesturing for
her to get off the scooter. She popped the seat open, swapped her
gym bag for a helmet, and shoved it into Tess’s hands. “Where are
we going?”

“Put these on.” Tess handed her a pair of
black-framed glasses, similar to her own but with actual
lenses.

Nadia made a show of not wanting to put them
on as she did so, then hopped onto her scooter and revved it to
life. The street in front of her lit up; it was much clearer now,
with HUD elements like she’d seen in the goggles popping into view.
A beacon led her down the street.

“This couldn’t wait until morning?” Nadia
yelled over her shoulder.

“Nope. It can’t actually.”

Nadia pulled into the street, happy for an
excuse to feel the wind on her face. It felt soothing. Brisk.
Although her tender eye, puffy and pulsing with pain, was squeezed
tightly against the wind.

Tess didn’t grab her right away; she was
trying to hold on to the seat. Nadia surged the scooter forward a
bit faster than necessary, making Tess yelp and scramble behind
her.

There. Arms, one stiff and skeletal, wrapped
tightly around her waist. Much better. Safer.

Two turns and a short stretch of one block.
They were dodging and weaving through traffic that lit up the
night. Most cars still had wheels, too heavy for the jets her
scooter was equipped with. Nadia slipped through, splitting lanes
and skirting around self-driving vehicles, sending their collision
alarms blaring.

The beacon led her to a skyscraper, with a
small plaque out front commemorating what once had been a city
hall. Now it was the headquarters of LiFreq, a subsidiary of Bay
Research, wholly owned by something else and on and on until you
hit Auktoris Global Funds. Parking was easy, with long empty lanes
available all around the building. Certainly less busy than the
ever-shifting pickup/drop-off zones in front of all the major
entrances.

“What are we doing here?” Nadia said as she
dismounted.

“Just follow me.”

Tess had scurried off with her helmet still
on. Nadia followed, and did so happily, amused by all this. She
cast another cautious glance behind her, but no cartoon cat stared
back from any glass she could see.

The lobby was still crowded at this hour.
Tess scanned for two tickets to the observation deck. Last ride,
closing in minutes. They had to actually print Nadia’s ticket from
the machine, which earned a satisfying bit of grumbling from
Tess.

The elevator was empty except for the two of
them.

“Helmet,” Nadia said.

“What? Oh.” Sheepishly Tess took it off and
shook her messy hair out of her face.

They rose, slowly, up and up. When the
elevator doors opened, all the nighttime glory of the city lay
stretched out before them.

Nadia had been here before of course. Several
times. Back when she was a child.

“Let’s see,” Tess said, darting her eyes
around, squinting at various angles of the skyline. “Over here, I
think.”

Nadia didn’t follow right away. She
remembered it being packed up here—barely being able to move, much
less see anything. Now she practically had the view to herself, and
what a view it was: skyscrapers marched on and on—each one a lit-up
screen all its own—until the skyline faded down into the dull glow
of the city beyond. She could even see the seawalls and dikes in
the distance, holding off the darkness of the ocean. Steel and
concrete the only things keeping the city from drowning.

She knew what rose up behind her. Unable to
stop herself, she turned and looked. Auktoris Global Headquarters
loomed above, dwarfing even this tower. One hideous endless
monolith of dark glass, so big that its base seemed to be made of
other, lesser skyscrapers. The only building in the city not
plastered in advertisements.

She tore her eyes away, finding Tess leaning
against the glass of a far wall. If Tess had found what she was
looking for, she made no indication. Nadia didn’t rush her, didn’t
say or do anything. She simply stared out over the city with Tess
at her side, no Cheshire cat or Auktoris Global to bother her, if
only for a moment.

No stars. Just a sickly orange haze of the
city lights reflected in the smog. Nadia couldn’t remember ever
actually seeing stars.

“This is quite the little date, Tess.” She
snuggled up to Tess’s side, hanging a hand around her arm. “You
certainly know how to show a girl a good time.”

“Stop that,” Tess said, trying to shrug her
off.

Nadia held on. It was Tess’s still-human arm,
alive and warm; she didn’t want to let it to go.

“Watch,” Tess said, nodding at a building
below them, a much shorter tower. “Seventeenth floor.”

Nadia counted up. Nothing jumped out at her.
Nothing but another row of windows.

“Wait for it,” Tess urged her, before Nadia
could say something snarky.

She did. Nothing happened.

“Stunning,” Nadia said, her tone blank.

“Just wait,” Tess said. “Ugh. Maybe I have
the wrong building. Hang on…”

As Nadia waited, the wind howled against the
glass outside, sharp and lonely.

“There!”

Lights flashed in the windows of the
seventeenth floor. They made a strange rhythm, dimming and pulsing
and running up and down the length of the building, almost in
sequence.

“What…?” Nadia said, watching the lights on
the other floors grow dim. Before she could put more thought to
words, the lights on the observation deck momentarily dimmed and
flickered.

“And look! Extra power lines,” Tess said,
pointing at a loose spider’s web of cables crossing from the
building across the chasm of the streets below. “Must have been
added when they started.”

“When they started doing what?”

“Something that requires an exciting amount
of electricity,” Tess said. “They put a huge battery array in that
building a few years back, but even that’s not enough. See the
cables connected to those other buildings?”

Nadia followed her finger, blinking a bit
when the glasses lit up the connections in her vision. More cables,
sweeping down from the seventeenth floor to lower buildings all
down the street.

“Tapping off every neighbor they can,” Tess
said. “They wait until nightfall, then wham. Power draw out
the ass.”

“And I suppose you’ve discovered what’s going
on in there?”

“Well, judging by the amount of money being
dumped into that office, something amazing. I can’t scrape any
network traffic, though, not unless someone plugs me in from
inside.”

“I see.”

Several long moments passed, both of them
staring at the bright lights of the seventeenth floor until the
show stopped.

“Well?” Tess said. “You said you wanted some
high-profile heisting. A file dump from in there is a payout in the
millions, easy.”

“Nice try,” Nadia said, squeezing Tess’s arm.
“You just want to find out what’s in there.”

“You don’t?” Tess said, pawing at the back of
her own neck with her artificial hand.

Of course I do.

“I’m right about the info being worth
plenty,” Tess said.

“Mmm. And what will I be doing while you
commit your daring information heist?”

Tess grimaced and sighed. “Pretty sure
there’s no jewelry in there, if that’s what you’re asking.”

“Pity,” Nadia said. “Count me out.”

“Maybe that might keep you from going off the
reservation again?” Tess said, her tone sharper. “Besides, you owe
me.”

“Pardon?”

“I am at your disposal,” Tess said, in
a rude mockery of Nadia’s voice. “Remember?”

Well played. She was too proud of Tess to be
annoyed. “Very well,” Nadia said, sighing loudly. “Mystery lab it
is.”

“I knew you’d come around.” Tess bumped
against her, bouncing on her heels. “I’ve got a bunch of stuff back
at the office for us to go over.”

Nadia nodded, still hanging on to Tess’s arm
and thinking about Tess going under. Lying on an operating table,
arm strapped down and marked with a sharp line where the incisions
would start. The whining buzz of a bone saw.

She squeezed that arm tightly again, and they
stood there together, watching the lights of the city until the
observation deck closed.

 



Chapter Six: Casing




“Miss?”

Nadia blinked once and adjusted her glasses.
A uniformed man stepped close in front of her, not a blue police
uniform but the severe black of Auktoris Private Security.

“Yes?” she said, doing her best to look
distracted.

“No loitering. Private property,” he said,
muffled through the black Plexiglas shell of his helmet. She
glanced past him, eyes wandering up the building across the street
to a mess of cables stretching through the air. All attached at the
seventeenth floor, where she had watched flickering lights only the
night before.

“So sorry. Lost in my thoughts, you
know?”

He straightened up. This was of course the
moment when he would order her to show her hands, to produce any
and all identification on her person. She couldn’t see his face,
but she imagined he was glaring at her.

“I’ve been having a rough few days,” Nadia
continued, flashing him a tender, hurt smile. “My boyfriend and I,
we…”

Immediately the officer’s bearing changed,
faint bits of light from his HUD visible through the mask. She
produced the beginnings of tears and wiped at her eyes under the
glasses.

“Sorry. I didn’t mean any trespass.”

“Don’t worry about it,” he said, holding a
hand to the side of his helmet. “I can call in an HR agent if you
need help.”

It took her a moment. Of course, the black
eye—not quite concealed under her makeup. That would push the
little ruse a bit too far.

“Ah, well…that’s very kind of you, but…” she
said, backing away.

“Please. It’s no trouble. They can take a
report and open a case for you.”

“It’s not quite what you’re thinking,” she
said, silently scolding herself. She might as well have told him
she’d fallen down some stairs. “I appreciate the concern,
though.”

“Mmm,” he said, somehow looking skeptical
through his helmet. “Might help to stay with your parents for a
bit?”

Nadia was very proud of the fact that she did
not scowl and curse him out. Instead she produced another smile.
“Thank you, Officer.”

“Don’t mention it. Just move along,
please.” 

She slipped back into the steady stream of
people drifting along the sidewalk. It was cool and crisp on the
street, even in broad daylight, urging her to shove her hands deep
into the pockets of her trench coat.

Her glasses scanned everything in front of
her. No fancy vision modes, only a direct link that greedily kept
everything she saw.

Tess’s voice crept into her ears. “What was
all that?”

“What do you mean?”

“About the boyfriend.”

“It got him to leave me alone, didn’t it?”
Nadia said, wiping away the remnants of her tears. Her makeup was
probably ruined.

“Oh, my God, are you actually crying?”

“One day you and I need to have a talk about
these things called men.”

“No, thank you. Not interested.”

“Did you get what you needed?” Nadia
asked.

“Kind of. I wouldn’t mind a few more shots of
the loading docks down that side street.”

Nadia glanced that way, pretending to adjust
her hair. Several black-clad guards were loitering there, looking
like they wanted any excuse to be less bored.

“Don’t know if that’s feasible,” Nadia
said.

“Yeah, I can see,” Tess said. “It’s
fine.”

“Private property…ridiculous. I was across
the street the whole time.”

“That was nothing. If you didn’t look so…you
know, you, they’d probably be taking you in for trespassing
right now,” Tess said.

“Trespassing?” Nadia said. “I was on a public
street.”

“It’s public the same way I tell people
online that I’m a man,” Tess said.

Although Nadia felt a small leftover urge to
argue, she knew Tess was right. Auktoris Global Funds owned
everything from the walls to the sea, whether or not the paperwork
said so.

“That’s the most fucked-up thing about this
city,” Tess said. “Everyone acts like it’s okay because we’re not
outside the walls, but if you step back for a second and, you know,
whole context, it’s—”

Nadia barely heard her. “You tell people
you’re a man?”

“What? Uh…sure. Sometimes”

Nadia could almost hear her shrugging,
scrambling to change the subject. “In what context exactly?”

“So people won’t act like that guard did. I
thought he was gonna ask you out.”

“Yes, a close call. But it worked. Good thing
I’m so…how did you put it?”

“White. I meant white. And rich looking,”
Tess groaned. “And, you know…conventionally attractive.”

“You are correct. I can be quite
irresistible.”

Tess’s loud, mocking snort rang in her
ears.

“You disagree?”

“No, I guess I don’t disagree,” Tess
said.

“I’m a bit surprised to hear that tone coming
from my prom date.”

“What? More like your prom hostage.
Not fair.”

Feedback screamed through Nadia’s earplugs.
The sidewalk was crowded here. More faceless APS officers, assisted
by the occasional city cop, had cuffed about a dozen protesters. A
Dome forced the last of them to their knees as she passed, their
heads shrouded in rough, dark sacks.

She chanced a look down at the discarded
signs she was treading on. Static flickered in the lenses of her
glasses, but she could still read them. One begged for the return
of sick days, another said no future but debt. The last one
she saw read Can't live without a living wage.

“Eyes up!” A Dome yelled at her. “Keep
moving!”

Like everyone else, Nadia shuffled along
under the swarm of drones clustered overhead.

Tess’s voice returned. “Ugh, that was stupid
of them. Can you hear me?”

“You’re back,” Nadia said, dipping her chin
closer to the collar of her black turtleneck, although she knew it
did nothing to improve the communications feed. Had to work on that
habit. “Can you hear me?”

“Loud and clear.”

“What was that noise?” Nadia didn’t dare look
back over her shoulder. Everyone walking around her was cringing
and hurrying their steps.

“Jamming. Magnetic acoustics. Probably one of
those drones above you,” Tess said. “Anything to break up a
protest.”

Nadia’s teeth were numb. She drew her right
hand out of her coat pocket, then opened and closed her fingers a
few times until feeling returned. “I suppose I shouldn’t be
surprised about you presenting as male on occasion, considering
what you wore to prom.”

“You’ll never let that go, will you?” Tess
said. “That was the deal; you forced me to go with you, and I got
to pick my outfit.”

“I did not come anywhere near forcing you to
go,” Nadia said, still making her way down the packed sidewalk.

“Yes, you did! ‘I refuse to go stag alone, so
we are going stag together!’ Those were your exact words!”

Nadia bit her lip for a moment. “I’m sorry,
did you have a prior engagement?” she asked, knowing the
answer.

Tess sighed. “That’s not the point, and you
know it. Maybe you shouldn’t have dumped your boyfriend the day
before prom.”

“That breakup was well deserved,” Nadia said.
“I had fun with you that night, though.”

“Did you?” Tess said, hollow and mean.

Ah, right. It had been fun, dancing and
laughing and sneaking out together into the dark halls beyond the
dance floor, sharing sips of something vile from a flask.

Right up until the very end, when Tess had
finally summoned the courage to say some things they’d both known
for a long time but never acknowledged. Nadia had retorted with
something along the lines of, “I’m flattered, but…”

She couldn’t remember the precise words,
because she didn’t want to try—they would be eclipsed by the
crystal-clear recollection of how good it had felt, how
fun it had been, at the time, to crush that pathetic little
heart. To condescendingly pat Tess on the shoulder and tell her how
much she would always treasure their friendship.

Disgusting. Nadia turned a corner and laid
her eyes on the other end of the conversation, across the street
and sitting in a flashy and clean fast-food joint.

Even from here, Nadia saw how red her face
was.

“Oh,” Tess said, suddenly sitting up straight
and pulling down her purple hood. “I didn’t realize you were
already here.”

“I’ll just be a moment.”

The streetlight took forever to change. Nadia
was stuck watching cars quietly hum by, their sounds dwarfed by the
occasional hoverbike. Everyone standing around her had either the
flicker of retinal implants or glasses concealing similar
functions, even the little girl firmly holding her mother’s hand.
For once, Nadia looked just like them.

“Forget I said anything about the prom stuff,
okay?” Tess said.

“I brought it up.” Nadia paused, delicately
choosing her words. “My fault.”

“We’re cool, right?”

“I sincerely hope so.”

She crossed the street and walked inside,
scrunching her nose up at the place. A display above the door read
cultured charcuterie, a higher class of meat! Normally she
wouldn’t be caught dead in such an establishment, would never even
consider setting foot inside.

Tess had invaded a corner booth and kept it
all to herself, with several boxes of food arrayed in front of
her.

“Fish?” Nadia raised her eyebrows. “Some
special occasion I’m not aware of?

“It’s synthetic.”

“Ah.” Nadia slid into the booth, taking a
seat across from her. “I should have guessed.”

Tess was scooping rice into her mouth with
chopsticks, holding the box up close to her lips. She went at it
with an urgency that brought a tear to Nadia’s eye.

Perhaps you should have requested a
trough?

She didn’t say it. Years ago, she would have,
would have done it without even thinking.

“I bought you lunch.” Tess handed her a
plastic-wrapped box containing a complete meal neatly divided into
compartments, the cover proclaiming it to be an all-natural feast
meant for the ancient hunters within us all. A stamp on the side
read, “Omniplant Manufacturing Services.”

Nadia made a sound like she’d stepped in
something unpleasant. Food, generally, was not something she
enjoyed. Endured, more like. Put up with.

Tess quickly emptied her box then loudly
slurped from a cup of something thick and beige. After several long
sucks through her straw, she offered the cup to Nadia. The straw
was chewed flat, crinkled with tooth prints.

“Banana smoothie?”

Not even if I was dying of thirst.

“No, thank you,” Nadia said.

“Your loss.” She made a noble effort to
finish the thing off in one massive slurp.

“What is banana anyway?”

Tess looked distant for a moment. “The banana
is an edible fruit, produced by plants of the genus Musa,”
she read. “Typically elongated and curved, it grows in clusters.
Extinct in the wild for years, the banana today is primarily a lab
crop and…”

Although Nadia had tasted many
banana-flavored things in her life, she wasn’t actually curious.
She waved at Tess to stop. “This isn’t going to be as simple as
last time.”

“Mmm.” Tess nodded, loudly finishing off her
smoothie. “Yeah, I was a little worried watching you. Shouldn’t be
a problem for you to get in, though.”

Nadia raised an eager eyebrow. “Is that
so?”

“Sure. I’ve got an idea I think you’re gonna
like. I’ll show you when we get back.”

Nadia took off her glasses, then pinched the
bridge of her nose and let her eyes wander. The restaurant, if you
could call it that, was nothing but tables and booths and a row of
vending machines against one wall. What few patrons there were kept
to themselves, huddled over their food, glasses lit-up.

One of the vending-machine displays flickered
for a split second. Nadia could swear she saw a cartoon cat winking
at her in the static.

“You sounded like that silly cat earlier,”
Nadia said.

“Huh?” Tess blinked a few times.
“Cheshire?”

“He’s always going on about fascism and
public rights, isn’t he?”

“They’re not wrong,” Tess said. “Would be
nice if, you know, they actually did something about it instead of
just hacking billboards.”

“I suppose leadership and direction are hard
things for an anonymous collective to come to terms with.”

“Exactly!” Tess pounded the table with her
prosthetic hand, shaking what was left of her meal. “Sorry. For
years I’ve been saying you can’t crowdsource social movements.
History shows somebody has to step up and do work in the real
world.”

“And here I thought you majored in something
useful.”

“Getting everyone to consider critical
thinking to be ‘economically unviable,’” Tess said, making air
quotes, “was one of the greatest psy-ops victories ever achieved
against the masses.”

Nadia leaned back in her seat. “You must be
so fun at parties.”

Tess sighed long and loud, pushing her empty
food boxes away. “Back to work?”

“I’ll meet you there. I have to stop home for
a moment.”

“Aw, what? You’re my ride. Don’t make me call
a cab. Come on, I’ve never even seen your place.”

“I’ve never seen your place.”

“My place is a single room for a recliner.
The toilet and sink are also in that same room. Somehow I don’t
think that’s what your place looks like.”

Nadia strongly considered forgetting the
whole errand. They were only clothes. She could always buy more.
But doing that felt silly, cowardly for some reason.

“Fine,” Nadia said, scowling all the while.
“Not a word, though. I mean it.”

“What does that mean?”

 


* * *

 


Technically it wasn’t called Auktoris Global
Headquarters.

Technically it was the Auktoris Regional
Superstructure, a joint venture of Omniplant Construction Products
and AlphaKiv Robotics, brought to you by the CAZ Investment
Supergroup.

Everyone in the city simply called it “The
Structure.”

It sprawled for blocks, a city within a city.
Vast open archways led into the various zones—all cheap commerce
down here, tacky aspirational luxuries for the tourists and hoi
polloi.

Tess stared up the side of the tower, her
mouth hanging slightly open.

Just as bad as the tourists, Nadia
thought.

“You…you’re joking, right?” Tess said. “We’re
going shopping, aren’t we?”

“Are you coming or not?”

Nadia slipped into the flood of people
pouring into the building, keeping her head down and her hands in
her pockets. The moment she crossed under the arch, she felt
it—those nauseous prickles under her skin, the lump in her throat.
She used to tell herself it was the bombardment of light and sounds
and the crush of thousands and thousands of ravenous consumers.

Tess shoved her way to Nadia’s side, catching
up quickly enough. “Ugh, the ads in here!” she said, waving her
hands in front of her face.

There was a reason Nadia had put her glasses
away. “You act like you’ve never been here before.”

“It’s been years,” Tess said, still staring
up at the terraced levels of the shopping mall, which stretched
upward for at least a dozen stories.

Even without the glasses, it was too much.
Light and sound and noise from every direction. Suffocating.
Smothering. Overwhelming in a way Nadia would never grow accustomed
to. Most of the displays blared invitations at her, assuring Nadia
that she, too, could become a contractor, could live in this fair
city. Maybe even live in The Structure someday. Payment
plans were available for the application fees, loans ready and
waiting to help you start the business of you, today!

Tess was drifting away behind her. Nadia
grabbed her hand—her human hand, thankfully—and dragged her along.
It helped somewhat, having that warm hand in hers to focus on.

“How many of these stores have you stolen
from?” Tess said.

“Will you just come along?” Nadia said,
giving her hand a hard squeeze. “We haven’t even left the ground
yet.”

A row of elevators poked out to their side, a
clear oasis in the mass of unabashed consumerism. There were groups
of elevators at regular intervals, but Nadia knew this route by
heart. She coasted along with the crowd, leading Tess to one of the
sets of red double doors.

Restricted access. Nadia dug a card out of
her purse and scanned through. The moment they stepped inside, the
noise blissfully dampened somewhat.

“I should’ve figured you have a place in the
Structure,” Tess said, slouching against one of the elevator
walls.

Nadia didn’t see or hear any of it. Her eyes
were fixed on the button display, watching, narrowed.

The elevator lifted, and the doors went
transparent, giving them an unrestricted view of the canyons of
shopping before them. The people shrank to dolls, then ants, then
smudges of color swirling far below. Soon they were up among the
catwalks and long rows of lights and cameras and drones, always
drones, great swarms and flocks of them flitting and buzzing
about.

And then darkness. But still upward.

“I actually haven’t been up here before,”
Tess said. “I always skipped those class field trips.”

There was no straight path up the Structure.
The only shortcut to the very top was by helicopter. Actually
walking entailed a zigzagging path from elevator to elevator,
breaking one journey into layered legs that stretched on for
miles.

The elevator finally stopped. A gentle voice
welcomed them to the Auktoris Employee Residential Levels.

This level truly was a city within a city,
apartment blocks lined with more mundane shops, drone-fed
supermarkets, luxury gyms, expensive private schools and high-end
offices, anything and everything else one could imagine. People
could live their whole lives never leaving this level of the
Structure.

Above them, an artificial sky stretched above
the facades of fake city blocks, bright blue with brilliant
sunshine like nothing Nadia had ever seen outside. Once, as a
child, she had seen it malfunction—static, followed by error
messages, colossal letters stretching above the world as she knew
it. Her friends at school had told her that rats snuck in and
chewed on the cables. Vermin from outside ruining their prosperous
utopia.

Nadia and Tess took a tram to the next block
of elevators, fast and peaceful and not too crowded at all, a far
cry from the already-decrepit trains occasionally found outside.
Pleasant streets slid past them, with tasteful trees and benches
and moving sidewalks discretely built into the ground.

“See? You would’ve dressed me up in that
garbage,” Tess groaned.

“Excuse me?”

“For prom,” she said, pointing out the
window. A dress shop sailed past, the window full of exquisitely
tailored formal pink, white, and silver gowns.

It was gone before Nadia could read the ad
scrolling through the glass, but she knew what it said.

“That stupid Charity Ball isn’t for months,
right?” Tess said.

It was, but it was the event of every
year, the sole focus of many a socialite’s calendar, an entire
industry devoted solely to catering for it. Nadia hadn’t been in
years.

They got off the tram at another bank of
elevators, these ones behind a security checkpoint.

“Up even higher?” Tess said. “I thought it
was all offices up there.”

Nadia pulled her along. Through the VIP lane.
No line to slow them down.

She knew the routine. Hands up; turn left,
turn right; stare into the scanner, please. The APS officers
weren’t even visible anymore, like they once were, now hidden
behind dark glass in a booth. The display next to the scanner
stayed dark when it read her face, but the light turned green
anyway.

Tess was up next. She went through the same
routine, sulking and shrugging her way through the motions,
sneaking in a sly wink at Nadia. Lines of laser light drifted up
and down her face.

The light turned red. The display lit up with
a mug shot of a woman that might have been Tess if you squinted and
turned your head a little. Apparently her name was Elisha.

“Well, that’s not me,” Tess said, hands on
her hips. “Do you guys have that thing calibrated for retinal
implants or what?”

“Look into the scanner again, please,” a
gritty voice said through an intercom.

Tess did. The light turned red again. This
time Janet Pavlov appeared on the screen; she might have passed for
Tess if she lost twenty pounds and put on a wig.

Several APS officers appeared, hovering
around the edges of the checkpoint.

“Who do you have working that thing?” Tess
grumbled. “Do I have to come back there?”

“Yes, very clever,” Nadia said, rolling her
eyes. “May we go now?”

The scanner tried again. Red light. A picture
of a wiry bald man appeared on the display.

“Way off. That’s just sad,” Tess said.

Glaring at the security guards, Nadia stomped
over and grabbed her by the arm. “She’s with me. You know who I
am.”

Apparently they did. The two of them boarded
the elevator with no interference. The car rose up and up, past the
Auktoris Global Funds corporate offices, past labs and conference
centers and trading floors, up farther still.

 


* * *

 


Mere floors from the highest levels, Nadia strolled
into her apartment without stopping, ignoring the welcoming chirp
from the console near the door. “Make yourself at home,” she told
Tess. “I’ll only be a moment.”

If that. She already couldn’t wait to
leave.

The sitting room was enormous, large enough
to host an ambitious cocktail party. One wall was sheer glass that
looked out onto the city below. A dull sunset was quickly sliding
out of view, bathing the room in smoggy, faded orange light. Every
piece of furniture had been chosen for her, picked out and
delivered despite her complaints. All shrouded now, wrapped in
plastic and wreathed in white dust covers, reflecting the ghostly
orange smog from outside.

Nadia ignored all this, her heels making
determined clicks as she strode with purpose toward her
bedroom.

Tess’s eyes were wide. “Holy shit. How much
does this place…”

Nadia stopped, turning and throwing her a
sharp glare.

“…cost?” Tess finished, jumping as the front
door slid shut behind her.

It was huge, yes, that was a given. And in
the most prime location in the city. Taking up most of its own
floor. Nadia was opening her mouth to remind Tess that she had
promised not to say anything, when a projection lit up near the
door, startling them both.

“Welcome home, Miss Nadia,” a voice said. The
projection had the appearance of a tall, muscular, dark-skinned man
dressed in a finely cut charcoal suit. He would have been
devilishly attractive if he’d been real, all elegant cheekbones and
exotic bright eyes. Those had cost extra, along with the Oxford
accent.

But something was off about all of it. Nadia
had always hated the simulation, although she couldn’t pinpoint
exactly why.

“You have…” he paused, his image skipping a
beat. “Thirty-seven messages. If you’d like, I can play the most
recent for you—received thirteen days ago from…” Another pause.
“…Mother.”

“No!” Nadia waved her arms. “Idris,
stop!”

“Message begins…”

“Do. Not. Play!” Nadia yelled, stomping one
boot on tiles of flawless marble.

The image went silent but didn’t disappear;
it merely waited at attention.

Tess cleared her throat, as if in apology.
She seemed to be hiding from Nadia’s eyes, poking a priceless bone
china vase near the door and pulling her finger back instantly.
Nadia would gladly have watched the delicate thing smash upon the
ground.

“Yes, I know it’s dusty,” Nadia said. “I told
the cleaning staff to stop coming around months ago.”

“I didn’t say anything.”

Nadia drew in a harsh breath, gesturing out
at furniture wrapped for storage. “Please, sit.”

“Uh…?” Tess raised her prosthetic hand,
uncomfortably staring at her options.

Nadia huffed and scoffed. “Never mind, I’ll
just be a moment.” She turned without waiting for a response,
scolding herself for bringing Tess here, for allowing this to
happen. They would be leaving shortly.

Paintings on the wall passed by on the way to
her room, tastefully arranged landscapes in understated frames,
each signed with an “AA” in the lower right corner. Originals,
each, signed and gifted to her by the illustrious Arthur Ashpool.
The centerpiece, the masterpiece, threatened to draw tears
to her eyes; a lovingly-rendered portrait of two blond girls posing
in a garden in the style of an old French Rococo.

Nadia tore her eyes away from it, stomping
down all the hate and murder and rage that threatened to boil over.
Saving it for later.

Her bedroom was a palace dominated by a
canopy bed in clean modern lines, what had been sold to her as a
fusion of styles. It was the only thing here she really missed
sometimes. The gym clothes she had come for were neatly rolled in
an automated dresser, cleaned and pressed and wrapped in plastic.
She tossed everything she needed into a bag. Training with Valery
was taking a toll on what she had brought with her when she had
last left, much more than she’d been ready for.

“Is this the bathroom?” Tess called out.

One of several. Nadia’s eyes shot wide open.
“Wait, wait! That one is, er…out of order. Use the one in
here!”

She rushed back out too late. Tess stood in
the open doorway of the bathroom, because of course it had politely
slid open the moment someone drew near.

“Whoa,” Tess said, holding her artificial
hand over her mouth. “What…happened?”

Nadia poked her head in the doorway, glancing
apologetically at the huge mirror. “Oh! Ah, yes. That. Just one of
those things really. I was drying my hair and I slipped, and the
hair dryer…went for it.”

Tess stared at the mirror, at the
bloodstained dents and the webs of cracks stretching across it.
Shards still lay on the counter and in the sink.

“There’s another bathroom,” Nadia said. “Down
the hall.” Her foot tapped the floor, no beat to it at all. She
slammed it into stopping.

Tess didn’t move, her mouth hanging open as
she stared at the broken glass. She turned to Nadia, slowly and
carefully. “Nadia, are you…okay?”

Don’t you dare look at me like that.

“Perfectly fine, dear. That was months ago,”
she said, all calm on the outside.

“You know you aren’t making any sense,
right?”

“A slippery floor,” Nadia said. “That is
all.”

Tess came closer and reached up with her
right arm. Metal fingers brushed the sleeve of Nadia’s coat.
Without meaning to at all, Nadia jerked away from the touch.

Tess flinched and crossed her arms. “Look, I
know you don’t like my prosthetic.”

“I never said that.”

Tess hung there a moment, mouth open to say
something. She looked at the mirror again, then at Nadia, and
seemed defeated somehow.

“Down the hall,” Nadia repeated,
pointing.

The light over the front door glowed to life,
in time with a soft chime. Startled, they both jumped.

“You have a guest, ma’am,” Idris said. “Shall
I open the door?”

“Lock it,” Nadia said.

The hologram froze. “Lock override enabled,”
it said, in a rough approximation of its usual voice.

The doors slid open. Two guards stood there,
not at all like the Domes downstairs. The security staff up here
wore suits and ties at all times.

“Miss Nadia,” one of them said.

She didn’t recognize him. It really had been
months. “Can I help you, gentlemen?” she said, stepping between
them and Tess.

“You are to come with us,” the man said.

“Your guest must leave the premises,” the
other said.

“Umm,” Tess chimed in, raising her prosthetic
hand, “that’s cool and all, but can I pee first?”

 



Chapter Seven: Twins




More elevators. To the very top this time.

Nadia stood behind the two guards who had
fetched her. At her side stood a young blond woman her exact
height, wearing a flawless white suit, her pencil skirt ending
tastefully just above the knee. She stood with her back ramrod
straight, hands clasped behind her back.

No one said a word. Although it was the
shortest of the elevator rides in The Structure by far, it
stretched for years. No ads this time—only silence waiting in
ambush. Every few seconds, the dark red laser lines of security
scanners drifted through the air.

Nadia glanced over with only her eyes,
cautious not to move her body. The woman had thin scars on her
temple, expert incisions sealed up with great care. If Nadia hadn’t
known this woman her whole life, she might never have noticed.

“What have you done to yourself?” Nadia
said.

“By that,” the woman replied, stiffening her
posture even further somehow, “do you mean not throwing a lucrative
career away or not woefully disappointing my family?”

“I thought neural implants haven’t been
proven safe yet.”

“Maybe not for the peasants on the surface,”
the woman said.

“This must mean she has them. You know
you don’t have to do everything she does.”

You little lapdog sycophant, Nadia
didn’t add.

“These will be standard for high-ranking
executives in a few months.”

“Nadine, I know you might find this hard to
believe,” Nadia said, “but I only ask because I would prefer you
not fry your brain.”

Nadine turned on her with all-too familiar
venom in her sharp blue eyes. “I will not be lectured to by a—”

Ding. The elevator came to a stop, its
doors sliding open to reveal a spacious lobby lined with the last
specimens of plants thought to be extinct. Idly, Nadia wondered if
any of them were banana plants.

The suited thugs parted for them, replaced by
squads of soldiers looming on either side, barely visible through
the dark glass of the lobby’s walls. More scanners crisscrossed
Nadia’s body as she followed Nadine, all of them set to lock the
room down at the slightest suspicion of foul play.

Miles and miles through The Structure to get
here, and through the finest soldiers in AGF’s private army. One
would have to be mad to even consider breaking in.

The group made for the double doors at the
end of the lobby without missing a stride. It was all Nadia could
do not to choke on her own breath.

Chin up back straight show no weakness.

The doors opened to a sprawling boardroom,
the walls on either side nothing but sheer glass staring down at
the city. Sitting at the head of the massive table, her blue eyes
glazed over, was an old woman in a white pantsuit. Her blond hair
matched Nadine’s cut perfectly, a severe French twist, every strand
pulled tightly into submission.

“Ah, my eldest daughter,” the woman said.
“Home at last.”

“Mother,” Nadia managed to say with no trace
of hatred. She cast a sympathetic look at Nadine. “I thought we
were identical. And yet you still insist on calling me…”

“There is always an order to things,” her
mother said, cutting her off. “Hierarchy is the basis of human
society, you know this. You were born first, after all.”

“By a matter of moments?”

Nadine wouldn’t meet her eyes, averting her
gaze as if Nadia had said something hurtful. Their mother ignored
the wayward words completely.

“Sit.” She gestured toward Nadia’s old chair,
up at the head with her. At her right side. An empty chair sat at
the head of the table, between hers and her mother.

Nadine sat across from her, at their mother’s
left hand. Glowering. Just as Nadia remembered. Silence loomed for
several long, tense seconds. No change there either. When Nadia’s
mother finally blinked and turned down the light in her implants to
look over, her face fell into a scowl.

“Nadia, why do you continue to torture your
hair so?” she said.

She shrugged. “I don’t know. Us peasants
without neural implants can be so silly.”

Her mother shook her head, rubbing the scars
on her temple. “Should I expect to see my daughter out on a street
corner someday, unshaved and flogging herself? You know as well as
I do what the advantages of implants are. All part of
evolving.”

In near panic, Nadia clasped her hands in
order to hide her wrist. “I’m surprised you haven’t replaced your
limbs as well.”

“Whatever for? The mind is what matters. All
these people excited over prosthetic limbs. Throw a football
farther, leap a building in a single bound, play a piano like a
savant,” she said, scoffing. “Waste of resources.”

Nadine nodded along, looking quite pleased.
Nadia bit her tongue, tried hard not to picture Tess, not to taint
any memory of her with association to this nightmarish place.

“This,” Nadia’s mother said, tapping her
temple. “This is the future. Fighting it will only ensure that you
won’t be a part of it.”

“That’s interesting,” Nadia said. “I’ve been
reading some curious theories about the future prospects of this
city.”

Her mother waved a dismissive hand.
“Contrarians. Stuck thinking so small. When I was a girl, over and
over they spoke of climate change, systems collapse, migration and
war and doom and gloom. If they’d been right, this entire city
would be underwater. Market forces corrected the issue. They always
do.”

She held a hand out to one glass wall. From
up here, Nadia could see for miles, seawalls visible through wisps
of clouds. Beyond that lay what used to be downtown, before a time
she could remember, now an endless gray ocean with the rusting
hulks of skyscrapers still rising here and there.

“Did you have me brought here for a history
lesson?” Nadia asked.

“You come home without so much as a call?”
her mother said. “Does a mother need a reason to want to see her
daughter?”

“A good daughter,” Nadine said, “wouldn’t
have to be fetched by armed guards.”

“Nadine! Leave her be,” their mother snapped.
“Nadia, I still can’t quite understand this path you’ve chosen, but
your father…” Nadia glanced at the empty chair, a spike of nausea
piercing her gut. “…was always certain you would find your way, and
I respect his wishes. I’ll even admit a certain respect for your
efforts.”

“Yes, well,” Nadia said, “I would prefer to
make my own way. At least for now.”

Her mother nodded, her eyes lighting up
again. “You’ll need that angle one day. Self-made. Outsider. Very
useful politically. Practically writes itself.”

“As useful as firsthand experience with the
family business?” Nadine said.

“Worthy heirs, in due time,” their mother
said, her eyes glazed over again as she poked invisible HUD
interfaces with her fingers. “How is that little business venture
of yours progressing?”

It took Nadia a moment to recall the
semi-existence of Functional Fashions. She parsed her words, not
saying anything right away.

“Ugh, that badly?” her mother said. “Did you
come back to beg for another loan? I swear, your sister will be in
charge of the financials.”

“I did not—” Nadia started to say, but caught
herself and lowered her voice. “You brought me here.”

“You knew I would.”

She knew no such thing. Nadia had visited her
apartment many times without incident. But of course, anything her
mother did was only a natural, sensible reaction. Inevitable. The
fault of others.

“Don’t forget her malfunctioning implant,”
Nadine offered very helpfully. “Are you having issues with the
follow-up treatments?”

“Yes. Thank you, Nadine,” their mother raised
her chin, scanning unseen records. “We should get that taken care
of today. It’s so hard to get in touch with you, Nadia.”

To her great credit, and due to a lifetime of
practice, Nadia did not scowl, only felt the inside of her lip
tremble. The corners of her mouth fought against curling.
Briefly.

“I can manage my own treatment. Thank you,”
she said.

“Show me your arms,” her mother ordered.

“Would you respect my privacy if that was
part of Father’s wishes?”

“Don’t pretend to know what he wanted for you
better than I do,” her mother said. “He was my husband.”

“Were you enacting his wishes when you had
your husband killed?” Nadia dared to say.

To Nadia’s great satisfaction, her mother’s
face fell, her mouth settling into a grim line. “We have been over
this. We wrote an agreement.”

“You wrote an agreement.”

“He was in pain, Nadia. It was a mercy. He’ll
understand.”

“How are you so sure of that?”

“Don’t patronize me, girl.” Her mother let
the last word cut across the room and echo.

Nadia remained still. Deep breath.
Stay calm. No fear, no weakness. Those were the only things
respected in this boardroom.

“I knew his wishes,” her mother said,
recomposing herself. “But I understand your doubts. It was hard…for
all of us. Perhaps it would ease your mind to speak with him?”

That spike of nausea split open, a gaping
wound in her gut. “Mother, he’s dead.”

“He’s right through that door over
there.”

“He’s dead.”

Her mother waved her hand. Such a simple
gesture. A wall behind them slid open.

Don’t cry, don’t cry, do NOT cry.

Nadia knew what it was. She wanted to scream
and spit and tear her flesh off in great jagged slices, anything
not to look at what was behind that wall.

But she couldn’t look away.

A large tube lay against the wall, wafts of
white vapor pouring from the top and down the sides. Hanging
suspended inside, upside down and blurry through wisps of liquid
nitrogen, was a naked corpse.

Her mother rose and wandered over to it,
gentle and calm. “I understand, Nadia. We were all devastated when
he left us.”

When you killed him.

“It helps me to look at him. To know in my
heart that he’ll return to us one day.”

I hope you go to hell with him.

Her mother stepped up to the tube, held a
hand out, and caressed the reinforced glass. “Oh, Arthur…”

Leave him alone. Leave him alone!

Nadia couldn’t take it anymore. She dropped
her eyes, hiding behind her hand and choking out a solitary
strangled sob.

“Pathetic,” Nadine said. “Mother, look! She
can’t even look at her own father.”

“You mean the frozen corpse of my
father!”

“Vitrified. Not frozen. You know the
difference,” Nadine said, rolling her eyes.

Their mother paid them no mind, speaking to
the tube with a dreamy smile. “One day, Arthur. One day. Cured and
hale and healthy. You and I.”

“He’s dead,” Nadia said. “There is no
cure.”

“Not yet,” her mother said.

Silence but for the low hiss of coolant
bleeding off the tube. A pump whirred to life, cycling the fluids
an ounce at a time.

“May I go?” Nadia said. “I would like to go
now.”

Not even turning around, her mother waved a
hand again. Nadia was up and out of her chair in an instant, her
boot heels clacking loudly toward the door.

“Nadia?”

She froze. So close.

“Hug your mother goodbye.”

She didn’t move. Her mother came to her, a
relentless slow stalking. There was no escape.

“It was good to see you,” her mother said,
wrapping her arms around Nadia and hovering them just shy of
actually touching her. Nadia made no move whatsoever. It was better
this way—there was zero warmth to her mother’s body, not even a
pulse. Only the low whirring of her artificial heart cycling blood
through her veins.

 


* * *

 


Tess wasn’t in the office.

After dropping her gym bag on the floor,
Nadia did a quick circuit of the office area. Break room, empty.
Suite, empty. Bathrooms, empty. The array of screens at her desk
was dark, actually dark, not the drifting field of stars they faded
to when idle.

Nothing to panic over. Nadia took a deep
breath, repeating the words under her breath: “Tess is fine.
Somewhere.”

“Hello?” she whispered into her turtleneck,
leaning in yet again. “Are you there?”

Nothing. It took her several tense seconds to
remember she’d taken out her earplugs. Her hands dove into the
pockets of her coat, digging for the plugs but finding only her
glasses. She put them on while she kept looking for the plugs.

A message notification popped up. Nadia
stared at it, then fumbled at the sleeve of her coat, trying to
uncover the panel on her sweater. Before she could get to it, the
message printed out.

Basement, sublevel 3.

Another long elevator ride, down below the
garage she had come from. Nadia willed her tapping foot to stop;
felt her hands closed tightly in her pockets, the remains of her
fingernails digging into her palms.

The elevator door opened to a dim hallway
with bare concrete walls. She’d barely taken a step out when a loud
crash made her freeze.

“Tess?” she said, leaning out into the
hallway.

“Yup, down here.”

Nadia tried hard to disavow any overwhelming
sense of relief that flooded her chest. She made her way down the
dingy hallway, passing metal doors marked only with numbers. The
hall turned and opened up into a wide room where steel steps led to
a lower floor.

Tess was leaning against a wall, holding a
flat device up to it. Her usual hoodie was gone for once; instead
she wore a hot pink T-shirt with enough sleeve to cover where her
prosthetic met the stump of her right arm.

She didn’t even look over; her eyes were lit
up as she frowned in concentration. Nadia watched as Tess slid the
device to various spots on the wall, only now noticing the shallow
hole smashed into the concrete.

“I apologize for the way you were…” Nadia
started to say, trailing off as Tess paid no attention to her
whatsoever.

Tess nodded, stepped back, and picked up a
sledgehammer, her right arm lifting it effortlessly. Holding it
one-handed, she swung it at the wall, making Nadia flinch as the
shallow hole grew one chunk deeper.

“I never would have brought you there if—”
Nadia started.

Smash. Another one-handed swing.

“I hope they at least conducted
themselves—”

Smash.

“Not that I was worried, I know you can
handle yourself, but—”

Smash. Chunks of concrete and dust
piled up on the floor at Tess’s feet.

“What are you doing?”

Tess stopped and dropped the hammer. She
lifted the small flat thing—a sensor if Nadia had to guess—and
rubbed it all over the uneven hole she had made. A mischievous
smile spread across her face as she dropped the device to the
floor.

“Watch this,” Tess said.

She drew her right arm back and snapped her
skeletal hand loudly into a fist. Nadia actually cried out as she
watched—lately she’d been educated quite thoroughly regarding how
badly a foolish punch could hurt.

Tess’s fist slammed into the deepest part of
the hole, punching through up to her elbow.

“Woo!” she yelled, rubbing her right shoulder
with her free hand. “Ow… my shoulder wasn’t built for that, it
turns out.”

It took Nadia a moment to remember to say
something; she blinked as she composed herself. “What has possessed
you to do something this stupid?”

Tess ripped her arm out of the wall and
brushed dust off her prosthetic. “Come look,” she said, shrugging
at the fist-size hole she’d created.

Nadia made a show of not wanting to, but
joined her at the wall anyway. She bent low, peering into the dark
space in the wall—perfectly black. A cold breeze blew out, thick
with the scent of damp rot.

“What’s back there?”

“That”—Tess pointed to the hole— “is your way
into that lab. And anywhere else you want to go.”

Nadia gave her a skeptical look as she curled
her nose up at the stench wafting from beyond the wall.

“When they rebuilt this city, they raised the
streets.” Tess gestured to Nadia’s glasses; her HUD filled in with
a wireframe vision of the other side of the wall, what looked to be
a tunnel of some kind.

“I thought the ruins were filled in,” Nadia
said, knowing it wasn’t true. She’d been in plenty of hideouts
under the city’s streets, although she’d never wandered very
deep.

Tess shook her head. “Not even close. There’s
miles of space down here. Old streets, sewers, subways. Some of
it’s still flooded pretty bad. Not exactly safe either.”

“And what? I’m meant to slog through whatever
muck is in there?” Nadia repressed a gag. “How do you know there’s
even a clear route?”

“That’s what I’m down here to find out.” Tess
crouched, opened a small case, and pulled a tiny drone out that
whirred to life. About the size of a hummingbird, it hovered out of
her hand and zipped through the hole in the wall. Immediately the
wireframe map in Nadia’s glasses expanded.

“Fly, my pretty,” Tess said. “Give that thing
a few hours. And then we’ll see if we’re in business.”

“Hmm.” Nadia followed it through her glasses,
watching the dark tunnel take on a more defined form, seeing pipes
overhead, as well as blank spots on the ground where she guessed
water had pooled.

“Glad to see you’re okay,” Tess said.

Nadia almost bit her lip. “Likewise. I’m
sorry.”

“It’s fine. How high up is your mom, anyway?
I mean, I know she’s some kind of bigwig, but you…never…”

A scowl snuck onto Nadia’s face. She forced
it back.

“Sorry. Shutting up,” Tess said. “I mean, the
cops haven’t shown up here yet, so I guess I can assume you weren’t
compromised?”

“Ha!”

“Yeah, I didn’t think so. Wouldn’t matter
anyway. They don’t have a chance of catching this sweet action,”
Tess said, tapping her own chest.

“Is that so?” Nadia sounded delighted. “And
what if I had failed to make my escape from The Structure?”

Tess grinned. “Oh, I’d break you out for
sure.”

“As easy as smashing through that wall?”

“You know it.” Tess struck a heroic pose,
with her chest puffed out. But she deflated rather quickly. “For
real, though, that place is insane.”

Nadia took a deep breath that turned into a
lost sigh on the way out. “Were you recording the whole time?”

“Of course. But I lost your feed after we got
split up. They must have some excellent jamming up top.”

“Any chance you can recover any of my
side?”

“I can try,” Tess said. “What happened up
there anyway?”

Nadia ignored that. “How long do you keep
your recordings?”

“Pretty much forever.”

She nodded. That would do nicely.

 


* * *

 


The gym in Jackson’s apartment building was empty. It
almost always was.

She preferred it that way, honestly. Gym time
was alone time, her refuge before another long, dark shift. Better
to have no one here to distract her, to bother her, to witness
those times when her muscles shook and went limp and gave out on
her. It had happened again today, at the very height of a bench
press.

Fine and strong and healthy one moment, and
the next?

Her arms had collapsed—shaking and then
gone—her extra strength kicked out from under her. Fortunately the
rack had engaged its safety catch, stopping the bar inches from her
chest. Enough weight on the bar to crush her sternum, for sure.

Now she was dancing around a heavy bag,
launching a straight right into its thick mass. The thing kicked
and rebounded off the pole behind it, wobbling until Jackson tapped
it with her left to steady it for the next assault.

Again. And again. Pain shot up the cores of
her arms with each strike. Sharp aches wrapped around her
bones.

Beeping in her earpiece. A three-minute round
complete. She threw one last haymaker at the bag, sending it
spinning wildly on its chain. Then she rested her hands behind her
head as she paced, breathing in great gulps of air.

Her gloves pressed against her skull, hard,
as she tried to quell the shaking in her hands. One wall was made
of mirrors, showing her the neat, light-colored scars on her arms
that popped out against her dark skin. Her legs had the same marks,
clean cuts across her muscles. She supposed that it really wasn’t
necessary these days, but she had kept herself in fighting shape
all these years anyway, tall and broad but lean with lethal
strength.

She’d asked for help, trudged through the
Sisyphean hell of the VA process. Many times. Not too proud to do
that, not after years of intermittent agony. She knew all too well
that pain could break anyone eventually. Help was the least they
owed her after all she’d done, all she’d survived.

Pills and shrugs were what she got. Mean
jokes. She couldn’t sleep because of the pain, so she took the
pills. Then she couldn’t sleep because of the pills. Jumping awake
every hour or two, trembling and drenched in sweat. At least it
made her decision to hit the gym a simple one most days. Might as
well.

She ripped off her gloves, tearing the Velcro
flaps open with her teeth. Her hands felt numb, weak, and
weightless.

Come back if you need to talk.

Not that she needed help from a bunch of
homebrew bodyhackers. She’d likely wake up in a tub of ice, missing
the synthetic fibers buried deep in her limbs. Probably be short a
few organs too.

A small part of her, very quietly, wondered
aloud if it would really be so bad to wake up minus her
implants.

Treatment.

Jackson had heard nothing from Ortega about
the transmitter, gotten no tips from his informant. Probably a big
waste of time.

The girl probably knew her stuff, though, if
her prosthetic was any indication. The army had given up on
synthetic implants like Jackson’s a long time ago; too expensive,
they said. Too permanent. Why bother when you can slap a rig on any
warm body then move it to the next one when that body goes
cold?

It didn’t matter. They were grafted to her
bones.

Clank when you move.

Snarky little bitch. Jackson snorted, making
up her mind. It was time to pay that shop a little visit, ask what
was taking so long on that info. Not talk about treatment. Just
follow up on a possible lead.

She left the gym and swung by her apartment,
skipping a shower or change, just throwing on a jacket and grabbing
her piece. Not her mother’s gun—much too big and heavy. A slim
little snub nose she could slip into her pocket.

Walking helped. It wasn’t far to the alley
market where the electronics shop was, and the air felt cool and
crisp and pleasant in her lungs. And she wouldn’t have to waste a
few bucks on those annoying self-driving cabs. At least nothing
could force her to look at the ads out here. Not yet anyway.
Walking around without her goggles on, with no HUD crowding her
vision, was a joy all its own.

It wouldn’t last long. The sun was fading
fast. She didn’t have much time before her shift started—another
long eight hours, hopefully a quiet night this time. She’d spent
the night before at the cleanup from another mass shooting, then
gone right away to a raid on a street clinic, rounding up and
cuffing people who’d handed out food and clean needles and
condoms.

Back to back. Barely time to breathe between
calls.

The glass wall of a building beside her lit
up, the Auktoris scarlet “A” scrolling out and leaving news updates
behind. Her second call last night had made the cut, proudly
announced on the news as an arrest and deportation of possible
dissidents. Residing without proof of employment. Distributing food
and providing medical treatment without permits.

The illuminated wall flickered then went
dark, replaced by a cartoon cat face with words beneath it.

AGF IS NOT YOUR MASTER

Jackson paid it no mind. She’d seen Cheshire
around plenty. Her superiors had instructed her to take the
vandalism very seriously, to immediately report any possible leads.
But no one knew who was behind that stupid cat, and with all the
actual, physical crimes she’d seen in her time, she found it hard
to care.

It happened again about a minute later, this
time on a small billboard above an entryway. A civilian strolled
past the building, not even glancing at the sign or its new
occupant.

Jackson gave it the same lack of attention.
Strange, though. Something was usually written underneath the cat
face, some ranting screed about Auktoris. She shook her head. The
empty AGF suits were probably just pissed that someone else was
spreading bullshit around the city, cutting into their ad
space.

The third time made her stop. Cheshire
appeared on a small display fixed to a lamppost, again with no
text. She could swear the cartoon feline was staring right at her,
following her with its eyes, the whole thing made of shifting
whorls of neon colors. The colors pulsed bright and then dark, as
if the thing was breathing.

She took a few more steps. It was
following her with its eyes. Over her shoulder, she became aware of
a drone hovering in place, one of the many always flitting around
the city. This one had stopped with her, matched her steps, then
stopped again.

A line of text appeared under the cat’s
face.

good evening, officer jackson.

She shook her head, her hand grasping the
handle of her concealed carry. She walked on, ignoring the cat, her
ears pricked up at the drone following her. Probably just some
punks having a laugh; maybe scanned her face and realized they had
a cop to mess with.

Cheshire appeared again on the side of a box
truck going by, eyebrows slanted inward.

too busy to talk?

She ignored it. Kept walking and ignored it.
Jackson was, in fact, too busy to talk. Very, very busy. Static
buzzed in her comms implants, vibrating the bones of her inner ears
and making crystal clear sound.

“Very rude to ignore a concerned
consumer.”

Jackson froze. It wasn’t a voice, but many
voices: men and women and children and distorted nightmare robot
growls, all speaking in unison with unsettling static rising behind
it. Her comms chip was locked down, police security protocols
restricting access to her. No way some dumbass teens could crack
into it and transmit directly.

“I know where you’re going,
Officer.”

“Is that right?” she said, glaring at the
drone hovering behind her.

“That is right.”

Cheshire appeared again on the townhouse to
her right, his usual menacing grin replaced with a sly, toothy
smile.

“Do you trust her to help you?” the
voices said in her ears.

That earned a raising of Jackson’s eyebrows.
No point being coy then. “I don’t. She’s not my informant.
She works for my partner.”

“She does not work for Officer
Ortega.”

Jackson glanced around; she was alone for the
moment. “How the hell do you know all this?”

“You can trust Ortega. And you can trust
me.”

“You aren’t selling yourself very well, kitty
cat.”

“Bring me the transmitter.”

Jackson gripped her pistol tighter. “I ain’t
giving you a thing.”

“I can help you.”

“You bring me something, we can talk.” She
threw one last side eye at the drone and stomped off.

“Very well then. Free advice. Go
home.”

“You know this is a secure channel, right?
All this is being recorded and logged.”

“Don’t worry about that.”

That damn cat appeared on a sign in front of
her again, a looping short animation of the creature winking.
Jackson picked up her pace. If he—they?—were good enough to crack
in, it followed that they might be good enough to circumvent the
logging and recording.

Almost there, just another corner. When she
finally reached the alley market, her face fell. Auktoris Security
cordons blocked the entrance, a pair of faceless guards positioned
in front.

Jackson crossed the street, dodging a
self-driving car that blared an alarm at her as it passed, its
rider not even looking up. The market was gone, replaced by
security teams and a few bulldozers scraping what was left of it
into a massive junk heap. APS officers stood over a line of people
on their knees, hands cuffed behind their backs.

Of course. Unlicensed commercial activity.
Squatting. Illegal transactions. All things Jackson had chosen to
ignore about this place.

“Move along,” one of the officers told
her.

She craned her neck to look past him but
didn’t have to move much. She was almost a head taller than both of
them. The front of the electronics shop had been smashed open, and
Domes were tossing scraps of trash from the store into the
alley.

“I said, ‘Get the fuck out of here.’”

“City police,” Jackson said, flashing a badge
that hung from a chain around her neck.

Raising a shock prod, the Dome stepped up to
her. “Leave. Now.”

She backed off, letting her badge fall back
into hiding. Not worth pushing.

Now, walking felt numb and difficult—that
dull ache alive and screaming in her limbs again, her feet
heavy.

Stupid. It was stupid to even try, to have
thought some punk in a scrap shop would give her anything.

It took Jackson a moment and a bit of aimless
walking to realize she was going the wrong way. Nothing else to do
but go home and get ready for another long night.

 


* * *

 


Nadia wrung her hair out over the sink, squeezing
inky-black water down the drain. She had fought her heart out at La
Garrud practice until late in the night, slamming through her basic
strikes so hard that her joints had popped.

The hot shower helped somewhat. She was still
exhausted, though.

When she’d finally squeezed most of the dye
out of her hair, she looked up. Her eyes caught themselves in the
mirror: dark and angry and full of hate. She closed them hard,
forcing her eyelids shut until they throbbed.

When she opened them, nothing had changed.
She tried again. Her hands trembled, fighting her, telling her to
smash the damn mirror already and be done with it.

Snap!

She opened her eyes. Her left hand had been
holding a plastic comb, now broken into several pieces. Tendrils of
blood oozed from gashes in her palm.

Nadia sighed, long and loud. At least she
looked like herself again.

In a few short minutes, she had sealed the
cuts with gel. She dragged herself into the main office. Tess was
bent over a workbench, back in a purple hoodie, this one reading,
“Not Your Waifu.” Her prosthetic hand was working at a dizzying
pace again, soldering something inscrutably tiny. They exchanged no
greetings.

Nadia had bought a new addition to the space,
a futon crammed in next to the crowd of mannequins. She collapsed
onto it, her eyes slamming shut. As her muscles sighed in relief,
she felt herself not drifting to sleep but plummeting straight
toward it.

“New wiring. Not done yet,” Tess said, not
looking up.

“Uggggh,” Nadia groaned, drawn out, far past
tired.

“I’m not doing it. I suck at that part. And
you’re the tailor here,” Tess said, still looking down. “You know,
the ‘fashionable’ part of Functional Fashions?”

She was right. Damn her, she was right.
Fighting a yawn, Nadia picked herself up.

“Coffee,” Tess said, pointing to the table,
where a half-finished turtleneck lay.

A steaming cup was waiting for her. “You’re
too good to me, you know that?” Nadia said, taking a cautious sip,
followed by a greedy gulp. “For a vicious slave driver, that
is.”

“This was all your idea.”

“Mmm.” Nadia settled in at her table, picking
up where she’d left off. The goggles required new wiring, which had
to be woven and stitched into the garment so as not to restrict
movement or be too visible.

As tired as she was, this felt good. Nadia
would never forget the first time she had cobbled a piece of
clothing together herself, a simple Sorbetto top, the pattern
chosen specifically for how simple it was and how quickly she could
be done with it. No one was more surprised than her when she ended
up actually enjoying it.

It was a peculiar moment when it finally
happened—realizing how pleasing it was to work with her hands, to
create something. It had taken her the better part of two years to
actually do something in class—instead of paying other, less
fortunate students to prepare work for her.

So much wasted time.

She had chosen to major in fashion design
primarily because she knew it would enrage her parents, one last
defiant slap after demanding they send her off to boarding school
and then college outside The Structure. Allowing her to assume a
false family name, mingling and integrating with the lower classes,
speaking to people outside the subservient bubble of her family’s
company.

Her father had been proud of her. She tried
not to think about that.

Nadia and Tess worked together in near
silence, as they had every day and every night for two weeks now.
Nadia saw and heard only the work in front of her, careful and
precise, as she slowly wove the wiring through the layers of
synthetic fabric. She smelled the occasional acrid stink of
burning from Tess’s table, smiled every once in a while when Tess
singed her soft hand, yelping and shaking it out.

Tess stood up and walked over to her favorite
mannequin. It wore an APS officer’s helmet and nothing else.

“Please don’t,” Nadia said.

“I really screwed it up by punching that
wall,” Tess said, raising a silly bamboo sword. She rolled her
right shoulder a few times before squaring off in a kendo stance.
“You know this helps.”

“I’m trying to work.”

Tess raised her toy again and brought it down
on the helmet with a sharp slap.

Nadia’s shoulders tensed. The wiring she was
doing slowed, her steady rhythm lost.

Slap!

She looked over her shoulder, at Tess
pretending to cut down another security guard.

Slap!

“Oh, you’re so cool,” Nadia said.
“Such a badass,” she added, enunciating the words as
sarcastically as possible.

“I got you those nice noise-canceling
earplugs and you never wear them,” Tess said. She held the sword in
just her right hand, whipping out a blindingly fast series of
slashes.

Slap! Slap! Slap!

“Don’t you have plenty of work to do?” Nadia
asked.

“Compiling.”

That was Tess’s excuse every time she was
goofing off. Nadia put the sweater down, still not finished. Her
back and neck pinched as she sat up. “Refill?”

“Yes, please.”

The rest of the office was dark, empty and
quiet. Her bare feet were silent on the carpet. She loved stalking
through the office late at night like this; reveled in the thought
of sneaking through the back halls of the jewelry store, quiet and
unseen.

Nadia crept up to the edge of the break
room—a maze of boxes, instant food and drink stockpiled for these
long nights. She wedged herself through and topped them both off,
her own with coffee and Tess with something disgusting and bright
green from a can. It promised to fortify the customer with
nanological enzymes, whatever those were.

Such a sad little room. There was a stove,
although it might have been unplugged; she never would have known.
Just like the luxurious kitchen in her apartment she’d never once
used, although hers didn’t have “Omniplant Manufacturing Services”
stamped on every countertop.

The slap of Tess’s bamboo sword
stopped ringing out from the office. Nadia sighed in relief, her
stomach growling as if she’d just woken up. From one of the boxes,
she dug out two bright white containers, similar in size to the
ones with slop from the fast food restaurant. Pushing a button on
the side of each made a sharp pop, which she followed by
shaking each container until she felt the heat through the plastic.
She stacked their drinks on top and made her way out.

“Did you want chicken or tofu?” she said,
entering the office. “I grabbed one of each.”

She almost dropped the whole pile. Tess was
standing at her workbench, one side of her hoodie hiked up. A
needle full of something clear was gripped in her artificial hand
and stuck into the bare skin above her hip.

Nadia blinked; her mouth hung open, wide and
dumb and gasping.

“Oh! Hey,” Tess said. “Uh…yeah. Privacy?”

“What do you mean, ‘privacy’?” Nadia said,
turning around anyway. “You are in the office!”

“Well, you usually go to the bathroom after
you drink coffee. Thought I had a few minutes.”

Silence. The slight sound of fidgeting behind
Nadia.

“Done.”

Nadia turned back around to see Tess pull her
pants up and stash the needle in a small black case she’d never
seen before. “Was that…? You’re not…?”

How else could she never sleep?

“Oh, yeah,” Tess said, grinning like a
madwoman. “Heroin. Uncut. The good stuff.”

“That is not funny,” Nadia said,
shoving a drink into her hand.

“I don’t know… I always thought I would make
a really great drug addict,” Tess said, tinkering with something on
her bench. “High functioning, you know?”

Nadia watched her with intense displeasure,
softening quickly as her slow, tired mind caught up. “It’s for your
arm, isn’t it?”

“It’s fine,” Tess said. “I don’t like
needles, though.”

Nadia leaned against the bench, then sat on
its edge. Her mouth fought hard to not let the words out, but she
forced them through, not wanting but needing to say them.
“Would you like to…talk about it?”

“Only if you want to talk about your bathroom
mirror.”

Ah. So that’s how it’s going to be…

Nadia hugged herself tightly. “Not yet.”

“Okay then.”

They sat down and ate in silence, Tess at her
desk and Nadia at her table. Tess wielded chopsticks in her left
hand while using her right to type in thin air, her pupils
illuminated. Nadia ate her chicken—or tofu or whatever it
was—hardly paying it any mind.

“I was going to invite you to that silly
dance once,” Nadia said.

“Huh?”

“The annual Charity Ball. In the
Structure.”

“Uh…thanks?”

Her parents had both forbidden it, no
pretense of accommodation from her father. And Nadia had been too
much of a coward to defy their combined might. She said nothing
more.

“Done! Finally,” Tess said, putting her
unfinished food aside for once. “Just gotta load it up, and…ready.
Test run?”

“What’s that?”

Tess was holding up a device that wore a
crude shell of a case, no bigger than the palm of her hand. Nadia
actually looked at the bench for the first time since she’d gotten
home, realizing the desecrated skeleton of an Auktoris security
drone lay in pieces all over it.

“Magnetic acoustics,” Tess said. “Made some
modifications. Should be real unpleasant.”

“Lovely.”

“Ha, almost forgot.” She popped two small
plugs into her ears. “APS guys wear these to cut down on the
effect. I’ve got it turned down real low right now. Let’s see what
she’s got.”

Her fingers twitched. She let out an
ear-piercing scream as she collapsed into a heap on the floor.

Nadia yelped and jumped back, spilling coffee
everywhere as her right hand shook wildly. The device was on the
floor, gushing smoke and sparks. Tess writhed around, face
scrunched up in agony, her artificial arm violently flailing.

And then it stopped.

“Ohhhhh, wow. Wow. Ouch,” Tess moaned,
clutching her head.

Nadia flexed the fingers in her right hand,
feeling every bit of the wires in her fingers. She crouched over
Tess and hovered her hands just shy of touching her. “What did you
do?”

“You didn’t feel anything?”

“Not so much,” she lied. As Nadia ran her
tongue over her teeth, she felt a tingle deep in their roots.

“Good,” Tess said, groaning again and laying
out flat on her back. “Finally a reason for you not to have
implants.”

Nadia nudged the device with her toe. It was
still oozing gray odorless smoke. “Is that thing…stable?”

“Not quite. I figured it might be a
one-shot.” Tess rubbed her eyelids. “Oh…wow. That hurt like fuck.
Can’t believe that worked so well.”

“Ice pack?”

“Yes! Yes, please. Ow.”

Nadia ran back to the break room and shoved
through boxes. Tess had attached a first-aid kit to the wall, of
course. She popped an ice pack and shook it, feeling it turn frigid
in her hands. A moment later she was holding it over Tess’s
forehead.

“That’s nice,” Tess murmured, lying very
still.

“So…I’m supposed to just use one of those
devices every time I’m in trouble?” Nadia asked, glancing at the
broken thing. “I don’t think most security guards can afford
advanced prosthetics.”

“It’ll work even if they only have
interaction chips or a comms setup. Not as well, though, I think.
But almost everyone has those. Around here anyway,” Tess said,
taking a deep breath, holding it, then sighing. “It seems to be
much more effective on, uh…”

“People like you?” Nadia said.

Tess gingerly nodded. “Yeah. You’ll wanna
save it, though. I’m not building more than one at a time. They
could…react.”

“That sounds ominous.”

“I’m trying to keep you safe, not fry you
with a chain reaction.”

Normally Nadia would have made fun of what
Tess had said, would have made some cutting remark to shame Tess
out of showing any affection. But instead she just held the ice
pack, not even moving when Tess brought up her hand—her artificial
hand—and placed it shakily over Nadia’s.

“Thanks,” Tess said softly.

Nadia stared at the prosthetic hand—at the
way it subtly, gently lay on top of her own; the fingers flexing
slightly. Just like the real thing. Almost.

“It hurts,” Tess said.

“Well, yes, I think that much is clear.”

“No, my arm,” she said. “I had the surgeon
add a bunch of structural implants in the shoulder to hold the
weight better, to keep it from tearing out. The imbalance is
already warping my spine.”

Nadia couldn’t see Tess’s eyes, hidden under
the ice pack. “Pain-killers? In the needle?”

“And immunosuppressants.”

No wonder the girl had a runny nose all the
time.

“If I get the left side done too, it should
help,” Tess said. “Symmetry. If I stay like this, I’ll have to
start wearing a back brace in a few years, best case.”

A small pit opened in Nadia’s gut. It would
be childish to argue a point like that. Foolish. Selfish even.

“That’s a lot to put yourself through,” Nadia
said.

“Still worth it. You know what my arm was
like before.”

Of course she did. It was the whole reason
they had become friends in the first place. That Nadia, what a
lovely young woman, looking after that poor thing. That poor
crippled reject. Born that way, wasn’t she? Such a shame.

So useful, to have a friend like that. So
convenient for showing off what a wholesome young woman you are. So
affirming to have a pimply-faced, anxiety-ridden ball of
desperation to make oneself feel better, an adoring fan and pity
project and willing lackey to do all your schoolwork for you. All
wrapped up in one easy-to-manipulate package.

Tears burned Nadia’s eyes. She cleared her
throat to cover a strangled noise lurking in the back of her
mouth.

“Hey, listen,” Tess said, squeezing her hand.
“I know you’re freaked out about me getting my other arm done.
You’ve been weird about it ever since I mentioned it.”

Nadia looked away. She couldn’t even see
Tess’s eyes, and she still had to look away.

“I know it’s a lot to deal with,” Tess went
on. “But I kind of have to? So like…I know you’re upset, and I get
it and I’m sorry, but it’s happening. Figured I’d get a more
realistic-looking one this time, you know, easier to—”

“I know, Tess,” Nadia said. “I’m sorry.”

Tess just nodded and held up her left hand.
Without even thinking, Nadia took it in her own—one hand in each of
hers, one real, one fake.

 



Chapter Eight: Lab Raid




The next night, fetid wind whipped past Nadia’s
masked face. She coasted her scooter to a stop, hovering over a
blank space in the wireframe display in her goggles. Switching to
light-amplified vision barely helped—there wasn’t much light to be
amplified.

She slid her goggles onto her forehead but
saw nothing. Not even the blue gloves on her hands. Beneath her,
she knew there was a dark pool of water, even fancied she could
feel its cool breath on her feet.

“Something wrong?” Tess said in her ears.

Nadia put her goggles back on. “Any idea
where all this goes?”

“I mean, I checked some old maps, but it’s
hard to line it all up exactly with how much the shoreline has
moved,” Tess said. “I think that used to be a school ahead of you.
Maybe.”

Nadia eased the throttle open and drifted
into a shallow turn. Up ahead, Tess’s drone refreshed the map in
her eyes with fresh dots: lidar reflection points filling in the
gaps of the wireframe. Something large and flat popped out of the
blank emptiness below her. It took Nadia a moment, but eventually
she recognized it as the roof of a car.

The ground sloped up, filling in with points
of light. Dry land. Well, perhaps not dry exactly. The whole place
was damp. Nadia felt it in every breath.

“Getting close,” Tess said.

Nadia cut the throttle. Something was moving
up ahead. The drone paused, focusing its scans on something
rippling on the side of what used to be a street.

“What is it?” Nadia said.

“Eww, gooey,” Tess said. “Didn’t think anyone
would be dumb enough to try hiding down here.”

“Am I clear?”

“Yeah, but…don’t linger. Probably don’t wanna
look either.”

Nadia drifted past it, ignoring Tess’s
warning. Her nose scrunched up on its own, recoiling from a rotten,
sickly-sweet stench. The rippling was a ragged tarp hanging from
the side of the tunnel, a pair of legs sticking out from under
it.

“Bad way to go,” Tess said. “Plenty of water
down here. Probably took him weeks to starve.”

“That's enough, thank you.”

“Yeah. Sorry. I’ll show you where to
park.”

A faint sound echoed out of the darkness and
grew louder. The roar of rushing water.

“I’m having trouble making sense of what the
drone is showing me,” Nadia said.

“You’re right under the edge of the lab
building. The pumps are here,” Tess explained, highlighting several
sets of dots that formed cylinders. “Drain pipes, dumping out here.
Stairs up to a door there.”

Nadia pieced it together, matching it all up
to the pictures she’d memorized at the office. When she switched
her goggles to normal vision, she saw faint red light and, barely,
a concrete staircase that led up. Sets of pipes dumped out into the
tunnel ahead of her, feeding a river that flowed away into black
nothingness.

She parked before the start of the river then
set her feet onto cold, damp stone. “You’re sure I’m alone?”

“Drone says we’re good.”

“You don’t have a cute name for that thing?”
Nadia crept up to the corner of the stairs and peeked around it
with her wrist camera. “That’s a shame.”

“It’s not even the same one. I have dozens of
them,” Tess said.

“Still a shame.” A steel door waited, a red
cage light glowing over it. No cameras, no signs, not even a keypad
or a chip reader.

“Don’t even bother,” Tess said.

“I am at least going to look.” Nadia climbed
up to it and leaned in close to the seam where the door met the
frame.

“I already told you, welded shut.”

“Ugh,” Nadia said, still staring. “Didn’t you
say that paste could melt through anything?”

“Yes, but you’d need pounds of the
stuff.”

“Fine.”

She backtracked to the drainpipes and stopped
at the one on the end. Instead of a rushing torrent of water, a
slight steady drip fell from the end of it.

“You’d think they’d keep a better eye on
these pumps,” Tess said. “Enough of those stop, and the whole
building’s gonna come down.”

“Perhaps we should leave them a note.” Nadia
stared at the mouth of the pipe—narrow and cramped and wet and
probably cold and gross.

“Well?” Tess said.

Nadia sighed. Carefully, and making a few
dainty noises at the ickiness of what she was doing, she clambered
into the pipe. There wasn’t much space inside, only enough to crawl
through with her elbows tucked in tightly at her sides.

“See? Not so bad,” Tess said.

Angry muttering snuck out of Nadia’s mouth.
Up ahead, a stained mesh grate blocked the path. Out of her pocket,
she snuck a small canister that looked for all the world like a
bottle of nail polish. The cap even came out with a brush, coated
in a sticky white paste.

“Careful. Careful!” Tess said.

“You’ve seen my nails. I think I can handle
this,” Nadia said, brushing a thin layer of paste around the edge
of the grate.

“A little more on the top.”

Nadia did so, then popped a small chip off
the cap and pressed it into the thicker paste at the top of the
pipe.

“All right, good. Now make sure you back out
of the pipe before you—”

The panel on Nadia’s arm blinked red when she
punched in the command. The paste ignited with a loud pop, flaring
brightly and sizzling down the edges of the grate.

“I said back up!”

“I’m going,” Nadia said, worming her way
backward. Yes, it was bright and hot—all right, very hot—making her
duck her head and squint, even with the goggles on.

“Move!” Tess yelled. “When it hits that water
at the bottom it’s going to—”

The pipe shook. Nadia’s ears stung, deaf but
for a high ringing. She cringed, shielding her head with her arms.
When she relaxed, she was excited to notice the bits of red-hot
steel spattered all over her turtleneck.

Tess’s faded voice came in amid the ringing.
“Hello? Hello? You alive?”

“Yes, fine,” Nadia said, slapping burning
bits of metal off her body. Up ahead, the mangled remains of the
grate lay in pieces.

“Duck low,” Tess said.

She did, pressing her body as flat as she
could, the feeble stream of cold water soaking into her sweater.
Above her, Tess’s drone squeezed by, flitting ahead.

“Safe to proceed?” Nadia said.

“Looks good.”

Her HUD lit up with beacons that led her
farther down the pipe. A small feed from the drone appeared in the
corner of her vision, panning through a large room filled with
pipes and conduits and more pump-looking things. Nadia crawled on,
easing herself over the still-glowing remnants of the grate. In
seconds, she was clambering out the other end of the pipe into a
grimy basin.

“Welcome to the sump room,” Tess said.

A ladder led up. Nadia climbed out,
surrounded by sloshing basins and a maze of pipes, and headed to
another door with a red cage light. A panel next to it held a
display with an inspection log, displaying marks for the first of
each month.

“Try the door?” Tess said.

Nadia waved her wrist at the chip reader next
to the display, but nothing happened.

“Hmm,” Tess said.

The display drew Nadia’s eyes, the one new,
shining thing in the whole room. She reached out to it.

“Don’t touch that!” Tess said. “Try the door
again.”

The scanner blinked red this time. “Is that
good or bad?”

“Bad. Uh. Hmm. Hang on.”

Nadia obliged, crossing her arms and cocking
her hip to convey maximum impatience. Her eyes wandered, stopping
when they crossed over a camera in the corner of the ceiling.

“Tell me you disabled that,” she said.

“Yup. Already zapped it with the drone.”

“Thank you for the warning.”

“Hey, I know you have plenty of other stuff
to worry about. The ugh level of that pipe. Attempting to
burn yourself to death. And that’s just off the top of my
head.”

Nadia ignored this. What she didn’t ignore
was the slatted hatch covering a vent near the camera. Waving her
wrist at the door again gave her another blinking red light.

“Sorry. This one’s taking me a bit,” Tess
said. “This system is using some really interesting algorithms.
Can’t wait for you to get in there so I can dig—what the hell are
you doing?”

Nadia had climbed onto a newer-looking pipe
near the vent. She was pulling out her explosive nail polish, ready
to go to work.

“I don’t think you can fit through
there.”

“I’m not waiting around all night to see if
you maybe can open that door,” Nadia said.

“Okay. Fair,” Tess said. “I still don’t think
you’ll fit.”

Nadia jumped down and gave the paste a wide
berth this time. It lit up and burned through in seconds, dumping
what remained of the cover onto the pipes with a series of loud
clangs. She barely heard them over the pumps’ constant loud
whirring.

Tess’s drone sped into the vent, with Nadia
trailing behind. After lifting herself up with a minimum of
grunting, she peered into narrow darkness. Much narrower than the
pipe.

“All right, I know you keep a trim figure,
but still…” Tess said. “That’s a little too…Okay, I guess we’re
doing this.”

Nadia was already scrambling in, only
slightly singeing herself on the cover’s burnt edges. Unable to
move her arms, she was forced to inch forward until she felt her
toes clear the entrance.

Et voilà.

“Wow,” Tess said. “Can you even breathe?”

“Barely.” Nadia forced out her breath and
sucked her stomach in. “For once I’m quite happy not to be as
well-endowed as you.”

“Hey! Rude.”

“It’s a compliment, dear. Just because you
try so hard to…” A quite unladylike grunt came out of her mouth as
she turned her body to the side. “…hide them doesn’t mean…”

“How about let’s just focus, hmm?”

Nadia snaked her way forward, arms in front
of her. Trapped in a cramped, dark space, hot wind blowing past
her, nostrils stuffed with the thick scent of stale, dry dust. A
quick fumbling of her hands later, and the darkness became a blurry
gray tunnel in her goggles, leading to more darkness.

“Any idea where this leads?” Nadia said,
testing her weight on the thin metal of the vent. It bowed beneath
her.

“Working on it.”

Nadia tried to move and was happy to find
that she could, if only a little at a time. She wormed her way down
the vent, streaking her blue gloves with dark grime, following the
trail of the drone in her HUD.

 


* * *

 


Ortega punched a few keys on the machine’s display,
swiping his fingers past the scanner. It hummed for a few seconds,
then popped two foil-wrapped packets into the tray below.

“On me, kid,” he said, handing Jackson one of
the packets. “Christ, you look fucked up.”

She took the food but didn’t open it yet. The
sign out front read “Cultured Charcuterie” but the food in her hand
had different words printed all over it. “Omniplant Manufacturing
Services” in severe letters. Just like the letters on her
recliner—hell, on all her furniture—and half the things she was
wearing.

“You know you’re supposed to sleep when
you’re off duty, right?”

Jackson didn’t answer right away, letting her
eyes wander up and out, at anything but the sad excuse for a
burrito in her hand. Downtown was settling in, that long part of
the shift after most of the bar hoppers went home to pass out or
fuck and the rowdy ones had finally gotten everything out of their
system. Her bike rested a few steps away anyway. Just in case. This
was also the time of night everything could go to hell in a
hurry.

Ortega was already half done with his
burrito, tearing big hungry hunks out of it. “If you’re not hungry
I’ll take that,” he said through a full mouth.

She sighed and tore it open. Tasteless. Damn
near odorless too. She remembered the smell of spicy meat over
trash-barrel grills.

Almost like home.

“You a rata or perro man?” she
said.

“Huh?”

“Tacos.”

He blinked at her a few times, his mouth
slowly falling open. “The fuck is wrong with you?”

“Thought you said you grew up outside?”

“Not like, outside outside. Jesus,
Jackson.”

She shook her head as she handed the rest of
her burrito to him. Her eyes wandered again while Ortega attacked
the food. Should’ve figured. Anyone who ate like that, without
their eyes up and wary—you knew they hadn’t really grown up in the
slums.

A billboard above them played the very same
recliner ad that had been haunting her off and on for weeks now,
with a cheery jingle that invaded whatever small amount of sleep
she managed. It flickered—thankfully—then blacked out.

A half second later, Cheshire smiled down at
her. REMEMBER VOTING? appeared underneath, scrolling and followed
by BE CITIZENS, NOT CUSTOMERS.

Jackson braced herself for static in her
ears, but nothing came.

“Not that freakin’ cat again,” Ortega
scoffed, popping the last bite of burrito into his mouth. “So sick
of that thing.”

“Has he,” Jackson started to ask, stumbling a
bit on the pronoun, “has it ever talked to you? I mean,
like, by name?”

Ortega stared at her again, almost as
dumbfounded as he was over the taco question. A shadow of
something flickered in his eyes, a moment Jackson would pull
from her goggle feed and replay for herself later, over and over
and over.

Gone, just like that. Ortega laughed and
shook his head. “You need to sleep, girl. Come on. Let’s ride.”

Jackson shrugged and smiled back. Tired, that
was all. Sure. But not so tired to have missed Ortega’s hand slip
onto the grip of his gun when she’d asked.

 


* * *

 


The vent was opening up, growing wider, bit by bit.
Though not by much. At least it allowed Nadia to draw a full
breath.

Tremors shook the steel surrounding her. “Can
you hear that?”

“Yeah, you’re almost there.”

Tess had already said that several times.
“Very helpful of you, thank you.”

“No need to be snippy.”

“Forgive me.” Nadia squinted at a slightly
different patch of darkness farther ahead. “You know how I get when
I’m crammed into a sweltering vent in a highly secure research
facility.”

“Just a little farther.”

“I would like to point out,” Nadia said,
sweat drenching her mask, “that the last place did not require me
to crawl through quite so much dirt and darkness.”

“Wow,” Tess said, the word soaked in a roll
of her eyes. “Fine. Next time you can break into a five-star hotel.
Or a spa. Would that be better?”

“I don’t know why you sound so sarcastic.
That would be lovely.” The slightly different darkness ahead turned
out to be open space. Nadia poked her hands and then her head
out—still pitch-black. Something swooshed down past her camera, led
by loud buzzing. A second later, something even bigger blew past,
rising with a sudden draft of warm air.

“Aha,” she said, sitting on the edge of the
vent opening. “Elevator shaft.”

“I told you it would be a fun surprise.”

Nadia could barely make out a ladder—on the
other side of the shaft, blocked by cables and steel beams. The
elevator car hung many floors above her, the counterweight a dozen
feet below.

“Any ideas?” Nadia asked, rubbing her hand on
the wall of the shaft. Smooth metal, nothing to grip.

The drone flitted to and fro in the open air
of the shaft. “Can you jump down to the bottom?”

At least two dozen feet down, easy. Nadia
pictured taking the landing hard and being trapped at the bottom of
the black shaft with a broken leg.

“We really need to work on some form of
climbing tools,” she said.

“What if you backtrack? Go left at that
intersection?”

Nadia had glanced that way; it looked
narrower than the first stretch. The shaft buzzed to life, the
counterweight slowly lifting on the cables. Nadia didn’t think,
didn’t hesitate for a moment, as she wedged her heels under herself
and jumped into open space.

She had expected the counterweight to swing
when she landed, but it didn’t even budge. Rising up, her hands
wrapped around steel cables inches thick, she watched large numbers
painted on the wall over each set of doors, counting up.

“Nicely done,” Tess said.

Nadia said nothing, holding on tightly.
Already a dozen floors up, she felt the pressure build in her
ears.

“Climbing tools…hmm,” Tess said. “Graphene
fiber cord? Maybe some magnets or pads that stick?”

“Hopefully not too much more to carry,” Nadia
said. She liked the direction they had taken so far—no tool bigger
or heavier than her hand. Or woven into her sweater, although it
was hard to picture a coil of rope fitting in there.

“Did you have a plan past this?” Tess
said.

“I think it’s been apparent for some time now
that I’m improvising.”

The elevator sank past her, a dim box in her
vision. The number seventeen flew past as well, and then she
stopped, hovering in space a good few feet above the top of the
elevator.

“It stopped on the seventeenth floor?” Tess
said. “Convenient.”

“Seems like the only floor with anything
happening at this hour,” Nadia said, leaning over the edge of the
solid block she was perched on. Not too far to jump.

“Don’t,” Tess said.

“How else am I supposed to get in from
here?”

“Don’t!”

Nadia did. Her eyes shot wide open the moment
she landed, not ready at all for the colossal bang her feet
made on the top of the elevator car.

“Was that as loud as it sounded here?” Tess
said.

Nadia wasn’t sure. The plugs in her ears were
amplifying sound, true, but that had been a truly massive racket.
She crouched on top of the elevator, waiting for voices from below,
for movement.

Nothing.

Tess breathed a loud sigh. “You are so
lucky.”

“Can you see what I’m seeing here?”

Tess’s drone hovered in close to Nadia’s
head, scanning the crawl space above the elevator door. It was a
dark, tangled web of conduits and vents, crammed in over what
looked to be cheap foam ceiling panels.

“Whoa!” Tess said.

“What’s wrong?”

One of the bundles of conduits lit up in
Nadia’s vision. “That is an amount of electricity coming in
there.” Tess sounded as though she were fanning herself.

“That’s what gets you all hot and bothered?
Unusual power requirements?”

“You know it.”

The bundle ran straight down the crawlspace
into darkness. It looked odd, different than the rest. Not that
Nadia knew anything about power conduits, but still. It was
difficult to make out, but one of the cables said, “Warning”
something and then “Laser” something.

“What is that?” Tess asked.

“I was about to ask you the same thing.”

“Go to thermal.”

The bundle was struck through with a bright
red line, surely hot to the touch.

“Ooh, follow that!”

Nadia reached forward, testing her weight on
a ceiling panel with one hand. It felt flimsy, crinkling and
sending up a small cloud of dust.

“Er…hang on. I’ll follow that,” Tess said,
sending her drone hovering deep into the crawlspace.

Nadia backed out onto the top of the
elevator. “And what? I just get cozy here?”

“That sounds smart.”

Nadia muttered some indignant nonsense as she
ran her fingers over what looked like a removable panel on top of
the elevator. It did indeed move, coming up easily, soft light
spilling through the opening.

She shoved her hand through. Nothing but an
empty elevator car in the corner of her goggles. When she lowered
herself, she did so much more carefully than when she had
jumped.

She killed the light amplification. A plain
elevator. Not even a console, just old-fashioned numbered
buttons.

Nadia pressed the “Open Doors” button.

The door opened instantly. She pressed
herself against the side of the elevator, sticking her hand
out—empty hallway opening out into a lobby, somewhat dark, only a
few of the ceiling lights on. Flickering, like the lights she and
Tess had seen from outside the building.

A torrent of angry curse words erupted in her
ear.

“What happened?” Nadia said.

“Drone is…er… Hang on. No, drone’s down.”

“Elaborate.”

“It means I clipped a bit of cable, and now
the stupid thing has its rotor tangled,” Tess groaned. “Wait, what
are you doing?”

Crouched low, Nadia slunk toward the lobby.
On one wall, a large sign read, NORTH CENTRAL
NEUROTRONICS, while a small, newer-looking sign underneath
it read, NOW A HOLDING OF AUKTORIS GLOBAL
FUNDS. She crept up to the last corner and peeked out with
her wrist camera.

“So your little pet takes one hit and it’s
finished? Out of commission?” Nadia whispered, panning her camera
around. She saw a waiting area across from a lone desk. Most of the
lights were off; the ones that were on blinked seemingly at
random.

A high-pitched whine rose on and on from
farther inside the building, reverberating through the walls.

“Don’t make fun of my poor little drone.
Fast, maneuverable, or strong,” Tess said. “You get two out of
three, and I chose fast and maneuverable.”

“Where does competent piloting fit in?” Nadia
said, pointing the laser on her wrist at the lobby’s lone security
camera.

Tess fried it. “Whatever, I’m still a good
shot.”

“I was aiming.”

“You’re welcome.”

Although the desk looked like a
receptionist’s, it was cluttered with consoles, clearly used for
something else now. Nadia crawled over and curled up underneath
it.

“I’d almost finished mapping that hot
conduit,” Tess said.

“A pity,” Nadia replied, finding a port under
the desk and plugging a transmitter into it. “And here I thought
you wouldn’t even need me anymore.”

“Aw, don’t be jealous,” Tess said. “Ooh,
connected! Thank you. Gimme a minute.”

Nadia rose enough to peek at the consoles
above her. Gibberish was spewed all over them, green console text
on a plain black background.

“Do you need any of this?” she asked.

“I’ll have it all in a minute. Huh.
Segregated network. Well segregated. Interesting.”

“What does that mean?”

“It means I have no idea what’s going on in
the rest of this building. Just the little lab you’re in.”

“May I proceed?” Nadia said, eyeing an inner
door to the rest of the lab.

“Big negative.” A camera feed popped up in
the corner of her view, looking down on two people walking toward
the now-familiar door. One man and one woman, wearing white lab
coats.

The door slid open. Nadia once again curled
up under the desk, hugged her knees to her chest, and held her
breath.

“…hate this shift,” the man said.

“Just four more hours,” said the woman.

“And six more months. You?”

“I might stick with it for a while. Can’t
beat the traffic on the way home.”

Nadia couldn’t see them anymore, but their
footsteps crashed in her earplugs. They came to a stop in the
middle of the lobby.

“Ugh, I hate when it’s running like this,”
the woman said. “Those lights give me a headache.”

“Yeah, so creepy. Cafe’s still open right?
Come on.”

“Just a sec.”

Smaller, lighter footsteps. Coming closer to
the desk.

“Don’t move,” Tess said.

Nadia wanted to roll her eyes, but she held
perfectly still. A pair of feet in beat-up sneakers stopped in
front of her. Tacky. She was certain Tess had a pair exactly like
them.

“Come on. It’s stable,” the man said. “I need
caffeine. Let’s go.”

“Yeah,” the woman said. “Yeah, it’s looking
good.”

The sneakers left, the hem of her lab coat
barely visible as she walked away. A few seconds later, Nadia heard
the elevator door close and then nothing but that awful whining
from the lab.

“Thank you for not caring about your job,
corporate sell-out scientists,” Tess said.

“Shouldn’t that be you in one of those
coats?”

“Ha! Sure. And I’ll just bend over for
Auktoris while I’m at it.”

“I’m sure your brilliant mind could be doing
some kind of good work.”

“Not for them. That’s one reason I left the
university labs,” Tess said. “Okay, still combing through
directories, but I have the cameras locked down. Place is yours, I
think.”

Nadia looked up at the trail of red lingering
above the ceiling, the path of the conduit Tess’s drone had been
mapping. She followed it through the inner doors, down hallways
that branched off here and there. Signs drifted by: materials
processing, locker room, prototype build. The red line above her
passed all of them, eventually making a turn into what a sign
announced was the AP lab.

“Mind doing me a quick favor?” Tess said.

“Well, obviously I’m going to look in
there.”

“No, uh…pop that ceiling tile above you.”

Nadia hijacked a trashcan to her side and
climbed up, teetering as she pushed the tile out of place.

“There she is,” Tess said as her drone came
into view. “Little help?”

Nadia plucked it out of the darkness, yanking
a loose bit of cable from between the rotors. The drone spun to
life, zipping out of her hand and doing a jaunty twirl in the
air.

“Freedom!” Tess said. “Okay, now open that
door.”

Another short hallway lay inside, with
several doors to the right. Each one had a red line branching off
and going to the room beyond.

An open doorway to Nadia’s left showed her a
room full of…small red blobs?

She switched thermal off. Clear cages lined
the walls, most of them housing a cat, with a few rabbits mixed in
here and there. One of the cats was awake and hissing at her,
looking feral in the flickering light.

“Eugh,” Tess said. “That sell-out scientist
was right. This place is creepy.”

Cringing, Nadia turned to her right—she would
not venture to call herself an animal person. The doors on the
right side were all heavy steel, with no windows. The sign on the
first one, beyond which was the source of that awful metallic
whining, read:

 


AP CHAMBER 01

DO NOT OPEN WHILE IN OPERATION

 


Securely shut. The next one down the hall
hung half open. Tess’s drone sped ahead, disappearing through the
crack in the door.

“Oh, come on!” Tess said. “Lost the drone
again. Damn it.”

Shaking her head, Nadia crept toward the
door.

“Little help? Again?” Tess said.

Nadia poked her head inside. The room was
small, dominated by a computer rack with what looked like a bed
attached. The high-pitched hum roared in her ears, making the hair
on her skin prickle with static.

“What’s that on the bed? Get…” More static
crept into her earpieces the moment Nadia stepped inside. “Whoa,
are… You…can’t…”

Nadia tapped at her ear, which didn’t improve
anything. Something was on the bed, strapped down—a tabby cat,
orange and white and shabby, gross like only a stray cat could be.
Stiff and unmoving.

She didn’t need thermal vision to tell her it
was cold.

Still nothing in her ears. Worrying. Tess’s
drone sat on the floor where it had crashed the moment it had
crossed the threshold. Nadia scooped it up and stepped back into
the hallway.

“Check? Are you there? Voice check, check,
check…”

“Yes, I can hear you,” Nadia said, releasing
the drone back into the air. No jaunty dance this time.
“Everything’s fine.”

“Weird. I lost you the moment you stepped
through. Lost visual too, mostly. Real spotty. That room must be
shielded somehow. Network isolated too, I’m getting nothing out of
there.”

“I see,” Nadia said. “I’ll be right
back.”

She stepped back inside, cutting off Tess’s
squawking ”Wait!” A monitor was attached to the bed.

 


Upload complete

Construct stable…………………100%

Subject volatile

Subject exhibiting aggression

Subject euthanized

 


Nothing else. Attached to the top of the
monitor was what looked like a memory drive but unlike any Nadia
had seen before.

It was a slim rectangle, glowing with its own
light, almost pure white, maybe a touch of blue. She could swear
small, symmetrical crystals cascaded inside it, glinting in the
flickering lights.

Like a gem. Of course her eyes had been drawn
to it. It was gorgeous, brilliant in a way that could defeat even a
worn-out hoodie and jeans.

“I’m sure there’s something very interesting
on this,” Nadia said, in case Tess could hear her.

More static in her ears.
“…That…haven’t…finished…are you?”

Of course it would make a fitting gift for
Tess. She reached out—this was what they were here for, after all:
information.

One last word made its way through as she
laid her fingers on the drive.

“Don’t!”

Nadia pulled it free.

Alarms rang out instantly, making her jump
upright. She dashed into the hallway.

“What’s wrong with you?! I said
don’t!”

“I couldn’t hear you!” Nadia lied over the
harsh whine of sirens filling the entire lab. “What’s going on? I
thought you said it was segregated or something?”

“I wasn’t finished scanning! Okay, no… Okay,
calm. Focus.”

Nadia sprinted to the door out of the AP lab,
expecting it to slide smoothly open for her. She almost ran into it
when it didn’t.

“Locked down. Hang on.”

The feed from the lobby door camera lit up: a
black-clad guard was pounding on the other side of the door,
smashing the small window with the butt of his weapon.

“Yup, I see,” Tess said. “I’m keeping that
door locked.”

Nadia checked behind her, past the AP
chambers. Dead end. The door in front of her didn’t move a
millimeter.

“Any other way out of here?”

“Not really.” The feed with the guard went
out, dead and black. “Oh, boy, they know I’m in here. This is
getting interesting.”

The door slid open. Nadia jumped out, her
eyes following the drone as it zipped down the dark hallway the way
she had come. She started to follow it.

“Other way, other way, other way,”
Tess said.

“I don’t know where I’m going.”

“Hang on.”

The lights were still flickering, casting
ghastly moving shadows all around as Nadia switched from crouching
run to standing run to all-out sprint.

“Take this left,” Tess said.

She hadn’t even seen there was a left.
Nadia slowed down to take it, remembering to breathe. Everything
was fine—no guards in sight yet. Tess would guide her out. She just
had to—

Another feed lit up in her HUD. It swooped
down from the ceiling at an Auktoris Dome, making the man yelp and
duck as the device buzzed around his helmet. Another Dome stood
right behind him, swinging a submachine gun butt-end first. The
feed exploded into blurs and static before it went dead too.

“Err,” Tess said. “Sorry. Thought I could buy
you more time than that. Stairwell in ten feet, on your right.”

Nadia slid to a stop near the door. Before
she could open it, something prickled her nerves, making the hair
on her neck stand up even through the cold sweat. She craned her
neck; the plugs in her ears were picking up several pairs of heavy
boots stomping on the other side of the door.

“No good,” Nadia said, turning and running
deeper into the lab.

“Ah, hmm…not optimal. I just locked the
stairwell, though. Should take them a few minutes.”

The end of the hallway opened into a large
room full of workbenches and computer banks, not entirely unlike
Tess’s area in their home. Small offices lined the sides of it,
ending in the sheer glass at the edge of the building.

Another dead end. Voices echoed down the
hallway. Nadia bolted through the door to the corner office and
slammed it shut behind her. The beautiful memory drive was still in
her hand. Looking around the room she’d just trapped herself in,
she slipped it into one of her many pockets.

Next to the door, a display case housed
awards of some kind. It looked sufficiently heavy. Nadia took deep
breaths, heaving and pulling, but the thing barely moved. She
darted to the other side, braced her back against the wall, and
pushed with both legs.

And…there. Blocked.

“Wow, you’ve really effectively trapped
yourself,” Tess said.

Nadia didn’t bite back, blindly following the
instinct to run, make space, buy time. This office was bigger than
the others, framed on two walls by sheer glass.

“There were no other exits, as far as I could
see,” Nadia said. “Surely a fire code violation.”

“Cover!” Someone yelled from outside.
“Clear!”

The thud of boots.

“Uh…” Tess’s breathing was heavy as she
muttered under her breath. “Uhhhhh?”

“Clear!”

Growing closer.

The glass walls called to Nadia; there was
nowhere else to go. She saw one of the extra power cables she and
Tess had noticed from outside; it stretched from above the wall
down to a shorter building across the chasm of the street.

She pulled out her glass cutter. Scraping the
tool against the wall left a pathetic mark, barely biting into
it.

“That glass is too thick,” Tess said. “Hang
on. I’m prepping the jammer.”

“What do you mean, ‘prepping’?” Nadia held
the cutter like a pick and stabbed at the wall a few times. Still
barely a mark. “Why wasn’t it already prepped?”

There had to be something in this office,
something heavy. She ripped a computer monitor off the desk and
slammed one of its sharp corners into the glass.

Still nothing. The screen shattered, the
corner of the monitor buckling before breaking into pieces.

“Why are you even trying to break the glass?”
Tess huffed. “There’s nowhere to go out there.”

“Cover!” someone yelled outside the door.

Her shoulders sank. Tess was right. A heavy
thud came from the other side of the door, making her flinch—the
sound of a boot slamming above the handle.

“Jammer’s ready,” Tess said.

Nadia’s body tensed, coiled up to run. “How
long can it keep them down for?”

“A few seconds maybe.”

It was better than nothing. She crouched
behind the desk, trying to steel herself, trying to be something
like ready.

“Try to wait until the last second before—”
Nadia started to say.

Sharp cracks blasted into the room, sending
splinters of the door flying. The wall snapped and shook, the
safety glass cracking into an endless web of small chunks that
still stood firmly in place.

Nadia ducked at the gunshots, trying to
shield her face with her arms. She couldn’t believe it—indignation
cut through the flinch of panic. She’d never been shot at before.
The nerve.

When she looked up, the world was a very
different place.

“Ha! Thank you, Officers!”

“Were those gunshots? Are you okay?” Tess
said.

“Never…” Nadia said, picking up the office
chair and lifting it over her head. “…better!”

She sent it crashing through the weakened
glass, knocking out more than enough of a hole for her to fit
through. Chips of glass sparkled in the flickering light, the wind
slamming into her ears, police sirens drifting up at her from the
street.

The door was still being pushed open,
dragging against the display case. Nadia stepped up to the edge,
unslung her empty bag from her back, and hefted it in her
hands.

She heard Tess describing the bag as clearly
as if it had just happened. So excited about it—ballistic weave,
fireproof, its tensile strength rated for hundreds of pounds.

“Holy shit. No way,” Tess said.

“Do you have a better idea?” Nadia said,
looking up and looping the straps of her bag around the thick cable
that stretched down from the side of the building.

“Yes!” Tess said. “The jammer? Remember?”

“Save it. I might need it later”

Deep breath. Not a single look down. More
yelling behind her, splintering wood, a door crashing to pieces.
Nadia pushed herself off the open ledge and slid down into the wind
outside.

 


* * *

 


Officer Jackson loved these calls.

Her lights were on, siren blaring. She gunned
the engine, weaving between—and then above—slow-moving cars. That
tight lightness in her gut, that little leap of joy when she lifted
the handlebars and gained altitude at high speed, like lifting off
in a chopper. It made her smile.

“Right behind.” Ortega’s voice in her ears.
Her HUD showed him only a few dozen feet back.

“Jackson to base. Responding to reported
possible B and E. On scene presently,” she said, watching her
position ping in.

“Base, do we have a suspect description?”
Ortega said.

Nothing right away. One more corner. Jackson
slid into it, counter-steering and hanging her weight off one side,
drifting through the turn and letting the motor roar again.

“Suspect is female, approximately five feet
tall, wearing black mask, black…clothing?” The dispatcher trailed
off; it sounded like he was yelling at someone in the
background.

“Ha, good work, Auktoris boys,” Ortega said.
“No images?”

“Not yet,” dispatch said back.

Their bikes screamed through the air.
Something was in the middle of the empty street below them: an
office chair smashed to pieces and surrounded by chunks of glass.
Jackson slammed on the brakes, lifting the nose of her bike to a
sharp stop.

“What is that?” Ortega said.

Movement above them. A young woman, ziplining
down a cable at breakneck speed. Jackson hovered in place, openly
staring—it was her, the woman from the jewelry store. Even
at this distance, she was certain. Same mask, same turtleneck, same
waifish, dainty frame.

“She’s not gonna make it,” Ortega said.

The petite figure didn’t look stable, her
legs flailing the entire way down. The suspect picked up speed,
smoke trailing from whatever she was hanging off the cable on.

“Yeah, she’s gonna fall,” Jackson said,
turning the throttle and leaning over. “Jackson to base. We need
medical at the scene right now.”

The suspect didn’t fall. She didn’t stick a
great landing either, trying to hold her feet out to land but
bouncing off the wall at the end of the cable and scrambling
around, panic obvious in her motions. Even through that, she didn’t
fall. Instead she did a shaky pull-up onto the roof and disappeared
over the edge.

“Visual on suspect,” Jackson said, feeling
immeasurable relief. Better an arrest than a messy cleanup. “Female
moving on the roof of 511 Pullman. In pursuit.”

By the time she and Ortega crested the top of
the building, the suspect was nowhere to be seen—nothing but a flat
rooftop with arrays of solar panels on slanting stilts. Jackson
clicked her spotlight on; she drifted it over the panels and swept
with her eyes, then pointed to her right for Ortega.

He split off, clicking his own light on and
sweeping forward at her side.

“Come on. Come on out,” Jackson said, more to
herself than anything. She pushed a pedal with her heel, descending
to get a look under the panels.

“Visual!” Ortega called out.

Flushed her right out. The woman was fleeing
for the opposite edge of the building, the red and blue of
Jackson’s lights painting her black clothes. She would make it, but
there were no cables to zipline down this time.

Jackson sped toward her, meaning to swoop
around and corral her back from open air. The suspect made it to
the edge, faltered, glanced back in eyeless panic, then did
something that made Jackson gasp.

She jumped.

“Damn it all. I swear if you’re dead…”
Jackson gunned her engine to the edge of the building. Thankfully,
there was a fire escape down the side, which the suspect was busy
fleeing and tripping down in what looked to be a very painful
fashion.

“Hey!” Jackson said through her loudspeaker,
hovering and descending alongside the woman. “Stop trying to kill
yourself, idiot.”

The woman paused and turned at her. Even
though her eyes weren’t visible, Jackson could swear she was
offended. Indignant even.

“Give it up, we’ve got you… Oh, fer
Chrissake!” Jackson said. She banked in close, just missing the
girl as she shouldered a window open and scrambled through.

“Second B and E,” Jackson said, launching
herself off the bike and leaving it to hover in place as she landed
on the fire escape. It was a jump she wouldn’t have thought
possible years ago. The synthetic fibers buried in her muscles felt
alive, thrumming with strength. “Pursuing on foot.”

She rolled through the open window and landed
in a crouch, gun drawn. The room was a dim open floor, with rows of
hydroponic crops under low purple light boxes stretching out in
every direction.

“Jackson?” It was Ortega on the radio.

“Inside.”

“Base, ETA on air unit?”

“Inbound, one minute.” A different voice in
her ears, barely heard. There. Movement through the rows of plants,
highlighted by her HUD. Jackson followed, gun low but ready.

“I’m coming in,” Ortega said.

“Negative. Watch the outside.” Curtained
dividers split the crop room into sections. Her quarry scrambled
behind one. Jackson took the corner wide, ready for something to be
hurled at her.

Nothing. She slid down the main row of this
section, checking each aisle. Carrots, miniature pumpkins, clumps
of soybeans crowded in floating troughs. It was all wrong, a
mockery. She knew what a farm was supposed to smell like: that
lovely scent of rich, moist earth.

No suspect. The girl was smart enough to stay
low and not move.

Only a matter of time. Jackson continued
sweeping through, ears pricked but catching only the sirens from
outside and the low whirring of water filters all around her.

Something moved at the end of an aisle.
Jackson turned toward a source of bright light, a display screen
lit up with shifting gradients of neon colors. That stupid cartoon
cat face was winking at her again. Growling, she turned around,
just in time to see the suspect make a break for it, already
crouched on the sill of another open window.

The suspect turned, and their eyes met—would
have met anyway. The young woman had no eyes, only flat goggles
like the black-ops boys used to wear. There was a look to her,
though. Jackson could swear she was winking, just by the cock of
her head. The woman gave a dramatic little wave goodbye and
jumped.

Jackson made it to the window to see a narrow
alleyway and the suspect landing hard on a lower rooftop, a pained
oof echoing up into the night air.

“What did I say about killing yourself?”
Jackson yelled. She holstered her gun and perched on the
windowsill, then effortlessly made the same jump and landed into a
roll. Pain stung in her knees in a way that was deeply satisfying.
Barely breaking a sweat yet.

The suspect wasn’t quite as frail as she’d
guessed—up and running already. Hobbling, really, limping and
holding her side. Jackson had chased many people like this, scrappy
and desperate; what they lacked in physical strength was made up
for by sheer will.

Jackson pursued, boots slapping loud notes on
the roof’s concrete. She quickly closed the gap, drawing her gun
and snapping the heavy revolver on target with long-honed
instinct.

“Police!” she called out. “Stop or I’ll
shoot!”

The suspect stopped and turned around,
raising her empty hands. Jackson fought her breath to a standstill,
willed her hands steady.

“I thought you said I was clear!” the suspect
said.

“What?” Jackson said. “On your knees! Keep
your hands up!”

“Now! Do it now!”

A screeching, splitting pain tore through
Jackson’s head, vibrating out through her ears. Her arms and legs
went limp. The rooftop flew up to meet her, grabbing her gun and
sending it skittering off on its own.

Jackson had known pain, many kinds. This was
akin to a full jolt from a Taser, not just pain but incapacitation,
absence of all control. Her limbs twitched, and her teeth ground as
a low, growling whine escaped her throat.

As suddenly as it began, it stopped. Jackson
peeled her jaw open, her teeth like magnets. A stabbing pain shot
through her ears, tearing spikes in her brain.

Her limbs wouldn’t work—not well
anyway—making her shuffle up to her knees, slow and numb.

“Jackson?” Ortega’s voice, tinny and
distorted, came into her ears. “Jackson, come in.”

She blinked as bright light flooded around
her, the whine of jet-driven rotors kicking up a violent draft on
the roof. Their requested air unit, finally on the scene.

The suspect was gone. Jackson took a deep
breath, feeling it pinch in her arms. “I’m fine,” she said,
clearing her throat. “Visual lost.”

 



Chapter Nine: Date Night




It was dark in Nadia’s apartment, all the lights off
save for a small work lamp that cast a harsh circle of light on the
table in front of her.

She had wanted to go somewhere else for this.
Anywhere else. But it wouldn’t matter where she went—no matter how
far, no matter how well hidden—as long as this damn thing was still
in her. Inside her, under her skin, always there to remind her who
and what she was, whom she belonged to.

Deep breath. She daintily lifted a shot of
vodka and smoothly threw it back.

A scalpel lay next to her, the blade resting
in a shallow dish of disinfectant. She tapped it dry, then placed
it gently against the side of her right wrist.

There. She didn’t have to check again, just
feel for the lump. She swore she always felt it in there, no matter
what her mother said.

It didn’t hurt. On the contrary, it felt
pleasant when she drew the blade down and across, a clean cut
oozing red on the smooth pale perfection of her flesh.

A tiny pair of needle nose pliers came next.
She inserted the tips into the cut, digging around for only a
moment before she found it.

Hardly bigger than a grain of rice.

When she pulled, she did so very slowly and
very, very carefully. It didn’t help. The wires attached to the
chip pulled with it, tugging, sliding inside the lengths of her
fingers.

That hurt. She gritted her teeth as
clammy sweat broke out on her face. No turning back.

Last of all, wire cutters. The chip was
exposed now, sticking out of the cut on her wrist, a small nub of
silicon wrapped in a capsule. Belatedly she realized she couldn’t
pull it and cut it at the same time with just one hand.

No matter. She raised her wrist to her mouth,
bit down on the capsule, and pulled. She felt that same pull
in her fingers, that horrible sharp yanking pain—worse as her hand
tensed in reaction. Tears squeezed out of her tightly shut
eyes.

She snuck the wire cutters into the small
space between her teeth and her wrist, then lined them up against
the tiny bundle of exposed bloody wires.

Almost done.

She smiled, blood on her teeth. Dark and
vindictive and triumphant.

Almost free.

Snip.

Nadia woke up.

She started to sit up, but that proved a very
bad idea. A strangled moan fought its way out of her throat as she
slumped back down on the futon.

Her eyes fell shut. Tess’s voice drifted to
her from nearby.

“‘Use the jammer,’ I said. ‘Don’t jump out
the window,’ I said.” Nadia could tell she was rolling her eyes.
“And you’re all like, ‘Dear, that simply just won’t do. I shall
have to make my escape all dramatic-like.’”

A tired smile snuck out. “Thank you.
Again.”

“Let’s not make a habit of me having to talk
your injured ass back here, mm-kay?”

“I shall endeavor to do my best.”

“That’s the spirit.”

A light blanket had been tucked snugly over
her. Nadia tossed it off and looked down at her scantily clad body;
she wore nothing but last night’s completely unflattering athletic
underwear. A very interesting array of bruises decorated her chest
and legs, and a thin foam brace had been wrapped around her left
ankle.

She forced herself up, creaky and wincing. A
pile of clothes was waiting for her on the floor, what she called
her “I’m sick. Don’t look at me” outfit: baggy sweatpants and an
even baggier sweater. It took her a few tries to bend over and grab
them. It took her a few tries to stand up too.

Tess appeared at her side, wrapping her
prosthetic arm around Nadia’s shoulders and holding her hand
steady. Nadia managed to get dressed and hobble over to a chair. A
bench waited with two pills and a cup of water.

“Two more in four hours,” Tess said,
pointing.

Nadia swallowed them. “Coffee?”

“Bad idea.” She sat down next to Nadia, her
eyes glazing over with light as she reclined. “I want to see you
get a few more hours of sleep, at least.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Nadia said. “May I have
something stronger than these pills then? Perhaps some of your
private reserve?”

Tess snorted. “You can’t handle my stuff. And
relax, you didn’t even break anything.”

“Hmph.” She watched Tess, who was absorbed in
whatever was scrolling through her retinas, brow pinched and nose
scrunched in concentration. Her right hand flicked to and fro,
navigating…something. 

“How much did you get?” Nadia said.

“Not much.” Tess frowned. “Because somebody
got grabby and set off the alarm system.”

“I thought the whole point of breaking in was
to steal things?”

This time she was able to witness the eye
roll.

“Sorry,” Nadia said.

“What was that?” Tess grinned. “I didn’t hear
you.”

“I acted foolishly and in a rather rash
fashion. I apologize.”

“And?”

Nadia blinked. “I believe I’ve already
thanked you for helping me escape.”

“You did, but it isn’t getting old.”

“Well, let’s not take all the credit,” Nadia
said, crossing her arms and wincing at the motion. “I believe Mr.
Cheshire’s contribution was quite important.”

“Nope, that does not count,” Tess said, still
scrolling through whatever she was reading.

“Oh, please. He—she, it—purposefully
distracted that policewoman.”

Tess’s eyes cleared as she sat upright.
“They were probably following that cop and messing with her.
You just got lucky. Again.”

Nadia let it pass. Whether it was her
nocturnal activities or the medicine she’d taken, she was drifting
away, daylight or not.

“What are you reading?”

“The contents of that,” Tess said, pointing
to a small receiver on the bench in front of her. It held the
beautiful thing that Nadia had stolen, still shining bright with
endless facets reflecting under its surface.

Nadia sighed. She’d almost gotten herself
arrested or worse, and she didn’t even know what it was. “I assume
it is some kind of memory drive?”

“You assume correctly. A crystal-array
holographic data storage drive.”

“You sound very sure.”

“I wrote a paper about them in college. As a
theoretical prototype,” Tess said. “First time I’ve seen one in
person, though. I didn’t think anyone had gotten past the prototype
stage.”

“Something good on it, surely?”

Tess shrugged. “Whatever’s on it, there’s a
lot of it.”

So it hadn’t all been a waste. Not that a
part of her hadn’t enjoyed her flight, outwitting and escaping an
army that had oh so delightfully failed to capture her. Probably
standing slack-jawed as she slipped right through their
fingers.

Except for one. Nadia felt her breath suck in
sharp, seeing it again, the barrel of a gun pointed right at her.
Not the slick little weapons she was used to seeing on the belts of
security guards and police officers, but a huge yawning pit of a
barrel that made her heart halt in her chest.

That part didn’t thrill her so much.

“Do you think you could find anything on the
officer who chased me?”

Tess handed her a pair of glasses. Images
were already displayed when she put them on, pictures scrolling
past of a rugged-looking man in various military uniforms in
various hellish places. He didn’t look happy in any of them. Nadia
cocked her head to the side, squinting at the soldier. Sure, there
was plenty of resemblance, but…

“It was a woman chasing me,” she said.

Tess shook her head. “You’re so insensitive
sometimes.”

Ah. Nadia tensed up a bit. “Sorry. That was
rude of me.”

“Don’t apologize to me. Ugh, I feel awful
doxing her like this. I had no idea. I don’t even know if she’s
out.”

The pictures scrolled away, replaced by a
profile page from the city police database. Without the helmet on,
Jackson sported slicked-back, bleached-blond hair, almost platinum.
It was a striking contrast to her dark features.

And such fetching green eyes, of all hues.
Nadia sat up a bit, even more intrigued now.

“Officer Alice Jackson,” Tess read. “Born
outside Savannah. Her family came here as refugees after Savannah
was…yeah, anyway. Spent most of her childhood here in the Georgian
ghetto, outside the walls. Let’s see…former army ranger, ten years
served. Fought in the Mexican punitive campaign and Taiwan
peacekeeping operations. Part of an advisory detachment sent
against the Peshmerga. You’re lucky she didn’t kill you.”

Nadia only frowned a bit, waving at Tess to
go on.

“You can see all this in your glasses,
right?” Tess said.

“I like it when you read to me.”

“Oh…kay.” Tess shrugged. “Volunteered for
experimental muscle enhancements. Honorably discharged.
Transitioned right after leaving the military. Offered a position
with Auktoris Defense Services, which she declined. Joined the city
police and was captain of a tactical response team until…hmm.”

Nadia cocked an eyebrow. “Hmm? What
does that mean?”

“Demonstrated insubordinate behavior during
and after several civil disturbances. Reassigned to patrol officer
duty.”

Nadia nodded her approval, more intrigued
with every word. “No family listed?”

Tess raised an eyebrow. “How is that
relevant?”

“Just curious,” Nadia said. It was true—this
woman had caught up to her, almost caught her, not out of luck but
out of prowess.

Enhancements.

Or not. Bit of an unfair advantage there.
Then again, Nadia’s escape could be considered the result of a
certain unfair advantage in the form of a jammer. She was willing
to call it an even contest.

“What? Are you going to send her fan mail?”
Tess said.

“Like I said, just curious,” Nadia said. “I
do so need my very own Javert, wouldn’t you agree?”

“Yeah, that’s exactly what we need,” Tess
said, waving her off. “More police attention.”

 


* * *

 


It was light out by now. Still stuck, answering the
same round of questions over and over.

Jackson sat in the back of an ambulance, her
legs hanging over the rear bumper. There was nothing wrong with her
at all, the pain merely temporary. Even so, the EMTs had gone over
her with a comb, scanning her limbs and shining penlights in her
eyes and measuring everything from her blood pressure to her
breathing rate.

She hugged a Mylar blanket tightly around her
shoulders, making a loud crinkling in her ears. They’d asked her to
take off her armor vest and her uniform shirt, which had
disappeared along with her helmet, goggles, and worst of all, her
gun. The only thing she truly felt naked without. No doubt every
bit of her goggle footage was being scrutinized, copied, cut up,
and filed away in official reports.

It was the same girl. It had to be. Same
height, same build, same dainty gait, even when running for her
life. And now Jackson had a voice to go on—even if it was just a
few words. She wondered if the Auktoris techs were up in that
building right now, bagging up another of those small transmitters.
Not that she would ever get access to their evidence.

Her shoulders slumped, followed by a long
exhausted sigh. The street in front of her was still closed, chunks
of glass and a shattered office chair lying there, surrounded by
techs in red clean suits as small drones hovered around taking
shots from every conceivable angle.

She ducked out of the ambulance a bit to see
the broken hole in the side of the tower above. Seventeen stories
up. The thick cable stretched across the chasm between two blocks,
a four-lane road with a generous middle lane. The drop had to be
three or four stories from top to bottom.

Insane. Stupid. Unbelievably stupid. And
yet…

Ortega had been whisked away hours ago. This
song and dance was familiar to her—split them up, check their
stories against each other, keep asking her to repeat and repeat
and repeat and see if the story changes. Waste of time; it was all
there in the footage. No need to be interrogated by more of those
uptight corporate suits.

They might as well have been the same ones
from outside the jewelry store. Might actually have been, for all
Jackson knew.

Two officers approached her. Not a pair of
Auktoris goons, thankfully, but two members of her team. They wore
similar blue uniforms as hers, but with more armor and a light rig,
along with slick ballistic helmets instead of the bulky thing she
wore while riding her hoverbike. Same goggles, though. They
cautiously snuck up to her, checking over their shoulders before
snapping into salutes.

“Don’t do that,” Jackson said, smiling and
saluting back.

“Did you take a hit?” asked Officer Andrew
Vicks, a man almost as tall as her.

“Yeah, what’s with the shock blanket?”
Officer Sarah Wedge, a wiry, lean woman said. They were both white,
born and raised here in the city. Jackson had learned not to hold
it against them.

“Medics made me wear it,” Jackson said, her
blanket crinkling again. “Liability or something.”

“Oh, good,” Vicks said. “I heard the perp put
you down.”

“Bullshit. Jackson let her go,” Wedge
said.

“Is that what’s going around?” Jackson
said.

Vicks nodded. “That’s what the AGF pricks are
saying already.”

“Gonna pin it on you after they let her go in
the first place.” Wedge shook her head. “How’d she get by you?”

“Felt like one of them shrieker drones.
Stronger, though.” It was of course not how she had described it
for the investigation. “Crowd suppression/dispersion device” was
the official term.

“Clever,” Vicks said.

“Wow, using your own super strength against
you. How did they know the only thing that can stop Captain Jackson
is…Captain Jackson?” Wedge said.

“Officer Jackson,” she said.

“Sorry,” Wedge said, looking down and
shuffling in her boots. They both still had the patch on the
shoulder of their uniforms: TACTICAL RESPONSE
TEAM BRAVO. “B TEAM” IS FOR “BEST TEAM.”

Jackson sighed, but she’d be damned if it
wasn’t true. All three of them had it tattooed on their shoulder,
and she didn’t get a tattoo if she didn’t mean it.

“What did they call you guys out here for?”
Jackson said. “Waste of a tac team.”

Vicks shrugged. “Stand around and look tough
for the cameras, I guess.”

“Which we’re awesome at,” Wedge said.

Plenty of Domes were standing around, looking
menacing. There were even a few Auktoris elite units, men in
advanced rigs. Bright white thick armor, their helmets made of
solid blank plates. Jackson scoffed. “I’d still take you two over
all these fools any day.”

“Damn right,” Wedge said, pounding her chest
a few times.

“We miss you too,” Vicks said.

“Taco Team Bravo isn’t the same without you,”
Wedge said.

“Don’t call yourselves that,” Jackson
said.

“Hey, you can’t tell us what to do anymore,
Mom,” Wedge said. “Sorry,” she added, dropping her eyes and
shuffling awkwardly again.

“It’s your fault we’re called that anyway,”
Vicks said.

Jackson nodded a few times. An EMT hovered
nearby with a bin full of her gear. Jackson waved him over.

“Speaking of,” she said, “I could use a
traditional.”

“Oh shit.” Wedge looked up. “Post-mission
beer and tacos? Sign me up.”

“It’s, like, eight in the morning,” Vicks
said.

“Never stopped us before.” Wedge laughed.
“I’ll get the rest of the guys. You gonna bring your new partner
again?”

Good question. Jackson eyed a trio of
Auktoris suits huddled near the wreckage of the office chair. No
telling when they’d cut Ortega loose. As she pulled her goggles out
of the bin, she wondered how much of her footage had been
wiped.

“Naw, I’ll…check in with him later,” Jackson
said.

It had been a while, after all. Her and the
old crew had a lot of catching up to do. She watched Wedge scurry
off to round up the troops. Officer Vicks didn’t move.

“You bugging out on us?” she asked him.

He watched Wedge until she was a good
distance off. When he seemed satisfied, he pulled off his goggles,
perched them on his helmet, and yanked his mask down so she could
see his face.

Nice of him. He’d always had a good face,
boyish and a little chubby.

“So, uh…” he said, clinging tightly to the
submachine gun strapped to his chest. Hell of a security blanket.
“Fellow Officer Jackson.”

She raised one eyebrow, cocked high and
mighty. “Yeah?”

“Not Superior Officer Jackson anymore.”

“Yeah,” she said, trying to glare at him. She
couldn’t help but smile, though.

“So…” he said, clearing his throat. Rocking
back and forth on his boots. Cute as a shy puppy. “It wouldn’t be
inappropriate or anything for me to ask you out for a beer, would
it?”

And there it was. Extremely unprofessional of
him. Insubordinate almost.

“You can’t buy me a beer,” she said.

He opened his mouth to apologize and choked
on it—too many words fighting to get out at once.

“But you can buy me a double of bourbon,” she
said, chucking him on the arm. “You sweetheart. What took you so
long?”

Vicks turned bright red and shrugged. “Is it
weird if I say you intimidate me?”

Jackson snorted a laugh. A weird word. You
put intimate and date together, and it comes out
meaning something else entirely.

“I mean…I mean in a good way,” he said, eyes
bulging as he thought the implications over. “I mean not like
that kind of way but…geez, I’m making this weird, aren’t
I?”

Nodding, she patted him on the arm. He nodded
back, at ease again, no need for more words. That was more like the
Vicks she knew.

It was one thing she’d always liked about
him. Words were overrated anyway.

 


* * *

 


Tess was talking to someone else. Which would have
been unusual enough on its own, but the someone else she was
talking to was a girl.

Nadia frowned. Not a girl. A young woman,
surely about Tess’s age, half her head shaved and the remaining
half a bright red, streaked with electric pink. They were chatting,
pointing at the painting on the wall next to them, looking
amused.

They laughed. They both laughed.
Really laughed, eyes closed and real smiles showing.

There was something appealing about the
woman, sure, fine. But Nadia had to struggle to find it. She had a
healthy tan, not exactly in style these days, but that only meant
she was a free spirit. And those clothes. She knew, sadly,
that Tess probably didn’t care, but the girl’s outfit was a
disaster, scraps of skintight latex on top clashing with baggy
dungarees. Probably why she had been drawn to Tess.

Scowling, Nadia tried to shift her attention
back to the painting she’d been quietly and conspicuously
appraising. It was beautiful, a close-up of a violet in the finest
of O’Keeffe traditions but in ultraviolet shades, its petals graced
with intricate patterns. The way insects saw them.

Lovely. So much to appreciate on the canvas
before her, so much symbolism. Nadia contemplated none of it—this
young woman touched Tess on the arm oh so not accidentally, and now
Tess was cautiously, sheepishly sliding up her sleeve and showing
off her handiwork, flexing the strands of her artificial limb out
in the open for all to see.

That was entirely too much. Nadia huffed and
strode over to the pair, her heels clicking through the muted
conversation of the gallery. It had taken a few days, but her ankle
was finally well enough for her to wear heels again.

“There you are!” she said, inserting herself
between Tess and her admirer and winding her arm around the exposed
prosthetic. “Come. You simply must see this painting.”

She dragged Tess away before either of them
could protest, still scowling as the two women exchanged flirty
goodbyes.

“Way to cockblock me,” Tess muttered.

Nadia gagged a bit at the phrase. “Please. We
can do so much better for you. Tell me you didn’t exchange contact
info with her?”

“No, but…” She felt Tess’s fingers twitching
at her side. “I already know where she lives, where she works, and
what kind of porn she was watching last night.”

Sighing, Nadia parked them in front of the
lovely flower. Surely a bit of culture could do wonders for her
friend. They stood arm in arm, admiring the bright colors
decorating the petals on the canvas before them.

“That flower looks like a vagina,” Tess
said.

“Don’t be crass.”

“Okay, but…it’s a vagina. Why can’t you just
call it a vagina flower? Are you ashamed of your vagina?”

“It is a vulva, first of all,” Nadia
said. “And it is a lovely exemplar of the resurgent school of
pre-postmodernist impressionism.”

“And you made fun of me for what I studied in
college?”

“Minor. Art history minor. And I only
did it to spite my parents.”

“Seems like you did a lot of things to piss
them off,” Tess said.

“...did a lot of men to piss them off.”

Tess flinched at her side. “What?”

“Nothing.”

They stared at the flower for another long
moment, Nadia becoming more and more awkwardly aware of the lanky,
skeletal feel of Tess’s prosthetic as it rested against the crook
of her arm. Tess had thrown an old army surplus jacket over her
ever-present hoodie, her attempt at dressing up. It helped. But
only just.

“Let’s go. This vagina flower is making me
hungry,” Tess said.

“Tess!” Nadia fumed, too loudly, echoing in
the gallery and drawing stares.

“You’re too easy sometimes,” she said. “For
real, though. You promised me a victory dinner.”

“Victory,” Nadia scoffed, as they wandered
through the exhibition, a spacious hall bathed in soft white light
and the low murmur of elegant conversation. “You haven’t even
deciphered anything from that drive yet.”

“Look, we both deserve a break. And you got
to bring me here. Fair’s fair.”

Silently they drifted toward the next
hall—this one not full of paintings but dozens of mirrors,
everything from antique floor-length artifacts to compacts to
broken shards of industrial glass arranged in a haphazard display
of found art. Nadia steered them away—any direction but that.

“Ugh, no,” Tess said, realizing where Nadia
was taking her. “That main exhibit looks awful.”

Nadia ignored her, staying the course. They
turned a corner and came face-to-face with a wall-size cartoon of a
brightly colored cat’s face, grinning at them with a mouthful of
fangs.

“Relax. It’s just a painting,” Tess said.
“You sure you’re okay?”

Nadia let out a breath and kept walking.

“Is your ankle okay? I told you not to wear
heels,” Tess said.

“Is there any chance someone could be
monitoring our communications?” Nadia quietly asked.

“Uh…what you mean, like…?”

“At night, yes.”

“Not a chance in hell,” Tess said, tapping
her temple with her free hand. “You know who you’re talking to,
right?”

“Mmm.” Nadia held Tess’s arm tighter as she
cast a glance back at the Cheshire painting. “What’s on the
drive?”

“I thought we weren’t going to talk about
work tonight,” Tess said.

“Humor me.”

“Still not sure. Some kind of interlinked
data construct. Huge, and complicated as fuck.”

Nadia elbowed her in the ribs. “Language. Do
try to display some decorum.”

“Whatever it is, it’s going to sell for
millions, easy. Victory dinner!”

Curious that Tess sounded so sure without
even knowing what it was yet. Nadia let it pass. “And what will you
do with your share?”

“Solid. Platinum. Arm.”

“That is the tackiest possible answer.”

“You’re still too easy,” Tess said. “I don’t
know, if I was smart I’d retire early. I hear Seattle is doing
really okay, actually. Toronto too.”

“I thought you said Anchorage was the big
winner of our generation?”

Tess waved a hand. “Nah, that’s old news.
Hudson Bay is the new Gulf of Mexico.”

Nadia wasn’t sure what that meant exactly. Or
what it had to do with the West Coast.

“Not going to Antarctica, though. No way,”
Tess said. “I know that’s probably more your speed, but—”

“Ugh.”

“Really? Why not?” Tess said, sounding
genuinely intrigued. “All that freshly thawed land, new CAZes
popping up already. New frontier, baby. Keep that manifest destiny
train rolling.”

They came to a stop in front of the entrance
to the main exhibit hall. It announced itself as a retrospective on
the world’s first Corporate Autonomy Zone. Brought to you by
Auktoris Global Funds, of course.

It was their shortest path to the exit,
funneling all traffic through eventually. Tess and Nadia huddled
close and braved through it together.

Very few paintings in this hall. It was
mostly paper-thin LCD displays and holographic
projections—newsreels from decades ago, maps of the aftermath of
superstorms and flooding, followed by time-lapse animations of
recovery efforts. The centerpiece consisted of larger screens that
showed stylized bits of headlines. Devastation as a series of
superstorms continue. Federal aid funds running dry. A new
conglomerate of tech giants, energy tycoons and investment firms
coming together, pledging to step in and rectify matters. The
inauguration of Auktoris Global Funds to officially manage the
influx of relief money and oversee the rebirth of their fine city.
The birth of the world’s first CAZ.

It was nothing Nadia hadn’t seen in school
many times. Boring. Tess seemed more perturbed, grumbling under her
breath with every step.

“I know,” Nadia said. “Awful, isn’t it?”

“You ready?”

“Whatever for?” Nadia said, tensing up.

Tess raised her free hand, the fingers
twitching at a dizzying pace. Not even missing a stride, she waved
her arm.

Every display in the room flickered then went
dark. They lit up again, one by one, showing an assortment of much
more recent news feeds.

Nadia’s jaw dropped. Masked terrorist
assaults a research lab. Jewelry store robbed by brazen burglar.
Suspect, still at large, eludes police and security forces.
Pictures of her crouched behind a jewelry case—still fierce, still
dangerous. Clips of her flying through the air on a power line, lit
up by flashing red and blue.

Still hanging on Tess’s arm, she slowed to a
stop. She wasn’t the only one; people all around her were looking
around, confused and murmuring.

“Better?” Tess said.

“Much,” Nadia replied, still watching,
enraptured. She squeezed Tess’s prosthetic and snuggled up close to
her. “Very much so.”

A voice cut through the crowd, loud and
angry. The pair looked over to see a tall, dark-skinned woman
looking around, scanning the faces around her. Officer Jackson
didn’t look much different out of uniform, although Nadia was
impressed by her lovely black leather bomber jacket.

“You’re kidding me,” Tess said, ducking
behind Nadia. “She’s gonna recognize us. You.”

“What are you talking about?”

“Come on. Let’s get outta here,” she said,
yanking Nadia’s elbow.

“Hold on. I’m enjoying this.” Nadia bit her
tongue to hold back her grin—Jackson was practically spinning in
circles, the frustrated center of an increasingly worried circle of
onlookers. One of them seemed to be attempting to calm her down,
surely her date, a clean-cut gentleman almost as tall as she
was.

“We need to go,” Tess said, low and hurried.
“This isn’t safe.”

“You’re the one who caused the commotion,”
Nadia said, following along all the same.

“I know. It was dumb. I just…you know.”

Nadia had a feeling she knew, but it would be
so fun to pull it out of Tess. “I really don’t know. Would you care
to explain?”

Tess only glared at her.

They snuck out, hidden among the confused
crowd, careful not to move too quickly. The gallery led out to a
main street, the city night lit up by downtown’s endless moving
lights.

“I don’t understand. There’s no way she would
have—” Nadia began.

An APS car pulled up to the curb, red lights
flashing. Nadia and Tess kept walking, barely flinching and not
even looking as two faceless officers got out and raced toward the
museum.

“Sorry,” Tess said, slouching. “Sorry. That
was dumb.”

Nadia tossed her head back and laughed. “I
quite enjoyed it.”

A hoverbike screamed past them—more red
lights flashing—coasting through the air above the traffic. Another
black-clad APS officer.

“All this commotion, for moi,” Nadia
said. “Quite flattering.”

“We need to get off the street. There.” Tess
pointed.

A neon sign reading DVD bang hung over
a small side entrance a few buildings down from the museum.

“Ugh. I haven’t been in one of these since I
was a teenager,” Nadia said, letting Tess pull her in anyway.

The lobby smelled of cleaning chemicals; it
was tawdry and lined with vending machines, the ticket counter just
another automated kiosk. Tess swiped for both of them, still moving
quickly and casting nervous glances at the door.

“Tess, when a girl says dinner and a movie,”
Nadia said, “she generally means a more reputable
establishment.”

“I’ll keep that in mind when I go tap that
girl from the museum.”

Their room was a small cubby, barely large
enough for a chaise lounge and a projector screen. Dim lights hung
on cables all over the ceiling, cycling through soft pinks and
purples and reds.

Nadia turned her nose up at the couch…bed,
rather. It probably had been christened many times over. She mused
that Tess’s prospect from the museum probably would like it here;
then she immediately felt mean and petty.

The end of it was the part least likely to be
contaminated. Nadia sat down, not even taking off her coat. “What
are you doing?” she asked Tess, who was hovering by the open door,
her pupils lit up.

“Watching a few cameras.” The flicker in her
eyes died down as she closed the door. “I think we’re good. We
should probably chill here for a bit.”

Nadia remained sitting straight up, arms
daintily crossed so as to communicate maximum disdain for her
surroundings. A menu popped up on the projector screen, a simple
list of film titles.

Tess bombed onto the lounge, shaking Nadia
even through the thick cushions. “Oh, cool. They have Blood
Terror?” she said, flicking through the list.

“Tess, no one comes to these places to
actually watch a film.”

“Says you. Oh, hey, they have A Time to
Kiss too. Sweet. Wanna put that on for a bit?”

Nadia lifted an eyebrow. “That…does not sound
like your usual fare.”

“Wait, what? Hold on. You’ve seen it
before, right?”

Nadia gave her a look that strongly suggested
she shouldn’t even have to answer that.

“Whaaaaaaaaaaaaaat?” Tess said. “Okay, okay.
Strap yourself in, girl.” She grabbed Nadia’s shoulder, her
prosthetic fingers light but incredibly strong, and pulled her to
lie down.

Nadia awkwardly allowed this, her arms still
crossed. The lights dimmed further on their own, in what she had to
admit was a nice touch. The screen then went dark; after several
long seconds, it lit up with simple white text.

 


“Doux est le dieu mais je suis encore

en agonie et loin de mes forces.”

 


“See? See?” Tess said, holding her hand up at
the screen. “I can’t believe you haven’t seen this.”

It did look promising, but Nadia would die
before she admitted that out loud. “You never answered me
before.”

“Huh? About what?”

“Why did you do that in the museum?” Nadia
said. “Foolish. Impulsive. Rather rash, I should say.”

Tess pawed at the back of her neck. Perhaps
it was the color of the lights, but Nadia could swear there was a
dusting of red on her cheeks. “Well…yeah. I just thought…you might
like it. That’s all.”

“Ah,” Nadia said, hiding a very pleased smile
in the dark.

“I mean, I know how full of yourself you
are,” Tess said, nudging Nadia with her elbow.

“Ah,” Nadia said again, sounding a bit less
pleased this time. “Well, thank you.”

“Don’t mention it.”

Tess’s arm hadn’t strayed far, the thick
canvas of her jacket barely brushing the white of Nadia’s hated
trench coat. Nadia lay there, hands clasped tightly in her lap,
feeling something strange and altogether baffling in her chest. It
took her several seconds to realize it was nervousness, and
something close to fear, and that she was very much afraid to
move.

Silly. Ridiculous, even.

And yet.

 



Chapter Ten: Iterative Design




Cracked. Shattered, almost. But still whole.

Nadia stared at her goggles. Their
matte-black face was marred with dozens of fractures. She could
still remember what it had looked like in her eyes after that hard
landing on the roof, her HUD flickering and warping, blurring to
darkness around the edges.

She ran her fingers along the cracks, the
edges barely catching on the skin of her fingertips.

“You really did a number on them,” Tess said
from behind her.

“How difficult will it be for you to
repair?”

Tess shrugged. “Wasn’t gonna bother honestly.
I have some adds I want to make. Figured I’d toss them and start
fresh.”

Nadia felt a pair of glasses pushed into her
free hand. She ignored them at first, letting her hand trail down
farther on the mannequin to find the small melted spots on her
turtleneck where red-hot steel specks had landed.

“Let me fix that real quick actually,” Tess
said, bumping in front of her. She held something that looked like
a glue gun, which whirred to life and excreted silver gel onto each
tiny burn spot. “Little bit of graphene silk and…” She held up a
second device, a small pen that sprayed dark spots of black over
the silver splotches. “…some thermal protective finish. Good as
new!”

It was not. The spots stood out to Nadia’s
eyes—slightly darker marks of black against the uniform perfection
of the turtleneck. They might as well have been plaid patches. She
was already steeling herself to put together a new one from
scratch.

Tess dumped her tools on a bench, then swept
a large table next to it clear. “Okay, so, first version…You gonna
put on your glasses or what?”

Nadia did so, blinking a few times as the
room changed. Her view past the table dimmed down to a flat plane
to better emphasize the projections now hovering above the table.
It was a perfect 3-D scan of her turtleneck, highlighted lines
following the internal wiring.

“First version,” Tess said, grabbing the
projection and sliding it to the side to make room. She waved her
arm up and a copy appeared, this one with goggles and a few small
pieces on a belt. “Second version. And third version,” she added,
tracing a curve and a dot, making a large question mark appear in
the air before them.

“You have plans, surely?” Nadia said.

“Don’t you? We already have climbing gear of
some kind on our add list.” Tess waved the question mark into
nonexistence before pulling up a copy of version two and bringing
up a list on one side. “I’m still working on electrical
countermeasures.” Yellow bands appeared on each forearm of the
projection with two quick pokes of her finger.

Nadia put a finger to her lips as she ran her
eyes over the display. It was sort of nice, having it all laid out
like this. Back in college, she’d often used outdated easels and
posters, drawing things out by hand like a bunch of primitives.
Certain professors didn’t believe in technology.

That too had been nice, in a way.

“I suppose I’ll take notes the next time I’m
out,” Nadia said.

“Armor of some kind? Bulletproof material?
That didn’t even cross your mind?”

“I thought you said graphene silk was quite
robust in that respect?”

“For its weight, yeah. But that flimsy little
layer you like wearing isn’t going to stop anything a cop carries.”
Tess poked version three a few times, and a thicker layer of
material hovered over the existing sweater. “You need some plating
sewn in, especially over your vitals.”

“Tch, so vulgar,” Nadia said. “And it looks
so bulky.”

“Adding it to the list,” Tess said, shaking
her head. “Why do you care so much about how it looks?”

Nadia ignored the question as she rested her
eyes on the goggles, these ones free of cracks. “Those still need a
little something as well.”

“Like what? Signal tracking? Better zoom
factor?”

“Expression,” Nadia said. “I don’t like the
plain mask and goggles. They look like one of those Dome helmets.
Or gimp gear.”

“Pffft! Yeah, heh, I guess it kind of does
look like gimp gear.”

Nadia turned and gave her an exasperated
look. “It’s my list too. You get to put in your
countermeasures.”

“Which are the only reason you aren’t in
prison right now. Let’s not forget.”

“Duly noted. But if I leave this whole thing
up to you, I’ll end up looking like…”

Nadia trailed off, staring at the grim
specter of the jeans and hoodie Tess perpetually wore. This hoodie
said, “Daikon No Hime!” across the front, surrounded by nonsense
kanji.

So tacky. So frumpy.

“It needs to be photogenic,” Nadia said.

“You’re so weird.”

“I’m the one who’s going to be wearing it.
Design for what the client wants, dear.”

That gave Tess a thoughtful pause. “Huh.
Artificial limitations. Interesting.”

 


* * *

 


“Are you all right?”

That horrible voice—or voices: men, women,
children—in her ears again. Jackson didn’t even look up yet,
knowing what she’d see in the screen hanging from the far wall.
This gym was practically her private room. If they knew to find her
here, they knew where she lived, and there was no way that was a
good thing.

“Painful to watch you sometimes.”

That got Jackson to snap her eyes up to the
screen, ready to put a bullet in the leering cat that stared back
at her.

“You need help.”

“Ha!” She got up from the bench, willing
herself not to limp, not to let her arms tremble. “I already saw
what your help is like. Much appreciated.”

“I never said I’d help you catch
her. I like her.”

“And I’m sure you’d be happy to help me if I
hand over that little piece of evidence you want so badly?”

“Evidence. Interesting word. Should you
not give it to the proper authorities?”

Jackson thought about lying, but she knew she
wasn’t very good at it.

“Why did you keep it for
yourself?”

She snorted in reply, shaking her arms out
and taking a few deep breaths to prepare for another set. “Fuck
off. I don’t need your help.”

“You can keep it. Consider it an
apology.”

The cat changed—a sad kitty now, fangs gone
and replaced with an exaggerated frown, and big doe eyes
overflowing with tears.

“Leave me alone,” Jackson said, turning her
back to the screen.

Nothing. She waited, cracking her knuckles
and running her hands down the scars on each arm, ready to bark
back at whatever nonsense Cheshire threw at her.

Still nothing. Silence in her ears. She
turned to see a dark, blank screen. Good. A shrug, a nod, and back
to lifting, powering through the numbness in her muscles.

 


* * *

 


“I see you selected the most intimate device
possible,” Nadia said, standing with her feet wide apart and her
arms up.

“It’s not my fault the human body has a
center of gravity near your erogenous zones,” Tess said, fiddling
with the straps riding high on Nadia’s thighs.

Nadia took a deep breath, pointedly not
looking down, very pointedly not paying any attention to the
feeling of Tess’s prosthetic hand tightening buckles snugly below
the curve of her rear.

“It might not be your fault, but you are
certainly taking your time about it,” Nadia said.

“Oh my God. I managed to get mine on by
myself. You’re the one being a diva about this.” Tess yanked the
strap so tightly that it squeezed a sharp breath out of Nadia.
“There. Comfy?”

“Not at all.” Nadia tried to relax, shifting
her weight from side to side and flexing her legs. The climbing
harness was a piece of fashion she had never experimented with in
the past. Although she didn’t need a mirror to imagine it had a
very flattering effect on her already lovely posterior.

“Make sure you have a good range of motion,”
Tess said, standing up and poking the large device fixed to the
belt of her own harness.

Nadia grunted. She had at least dressed for
the occasion, back in her slick tight black yoga pants. She
couldn’t fathom what Tess was thinking, wearing jeans under the
harness.

“Okay, so…the ripline,” Tess said, reading
from the light flickering in her pupils, “is a common device used
by police, military, and rescue units, consisting of a
weight-bearing harness combined with a powered hook attachment
system.”

Nadia looked down at where her belt buckle
should have been. Instead there was a large device that matched the
one on Tess’s belt, a brick resting right below her navel.

Tess grabbed the front of her own buckle
device, yanked out what looked like a large plug, and spooled out a
length of silver cable along with it. “Nanohook attachment coil,”
she said, pointing to the plug, “and graphene silk threads, just
like in your sweater.” She threw the end of it, the weighted plug
flying and attaching itself to a nearby wall with a rather loud
thunk.

“And that will grip on to anything?”

“Almost anything,” Tess said. “Most kinds of
glass are a no-go. Anything else should work.” She clicked a button
on her belt and yelped as she was yanked off her feet, dragging
along on her butt and cursing as her feet fought to slow her
down.

“Hmm.” Nadia detached her own plug, feeling
the thread spool out from where it was concealed in the belt around
her waist. She tossed it near where Tess had anchored and winced at
the loud screeeee as the wire trailed along.

“Careful. That thing is fucking strong,” Tess
said, still working on standing up.

Clicking the button on her belt evoked less
of a feeling of being pulled and more of a feeling of being hit by
a particularly malicious vehicle. It tore the breath out of Nadia,
stinging the soles of her feet when she landed. The loud metallic
screeeee of the wire retracting didn’t help.

“I see why they’re called riplines,”
Nadia said.

“Actually I read that it means…” Tess groaned
as she pushed the button on her belt again, dragging a string of
profanities along the floor with her. “…RIP, you know,
like…dead.”

Nadia found this rather tasteless. She
clicked her button again, not at all enjoying the sensation of
being yanked by her hips a short length across the room.

“I mean, the really cool part is
verticality.” Tess clicked a different button, which detached her
hook and pulled it back to her belt with a loud clack.
“Watch this.”

She threw the hook straight up, attaching it
to one of the ceiling tiles. When she activated the reel, it didn’t
lift her a millimeter. Instead the ceiling tile crumbled to pieces,
pelting her with bits of foam and dust.

“Ack! Pfft. Ugh!” Tess cried, brushing bits
of tile out of her hair.

“Yes, very cool.”

“Shut up.”

 


* * *

 


Temporary, Nadia told herself yet again.

She missed her old goggles. These ones looked
like the ones police officers wore, maybe a bit thinner. No style
to them at all.

“Sheesh,” Tess said in her ears, nervously
clicking something in the background. “Can you stop looking down so
much? It’s freaking me out.”

Nadia made an extremely disgusted noise and
glanced over her shoulder for good measure. The street stared back
at her, slick with light misty rain, dozens of stories below.

“What did I just say?” Tess said, her voice
high and tight.

“Forgive me for making you uncomfortable,”
Nadia said, bracing herself for another pull. She pushed the button
on her belt, which launched her up toward her anchor. She was
almost fine with that part—the rush of wind on her mask, the mist
slamming into her goggles. It was like riding her beloved
scooter.

Her toes found a bit of purchase between two
large panels, her glove sneaking onto the rim of a metal beam. This
part terrified her. The anchor came unstuck, dangling in her free
hand, and her entire body tightened up in tense alarm. Nothing but
her own muscles kept her from plummeting to a messy death.

She threw the anchor up, wincing at the noise
of the cable unspooling. It bounced off the side of DataVault
Secure Storage Headquarters (a division of Auktoris Global Funds)
then tumbled back down toward her.

“You gotta arc it a little,” Tess said.

“I’m trying,” Nadia said. She threw it again,
this time feeling her heart drop as the anchor bounced off an ad
display that ran up the side of the building.

“It doesn’t stick to glass,” Tess said,
sounding bored.

“Yes, I know,” Nadia said for the third
time.

She tried again. It bounced off again.

“Oh, for the love of…” Nadia spooled it in,
lightly gripping the cable until the anchor slid into her hand.
Infuriating. She held the anchor in her fist and stuck it to the
side of the building in front of her, just to give her fingers a
bit of a rest. Certainly easier to hold on this way. “Hmm.” She
detached the anchor and reached up, sticking it in place above her
head. And pull, new toehold…there.

Et voilà.

“I quite like that actually,” she said.

“It’ll take you all night to climb up that
way!” Tess said.

Nadia ignored her, slowly climbing up one
temporary handhold at a time. It would go much faster if she didn’t
have to scramble for purchase for her left hand. And she’d
absolutely love to do away with the moment of sick tension every
time she detached the anchor, holding on with nothing but the
precarious grip of her human limbs. Yes, one in each hand would do
nicely.

“I’ll be borrowing your anchor when I get
back,” she said.

“Hey, I like playing with that thing.”

“You are slowly destroying my living space,
and I will not—”

Her foot slipped as she reached up with the
anchor, her toes sliding off the slick steel. Nadia let out a
single panicked squeak as her body dropped, dangling by the fingers
of her left hand.

“Aaaahhh!” Tess yelled. “Don’t fall! Don’t
fall! Don’t fall!”

“Not helping!” Nadia said, her right hand
flailing around for the ripline cable. Of course that hand had
betrayed her, dropping the anchor the moment she had slipped. It
should have been within easy reach, but she felt only empty air;
her free hand bit violently at the wall instead. She found
something, anything, to hang her fingertips on and dangled
there, feeling slightly less panicked.

“Okay, okay…hoo, wow, okay…” Tess said. “Just
pull yourself up and you’ll be good.”

Nadia’s arms bent, only a few degrees,
pathetically failing to obey her command. She grunted and held her
breath, flailing her legs in a vain effort to propel herself
up.

“Are you kidding me? One measly pull-up? Your
life literally depends on it!”

If only looks could lift oneself up. Nadia
kept kicking and vainly trying to climb, her feet eventually
pedaling off the wall enough to push her up. Her breath returned to
her burning lungs as she found a stable grip again.

“There we go!” Tess said. “There we go.
Breathe it out. You okay?”

Nadia fought to catch her breath. With numb
fingers, she reached down to her belt, felt her way to the cable,
and pulled the anchor up into her hand again.

Simple. Easy. What she should have done in
the first place, of course, but she’d been too panicked and stupid
to think it through. Nadia glared at nothing but herself, shook her
head as she secured herself to the wall.

Tess’s voice came through again. “I’m sorry.
Bad plan. Let yourself down. I have a couple of backup paths we can
try.”

“Nonsense. I’ve come this far.”

“You sure?”

Nadia looked up. She could almost see the bit
of vent Tess’s drone had identified. She began to climb again.

 


* * *

 


“You just didn’t want to give up your toy,” Nadia
said.

Tess worried over the black gloves on Nadia’s
hands—one last round of checks. “Actually I took both anchors apart
to make these.”

Nadia turned her right hand over, staring at
the flat pads on her fingers and palm. They did look familiar, upon
further inspection. She took particular pleasure in imagining Tess
dismantling those dreadful riplines.

The rest of her new outfit gave her
significantly less pleasure. Light metal struts ran down the
outside of each of her arms and legs, all attached to a heavy
harness anchored around her waist and chest.

She flexed her arms, sneering as the struts
hinged at her elbows. Ungainly. Nothing like the smooth—dare she
admit it—elegant fluidity of Tess’s arm.

“You hate it already, don’t you?” Tess
said.

Nadia wondered how to respond. She glanced up
at the pull-up bar instead.

“I know it’s clunky. An older model, army
surplus,” Tess said. “Not as cool as the new light rigs, but it was
all I could get my hands on.”

“Where do you get all these things?”

“I know people. Okay, ready? Rig active.”

Nadia felt instantly lighter, instantly a bit
more alive on her feet. Goose bumps all through her limbs. She
raised her arms, wavering on her feet a bit as the extra weight she
expected to feel was nowhere to be found.

“Careful! Slow at first,” Tess said.

Slowly, bending her knees carefully, Nadia
jumped up—weightlessly, effortlessly—and grabbed the bar. Trying
this without the rig on had been futile; she’d been left hanging
while her weak hands quickly lost their grip. Now she floated up in
a breath’s effort, feeling the rig lift for her.

“Not bad,” Tess said. “Come on. You know
that’s cool.”

Nadia let herself down, slow and controlled
in a way she’d never been able to before. Hanging with her arms
straight, she looked up at her hands. The gloves she liked.

She opened her hands, her fingers too
stubborn to peel off at first. It took a peculiar twisting movement
to unstick them, leaving her hanging with the pads on her palms
fastened to the bar.

The gloves she liked. No question about that.
She twisted her hands, unsticking and landing on the floor with a
loud thud. She wanted to cringe at the extra weight but felt
nothing as the rig on her legs absorbed the impact.

Tess scampered over to the nearby treadmill,
nodding and clearly excited. “Okay, come over to me, nice and
easy.”

Nadia didn’t come right away; she just
shifted her weight from one foot to the other and back.

“Will you say something already?” Tess
said.

“It feels very…odd,” she forced out, feeling
every shift of the rig in her ears.

“I’m sure it takes a lot of getting used
to.”

“You’ve never worn one?”

“Why would I?” Tess held up her right arm.
Her hoodie was gone for once; she was back to a T-shirt that barely
concealed where her stump ended and her prosthetic began.

Tess beckoned, waving Nadia closer with her
artificial arm. Nadia stared at it, watching the fibers contract
like real muscles, so lovely compared to the crude exoskeleton
currently powering her own limbs.

She stomped over, slowly and carefully. Tess
offered a hand and led her onto the treadmill, eyes lit up.

“Motorized reactive exoskeleton,” she read.
“The only MRE you can’t eat.”

“And what does rig stand for?”

Tess shrugged, flicking her fingers and
starting the treadmill at a slow pace. “It’ll get easier the longer
you walk on this thing. A couple hours of HiL testing should work
out all the awkward kinks.”

“Hill test?” Nadia said, looking down at the
perfectly flat treadmill.

“Human in the Loop,” Tess said. “The rig
reads your steps, adjusting itself to your gait over time. The more
you wear it, the more natural it’ll feel. You’ve just gotta feed
the thing data for a while.” She tapped the back of Nadia’s
harness, a small shell of a backpack resting there with what Nadia
assumed was a control unit.

She kept walking, hating every pounding step.
Clunk, clunk, clunk…dreadful. But she had to admit the
motion of her legs already felt smoother.

Tess wandered away to jump up and grab the
pull-up bar. She held on with just her prosthetic arm, popping out
pull-ups in quick succession, smooth and controlled.

It was odd seeing Tess’s arm so exposed.
Nadia stared openly, watching the lanky imitation muscles
bulging—still not the width of a normal arm, even when flexed.
Slender. Sleek. She felt the word beautiful threaten to form
in her mouth, then chewed on it awkwardly for a moment, slowly
working her way to perhaps beginning to accept the idea.

She stumbled, the front of her toe clipping
the treadmill. Her arms shot out to the bars on either side, the
rig shifting loudly along with them. Close, but still standing.

 


* * *

 


“I hate this thing.”

Tess groaned in her ears.

“I loathe it,” Nadia said. “Despise. Detest.
Abhor.”

“That’s not the only way to get in,” Tess
said. “Maybe try turning on your side?”

“I already tried that!” She crouched at the
vent opening at DataVault Secure Storage Headquarters, glaring at
it as if it had insinuated she were heavy.

“Okay…calm down. Like I said, there’s another
way to… Or fine, try the vent again, sure. Whatever.”

Nadia wouldn’t make it any farther, she knew.
She tried slithering her way in again, but once more felt the rig
clank and scrape against the sides of the vent.

The surface bent beneath her, mocking her.
The harness around her chest stuck fast, not giving an inch. No way
to squeeze and shift and sneak her way through with this unyielding
metal cage wrapped around her.

This should have been easy. She knew she
could fit in here without the rig. She knew it. She tried
pulling herself through, but was stuck fast even with the extra
strength in her arms.

“Can you move?” Tess said. “I think I can
still fit Droney through there.”

Nadia felt something die inside her. She
scrambled backward, clumsy and awkward. “You are not calling it
that.”

“Droney is my sweet baby boy, and I can call
him whatever I want.”

Worlds better the moment she backed out of
the vent, ten degrees cooler and able to breathe again. Nadia stood
in a huff, brushing herself off and glaring at the drone flitting
into the darkness of the vent without her.

The abominable rig hung on her body. It
didn’t even match her outfit—the harness had been painted in gaudy,
tacky camo; random pixels of green and gray and brown. Nadia
snapped the buckles on her chest open, grunting as she tried to
shrug the straps off.

“Hey. Hey!” Tess said. “What do you think
you’re doing?”

Nadia kept grunting—the rig wouldn’t budge,
of course; the arm struts were secured at her wrists as well.

“First of all, that’s going to take at least
an hour to take off,” Tess said. “And second, what the hell is
wrong with you?”

“I will not suffer this…thing…a moment
longer.”

“Oh, and you’re gonna carry it back?”

Nadia paused. Slowly, and with as much show
of not wanting to as possible, she snapped the buckles secure
again.

“It sucks. I get it,” Tess said. “But
wow.”

“We are discussing alternatives the moment I
return.”

 


* * *

 


“I made you something.”

“Hmph.” Nadia allowed Tess to place a frame
of a mask over her head, wires trailing out and connecting to a
jumble of equipment on a table.

A mannequin stood across from her with new
goggles strapped to its head, plain and black and expressionless.
Identical to Nadia’s old pair.

“Okay, and…on,” Tess said, twitching her
fingers.

The front of the goggles lit up in the rough
shape of eyes. Two plain white circles, a cartoonish pair of
spectacles.

“I appreciate the gesture, Tess, but if you
think…” Nadia froze mid-word. The eyes on the goggles
had…moved.

She squinted. The goggles squinted. She
closed one eye, then the other. The goggles copied her.

She jumped—actually jumped—gasping and
clapping her hands.

“I love it!” Nadia squealed, catching herself
and gracefully clearing her throat. “I mean…er…what does it do?
Aside from look pretty, of course?”

“Nothing,” Tess said. “It reads the shape of
your eyes and matches them. Total waste of processor cycles.”

Nadia rolled her eyes and was deeply pleased
to see her goggles do the same. “Marvelous. Might I inquire about
adjusting the shape of them?”

“Knew you would ask,” Tess said, twitching
her fingers in the air. The circles changed to languid cat’s
eyes.

Nadia held back the disgust that threatened
to spill out onto her face. “Too much,” she said instead.

They changed again…this time to sharp, narrow
demon’s eyes.

“Ugh,” Nadia said, shaking her head.
“Next.”

Almond-shaped this time, close to ovals but
with a single pointed corner in each. Simple. Elegant.
Luxurious.

“Ooh, perfect,” Nadia purred. “And the…”
Before she could even form the word color, the eyes changed
to a deep and alluring blue, perfectly matching the color of her
own eyes.

“Tess,” Nadia said breathlessly, holding her
hands over her heart. “You shouldn’t have.”

“You can turn them off too,” Tess said, and
the lights on the goggles went out. “You know, like you should.
When you’re sneaking around, trying not to be noticed?”

Nadia nodded, already knowing she was going
to leave the eyes lit up as much as possible.

“Now what about these?” Tess said, holding a
pair of fake cat ears over the mask.

“Ugh, so tacky.”

“You know,” Tess said, eagerly whispering.
“Because you’re a cat burglar.”

“Absolutely not.”

“We could even make you a catsuit.”

“Where did you get those things?” Nadia said,
still sneering at the ears.

“I used to wear them with my own
catsuit.”

“I thought you called it a fursuit?”

“Same difference.”

 


* * *

 


“Tess?”

“Lab,” drifted back at her, muffled from the
other room.

Tess’s lab was a side room where Nadia had
forced her to put the more…obtrusive equipment. Nadia opened the
door to see her partner leaned back in a chair, poking the air at
an interface only her eyes could see.

A wide rectangle of a machine rested on the
table in front of her, a very fancy and very loud and very
expensive printer. A window on its side showed her long strands of
something black and shiny, which quickly dulled to matte flatness
as it was stretched and dried.

“You said this would take hours,” Nadia said,
entering the room.

“Just making sure the first batch comes out
okay. This printer wasn’t really made for electroactive
polymers.”

Nadia was sure she would agree, if she were
aware of the specifics. Instead she shifted her eyes to a second
printer, a bit smaller but still extravagantly costly. This one
wove silver strands, gorgeous threads coming together into even
more gorgeous cloth.

Such a shame it had to be treated with
whatever that chemical was.

“I suppose it was silly to think you might
have a box full of silkworms hidden back here,” Nadia said.

“Spiders.”

Nadia raised her nose—truth be told, she had
assumed the silk was entirely synthetic. “Excuse me?”

“Genetically modified brown recluse, fed a
special diet laced with carbon nanotubes and graphene
compounds.”

Nadia pondered this for a tiny moment. “And
they…what? Pull it out of the poor things?”

“The spider is sedated first, but yeah.”

She tried to picture that but wondered why
she was doing so. “Fitting, I suppose. There’s quite an elegance to
a spider’s web.”

“Have you ever seen a brown recluse web?”
Tess said, laughing. “Those things are a mess. They’re the hobos of
spiders.”

Nadia was sure she couldn’t identify a brown
recluse out of a lineup, let alone its web. She and Tess watched
the slow rhythm of the printer as it stretched black polymers into
strands, then coiled them up like rope with a long cycling
groan.

“Pretty clever idea, I’ll admit,” Tess said.
She held up her prosthetic hand, flexing the fingers slowly,
staring at the strands expanding and contracting. “I’m not excited
for the next part, though. This stuff isn’t easy to work with.”

Nadia spotted small pads on Tess’s artificial
fingertips that she’d never noticed before. Or never allowed
herself to notice. Patches of slightly different black material on
the ends of her metal digits.

“What are those on your fingertips?” Nadia
said.

Tess looked surprised, lowering her feet to
the floor and dropping her hand back into her lap. “Gripping
compound similar to latex. Not as cool as your new gloves.”

Questions flooded Nadia’s mouth. She had no
idea how Tess had designed her prosthetic, how long it had taken
her, whether she’d chosen the color black or if that was merely its
natural color.

Silence grew between them. It stretched on
for ages, discomfort given almost physical form, as present and
palpable as the droning of the printer.

“It’s very impressive,” Nadia finally
managed.

“Huh? My arm?”

Nadia nodded, trying not to stare.

Tess raised her arm again, sliding the sleeve
of her hoodie up a few inches and staring proudly at her handiwork.
She bent her wrist back to an inhuman angle and spun her hand in a
complete circle as she clenched and opened her fist.

Any other time, the display would have had
Nadia rolling her eyes and trotting out some catty little witticism
about skeleton arms being so last season. Perhaps it was meant to
elicit such a reaction. It stood to reason, then, that reacting as
such would be letting Tess win.

So many questions. What did that thing even
feel like to Tess? Could she feel with it?

Nadia reached out to touch Tess’s arm, on the
short exposed bit of prosthetic above her wrist. Tess jerked away
at the motion, cradling her right arm with her flesh-and-blood
hand.

“Sorry!” Nadia said, shrinking back. “I’m
sorry. That was rude.”

“Yeah. Uh…yeah. Sorry,” Tess replied, just as
confused.

“The material. It’s the same, is it not?”
Nadia said, gesturing desperately at the printer.

“Uh, yeah. Yup.”

“Right.”

“Really tough to work with,” Tess said,
clearing her throat and settling her arms in her lap as if nothing
had happened. “That’s why it’s so rare, honestly. Complete bitch to
automate weaving it into any kind of useful shape.”

“Thank goodness there’s only one of me
then.”

“Ha! Yeah,” Tess said, “I don’t think the
world could handle more than one of you.”

Again, no cutting response offered itself.
Odd.

 


* * *

 


Sleep. At night. It should have been a rare luxury,
the perfect way to spend her night off.

Jackson had gone days without sleep before.
Weeks without more than a few hours at a time, cold and wounded and
huddled in whatever wrecked piece of a building she could find for
cover.

This was worse somehow. She lay back in her
recliner, tossing a thin blanket onto her body—then off a few
minutes later, then back on. Again and again and again. Tonight was
an attempt at no medicine, an experiment to see if exhaustion could
overpower the pain when it arrived.

Her fingers ripped tears in the blanket as
her fists clenched tightly.

Crickets. Warm breeze out back. The ash tree.
Barely remembered. Her headset lay smashed on the floor. Too slow
and groggy to figure out how to click the audio over to her ear
implants.

That fucking cat. The headset had a camera on
it, of course, and if they’d found her at the gym, then they knew
where she lived. Her headset had gone first, followed by every
other camera and microphone on every other device she could find in
her apartment. She’d even smashed a good part of her bathroom
mirror before she finally found all of them; they were easy to miss
among all the wires feeding the built-in displays in the glass.

Stupid anyway. Stupid little app that popped
up on her mirror every time she brushed her teeth, reading her face
and tossing ads up on the glass while she tried to get shit
done.

A fresh spike of pain awoke in her arms. She
popped the chair up and stared through blurry eyes at the remains
of her apartment. The only thing not smashed to pieces—besides her
chair—was her dresser, her mother’s gun safely on top.

That fucking cat.

“Cheshire?” she said out loud. The only
microphone she couldn’t do anything about was the one implanted in
the cartilage of her ear. That fact had hit her as she finished her
rampage, her hands still bleeding from breaking apart the little
microwave she kept near her closet.

Nothing in her ears.

“Answer me…fucking cat…”

Still nothing. Slick with cold sweat, she
wiped her face with her palms. Months without a full night’s sleep,
every day the pain creeping in more and more often.

She heard ringing in her ears.

Jackson bolted upright. An incoming call.
With her headset in pieces, she had no way of seeing who it was,
but she knew the gesture to answer it by heart.

“What do you want?” she said.

“Sergeant Alice Jackson,” a man’s voice said.
A regular old man’s voice, not a nightmare chorus of
computer-generated noise.

More important, she knew the man. Not by
name, of course. Never by name.

“My apologies, former sergeant,” he said.
“Were you expecting another call?”

“Sorry,” Jackson said, shaking out the swell
of anger that had come growling up her throat. “Sorry, I uh…Why are
you calling me this time of night?”

“You’re assigned to the night shift, aren’t
you?”

Not good that he knew that. Not exactly
surprising either.

“Have you thought about that opportunity we
discussed?” he said.

“I’m not much for world travel these
days.”

“That won’t be an issue. This assignment
wouldn’t require you to leave the country. In fact, you wouldn’t
even have to leave the city.”

That made her eyebrows pop up high. Plausible
deniability or not, federal agents operating here wouldn’t end
well. “Is that supposed to pull me in? Because I gotta say, my
answer just went from no to hell no.”

He snorted a quiet chuckle, the kind she’d
heard many times from men who sent others off to get killed. “Your
compensation would be—”

“I don’t care. I’m not killing anyone.”

“Is that what you think this is?” he said,
not fooling her for a moment. “You won’t be operating with the
Hellhounds. But Captain Dunn did speak very highly of your
record.”

Did she now?

Jackson gritted her teeth to stop a long
stream of profanity from spilling out. “The answer is no. The
answer has always been no. The answer will always be no.”

She ended the call, her hand miming the
motion of slamming a phone down. Maybe this time they‘d finally
take the hint.

Not likely. She shook her head and went back
to wiping her face as the pain crept back in. She was done with the
army, done with being a soldier, done with killing. They could
dangle as much money as they wanted in front of her. It didn’t
matter.

Her hands wouldn’t leave her face. She
doubled over in her chair, sitting alone in the darkness, holding
her shaking head until the sun rose.

 


* * *

 


Late. Nadia rubbed her tired eyes, only stopping for
a second. She’d been at it for days now, painstakingly weaving the
polymer strands into a thin sleeve, layer after layer, finger
blisters wearing themselves open and raw. Diagrams of female
musculature loomed on the screen above her: pretty young women with
their skin flayed off, posing all the same.

Another layer completed. She drew a sealer
down its length—a small tool like a crimper. The smell of ozone
crept into her nostrils as the strands fused into a solid band of
artificial muscle.

A low, grating snore resounded behind her.
She glanced at Tess, asleep on the futon, mouth wide open, a
trickle of drool shining from the corner of her lip.

Nadia felt less tired in that moment.

An idea occurred. It seemed risky.
Unnecessary really. But it was very persistent all the same. It
took Nadia several long minutes of sitting, biting her lip, and
making no progress on her work to finally get up and get on with
it.

She stood up to throw a blanket over the girl
sleeping there, to tuck her in for the night. Or late morning.
Whatever time it was.

That was all. Certainly not to hover next to
the futon for several long seconds, holding a blanket and staring.
Tess’s right arm was dangling over the side of futon, sleeve
dragged up, her artificial fingers reaching toward the floor.

Exactly like the strands Nadia had been
weaving for hours now. One hand crept out, floating closer and
closer toward the artificial muscle of Tess’s forearm.

No. That was…rude, at the very least.
Uncalled for. Selfish. Biting her lip again, she pulled her errant
hand back. She knew what the strands felt like anyway.

Another low snore buzzed out of Tess. She was
on her side, saliva leaking out into a dark stain on the futon
exactly where Nadia had placed her own pillow many times. Although
she wanted to gag at the sight of it, she fought to ignore that
observation. Instead she took head-shaking pleasure in the way
Tess’s hair was tangled up, a twisted mess falling over her slack
face.

There was simply no way that could be
comfortable. Before she could think about it, her hand snuck up and
swept the errant locks back. Scratchy. Clearly her friend wasn’t
using the right kind of conditioner—if she used conditioner at all.
Clearly Nadia would have to work a bit harder, tuck a few more
strands behind her ear.

“Mmmmm, muh…huh?” Tess said, stirring, her
eyes still closed.

Nadia was already clear across the office,
scolding herself with every step. The blanket was still bunched up
in her hands, useless now.

 


* * *

 


Through it all, practice.

Nadia threw three quick strikes, thudding
into the foam armor covering Brutus. Her breath was calm and
measured, her stance solid. Much better tonight.

Before all this, she’d never hit anyone in
her life. Sure, a slap here or there, an exclamation point at the
end of a relationship or two.

But nothing serious.

Not like this.

It felt good. That rush of a punch
hitting home, the solid smack of the front of her elbow sweeping in
and knocking him backwards, knocking a man much larger than herself
back a few paces. It was no wonder to her anymore why some people
would want to fight.

Dancers in the mirror, sweeping their legs
high, graceful and perfect. Herself in the mirror, much less well
dressed but swinging her leg up high and snapping her bare heel
into Brutus’s ribs. The big man took it all with a wide smile.

She couldn’t help smiling back, seeing her
face masked in the mirror now, eyes lit up. It felt beautiful
sometimes. She threw another punch…

Sometimes it didn’t feel beautiful. Her wrist
turning a fraction of an inch the wrong way, her fist stopped
pathetically on the foam and rebounded all that force right up
through her joints.

Tape and wrap. Like the dancers, on point
even as their feet bled, Nadia kept training. Aleksa demonstrated a
quick takedown, dodging a strike from Brutus that looked twice as
nasty as the one he’d split Nadia’s brow with months ago. In a
flash of graceful movement, Brutus was flat on his face with Aleksa
holding his wrist, her heel dug into his shoulder.

She made it look so easy.

Nadia failed spectacularly. She dodged then
lunged into the takedown, missing Brutus’s arm and falling on her
face. She tried again, grabbing his arm then utterly missing
everything else. He tossed her to the floor for her effort. Still
smiling. Still encouraging.

Again. And again. And again.

An hour later, she moved without thinking,
felt it flow perfectly, felt her body make the motions on its own
until one final sweep had her slamming Brutus to the floor, her
knees on his back and one hand on the back of his head.

It made her jump to her feet, fists raised
high like a prizefighter. Valery barely reacted, only saying one
word, simple and calm.

“Again.”

And “Again.”

And “Again.”

 


* * *

 


It was just like wearing her much-beloved yoga
pants.

Nadia ran her hands down her new tights, slim
black strands of banded muscle fiber that matched her new sleeves.
So much better than the rig in every possible way.

“Okay, test range of motion?” Tess said.

Gladly. Nadia’s right leg shot up to slap at
her extended arm, harder and faster than she’d been ready for. She
had expected awkward motion, halting little improvements. Growing
pains. She hadn’t expected it to fit like a long-missed second
skin.

Better than her human muscles even. She still
had aches in her legs—pleasant aches but aches all the
same—leftover from her latest heist a few nights before. Or from La
Garrud lessons. Probably both, melding into constant general
soreness.

That only made stretching it out feel all the
better. Nadia bent over, planting her hands firmly on the floor to
stretch her back and rear in a very compromising yoga pose she
remembered from long ago.

“I’d say range of motion is quite
satisfactory,” Nadia said.

“Uh-huh. Yup,” Tess said.

Something odd about her tone. Nadia raised
her head, breathing in deeply and satisfyingly through her nose.
Out through the mouth, slow and controlled. “How much of the
polymer is left? I’d like to put some strands through the torso
area as well.”

“Sure,” Tess said.

Still stretching, Nadia looked over. Tess was
openly staring at her, her fingers completely still. Her mouth even
hung open a little.

“I’ve been thinking about getting both my
legs cut off,” Nadia said. “Might be fun, wouldn’t you agree?”

“Mmhmm,” Tess said, nodding. Still
staring.

“Tess!”

That snapped her out of it. Her pupils
flickered, no doubt playing back the last few moments of
conversation, trying to catch up.

“See anything you like?” Nadia said.

Tess slammed the hood of her sweater over her
head and pulled it down tightly over her eyes. “I was just…checking
the uh…”

“You were staring,” Nadia said, getting up
and stalking over to her. “Were your eyes recording? Saving that
pose for later, hmm?”

“Oh my god, Nadia!” Tess yelped,
pulling her hood down tighter until her face was completely
covered. “Just test the slippers, okay?”

“What’s wrong?” Nadia pouted and crossed her
arms with a truly unnecessary cocking of her hips. “Are you saying
you don’t find me attractive?”

“Ugh, this is the worst. You’re the
worst,” Tess said, shaking her still covered head. “Test the
slippers!”

Delightful, watching her partner squirm like
this. Such a lovely day already. Nadia crouched—a slight bend of
her knees—then shot up to stick the palms of her hands to the
ceiling. A straight vertical jump of about ten feet, easy as
breathing. Her legs swung up, the soles of her feet sticking as
easily as her palms.

She hung upside down, her hair forming a
curtain around her face. Each of her arms was wrapped in a woven
sleeve of dark fibers, with grouped bands like muscles clearly
visible.

A goofy smile crept out. She really couldn’t
help it. There was a bit of a trick to actually getting her new
shoes to release, a certain way of lifting her foot. Slight twist,
and…there.

Nadia took a step, carefully leaving one
ceiling tile behind and sticking her foot to the next, making sure
to center her weight on the strut between tiles. She couldn’t stop
moving her arms, waving them around to relish the feeling. They
felt a little tight maybe. But she felt their strength, coiled and
waiting, tensed and thrilling. They looked just as good, the weave
flexing with her perfectly. Naturally. Almost as lovely as Tess’s
arm.

“And you were giving me crap about wanting
both my arms done?” Tess said. She was peeking out now, her hood
still cinched tight around her face.

Nadia looked up, at her own feet. The boots
truly were more like slippers, thick socks with the big toe set
apart and the rest of her toes grouped together. “Why did you shape
them like that?”

“They’re tabi. You know, ninja socks,”
Tess said.

“You mean like in one of your silly
cartoons?”

“I know you know it’s called anime,
you dick.”

Nadia tried to hold in a laugh, jerking her
legs and pulling one foot down, scraping as it took the ceiling
tile with it. She hung for a moment, arms flailing, before the tile
on her other foot gave way as well.

Tess broke her fall, yelping as they were
crushed together in a heap. A cloud of dust from the ceiling sifted
onto them.

“That was pretty cool,” Tess said.

“Ugh, it’s in my hair!” Nadia made a few
delicate coughs, making no effort to climb off of Tess as she
slapped the offending dust out of her ponytail.

 


* * *

 


She felt the repaired patches on her sweater. Tiny
spots of stiffness, sticking inward whenever she moved, a small
hitch in her otherwise flawless garment. Nadia couldn’t wait to
finish the replacement.

Flashlight beams swept across the room below
her, two guards walking by without a word. They passed through an
aisle lined on either side with yellow caution bands, bold warnings
not to step into the lab area proper. Nadia held her breath, her
hands stuck to the corrugated metal ceiling, her feet braced
against a steel beam. Even if they’d looked up, she was nestled
among exposed vents and pipes and conduits. Nothing but a shadow in
darkness.

Gone. She let her breath out.

“Not yet,” Tess said in her ears.

She heard it seconds before she saw it. A
small drone hovered by, above the guards’ eye level but still well
below her. It passed by without remark.

“Cameras?” Nadia whispered.

“Looping. Place is yours for a few
minutes.”

She was still getting used to traversing
ceilings; walls were easier to wrap her spatial sense around. She
slithered over the beam and made her way to the closest wall, still
having trouble unsticking the soles of her tabi every few
feet.

She lowered herself down the wall, her soft
shoes touching down and spreading out on the cold, spotless lab
floor. Large open cubicles surrounded her, filled with workbenches
and consoles and electronic components she couldn’t begin to
identify. Wireframe maps of the rest of the area hovered around the
edges of her goggles.

Nadia crept down the aisle, checking around
corners with her wrist camera no matter how safe she supposedly
was. Her goggles panned over a workbench with an assortment of
slender lengths of metal arranged in careful rows.

“Whoa. No way,” Tess said.

“Something catch your eye?”

“It’s fine. I don’t wanna bother fencing
physical stuff.”

Nadia paused, eyeing the…whatever they were.
One was mounted in a vise that stuck up from the bench top, a
narrow rectangle with a sharp edge facing up.

“Still pulling files,” Tess said. “Keep
moving. I might need a hookup down the hall. Could save me a few
minutes piercing through their segregation.”

“Are you certain you wouldn’t like one of
these?” Nadia said, picking one up. It was light and stiff, the
size and shape of one of the drafting straightedges she’d used back
in college.

“No, no way. Keep moving.”

Pursing her lips, Nadia ran her fingers down
the smooth metal. If it was metal. She wasn’t entirely
certain. Without another word, she swung her bag off her back and
stuffed several of the curious objects inside.

“You’re such a weirdo,” Tess muttered.

“Pour toi. You’re welcome.”

“I swear I’m swiping that bag from you next
time you go out.”

 


* * *

 


“I’m not kidding. Put them on,” Tess said.
“Please?”

Nadia heaved a loud sigh as she put on the
safety goggles, trying not to worry that they might ruin her hair.
Tess was wearing a pair—ridiculously oversized for her head—over
her lens-less glasses.

Tess had already relocated her practice dummy
to the lab, the hint finally taken after many, many remarks
from Nadia about the noise. Now they both were enveloped by the
constant whirring of the two printers as Tess readied whatever she
was holding.

Nadia recognized one of the edged lengths of
metal she had stolen, attached to a crude handle with wires and
battery packs haphazardly taped all over it.

“And you said you wanted to take my bag
away.”

“Still valid,” Tess said, popping a few wires
out and attaching them in different spots. “I’ve wasted way too
many hours playing with these things.”

Something popped and hummed—a slow,
high-pitched whine crawling out from the thing in Tess’s hands and
rising in Nadia’s ears.

“Okay, active.”

“And what is it I’m supposedly about to be
amazed by?” Nadia said.

“Just watch.” Tess squared up her stance and
raised the gadget above her head, just as Nadia had watched her do
many times before with a bamboo sword.

The mannequin, still wearing a black APS
helmet, stared back at her.

Tess swung.

It was a gunshot. Nadia’s entire body
recoiled, her hands flying up to shield her face. Silence followed,
and when she carefully lowered her hands, Tess was sitting in front
of her holding nothing but a handle with shattered remains sticking
out of it.

“Whoa,” Tess said, not moving, staring at the
thing in her hands. “You okay?”

“Am I all right?” Nadia said. She gave
Tess a quick once-over with her eyes, detected no blood, then
hovered closely with her hands outstretched. Shards of metal lay
scattered on the floor around them, some of them glowing and
vibrating with malice.

A particularly menacing-looking chunk was
sticking out of Tess’s prosthetic.

“Tess?” Nadia said, wincing. She tapped her
forearm a few times, her eyes stuck on the dull orange shard.

“Oh. Huh,” Tess said, still not moving. “This
is why I was being a bitch about the goggles.”

“Goggles,” Nadia scoffed. “You’re lucky
you’re alive. What is, er…was that thing?”

“Experimental composite,” Tess said.
Breathlessly, reverently. “Capable of withstanding extreme
high-frequency vibrations.”

Nadia spared a glance at the poor mannequin
and was taken aback to see a clean slice extending a few inches
down into the top of the helmet, the edges melted and leaking
steam.

“Damn it,” Tess said. “I really, really
wanted that to work. I’ll get it. Only a matter of time.”

 


* * *

 


They took turns on the futon.

There were phases like this, the two barely
speaking for days. Work was cut out for each of them. Plans were
drawn. Nothing to do now but put in the hours.

Nadia would fetch coffee, letting one hand
trail Tess’s shoulder as she passed her friend, hunched over at a
bench and typing away in the air.

Tess would heat up instant food, trying to
set a place for each of them among the clutter, disposable
chopsticks placed just so.

Once, after a particularly long, grueling
stretch of hours, they’d both gotten up, wandered aimlessly to
stretch their legs, then gone for the futon at the same time.

They’d both staggered to a halt, making tired
eye contact, then very violently breaking said eye contact.

Nadia insisted that Tess take the futon, and
of course Tess had insisted that Nadia take it. Nadia then pointed
out there was a real bed in the office, and Tess of all people
deserved some time in the Pass out from Exhaustion Suite.

Tess had pointed out in turn that it was
Nadia’s office, after all, so she deserved the real bed. To which
Nadia had responded that since it was technically her office, she
felt entitled to make the rules, the first of which was Tess taking
the real bed, effective immediately.

Naturally Tess dove onto the futon and said,
“There. Now you have to take the real bed. So there.”

Nadia slumped, unwilling to admit defeat but
slinking off anyway with a spiteful ”Ugh. Fine.” The real
bed—a queen—welcomed her, letting her body sink into its perfectly
firm mattress. It was lovely.

And Nadia lay there, staring at the ceiling,
wide-awake.

 


* * *

 


Nadia felt only half herself. Her right arm and hand
looked as they should, sheathed in lovely black synthetic fibers
with a glove to match. Her left was bare and human—her own pale
skin, impressive as it was.

The bracer was new, a slim length of black
that covered most of her right forearm. Wires crept out of it,
taped to her arm and ending in a pouch that lay snug at the small
of her back.

“I thought you said it was ready?” She walked
over to where Tess was tinkering away at one of her benches.

Tess held up a finger. “One more minute.”

“I’ve been ready,” Nadia said, sighing
and rolling her eyes and delighting at what it must look like on
her new goggles.

Tess had laid out a row of beakers, each full
of clear liquid with something solid soaking within. To Nadia, they
looked like small panes of glass or perhaps ice. Tess took one out
with her right hand, waved it dry in the air, and added it to the
pile she had created.

Each pane held a slight white tinge, maybe a
touch of glow. Quite subtle. Nadia found herself staring, felt her
unprotected left hand creep closer to one of the beakers.

“Don’t touch that!”

Nadia’s hand froze. Tess pulled out another
one, waved it dry, and placed it with the rest. Only now did Nadia
notice that her partner’s left hand was wrapped in a sturdy glove,
layers of protective rubber in bright hazard orange.

“There’s, like, eight kinds of acid in
there,” Tess said, wrapping the pile of panes into a single
cell.

“I thought you said this was an electrical
countermeasure,” Nadia said, running her fingers down the band on
her right forearm. “Is that why this one has been taking so long?
Because I must say, acid burns sound rather gauche.”

“Solid-state batteries,” Tess said, getting
up and attaching the cell to the back of Nadia’s belt. “That’s
what’s been taking so long. Unless you only want it to work once
and drain everything else you’re wearing.”

Nadia nodded. “Acceptable, I suppose.”

“Ready?”

Nadia held out her right arm. Tess snapped
her fingers and the bracer turned on. At least Nadia assumed it was
on. She couldn’t feel or see any difference.

Tess held a length of bare wire in her
glove-shielded left hand. She tapped it to Nadia’s arm, which sent
a shower of sparks leaping out.

That Nadia felt. Every hair on her
body stood at attention, a peculiar tingling sensation creeping
along the edges of her senses. The HUD in her goggles
flickered.

“Whoa,” Tess said, “Your eyes went all crazy.
Hmm. That shouldn’t have happened.”

“What do you mean?”

“You know, all…flickery. Why are you wearing
those anyway?”

“Why not?”

 


* * *

 


“Why did you do that?” Tess cried in her
ear.

“You said we needed to test it!” Nadia
screamed between desperate breaths, sprinting toward the train
platform. Although it was nearly deserted at this hour she still
heard the whining roar of a train dragging itself to life.

“I didn’t mean you should attack a police
officer!”

“Self-defense!” Nadia said, dodging past an
Auktoris security stooge. She skipped up the wall past him, jumping
off and crawling along the ceiling as he yelled at her to stop. “He
saw me! I had no choice!”

The rest of them were catching up, a cop or
two flanked by monorail security guards, yet another division of
Auktoris Private Security. Nadia swung down, diving off the ceiling
to land back on her feet. She took off toward the train; its cars
were already zipping by so fast that the few people inside were a
blur.

“Oh, shit! On the left! To your right too.
Oh, my God! Look out!”  

“Yes, I see him!” Nadia slid, ducking under
the shock prod swinging through the air. Her forearm tapped the
guard’s leg, sending him collapsing to the ground with a shriek.
But still, she was surrounded. Nowhere left to go.

Nowhere to go but the train. She took a
running leap and caught the side of the train with her gloves.

It felt like someone had ripped her arms out
of their sockets. A strangled yelp tore out of her throat.

“What? What happened? Are you dead?”

“Not yet,” she said, pressing herself against
the side of the train. The guards and cops chasing her shrank
instantly, flying away from her as the wind threatened to shove her
off the side of the car.

 


* * *

 


Nadia’s shoulders still ached. It was her first night
back at La Garrud after a week of convalescence, sitting and
pouting with foam braces wrapped around each shoulder. After much
debate, Tess had allowed her to do HiL testing on the treadmill for
a couple of days before rejoining her class.

Strange, how quickly one could form a habit.
Nadia had wanted to practice again so badly that it bordered on
need.

She made sure to make up for lost time. Nadia
had stayed long after the last of the other students had left,
trying Aleksa’s patience as they ran through drills over and over
and over. Now she was alone in the elevator again.

She pressed the button for the ground floor.
She waited.

“I know you’re watching me.”

The elevator control panel flickered in
answer.

so good to see you again

“Hmm,” Nadia said, staring down her nose at
the little cartoon cat face on the screen.

it’s been a while. i was worried.

The screen changed to a clip from a security
camera, a slim figure in black jumping and catching a train—she
even saw her goggles showing her eyes shoot wide open as the train
ripped her out of the air.

quite a stunt. how many lives do you have
left, i wonder?

Nadia smiled, as menacing as the face on the
screen. “Still just the one.”

shall i lend you some of mine?

“I do so love your flair for the dramatic. Do
you workshop these lines beforehand?”

dramatic flair. you are one to talk.

Clips from news feeds flickered over the
display. “DataVault In-Secure Storage, Breached for the
First Time.” “Masked Terrorist Strikes Again, Infiltrates
Praytheon-Martin Labs.” “Monorail Mayhem! Police Officer Wounded as
Terrorist Escapes.”

Nadia’s eyes lit up with glee, her heart
racing. She couldn’t help herself, almost swooning like she had
after each caper, seeing her exploits denounced in public to the
tune of hundreds of thousands of eager views.

have you given any thought to your
sobriquet?

Text from an op-ed scrolled out, expressing
curiosity at how this criminal was said to crawl up walls like a
spider.

“Eww,” Nadia said, shaking her head
furiously.

A clip from a popular streamer was next,
expressing admiration for a certain black-clad thief, desperately
wondering if she could be called “The Raven.”

“Better,” Nadia said, but shook her head
again. “Too Goth. Too Poe.”

Another feed, this time referring to her as
merely “That Cat Burglar.” Cheshire’s face peeked over the corner
of the video, winking over a cheeky grin.

“You would like that one, wouldn’t you?”
Nadia said. “Hard pass.”

The screen went blank before lighting up with
a pair of glowing blue eyes, her beautiful goggles exactly as she
saw them in the mirror.

found it. they remembered your first job at
the jewelry store.

Nothing followed. Nadia was aching to know.
“Well?”

pleasant surprise. trust me.

Nadia felt a smile sneak out, tearing it off
ruthlessly. A long silence lingered as she scolded herself for
becoming fond of these conversations.

“Why are you helping me?”

we both want the same thing.

“I very much doubt that.”

yet you’ve been very helpful to me.

The screen changed again, showing text and
photos and documents blinking by faster than Nadia could
process—dozens, then hundreds, speeding up to thousands.

“That’s…you’ve been buying up all the files?
What, might I ask, do you plan to do with all that?”

perhaps i’m just a collector.

The cat face returned, glowing eyes and that
same sneering, leering grin.

but what good is a collection if no one
sees it?

Nadia narrowed her eyes and pursed her lips
as she tried to remember what Tess had told her: anonymous buyers,
data brokers, all her stolen goods copied and shifted and let out
into the wilderness to fly where they might.

Nadia had never looked at any of it.

“What have you found?”

No words. Only the fanged smile of Cheshire
staring back at her. After a moment, the cat winked.

The elevator door opened, and the panel
returned to normal.

 


* * *

 


It felt good. More than good. Exhilarating. Her heart
pounding with delight at the chase, at how quick she was now, at
the angry barking of Officer Jackson hot on her heels.

Nadia vaulted over a railing and dropped
through the middle of the spiral staircase, the fibers in her
tights handling the landing with aplomb. That would buy her a few
seconds.

“Jammer’s been ready,” Tess said.

“Save it.” More sirens approaching. Nadia
sprinted flat out, a set of doors in front of her wide open and
waiting. There it was: the solid thud of Jackson’s boots hitting
the ground behind her, much farther back than before.

Two police hoverbikes were parked outside,
their lights flashing blue and red.

“Those bikes are locked, I assume?” Nadia
said, high and forced through gulping breaths.

“On it.”

Her feet slapped the hard pavement, stinging
through her soft soles.

“Take the one on the right,” Tess said.

“I’ve got a bead on you,” Jackson yelled from
well behind her. “Stop!”

“Not my bike!” That had to be her partner,
surely.

Nadia threw herself onto the thing, barely
seeing the panel light up with a stern ORTEGA,
DAVID L. The engine roared to life in an instant, one tiny
twist of the throttle enough to send her lurching forward and
knocking the other bike on its side.

“Jackson, she’s on my bike,” Ortega cried.
“Don’t shoot!”

“Get outta the way!” Jackson barked. Nadia
glanced over her shoulder to see Jackson mounting up, righting her
bike and taking off in pursuit.

Nadia’s scooter was a cute little kitten,
polite and purring and floating along with class. This thing was a
sullen tiger, waiting and ready for a chance to buck her off and
tear her throat out. It jumped into the air, jet engines screaming
as the wind whipped her face.

Nadia instantly fell in love.

“Not that way!” Tess cried. Two Auktoris
Security hoverbikes were coming at her, red lights flashing and
sirens blaring. Nadia cut the throttle and banked sharp, pulling a
hovering one-eighty and blasting off in the opposite direction.

“Whoa. How did you…?” Tess said.

“I told you, I know how to drive.”

The look of surprise on Jackson’s face was
clear through her goggles, wide eyes perfectly framed for a split
second before Nadia dipped the nose of Ortega’s bike and zipped
right under her favorite officer. She swooped back up, climbing
high in the street canyon between skyscrapers, Auktoris Security
still trailing her.

“Okay, I know you said you can drive,” Tess
said, “but damn.”

She had missed this. Nadia pinned the
throttle and kept it there, screaming through the light-soaked
night with cars below her zipping by. Street races were so much
more fun when the cops gave chase.

“They’re still on you,” Tess said.

Sadly this bike wasn’t like one of the racers
Nadia used to own, sleek and stripped down and light—hardly more
than an engine and a seat. This one was probably the exact model as
the two chasing her, thick and bulky and mean. Nadia eyed them over
her shoulder, counting and waiting and holding her breath.

There. A busy intersection ahead, red lights
waiting with cross traffic. She dove right for it.

“Uh?” Tess said. “Hey? Hey!”

Not yet.

“Traffic!” Tess yelled. “Climb!”

Silly. Her pursuers matched her, leaning in
close to their handlebars, faceless helmets eager for the kill.

“Holy shit what are you doing?
Ahhhh!”

Now.

Nadia cut the throttle, slamming the air
brakes on and lifting the bike’s nose so it was almost completely
vertical. She stood up in the stirrups, her heart screaming into
her throat. The two APS bikes zipped past her, shock evident in
their riders’ bodies for one perfect moment before they zoomed past
her into traffic with a racket of horns and alarms.

She lowered the nose, still sliding too fast
toward the lights, when something slammed into the back of her
bike, lifting her off the seat. Nadia turned to see Officer Jackson
coming out of the same braking dive, swiping her bike into
Nadia’s.

A perfect hit, nose to rear corner. Nadia’s
bike slid and rolled, threatening to flip and dump her off. Knowing
this trick, she rolled with it, squeezing with her thighs as she
flipped upside down, pulling the nose with her to do a vertical
half loop.

Only a fool would do something like this so
close to the ground. Nadia tensed up, ignoring Tess’s yelping in
her ears as she strained to hold on to the handlebars, the bottom
of her bike scraping the top of a stopped car. She cleared it,
revved the throttle, and screamed off down the street in the
direction she’d come from.

“Holy shit!” Tess’s voice shook. “Where’d you
learn how to do that?”

“Asked a gentleman to teach me after he beat
me in a race,” Nadia said, effortlessly banking between oncoming
cars, the bike scorching a black trail on the pavement.

“How the hell did he beat you?”

Nadia ignored the question. “That wasn’t the
only thing he beat that night.”

“Ugh. Never mind. I almost forgot you used to
substitute sex for actual feelings.”

“Better than repressing my basic drives,” she
said. She lifted off again, checking her mirrors and feeling a
thrill to see Officer Jackson cutting a sharp turn, back on her
trail.

“How am I repressed?” Tess said. “Oh, hey.
Take this left. It’s clear. You know I ’bate like eight times a day
right?”

“My point exactly,” Nadia said, leaning into
a hard left. “Did you just abbreviate the act of self-pleasure to
’bate?”

“Nothing abbreviated about it.”

“Ugh, so that’s why you’re in the bathroom
all the time?” Nadia said. “Don’t tell me you have recordings of
myself for reference?”

“No!” Tess said, far too quickly. “Take a
left at these lights.”

Nadia took the left and blinked. Two patrol
cars and a swarm of hoverbikes were coming down the road toward
her, a riot of sirens and flashing red lights.

“You see it?” Tess said.

After a moment of no throttle, she did. Road
work in progress, orange cordons surrounding a dark, yawning hole
knocked into the middle of the road. A gate was half installed over
the pit, what would soon be emergency access to the drainage
tunnels that crisscrossed the city.

“Do I need to open it more or…oh, hey you
fit,” Tess said.

Nadia’s goggles switched modes automatically,
her hand yanking the brakes on again and sliding into a screeching
stop. The gate behind her creaked shut. The sirens grew quieter,
the lights from outside shrinking until the last thing she saw was
Officer Jackson’s glaring goggled eyes as she braked to a stop
outside the closed gate.

Just a glimpse. Enough for Nadia to blow her
a kiss.

Darkness. A satisfied smile hid under Nadia’s
mask as she revved the throttle and peeled out into the maze of
tunnels under the city.

 



Chapter Eleven: Leap of Faith




“Jackson, responding. En route.” She tipped the
throttle open a bit, coasting above the morning traffic. Harsh dawn
light crept down the sides of the buildings around her, the streets
still deep in shadow.

At least it had been a quiet night. No
black-clad girl taunting her, no fanged cat with a hundred voices
whispering in her ears. Just another mass shooting and a few
evictions. Routine.

The compass at the top of her HUD pinged. She
glided down to street level, clicking her siren a few times at a
teenager flying too high on a scooter. Lucky kid. Jackson would’ve
chased him down and ticketed him if she wasn’t already on a
call.

The reported vagrant was indeed loitering on
the sidewalk, in the technical sense. Not panhandling, not busking.
The man didn’t seem to be bothering anyone as he limped along,
leaning against a brick wall for support. Normally Jackson wouldn’t
have given him a second thought.

But someone had complained, so she landed
next to him. “Sir?” Her goggles reported his identity the moment he
turned to her, but she didn’t need them. “Carroll?”

“Oh! Hey,” he said, dropping his eyes. He’d
lost weight, but Jackson wouldn’t have meant it as a compliment.
Clearly he hadn’t been on the street too long. His clothes were
dirty but intact, and he had unruly stubble that might one day be a
grand hobo beard.

“What are you doing out here?” she said,
dismounting and putting a hand on his shoulder. Not rough, not to
drag him away.

“Looking for a job, dumbass,” he said. His
face turned fiercely red, tears threatening to spill out of his
eyes.

“Not like that, you aren’t.” She felt his
hand grab at her armor vest, desperately cling to it. He probably
didn’t even know he was doing it. “How’s that wrist doing
anyway?”

“All her fault,” he said, sniffing and
picking himself up a bit. “Dereliction of duty. Sleeping. Like
anyone can stay awake all night every night for years. They never
would have known if that stupid girl hadn’t...”

“I’m sorry, Chuck,” she said. She glanced
around, putting herself between him and the cars passing by;
shielding him from the few pedestrians out at this hour, none of
whom were paying any attention. “Why didn’t you call me?”

“I don’t need help!” he said, yanking his
shoulder away. “I can find a job. They said I can have my residency
permit back if I get a job. I just gotta get a job. Some quick
contract, that’s all.”

“You don’t need a job. You need a shower. And
food. And a bed,” Jackson said. “I’m off in another hour. Can
you—”

Red lights. An Auktoris Private Security
patrol vehicle pulled up to the curb behind her bike.

“Oh, Christ,” Carroll said, limping away from
her, still begging the wall to hold him up. “Jackson, hold ’em
off.”

“Don’t go anywhere!” she said, grabbing him
by the shoulder, rough this time. “You know they’ll shoot you.”

Two Domes got out of the car, one talking
over his radio. “Responding, assist for Metro PD, already on
scene.”

The other fixed his faceless stare on
Jackson. “Everything under control? We saw the call come in.
Thought you could use a hand with transport.”

Right kind of them. Any other day she’d be
grateful for the help, happy not to have to babysit a cuffed perp
until someone showed up to taxi them away. “Under control,
Officers. Thank you.”

They didn’t move. Carroll trembled under her
hand.

“Is he resisting?” one of the Domes asked,
drawing a shock prod from his belt.

“No! Not resisting!” Carroll said, shooting
his hands up in the air. “Jackson, help me, please.”

Letting him go was bad enough with her
goggles recording everything. Ortega knew a trick or two to bump a
few minutes off the file. That could be dealt with.

Feeds from two Domes, though? No way around
that, not that Jackson knew of.

“Be cool,” she slid through clenched teeth.
“I’ll find you after they take you in.”

“What? What? No, Jackson. No!”

The Domes stepped closer, prods drawn and
crackling, but Jackson waved them off—if somebody was going to do
it, it would be her. She drew a pair of hinged cuffs from her belt,
snapping the rings open and tensing her grip on his shoulder.

“I said play along,” she whispered in his
ear.

“Fuck you!” he yelled, bucking his shoulders
against her. She shoved him against the wall anyway. “They’re gonna
fucking kill me! Let me run, you suck-up piece of shit!”

Jackson cuffed his wrists together, doing her
best not to twist them up too badly. “Charles Carroll, you’re under
arrest for public vagrancy. You have the right to remain silent,
although any and all electronic correspondence involving your
person can and will be used against you in…”

“Fuck you!” Still not resisting. “You’re not
a fucking cop. Just another fucking Dome piece-of-shit
sellout.”

“You have the right to an attorney of your
choosing,” she continued, “although if you cannot afford one, you
will be expected to defend yourself to the best of your
ability.”

“Check it out,” one of the Domes said, “the
blues still read rights. Weird.”

“They’re not even cops anymore,” Carroll
said, shaking his head, then turned to Jackson. “Your mother would
be ashamed, fucking ashamed.”

Jackson felt herself move. She heard a wet
smack, then felt Carroll collapse under her hands, his knees
going soft. A splatter of blood marked the spot on the wall where
she’d slammed his face into it.

“Nice,” one of the Domes said, sheathing his
shock prod. “We’ll take him from here.”

Numb. They lifted Carroll to his feet and
dragged him into the backseat of their vehicle. “They’re gonna
fucking kill me!” he wailed, sobbing and flailing as blood streamed
down his face from an ugly wound on his forehead. “They’re gonna
fucking kill me. Please, Jackson…”

The door slammed shut, all sound cut off the
moment it closed. Jackson felt her head spin, only once. She
blinked her exhausted eyes hard until the spin got scared and went
back into hiding. She would find him, go down to booking and see
which subcompany had ended up holding him, get his assigned number,
work something out before they dumped him outside the city
walls.

Carroll was still crying, his face pressed
against the glass. She was still standing frozen, swallowing hard,
when they pulled away from the curb. 

Gone. Just like that. Just another car in the
distance. Her eyes burned. Tired. Always tired.

She looked up. Breaking news streamed down
the side of the skyscraper across the street: a petite woman all in
black, glowing blue eyes piercing the camera as she bounded
away.

MASKED TERRORIST STRIKES AGAIN

Jackson’s jaw dropped. So something had gone
down last night—not a word about it over the police frequencies.
She thought she recognized the building in the background of the
feed, an AGF office a few blocks from where she stood.

It wasn’t the first time she had missed the
action. Usually she felt relieved, let out a wry sort of chuckle
reading about it afterward.

Jackson didn’t feel that now. Not this
time.

She hadn’t even brought her glare up to its
full strength before the image flickered out, replaced by a huge
cat face looming up the entire side of the building.

IN A WONDERLAND YOU LIE

No words in her ears, only text beneath
Cheshire’s face.

DREAMING AS THE DAYS GO BY

Jackson’s brow scrunched up as she waited for
that damn voice in her ears.

Nothing.

DREAMING AS THE WINTERS DIE

“What the hell?” she muttered. Movement in
the corners of her eyes, every ad she could see on every skyscraper
and billboard and small panel in her vision replaced with
Cheshire.

RISE

She stared, blinking.

AND

Felt her heart beating.

SHINE

Jackson winced, shielding her face as the
light of dawn finally reached the streets.

 


* * *

 


Nadia strutted around the office, stretching every
other step, delighting in the tired soreness of her muscles. She
hummed something not even close to a tune, and she hadn’t even had
her coffee yet.

“You’re up already?” Tess said, looking
startled as she perked up in her chair. “It’s not even noon.”

Nadia’s eyes had popped open as she lay in
bed, asleep one moment and the next wide-awake, giddy and eager to
watch herself on the news again. Last night had been a good
one. In and out, not a soul the wiser until it was too late. An AGF
office completely pilfered of its databases, though sadly there was
nothing physical to come home with. A shame.

“How’s the news looking?” Nadia said, turning
and finally looking at Tess with every intention of following up on
that. “I could hardly sleep. I wanted to…what are you
wearing?”

Tess swiveled in her chair, covered in
jewelry. At least a dozen necklaces piled up and bracelets aplenty,
although the ones on her skeletal right arm dangled loose. She’d
even perched a platinum tiara on top of her head.

“I found your stash,” Tess said.

“Those are mine.”

“Don’t be jealous just because I’m the pretty
one today,” Tess said, holding her hands up to show off far, far
too many rings. “I mean, if you’re going to let them sit there
gathering dust, I figured, you know, why not?”

Still wearing the jeans and hoodie, though.
This one said, “Depression Is My Waifu.”

“You look ridiculous,” Nadia said.

“Ridiculously awesome?” She pushed up the
sleeve of her hoodie, exposing an unusual amount of her artificial
arm. “I gotta say, it feels pretty good. I might have to bling out
this bad boy.”

Nadia let her stare linger a moment too long
before clearing her throat. “Can you put the news up on your
screens, please?”

“In a minute, I want to show you something
first,” Tess said, waving for Nadia to come closer. Her screens lit
up with a large window showing a complicated array of nodes and
lines, connections tracking all over the screen like a tangled
spider’s web.

Dizzying, trying to trace it all. Nadia’s
eyes didn’t bother; she was already bored. Instead they were pulled
to the corner of one display, where one of Tess’s other open
windows was peeking over the corner of the mess.

“That drive you took from the lab has nothing
like a normal file structure,” Tess said. “Normally you’d see a
hierarchical directory layout, but this…it’s an interconnected
network of files. Sort of. Not really files per se.”

“Fascinating,” Nadia said, not listening. A
wicked smile lit up on her face—Tess’s open window was quite
naughty, it turned out. “Are those…tentacles?”

“What? Aah!” Tess flailed her arms as she
rushed to close the offending window. “Can you focus, please? I’m
trying to talk about something important!”

“How can I be expected to focus with
such…deviant obscene material in my home?”

“Oh, like you’ve never looked at porn! And
don’t even pretend you don’t know what hentai is.”

“I don’t, but perhaps I should look into it,”
Nadia said. “That lovely young woman looked like she was quite
enjoying that.”

“Moving on!” Tess said, pouting through the
burning red on her cheeks. “That drive you stole contains an
interconnected network scan.”

“A neural network, no doubt. Probably not so
different than a feline brain?”

“Uh…yeah.  How did you—”

Nadia cut her off. “Yes, a shocking
revelation. Now, what’s trending on the news this morning?”

Tess stalled, rubbing the back of her neck,
bracelets clinking. “You haven’t…like…watched any news yet today,
right? At all?”

“Of course not.” Nadia stalked over to the
glass walls at the edge of the office. Recently she’d taken to
dimming them, setting them opaque to block out the harsh sunlight
from her tired night’s eyes. Her reflection stared back at her, not
as she stood in her plain old yoga pants and tank top, but a girl
clad in black with glowing blue eyes.

She smiled, letting her gaze linger a moment
too long again. “Daylight.”

The glass panels went clear. Normally she
would squint and blink and maybe shield her face on her worse days,
but today her eyes shot open wide.

Cheshire stared back at her, his face taking
up the entire side of the building across the street. The creature
flickered in and out, replaced every half second with blocks of
text, photos, charts, and graphs—all of it streaming by too quickly
to process.

It stopped abruptly, a red Auktoris “A”
appearing before bleeding to nothing before her eyes.

THEIR SECRETS ARE NEVER SAFE

A pair of glowing blue eyes appeared. 
Her glowing blue eyes.

FROM THE SAPPHIRE SHADOW

Every nerve in her rejoiced, all breath
gasped out as she sank into her new name. Her true name,
meant to be. It didn’t last long, joy turning more bitter with
every moment as she realized the implications of her grand
debut.

“That…that precocious little…” she said,
stomping her foot. “Everyone will think we‘re working
together!”

The loop began anew, right back to Cheshire’s
face and flickering documents. Every tower in either direction
showed the same thing, with no sign of slowing down.

“Yeah, it started this morning,” Tess
said.

“Why didn’t you wake me?”

Tess sat up in her chair with a curious
little tilt to her head. “What for?”

“What’s he doing?” Nadia said to the window.
“What does he…”

“They,” Tess said, her little tilt now
a curious glare.

“It’s all your files,” Nadia said, finally
turning away from the window.

“Whoa. My files? I’m just a fence. If
anything, they’re our files.”

“And you weren’t suspicious of someone
snapping them all up so eagerly?”

“Hang on,” Tess said, completely
extinguishing the light in her pupils. “First of all, I’ve been
selling to dozens of anonymous buyers. Emphasis on
anonymous. Additional emphasis on dozens.”

“You expect me to believe you have no idea
who any of them were?”

“I don’t go out of my way to dox customers.
Bad for business.”

“What is all that?” Nadia said, pointing
outside. “And why is it being aired in public?”

Tess let out a loud sigh. She waved her
prosthetic hand, lighting up the six screens on her desk with
dozens of small feeds—everything from major network news to people
casting alone from darkened bedrooms.

Headlines jumped out at Nadia.

PANIC AS CITY IS ASSAULTED BY TERRORIST
HACKERS

CHESHIRE’S INFO DUMP: WHAT DOES IT MEAN?

HOAX OR HOLOCAUST?

“The what is pretty clear by now,”
Tess said, throwing up still frames of documents on the screen.
“It’s not that long of a list. It’s just repeating very quickly.
And the why…I mean, it’ll make sense as soon as you
see.”

“Enlighten me then.”

“Here. I’ll send the docs to your
glasses.”

Nadia didn’t move; she merely crossed her
arms at Tess.

“What?” Tess said. “Seriously? You want me to
read them to you?”

It shouldn’t have even been a question; Nadia
made that clear with her eyes.

Tess sighed loudly again. “Fine.”

 


* * *

 


She’d never seen the department so busy.

Jackson shouldered through the crowd of
officers. Dispatch had been buzzing in her ears nonstop the moment
this mess had started. She hadn’t bothered going home. Her shift
was over, but odds were she would have been called in anyway.

“Did you see the bit about us yet?” Ortega
said, trailing after her.

A pair of officers dodged past her, sprinting
for the door, one still putting his vest on, the other struggling
to secure his helmet with half a bagel hanging out of his mouth.
Day shift normally would be getting to a groggy, slow start right
now, with everyone gathered in the ready room for a daily
briefing.

“Have you read any of it?” Ortega said.

“No,” she said. “Jackson here. Location on
shift CO?” she said into the air.

Nothing but garbled cross traffic in her
comms implant.

“What are you doing?” Ortega grabbed her
shoulder. “You know we’re in for overtime. Take a breath for a
minute.”

“I need a post,” Jackson said, shrugging his
hand away. “A lead. Something. I can’t just sit here.”

“Read it!” Ortega said, pointing to the
screens in the break room.

“Officer Mom!” A short woman jogged up to
them, petite but solid with muscle. She was still in her PT
uniform, a dark-blue tank top showing off her shoulder tattoo,
which read, “B Team is for Best Team.” On the other arm was an ugly
patch of scars where a laser had removed her old unit’s
insignia.

“Wedge!” Jackson said, smiling for the first
time today. “What’s the story?”

“No time! Suiting up!” she said, running
right past them. “I’m not working for Auktoris! Fuck that!”

As Jackson watched her disappear into the
mess of her department headquarters, she felt a big, calm hand on
her shoulder. She smiled again and gave it a quick tap.

“Looking for day-shift lead?” Vicks said,
also still in PT clothes. He looked good sweaty, his soft boyish
face hardened by a bit of stubble.

“Yeah. Where is he?”

“Been on the phone since this thing started.
Probably talking to management.”

“What does that mean?”

“Sorry. Gotta suit up. We’re on ready
standby,” he said, following his teammate. “You haven’t read it
yet?”

“I was just saying that!” Ortega said.

“We should talk later, Jackson!” Vicks called
over his shoulder as he ran off.

The day-shift lead, stuck on the phone, at a
time like this. Leadership at its finest. Jackson craned her head
back and forth, looking for someone, anyone, with any idea what was
going on.

Ortega shook his head. “Obstinado.”
His fingers typed in the air before he swept his hand toward her
goggles.

Images appeared in her HUD. Not live feeds,
just summaries, quick shots of documents and headlines with
fragments of articles.

Jackson froze. Her mouth creaked open as she
read. She was angry not at the idea of it actually happening,
because that would be ridiculous; this was an obvious hoax. She was
angry at the audacity that someone would suggest it, knowing people
would buy into it.

“Yeah, I can already see you saying it’s not
true,” Ortega said. “But it’s been confirmed.”

“What?” Jackson, very much awake now. “By
who?”

“Management. This time next year, there won’t
be a city police department.”

A bit of text caught her eye. Current police
officers would be offered positions with Auktoris Private Security,
it said, and their “overblown salaries” would be adjusted to
“market rates.”

“But…what…” Jackson started, not used to
being at a loss for words. “How?”

Ortega laughed and shook his head. “Girl, you
haven’t even gotten to the part about the city drowning yet.”

“What?”

An alarm rang out in her ears, and judging by
the startled jumps of everyone around her, they were hearing the
same broadcast.

“All units. All available units,
respond immediately.”

 


* * *

 


Whoever Cheshire was, all they had done was connect
the dots. Nadia had, inadvertently, provided said dots. It was
simple enough to put them together once they were all in one
place.

A wide range of internal correspondence from
Auktoris Global Funds was being displayed on every public surface
available. Although the documents and charts touched upon a variety
of frankly disturbing subjects, the bulk of it was concerned with
one repeating theme.

The city, at least in its present form, was
doomed.

“Management,” one of the directives read,
“has determined to see this as an opportunity. We have been tasked
with leveraging this opportunity.”

The seawalls were aging, the sea itself still
rising—all of it laid out in studies the public eye had never seen.
Every wet season was bringing higher and fiercer storms, with much
higher and fiercer storms to come. There was no longer profit in
prolonging the inevitable.

Snippets of cost forecasts were included,
showing what it would take to save the city. The response was
signed by Evelyn Ashpool herself. Funds had to be preserved for
“more important projects.”

A smaller area could be saved quite easily.
Downtown would become an island, safely cut off from the endless
inland slums. “Superfluous assets” would be gone. It didn’t matter,
really; the workforce was increasingly automated anyway.

Patience. No drastic action necessary. Nature
would take its course. There was some minutiae afterward about how
large an area of downtown was economical to save. The Structure and
a generous circle around it would be safe, of course, and street
levels would be raised all over again. No mention of what would
become of the people living outside this area, no mention of what
would become of buildings such as the one Nadia was currently
standing in.

Nadia listened, still and silent long after
Tess had finished reading, watching the snippets of documents flow
past on the screen.

“So that’s all?”

“Uh…what?” Tess said, popping up out
of her chair. “What do you mean, ‘that’s all’?”

Nadia shrugged. “Not exactly shocking
news.”

Tess blinked, her jaw open as she threw her
hands at the screens. “They’re going to let the city flood!”

“It was bound to happen sometime, wasn’t
it?”

“But…you…what?”

Nadia pinched the bridge of her nose. All
this buildup for nothing. “I thought this eventuality was fairly
common knowledge. It’s not going to happen for years, Tess.”

“I think most people assume the idiots in
charge would, you know, try to do something to stop it!” Tess said.
“If I were out in the streets, I’d be rioting right now!”

“Good luck with that.” Nadia glanced out the
window at the conspicuous lack of rioters.

“Don’t you care even a little bit?” Tess
said, her voice suddenly strangely calm and sad.

“Do you? I thought you were just a
fence.”

“And I thought you’d changed.”

That hurt. Nadia was shocked by how much. Her
mind flashed back to a few nights earlier, when she’d failed a
dodge and taken one of Brutus’s fists to the gut, the force lifting
her off the floor.

“What? Nothing to say to that?” Tess said,
eyes lit up without the aid of implants. “No witty comeback? No
little joke about how caring isn’t in style, dear?”

“There’s nothing I can do,” Nadia said,
turning away. Her reflection glared back at her, blurry and small
and foolish. No glowing blue eyes, nothing but a silly spoiled girl
with Cheshire leering back at her through the glass. “There’s
nothing to be done.”

“That’s not true. And I refuse to believe you
really think that.” She pointed outside. “I mean, this wouldn’t
have happened without you, right?”

Nadia allowed her eyes to roam back up to the
cat. Cheshire was trying; she would admit that much. He certainly
seemed to have plans far more grand than Nadia’s.

A noble cause. But a lost cause. Nothing but
a hopeless fight.

Cheshire.

She heard it. Actually heard it, not in her
head but from Tess’s desk; the monitors were still playing news
feeds. She snapped her eyes to the screens. ”Breaking News” flashed
across several of them.

“Turn those up!” she said, pushing past Tess
for a closer look.

“Auktoris security forces are reporting
they’ve determined the source of the attacks that began this
morning,” one talking head said.

“City police and Auktoris Private Security
have surrounded a skyscraper at the edge of downtown,” another
reporter said, stepping aside to show off the tower behind her,
“believed to be the hideout of the elusive cyberterrorist known as
Cheshire.” Across the street stood the building’s half-finished
twin, surrounded by massive cranes looming on either side.

“‘Cheshire stuck in a tree,’ trending on
social media now. Let’s go to promoted user responses!”

“Whoa,” Tess said, hovering right behind
Nadia. “How do they know it’s him? Them? I smell bullshit.
This is just a show. APS doesn’t know where it’s coming from.”

“Don’t tell me you think this is some
false-flag nonsense?”

“Ugh, no, maybe, I mean…” Tess groaned. “Eww,
I hate that I’m even thinking this. Conspiracy theories are the new
opiate of the masses. But for real, how am I supposed to believe
this crap? It’s not Cheshire. There’s no way.”

“How can you be so sure?”

This seemed to annoy Tess. “Because there is
no one Cheshire! They probably have some idiot copycat kid
trapped in there. Excuse the pun.”

Nadia stared at the skyscraper on the
screens, indeed surrounded by flashing lights and security
cordons.

“I’d like to go out tonight,” she said.

“Ha, well, I mean, yeah, it looks like every
Dome in the city is gonna be distracted out there. Not a half-bad
idea.”

Nadia gave her an exasperated look, letting
it hang and linger before nodding toward the screen.

“What?” Tess said. “Hold on. You couldn’t
give two dainty rose-scented shits about the city being destroyed,
but you want to go there?”

Nadia nodded again.

“You want to dress up and go to a building
surrounded by security, for…?”

“I’d like to meet this Cheshire character. In
person.”

“What? You’ve met them not in person?”

Nadia said nothing.

Tess shook her head. “That’s seriously
bonkers. I’m not helping you.”

Nadia continued to say nothing, in a much
different tone now.

“I just stripped down all your gear!” Tess
said. “You know I spend days cleaning and checking all the
equipment after you come back, right?”

“You know I’m going, whether or not you help
me.”

“Why?”

“Because I don’t want to watch you watch them
drag Cheshire off in cuffs,” Nadia said, tossing another nod toward
the screens.

Tess gave her a long look, gears whirring
behind the lights flickering in her eyes. She seemed strangely
pleased, for a moment, before she remembered to cover it over with
disgust.

“Okay, fuck it,” she said, face screwed up in
thought. “We’re gonna have to get you changed quick then.”

 


* * *

 


“This is dispatch. Resync your comms unit,” Tess
said.

Her screens played the words back for her,
slightly distorted with the pitch severely lowered. Tess’s fingers
typed furiously, hunched close over her desk, her whole body
scrunched up in concentration.

“This is dispatch. Resync your comms unit,”
she repeated.

It played back again—no distortion this time.
But it wasn’t Tess’s voice. Not quite human yet.

“This is dispatch…”

It played back…still somewhat off.

“Ugh, this thing,” she said, lifting a spray
can and shaking it. She opened her mouth wide and spritzed the back
of her own throat, choking and gagging and making a most-unladylike
ack. When she spoke again, her voice was hoarse and
gravelly.

“This is dispatch. Resync your comms
unit.”

It played back in what could very well pass
for an older man’s voice.

“What are you doing?” Nadia said.

“Gotta go old school sometimes,” Tess said,
typing some more. “Dispatch?”

“Dispatch?”

Perfect. It sounded perfectly generic,
definitely a man in his forties or fifties. Nadia’s ears told her
he was white, with a paunch and big bushy eyebrows. She reminded
her ears that this was ridiculous and it was only Tess being
ridiculous.

“Can you help me, please?” Nadia said.

“Well, sure thing, darling,” Tess drawled,
her screens playing it back in the man’s voice. “What’s a sweet
girl like you need help with?”

“Stop that.”

Tess flicked her fingers. “Test it again?”
she said, with no echo this time.

Nadia tried to move her arm. Nothing.

“Ugh, great.” Tess continued to type.

“While I appreciate your thorough devotion to
our tools—”

“How was I supposed to know you were going
out tonight? I always strip all of it down for a check—”

“After I get back, yes. You said that.” Her
arms hung limp, wrapped in black muscle fiber sleeves traced with
exposed cables over the top. Thrown back together at the last
minute. “We really need to—I don’t know—consolidate all these
pieces somehow.”

“Integration?” Tess said, perking up a bit.
“Something more ergonomic?”

“Something like that.”

Nadia felt it the moment the sleeves
activated, like hair standing on end. She lifted her arms, flexing
them to feel the new strength lying in wait.

“Much better,” she said with a wicked
smile.

“Comms check?”

She wasn’t wearing the mask or goggles yet,
but her earpieces carried the sound clearly.

“Loud and clear,” she said.

“Good. I have a new prototype I’ve been
meaning to give you.” Tess disappeared under one of her benches and
dug into a bin.

“For me? How gracious of you,” Nadia said,
forcing it in search of comfort. What she felt in her chest was
more like nervousness than what she’d felt during the last few
jobs.

When Tess stood up, she was holding a thick
black vest.

“That doesn’t look like one of yours,” Nadia
said.

“I bought some a while back. Haven’t gotten
around to integrating them yet. Silk layers over scaled plating,
with reactive liquid nanotubes. Guaranteed to stop most common
calibers.”

“That will do dreadful things to my figure,”
Nadia said, turning her nose up at the garment. “Look how masculine
the cut is. It’s positively—”

Tess shoved it into her hands, looking
anything but amused.

“Very well. Since you asked so nicely.” Nadia
struggled to slide the thing over her head. It was flexible but
thick, and as heavy as it looked.

It stopped at her waist. “Nothing vital down
here?” Nadia said, waving at her general groin area and a generous
portion of her lower abdomen.

“I got you something else too,” Tess said.
Still not amused. She held up a small holster.

Nadia narrowed her eyes. “Where did you get
that? Why did you get that?”

“Just in case.” Tess shrugged. “It’s only a
three-eighty.”

It did look like a proper lady’s weapon, slim
and short and shining black. But it didn’t matter.

“No,” Nadia said.

“Nadia…”

She held up a hand. “No. I refuse.”

Tess scrunched up her nose in a little pout
that she’d probably be enraged to hear was cute. “Take the
gun.”

“I don’t even know how to use one of those
things!”

“You’ve never fired a gun before?”

“I’ve never even touched one before.”

“It’s easy. Look,” Tess said, drawing the
weapon with her right hand.

“Put it away.” The mere sight of it sickened
Nadia. “I am not carrying a firearm. End of discussion.”

Sighing, Tess put the weapon back in its
holster.

“I don’t want to hurt anyone, Tess.”

“You’ve already hurt people!”

Nadia rolled her eyes. “You know what I
mean.”

Tess set the gun down on her bench. She
rested her hands on it, staring far away.

“Are we ready?” Nadia said. “Goggle check,
and then we‘re ready. Correct?”

Silently, Tess walked over to her and slid a
mask over her head, followed by the beloved goggles. Nadia smelled
a trace of whatever Tess had sprayed down her throat, sharp and
stinging in her nose.

So close. Nadia felt a strange impulse
to…several things, really. Take Tess’s hands in hers, hug her,
simply lean against her for a moment. Hold an ice pack to her
forehead. Feel that skeletal black hand resting on top of hers,
finally warm compared to the ice.

The small space between them yawned on
forever as Tess fiddled with the goggle straps. It ached, oddly,
ached in her chest deep down, in a place she had long ago given up
on feeling anything.

Done. Tess stepped back, sniffing loudly and
clearing her throat. Gone. Just like that.

“Be careful tonight, okay?” Tess said with a
sad smile. “No theatrics?”

“No promises.”

 


* * *

 


“You okay?”

Jackson nodded. More than twenty-four hours
awake now. This used to be easy.

Ortega held up a small paper packet and
offered it to her. Jackson knew what was in it, knew the pair of
pills inside would have her awake and alert and ready to fight for
hours. They also would have her sweating and blind and useless for
a few hours after that.

She shrugged and took them anyway, dumping
the pills down her throat and swallowing them dry.

“You wanna go up there, don’t you?” Ortega
said.

Jackson shrugged again, waiting for the pills
to loosen her tongue. She and her partner were posted outside what
had to be the rear entrance, a large and impressive bank of doors
at the foot of the skyscraper. Bright panels of white light
decorated the building’s exterior, marked with that sweeping
scarlet letter “A,” its legs descending into a double helix.

“He’s up there,” she said, narrowing her eyes
at the tower looming over them.

“Come off it,” Ortega said. “What makes you
think it’s a he anyway?”

Jackson tapped her stomach. “My gut.”

“Does your gut also tell you it doesn’t make
sense to so quickly locate a single source of what’s obviously a
distributed attack?”

That gave her pause.

“What does your gut say about how it’s
awfully convenient APS found the culprit way out here? With few
witnesses to worry about herding away?”

Jackson glanced out behind her—past their
parked bikes and the patrolling officers and security barriers—at
dark and empty streets.

Her gut considered these ideas while her mind
fought to wake up. Her hand—antsy and fidgeting, ready and
eager—cradled the grip of her revolver. “You saying this is all for
show?” she said.

“I’m saying it makes more sense.”

“You sound so sure,” she said, cautious not
to agree too much. She had a feeling their superiors would closely
scrutinize their goggle feeds after tonight.

“Hold still,” Ortega said, his fingers
twitching at his sides.

“What are you…?”

“Shh!” He held up one finger, then went back
to typing.

Jackson sighed, still waiting for the kick of
the pills to come in. Flickering blue and red bathed everything
around her, dozens of squad cars and tactical vehicles forming a
barricade around them.

Something clicked in her ears.

“Officer Jackson,” Ortega said, “I think
you’ve had an unfortunate equipment malfunction.”

Her HUD changed. GPS offline. Her comms
layers were…strange. The status readout kept changing, garbled text
not forming anything near a word.

“Huh,” Jackson said, “Didn’t take you for a
hacker.”

“I’m not,” Ortega said. “But I have good
friends.”

“Can I still call out?”

“Yeah, you can start connections.” he said,
“Try it out.”

She scrolled down her list and expanded the
section under Taco Team Bravo. “Vicks? Come in?”

“Jackson?” his comms said back, clean and
clear. “Can’t talk. We’re landing on the roof.”

She looked up at the lights of a helicopter
swooping in to touch down on top of the building.

“Wooooo!” Wedge called out in the background
of Vicks’s mike. “Lock and load, ladies!”

“Gotta go,” he said. The feed cut out.

“Well, I’ll be…” Jackson said. “Nice work,
pal.”

“Figured it might be smart. Since we have
strict orders to keep to our post.”

She gave Ortega a quick chuck on the arm.
“Not bad for a soft downtown dweller.”

“Hey, don’t thank me yet. I still don’t know
how we’re gonna—”

He stopped, cut off by a loud
something coming from the other side of the building.
Groaning, squealing metal.

“Get in without being noticed,” he said.

Something crashed, echoes bouncing at them
from around the corner.

“Was that a bomb?” Ortega said.

“No.” Jackson grabbed him by the shoulder and
dragged him with her. Every cop nearby was looking at their goggle
feeds; some of them held a hand to one ear. “Let’s move.”

 


* * *

 


An AGF satellite office, the reporter had said. The
building certainly was at the edge of downtown—no lie there. The
border that shielded the area from the slums was less than a block
away: emergency seawalls from before the reclamation, now just
plain old walls. Concrete and barbed wire and cameras running for
miles. Not even a checkpoint nearby.

Nadia watched from across the street, hiding
several floors up in a construction site. The tower across the
street looked more like a deserted building, new but empty. Most of
the floors were dark. The calm in the middle of a storm of flashing
lights and people in armor, guns drawn and facing it.

Not a single break in the crowd.

“Welp. That’s too bad,” Tess said in Nadia’s
ears. “No way in.”

“You’re not trying very hard.” Nadia ducked
under an empty frame of a wall and slithered inside. Dark and
empty. A skeleton of a skyscraper.

“Have I told you this is a stupid idea?” Tess
said.

“A hundred times. Which is impressive,
considering the time span.”

Nadia perched near the edge, inching her head
up enough to look down on the security forces a few floors
below.

“Look, I can’t even get Dronicus close to the
building across the street,” Tess said. A feed appeared in the
corner of Nadia’s goggles, a hovering camera hedging nervously at
the edge of the crowd, while larger, meaner drones patrolled the
air.

“You’re terrible at naming things,” Nadia
said.

“You know what I’m not terrible at? Oh, yeah,
breaking into a building that’s surrounded by cops.”

“What do you want me to do? Turn around and
come home?”

“Yes!”

Nadia rolled her eyes, catching something on
their trip up. A crane straddled the edge of the construction site,
a bright-red steel behemoth that stretched into the sky.
Dormant.

“That crane is quite close to the completed
tower,” Nadia said. “Seems dangerous. Looks like it would hit the
building if it swung over.”

“And that’s important why?”

A fair question. Nadia’s eyes wandered up and
down the completed tower—sheer glass, nothing to climb as far as
she could see. The top of the crane itself was still far below the
top of the building, red and green lights blinking along the length
of it.

“I’m not sure,” she said. “Any chance you
could control that thing? The crane? Swing the arm?”

“Jib.”

“What?” Nadia hunkered down, still staring up
at the crane.

“It’s called a jib. The arm part of the
crane.”

“Wonderful. Thank you. Can you swing the
jib?”

“Uh…like, operate it?”

“Yes, if I get you connected to the
crane?”

A few moments of silence.

“Is that a no?”

“I’m looking stuff up. Hang on.”

More silence. Nadia shifted on her feet,
feeling her slippers scratch the dusty, bare steel.

“Very sweet of you to come to my
rescue.”

She tensed up, a swarm of voices squealing in
her ears. “Did you hear that? Those voices?”

“What? Dronicus says there’s no one anywhere
near you.”

“Silly girl. This is a private
channel.”

Nadia glared up at the tower rising across
the street, where Auktoris Private Security helicopters were
landing and taking off from the roof in quick succession.

“Your help is appreciated but unnecessary.
Go home.”

“Okay, I think…I can control it, yeah,” Tess
said. “You owe me big if you’re thinking what I think you’re
thinking.”

“All the same,” Nadia said, “I trust you’d
like to work with me?”

“Well, I mean, I do want to see who’s in
there,” Tess said.

“Clever. I’m not even there. Turn
back.”

“You know I’m not going to walk away from
this,” Nadia said, not believing Cheshire for a second.

Tess let out a long sigh. “Fine. Get me
connected.”

Nadia crawled down through the construction
site, slowly and carefully. No cameras on this side of the street,
no guards, no motion at all. The bones of a flight of stairs
drifted past her as she climbed down wall frames, planned out but
empty of insulation or sheetrock or drywall.

Ground floor. Nadia crept from cover to
cover, using her wrist camera to check corners, watching a feed
from…Dronicus keeping an eye on her surroundings. The edge
of the site was a chain-link fence, the only object standing
between her and the crane towering up into the sky. She scaled the
fence as though it were nothing, then slipped over the top and
gracefully landed into a crouch.

Nothing moved, not even the tarps thrown over
piles of cinder blocks and steel beams.

“I don’t see the controls,” Nadia said.
Nothing but a bare frame and a cage elevator here.

“The operator cab is up top, idiot.”

“I’m sure you only know that because you
looked it up a minute ago.”

“Guilty,” Tess said. “Should be a maintenance
panel on that leg over there.”

A box lit up in Nadia’s goggles, a bundle of
cables growing out of it and climbing the steel leg of the crane
like ivy. With one more glance over her shoulders, she went over to
it; it was locked with a simple badge-reader. The same model she’d
seen on dozens of doors by now. When she pressed her sleeve up
against it, she was surprised to see it blink red.

“Crap,” Tess said. “That’s a pretty nasty
lock. Don’t think I can get in.”

“Don’t be ridiculous.” She pressed her sleeve
against it once more. Green.

“This is still insane,” Tess said. “Just
putting that on the record.”

“Again. Noted.” The box opened up to a mess
of exposed cables, no labels or order to any of it.

“Third blue one from the left,” Tess
said.

It didn’t make sense. “The teal one?”

“No, the other blue.”

“That is cyan.”

“Ugh. They’re all blue.”

One of the wires lit up, outlined in her HUD.
Nadia dug it out from the bundle. “Splice transmitter?”

“You remembered!”

Nadia attached a small nub to the cable—like
Tess’s usual connector but with a clamp instead of a plug. It lit
up and cinched itself tight.

“Done. Connecting…” Tess said.

Nadia closed the box and crept back into the
shadows of the fence. Still nothing moving around her. She did a
quick scan with her thermal on: all cold and blue.

“Okay, I think… Yeah, I think I got this,”
Tess said.

“Leave. This is too dangerous.”

“You probably want to be over by the entrance
when I do this.”

The cat had waited to speak until Tess was
finished—he must have been able to hear her as well. So their
communications were completely compromised. If Nadia’s mind hadn’t
been made up before, it certainly was now.

She hopped the fence again, taking up a
position at the edge of the construction site with a clear view of
the street and the officers. It would have been a straight shot to
the doors if not for the jam-packed crowd of cars, vehicles, and
people in the way.

“You ready?” Tess said. “This is such a
fucking mess.”

“We didn’t exactly have time to plan,” Nadia
said, tensing up on her feet. “I’m ready.”

“Okay, and…on!”

A low, groaning squeal rose out of the sky
above her. Nadia snapped her eyes up to it, catching the crane come
to life and swing toward the finished building. It looked so slow,
size and distance conspiring to give it a dreamy kind of pace.

The crowd in front of her changed tone, all
of them looking up. One pointed.

The crane kept swinging, the jib coming
closer and closer to the tower.

“Er…you’re not going to actually hit the
building, are you?” Nadia said.

“Hadn’t planned on it. How’s this?”

The jib stopped almost directly above her.
Something on the end of it moved, and a long whining spooling noise
grew out of the night sky.

The guards in front of the building backed
off, slow and nervous.

Louder and louder. Horrible scraping
spinning. Feeling a breeze pick up around her, Nadia squinted at
the object falling out of the sky. She started to zoom the view in
her goggles, but the thing was falling far too fast.

It landed, a hook block the size of a car
crashing into the street to her left. She felt the ground lurch
under her feet, heard the officers yelp and scramble for cover as
pieces of asphalt flew in every direction.

“Wow!” Tess yelled. “That was
satisfying.”

A pair of steel cables went slack over the
thing, then pulled tight and lifted the hook block out of the giant
pothole it had created. It swung in place then flew toward the
crowd, dragging an APS van with it.

Like panicked ants, fleeing in every
direction.

Nadia took her chance, sprinting across the
street in a matter of seconds, a nervous rush coursing through her
at being out in the open. Crouched low, she darted between
vehicles, her glowing blue goggle eyes turned off for once.

Almost there. She hopped the hood of a car,
slid across prone, and took off like a stalking cat, barely missing
a step. The entrance was a row of glass doors up a wide, low set of
stairs, something she could bound over in a few strides.

With screams and the swinging of the crane
behind her, she burst her way through an unlocked set of doors into
the tower.

“Wait up!” Tess said. “Dronicus is still
outside. Hold the door open a sec?”

Still crouched, Nadia turned to see a trio of
Domes staring out the glass walls of the dark lobby. She darted to
the empty reception desk, rolled over it, and curled up
underneath.

“Damn it. I’m stuck out here,” Tess said.

“You’re still with me, even if
Dronicus isn’t,” Nadia whispered, poking her wrist over the
counter. She turned her wrist to see a row of elevators waiting for
her. Only a quick crawl away…and there.

“I don’t see any cameras,” Tess said.
“Weird.”

“The lights are all dead,” Nadia said,
keeping an eye on the guards over her shoulder. The lobby was
mostly lit by the streetlights outside and painted with the
shifting pulses of red siren lights. She pushed the “up” button
next to one of the elevators. Nothing. It didn’t even light up.

“No power? That’s gonna put a real damper on
my effectiveness. I think I saw stairs over…” Tess started, as
Nadia slipped her fingers between the elevator frame and the door.
“Okay, never mind?”

A moment’s resistance, utterly folding as the
strength in her sleeves took over. She yanked the outer door open,
then the inner. Once inside, she spotted a ceiling panel she could
pop open.

In moments, Nadia was standing on top of the
elevator in a dark and endless shaft, just as she had at the lab
months ago. Dim light peeked out from doors far above her, the
flickering of searching flashlights.

She pressed her gloves to the walls of the
shaft, then her feet, and climbed. Much easier this time.

 


* * *

 


The pills had kicked into high gear. Jackson felt
sharp, every noise screaming in her ears even through the
helmet, every motion jittering by her eyes. Her synthetic muscles
felt spectacular for once, taut and ready for action.

She stepped down a dark hallway, gun drawn,
landing on her heel and rolling her foot forward without a
sound.

Ortega gulped for air behind her. “Christ,
why are the elevators dead?”

“Shut up!” she barked at him. Bad enough
having to duck the APS teams sweeping the building without him
carrying on. If Cheshire was up here, he’d hear Ortega coming for
sure. At least this floor looked empty so far.

“I’m telling you, the cat’s not here,” he
said.

“Then why did you follow me in?”

“What, and let you go alone?”

Fair enough. Jackson took a corner, letting
the spotlight shining from her goggles sweep across an empty, dark
waiting room. She felt an open space behind her, where she should
have been covered.

“Stay on me,” she said.

“I’m trying!” Ortega said, catching up to
her. He was darting his eyes all over the place, his lights
flashing up and down—everywhere but where they should be.

“Ortega!” she growled. “Breathe. Focus.”

“Says the lady who took my pills.”

More dark hallway waited ahead. Jackson
prowled along, her usual stomping boots silent. Cheshire was up
here. He had to be up here. There had to be a face hidden
behind that damn cat, a real voice behind that excruciating wailing
in her ears.

She took another corner, her eyes lighting
up. Another short length of hallway, ending in double doors. Double
doors with multicolored lights flickering from behind.

“Ortega!” she half whispered.

Nothing.

Jackson didn’t dare take her eyes off the
door. “Ortega!”

Still nothing.

She cursed under her breath. With her
revolver trained on the door, she moved forward, slow and steady.
Better this way, a part of her thought. She and Cheshire
were going to talk. A private talk, woman to cat.

Almost close enough to touch the door. She
thought about trying Ortega one last time, but no, the cat was
hers to catch. Jackson felt it, coursing through her
veins—not the pills, but those were surely helping. The pills
couldn’t make her feel that good old familiar thrill, the rushing
panicking joy of a good breach.

Gun ready, she lifted one leg and stomped the
door open with a mighty kick.

Nothing.

An empty office. An empty desk. A small
robot, on its side on the desk, flashing rainbow lights.

A child’s toy. A small robot cat, of
course.

Jackson groaned in disgust, letting out a
long breath. Her shoulders slumping with disappointment, she
holstered her gun.

 


* * *

 


Nadia crawled upside down, creeping through the space
above ceiling tiles. A vent ran by her side, full of buzzing hot
air. Impossible to hear anything below, difficult even to hear
Tess. A row of thick pipes and cable bundles passed underneath
her.

“Hey, that fiber there. The thick orange
one,” Tess said. “Or sorry, is it carrot? Tangerine? No, wait,
nasturtium!”

“Hilarious,” Nadia said, attaching another
splice connector to the cable. No link light appeared. “So the
entire network infrastructure of this building is inactive?”

“I mean, it makes sense. You’re hunting a
notorious hacker? Cut the power, cut the network.”

“Doesn’t seem to be giving you any
trouble,” Nadia said. Farther ahead, lights flickered up through a
vent grate. Voices maybe. No, definitely. A familiar voice, teasing
at the corners of her recognition.

“Yeah, APS has some pretty serious jamming
going on civilian bands right now. Which is why I got one of them
to invite me on to their frequencies. Didn’t you wonder why I was
playing with voice modulation earlier?”

Nadia stopped crawling toward the voice. “So
what are they saying?”

“Dunno. I haven’t busted their encryption.
That would take days.”

“Pity.” Nadia stopped over the vent grate,
looking straight down to see a most pleasant surprise.

“What? No way,” Tess said.

Of course it had sounded familiar. That tone,
firm and tough and no-nonsense. None other than relentless, heroic
Officer Jackson was standing below, gun drawn, her goggles shining
a spotlight in front of her.

Jackson was looking intently at something,
advancing out of Nadia’s view with her weapon ready. She followed,
sliding through the dark crawlspace. Jackson’s voice failed to make
another appearance, leaving Nadia to guess—but she spotted another
grate in the tiles up ahead.

Something crashed below, a loud smack
that sent Nadia skittering faster toward the vent. She looked down
to see Jackson standing at an open doorway, sighing and holstering
her gun.

Standing there. Still. With her back to
Nadia.

A thought occurred.

Nadia tried to dismiss it, which only made it
more intense. It felt so familiar—the way she felt seeing a
particularly fetching piece of jewelry sometimes. The ones she had
to have, had to take, not buy, had to steal, or she would
spend the rest of her day—or several days—in a dark, angry place,
unable to hold back all the hatred she kept stomped down so
well.

She didn’t like being in that place. And she
would not go willingly.

With a sly little grin, she reached down and
stuck her gloves to a ceiling tile, pulled it up, and delicately
placed it aside.

“What are you doing?” Tess said. “What are
you doing?”

Nadia hung from her sticky fingers and
lowered her body, letting go and landing in a crouch with hardly a
sound. She didn’t risk responding to Tess.

“Stop! Stop, stop, stop!” Tess
said.

Jackson’s back was still to her, staring at
an empty room through a ruined door. Nadia recognized the gun
sticking out of the holster on Jackson’s hip, not one of those slim
semi-automatics other cops carried, but a revolver, large and
heavy.

It was the first time Nadia hadn’t wanted to
recoil in disgust looking at a gun. She had no intention of using
it, but it had style—classic curves, black understated metal, with
a handle made of striking dark-stained wood.

It would do.

With a sudden burst of movement and sound,
she leapt forward. Her right hand yanked the revolver from
Jackson’s belt while her left grabbed one of the woman’s wrists and
pinned it to her back. Nadia jammed the muzzle of the gun against
the back of Jackson’s head, tucking it right under the bottom of
her helmet.

“Don’t move,” she said. “Or I’ll shoot.”

Jackson froze. “It’s you.”

“Aaah!” Tess said. “Why?”

Nadia could barely contain the smug
satisfaction under her mask. “So good to see you again, Officer
Jackson.”

“How do you know my name?” Jackson said,
straining her arm against the hold.

“Ah, ah, ah,” Nadia said, jamming the gun
harder against Jackson’s skull. Her finger wasn’t anywhere near the
trigger. “No time for pleasantries, I’m afraid.”

“Darn shame.” Jackson was still straining a
bit. “Are you Cheshire?”

Nadia scoffed loudly. “I’m looking for
him.”

“That makes two of us.”

“You have him trapped somewhere in this
building. Where?”

“You think I’d be clearing this floor if I
knew?”

“I told you, I’m not even there.”

“Stop that right now and get out of there!”
Tess said, adding a feed to Nadia’s goggles. It was a bird’s-eye
view of the building’s entrance; there had to be a camera on the
crane. Teams of Domes were streaming inside.

Anger flared up in Nadia’s chest, forcing her
hand to yank Jackson’s arm tighter in the hold. “Where is he? Where
is Cheshire?”

“I don’t know, but I’ll take you as a
consolation prize,” Jackson said, raising her free right hand. “I
already pushed my panic button. My mic is broadcasting to every
unit nearby.”

“Ugh, you invited your friends?” Nadia said,
covering for the panic in her chest. “We were having such a good
time, just the two of us.”

“If you’re smart, you’ll put that gun down
and let me put the cuffs on. I’ll even think about bein’ gentle
with you.”

“What fun would that be? Do not turn
around.” She released Jackson’s arm and took a few steps back, her
heart pounding, her mouth turning into a desert. Tess had been
right, of course, and Nadia had all but told her to shut up, to
quiet down and let the big girl handle things.

Disgust washed over her—sweet, familiar
self-loathing. She had to make it up to Tess later somehow.

Leaving. Leaving was a good idea right now.
She fumbled with the revolver, meaning to unload it, drop it, and
disappear back up into the ceiling—surely there was a simple button
to empty the gun, a clip or something.

“Why aren’t you leaving?” Tess roared in her
ears.

“How do you unload this stupid thing?”

“Just drop it and…look out!”

Nadia looked up, too late. Jackson’s fist
slammed through the air into Nadia’s gut, as slow and ponderous as
the crane. If she hadn’t been taking punches from Brutus so
regularly, it surely would have laid her out. Instead she turned
enough so the hit was only a minor disaster. Even so, Nadia
stumbled back, choking and gasping for breath.

“I’ve been looking forward to this,” Jackson
snarled, advancing in a much more menacing combat stance than Nadia
had been taught.

Nadia tried to make a witty comeback but
managed only a pained little urk. She leveled the gun at
Jackson, her hands shaking furiously, finger on the trigger this
time.

Jackson gave her a disappointed look,
dropping her stance, and pressed a hand to her ear. “Ortega, where
the hell are you?”

With a slight crouch and an immense pain in
her chest, Nadia shot back up into the crawlspace, sticking one
hand to the ceiling. She crammed Jackson’s gun in her bag and took
off, crawling through the dark, narrow space.

“Are you okay?” Tess said.

“Still here,” Nadia choked out.

“Okay, okay,” Tess said. “Stay calm, I’m
gonna get you out of there. Calm, calm, caaaaaaaalm…”

Nadia’s heart was threatening to tear itself
out of her chest. Calm was not a possibility. She darted
around a large vent that blocked her way, then turned the corner to
see the opening to the elevator shaft.

Flashlights in the shaft, beams of light
crisscrossing. Waiting for her.

“I’ll go ahead and say it. You told me
so.”

“Oh, my God. Who cares?” Tess said. “Run! Get
the hell out of there!”

Ceiling tiles to her left exploded up and
slapped to the side. More flashlights pierced through the
crawlspace, sliding over her then focusing.

“Visual!” someone yelled.

Nadia made a break away from the lights,
squeezing between two bundles of cable, crawling as fast as she
could. Something was whirring behind her, a small drone hovering
through the crawlspace with a camera fixed on her position.

“Here! Here!” Yelling from below. Rapid
gunshots rang out, holes bursting through the tiles in front of
her. Something punched her in the back, hard, making her
gasp and release her sticky grip.

A cluster of pipes caught her fall, knocking
another breath out of her. Bits of tile pelted her mask as dust
clouded the crawlspace. Something punched her in the chest. She
flinched right off the pipes, crashed through the ceiling, landed
hard on a desk, and finally rolled into a crumpled heap on the
floor.

Thankfully she’d fallen right through pain
straight into numb shock. Nadia shook her head, spraying dust and
tile flecks all around her, then shakily tried to get to her feet.
She was in an empty office, open desks with no cubicle walls.

“Cease fire!” a man said. “Cease fire.
Nonlethal!”

“Fuck that!” another voice said. “Guns
hot!”

“Get down! Get down!” Tess
screamed.

Easy to drop to the floor in her state. Nadia
crouched as low as she could, feeling the crack of bullets over her
head. Rows of desks stretched on, a perfect maze to crawl through.
She scrambled blindly, anywhere but here.

“You’re hit!” Tess said. “Look at your chest.
Let me see!”

“I’m fine!”

“Stand down!” It was Jackson this time. “Damn
it, I said stand down! Where is she?”

Nadia stayed low. No one in sight at the
moment. She poked her hand above a desk and saw nothing before
instinct forced her to yank it back down. Bullets tore the top of
the desk to shreds, the shots ringing in her ears and pelting her
with bits of computer screen.

“I said stand down!” Jackson yelled.

“Get that city cop out of here!” another
voice said.

“Hey, kid!” Jackson said, sounding like she
was struggling with someone. “Give it up before you get
killed!”

“Not happening!” Nadia yelled back. “But
thank you ever so much for your concern!”

“You haven’t done anything to get the death
penalty. Don’t be stupid!” Jackson said. “Back off…Get your hands
off me!”

Nadia dove to the next desk over, trying to
roll but merely scrambling awkwardly as her chest screeched in
pain. No gunshots rang out the moment she moved. Improvement. At
least until that same pesky drone hovered over her, a camera on a
small frame with a single encased rotor. No doubt announcing
exactly which desk she was hiding behind.

“Cover left!” a man commanded. “On me!”

She heard them moving, closing in. The crane
feed showed nothing but empty vehicles; apparently every available
unit was in the building, chasing her down.

“Jammer?” Tess said.

“Yes!” Nadia said, her head touching the
floor.

“Okay…now!”

Screams. Thuds of bodies hitting the floor.
Nadia stood, startled, as she saw how utterly hopeless it had
been—she was completely surrounded by Auktoris guards, all writhing
around.

Exit sign nearby. As the drone hovered near
her head, Nadia swatted at it, catching the frame and clamping her
hand over the camera. She took off toward the door, bounding from
desk to desk then bursting into a dark hallway.

A door marked STAIRWELL to her left, a Dome to her right. The Dome
jumped in place and raised her gun, yelling, “Hands up!”

The drone was still struggling in her hands.
Nadia whipped it at the officer, making the woman yelp and flail
around as she fell backward. No time to enjoy the sight of it, not
even a glance back as Nadia hurried through the stairwell door.
Thudding boots echoed from many floors below, accompanied by
flashlights.

“Any other…way out?” she asked, fighting for
breath.

“I don’t think so. Ugh, this is all my
fault!”

Nadia looked up. Everything was quiet and
dark. “Don’t be ridiculous,” she said, cold sweat soaking
everything she was wearing. She took off up the spiraling
stairs.

“Roof?” Tess said.

“What other choice do I have?” Nadia said,
panting through her mask.

The jammer buzzed and smoked on her belt, hot
even through the layers of her clothes. That tingling shot deep
into her teeth again, her right hand stinging and seizing up.

“This is bad,” Tess said. “I’m sorry. I’m
sorry!”

“Don’t talk like that.” She hopped up the
last railing and kicked her way through the roof access door,
feeling her heart stop and try to leap out through her throat.

Two people were standing on the other side.
Not Domes—blue uniforms, black helmets and masks, tactical armor.
Not totally faceless, each of them a human being still, if only
glimpsed through the goggles under their helmets.

Time stopped. Even the pounding of her
heartbeat was slow and resentful. They stared at Nadia, frozen,
eyes wide in surprise, each of them with guns in hand but still
pointed at the roof. Of all the things to notice, Nadia read the
patch on each of their shoulders, “B Team is for Best Team,” and
took a moment to wonder at their being allowed to put that
on a uniform.

The closest one, a man, started to raise his
gun. Without thought, her veins bursting with adrenaline, Nadia
grabbed the barrel and snapped the heel of her other palm straight
into his nose with the considerable force of the sleeves over her
arms.

The other one was a short, stocky woman, also
raising her weapon and yelling something. Nadia slammed her
electrified arm bracer at the woman’s face. The officer tried to
block, her arm catching Nadia’s. She heard a pop and a shriek as
the woman collapsed. Nadia touched the shock pad on her other arm
to the man’s neck before he could recover. He collapsed as
well.

Nadia stood still in a completely breathless,
dumb moment. It suddenly felt cool, up here in the night air. Her
body—and her empty hands, which she stared at in mute shock—had
moved on their own, through motions she had practiced hundreds of
times.

“Whoa!” Tess said. “How did you do that?”

Nadia was already running past them, tearing
across the roof. “I’m not entirely sure?”

“Your heart rate is off the fucking chart.
You need to breathe.”

Nadia pounded air as she sprinted. She didn’t
think a human could breathe harder. Engines roared above her,
bright white light that sent her skidding to a stop and shielding
her eyes. A helicopter, its twin encased rotors blowing wash all
over the roof, a bright news-stream logo painted down the side.
Nadia kept moving, looking for anything to hide behind. Huge blocks
of metal in rows stuck out of the roof, square monoliths to dash
between.

Pressing herself to the side of one, she
glanced back at the stairwell door—guards with guns were pouring
through, fanning out into a line behind her. She kept running
before hopping a low wall and crouching next to another A/C
unit.

Flashlights ahead. More yelling. Too
soon—this was all too soon. She couldn’t be caught already. She
looked around again. Still surrounded. She glanced down at the
sharp pain in her chest and spotted a ragged hole in the cloth.
Thick silver gel leaked out of it. Nadia poked the hole, too numb
to tell if the bullet had penetrated her flesh. Surely there would
be blood?

“Hmm,” she said, still crouching low. “We may
have an issue here.”

“You think?!” Tess said. “I’m so, so sorry. I
should never have let you go.”

Nadia sank lower. Not long now. Voices
drawing nearer. “I don’t know why you’re apologizing, dear.”

“Look. There’s something I need to tell you,”
Tess said.

“No, T—” She caught herself, right on the
edge of violating their “no names on comms” rule. “You don’t have
to say a thing.”

“Listen to me, you idiot!”

“You have my undivided attention,” Nadia
said, peeking around the corner. Domes were advancing slowly,
covering one another.

“It’s not what you think. I shouldn’t even be
telling you.”

Nadia checked with her wrist. Way too close.
She broke cover and dove to another unit down the row, buying
moments, anything for just a few more words.

“Especially not when you’re about to get
caught,” Tess said.

“Then don’t,” Nadia said, crawling to
the end of the row—Domes that way too. No surprise there. “Figure
out something. I know you can!”

“Oh, for the love of…What are you going to
do, fling yourself off the building again?”

The blue light from Nadia’s goggles grew
brighter on the wall as her eyes shot wide open. “Can you still
move the crane?”

A moment of silence, Tess catching up
instantly. “That’s…not optimal.”

“I can make it!” Nadia said. She chanced a
look to the edge of the roof: clear still. But not for long. “I can
make it if you move the thing! The jib!”

“What? No! It’s too slow. There’s no
way!”

“Move it!” Nadia jumped up and sprinted
across an expanse of empty rooftop. Domes on either side of it,
moving too slowly. She heard yelling but thankfully no gunshots
yet.

“Shit, shit, shit,” Tess muttered.

“I know you can do it!” Nadia gasped. “You
can!”

“Don’t jump! Don’t!”

The edge of the roof sped toward her, a small
ledge serving as the only thing between her and open air. Nadia
pushed harder, bounding faster than ever before, no hesitation.

Don’t look, don’t look. Do not look
down!

One last step, and she launched herself off
the edge of the roof.

Tess screamed in her ears. Nadia instantly
realized what a stupid idea this was—the crane looked miles away,
inching through the air. Everything in her body clenched, her arms
and legs flailing.

It would be over in seconds. Nadia plummeted,
wind whipping past her, trying but utterly failing to say “Goodbye”
and “I’m sorry” all at once.

The crane loomed closer, closing at light
speed. For one brief, shrieking moment, Nadia had a glimmer of
hope. The tiniest instant to see the crane lining up beneath her.
All she had to do was put out her arms and catch it.

Her chest connected with one of the steel
beams of the jib, blinding her with cracking pain in her lungs. She
bounced off, tumbling as she fell. Ground and sky. Ground and sky.
Spinning over and over.

She closed her eyes, knowing she was about to
die.

Something large and solid struck her arms.
She was dead now—she was sure of it. Her right arm screamed in
agony, stretched and torn and cracked to pieces, the pain shooting
down through her shoulder and…stopping there.

Nadia was screaming, dangling in the air with
her glove stuck to something. She forced her eyes open. Her right
glove was affixed to the crane’s hook block, the rest of her body
twitching in open air.

“Yes!” Tess screamed, sounding like
she was jumping around the office. “Yes! Holy shit! I
just watched that on the news!”

The news chopper had a spotlight on Nadia,
dangling hundreds of feet in the air. She foolishly looked down at
where she would have splattered against harsh asphalt. Worse than
taking the jump in the first place, somehow, a wave of terror
swallowing her chest and choking in her throat.

“Are you okay? Don’t move. I’ve got you!”

Trying to pull herself up, she felt something
stab her lungs. She was terrified she was about to vomit, and tried
to say so, but only agonizing coughs came out. Hot blood soaked the
front of her mask. “I think…I might have broken all my ribs.”

“Your arm is fucked up for sure,” Tess
said. “Just hang in there. Excuse the pun.”

Nadia sailed through the air, the crane
carrying her across the street and over the construction site. The
hook block began to descend, lowering her into the empty frame of
the building across the street. She was surrounded by steel
framework now, leaving the news chopper far behind. With any luck,
her scooter was still waiting in the half-finished subway tunnel
below.

She forced her left arm up and stuck that
hand onto the hook block as well, taking the tiniest bit of
pressure off her crippled right arm. After all the terrible things
Nadia had done, Tess had to go and save her life like that. She
didn’t deserve it, part of her reminded herself.

It was a tiny voice, drowned out by the rush
of escape, of victory, of being alive, of a thousand other
things filling her chest to bursting, all crowding out the
pain.

“Can you make it back?” Tess said.

The hook block stopped above a concrete slab
of floor, a short few feet to solid ground. Nadia let go. Even that
brief fall sent her doubled over in pain.

“Are you gonna make it? Get underground. I’m
coming to get you.”

“No,” Nadia said, smiling through every
stabbing breath. Everything was blurry, cloudy as her eyes
threatened to spill over. Her hands trembled. She stared at them,
went to take a deep breath and will them to hold still but only
winced.

Tess’s drone hovered up to her side like a
worried little bird. She could make it, she told herself. She rose
to her feet, shaking, clutching her broken arm close to her
chest.

One step. Another step. Doable. Not pleasant,
but doable.

“Don’t worry,” Nadia said. “I’ll make it
home.”

 


* * *

 


Tess was waiting for her in the garage at the
office.

Nadia fell off the scooter and collapsed into
her partner’s arms. The short walk to the elevator took several
long minutes. Not carried by Tess, more like dragged, and still
cradling her right arm against her chest.

Tess held her up, fumbling at Nadia’s neck as
soon as the elevator began to rise. Nadia felt the tight cloth of
her mask pulled up and the fabric of her turtleneck being pulled
down. Cool air kissed her skin, followed by a click and a
stabbing pain.

“Ow!”

“Sorry,” Tess said. “Give it a second. You’re
about to feel better.”

Warmth spread out from Nadia’s neck. She felt
pleasant and dizzy as Tess rubbed the exposed skin with her
prosthetic fingers.

“Is this some of your private reserve?” Nadia
said. Her lips already felt strange, numb and mumbling.

“Better,” Tess said, holding up an empty
auto-injector. “Combat grade.”

“Combat grade. How lovely. How ladylike,”
Nadia failed to say. That pleasant warmth spread from her neck up
to her head, then swam down through her chest and arms, and very
quickly everything was so very, very fine.

Pulled along by Tess, she floated into the
office, drifting past mannequins in various forms of undress, all
standing and applauding her riveting—thrilling—performance
tonight. The futon floated closer and…no. Apologies, but that would
not be appropriate.

“Wrong way,” Nadia said, pushing herself off
Tess and coasting toward the Pass out from Exhaustion Suite.

“Hey!” Tess caught up immediately. Of course
she did. So helpful, so loyal, so clever. More than clever. Smart.
Genius even. Every marvelous thing she was wearing, every exciting
escapade, all thanks to Tess.

Nadia sat on the foot of the bed and looked
up. “Tess? Tess, you are my favorite Tess.”

No response. Nadia’s eyes drifted around the
dark room as she held her numb right arm. Her goggles had vanished.
Something dry and sticky was on her face. Gross. Awful. She stared
at her own gloved hand, the fingers dark with red stains.

“My very favorite contessaaaaaaaaa…“
Nadia said, wobbling on the bed. So dark in here. She got up to go
to the bathroom to wash her face but didn’t; her legs wouldn’t move
an inch. “Don’t know why you waste your time with me,
Tessaressamess…”

Tess hated that one. Nadia smiled, waiting
for a snarky reply. Nothing.

“Tessie?” Alone. Alone in the dark. Finally.
Good. Tess was smart; she knew to leave. The fact that Nadia
shivered, blinked back hysterical tears at the thought of her
leaving…well, it was for the best. Optimal.

“Nobody’s called me ‘Tessie’ in years,” Tess
said, pushing a little cart covered in things Nadia couldn’t even
begin to register.

“They haven’t? That’s a shame,” Nadia thought
she said. What she actually said was nothing but choking sobs.

“Whoa, hey!” Tess gently grasped Nadia by the
shoulders. “It’s okay…That shot should be taking the edge off the
pain any second now.”

“You came back,” Nadia mumbled. She was
sweating in a most peculiar fashion, perspiration running from her
eyes down her cheeks. Side effects, no doubt. “You came back. My
Tessie.”

“Uh…sure. You know I was gone for like two
seconds, right?” She loosened the straps on Nadia’s vest, carefully
pulled her forward, and tugged the garment up over her head. Nadia
felt her hair being pulled out of the tight bun she wore it in
under her mask, loose tendrils scattering everywhere.

“Sorry. Sorry! I know it hurts,” Tess said,
taking the turtleneck off next.

“You could at least buy a girl dinner
first.”

“You said that last time too.” She held a
small scanner to Nadia’s forearm. “Oof. Hold still.”

Rubbing on her arm, cold. The veins under her
skin lit up, glowed in the dark, beautiful and intricate patterns
running up to her elbow. She stared at Tess working this magic,
biting her lip in concentration, her lovely purple eyes sharp and
focused even in the dark.

Pinched. Nadia looked down to see Tess
carefully, gently emptying a needle into the black sleeve of her
turtleneck.

“Take the sweater off first, you silly Tess,”
Nadia said.

“Don’t look at it.”

Nadia looked even harder. It wasn’t her
turtleneck—her arm was a swollen mass of purple bruises.

“You might feel this one,” Tess said, sliding
a bright-pink foam brace over the broken arm. It chirped and
tightened on its own, snugly wrapping up Nadia’s limb.

“It feels good,” Nadia lied. “Thank you for
making me feel gooooo…”

If only it looked good. Nadia traced
her eyes up the brace. It had openings that exposed her skin.
Trashy. Her eyes kept going, lingering on the much-hated sports bra
she was wearing. Not fair. Her chest situation wasn’t impressive to
begin with.

Not fair at all. Tess was wiping Nadia’s face
with something now; a small pile of red-stained tissues rested on
top of the cart. She was suddenly very worried about the state of
her left hand—wouldn’t do to lose both of them—and decided to test
it by reaching out and unzipping Tess’s hoodie.

“Uh…fresh?” Tess said, leaning back and
pushing Nadia’s hand away.

“Oh, don’t be like that. You helped me out of
mine.”

“Cut it out. I’m almost done.”

“Take it off?” Nadia said. “Tessie.
Please.”

“Anyway,” Tess said, cleaning up the
blood once more. “Let me finish.”

Foolish Tess, leaning in close like that.
Nadia stuck her tongue out and went right back to fumbling with
Tess’s zipper.

“What’s gotten into you?” Tess said.

Nadia wondered at any number of possible
responses. Nothing good. Yet.

“Could you keep your hands to yourself for
one goddamned minute?” Tess snapped.

“I am practically naked,” Nadia said, “and
you are not, and this is not fair.”

“Ugh, fine,” Tess said, ripping her hoodie
open and tossing it on the floor. “Better?”

Plain, ugly black T-shirt. Nadia stared at
Tess’s lovely chest. Would that she could have those. Certainly not
to be hidden behind a hoodie all the time. Not optimal.

Tess’s strong prosthetic fingers went back to
work, wiping dried blood off Nadia’s lips. The black fibers of her
artificial arm hovered in the low light between them, flexing so
subtly, so close. Nadia raised her hand, her fingers hovering a
breath away.

Tess froze.

“Sorry,” Nadia said. “May I?”

“Why?”

“Because I…want to?”

Tess didn’t nod or say anything. But she
didn’t move away either; didn’t stop her as Nadia dove right in,
running her hand up the delicate strands of Tess’s forearm.

“What does it feel like?” Nadia said.

“It feels like you’re touching my arm,” Tess
said, her tone rolling her eyes for her.

Hardly the hoped-for response. Nadia kept
going, trailing her fingers past Tess’s elbow up to…the joint she’d
never seen before, hovering at the edge of her sleeve. The
prosthetic ended at a stump with a metal pit set directly into the
flesh, rimmed with scarred, puckered skin.

Nadia stared, not moving. She remembered what
Tess’s arm had looked like before, small and withered and curled up
tight against itself. Had never touched her arm before either.

Her eyes wouldn’t leave it alone. She
had to. Her fingers crept up, tracing their tips along the
edge of the human flesh near Tess’s shoulder.

Tess tensed up, taking in a sharp breath and
freezing again. The bloodstained cloth fluttered into Nadia’s
lap.

“Sorry!” Nadia said, but she didn’t take her
hand away.

“It’s fine. It’s just…sensitive there.”

Nadia filed that away for later. She brought
her hand back, grabbed the black skeletal hand, and pressed it
against her cheek.

“Uh…look…” Tess said, gently trying to tug
her hand away. Nadia didn’t let go. “You’ll be fine, but you need
to get some rest.”

Nadia shakily stood up, one hand still
trapped. She pulled Tess in closer, leaning her head against her
partner’s chest, closing her eyes and feeling them sweat again,
feeling an awful lonely chasm in her thoughts from the warmth of
another person’s body against hers. She couldn’t remember the last
time she’d really felt this.

The prosthetic hand against her cheek
relaxed, no longer trying to escape. Much better. Nadia wrapped her
one good arm around her partner, pulling her in closer and nuzzling
up against her neck. She’d heard terms for what was wrong with her.
Skin hunger. Contact comfort. Touch deprivation.

Nonsense, she had told herself. It wasn’t
until she felt Tess’s arms embrace her—a real hug, calm and gentle
and close—that she winced and shuddered and understood all at once
exactly what she’d been missing. All those silly words for a simple
human need.

“I know,” Tess said. “I know that was…I
thought I’d lost you for a second there. Scary.”

Far too many words fought to get out at
once.

I’m sorry.

You too.

I was so scared I’d never see you again.

But Nadia didn’t manage to say anything.

She felt Tess’s still-human hand against her
back, doing something incredibly wrong, incredibly backward. A few
chaste pats, gentle and well-meaning but…wrong.

That would not do. She snuck up to plant a
quick kiss on Tess’s cheek, featherlight.

The result wasn’t surprising, if not exactly
welcome. Tess went stiff, the hug broken. “Uh…umm…listen…You…I
mean…”

Nadia pulled her close again. “Don’t go.
Please,” she begged into a shivering ear.

“I won’t,” Tess said. Nadia felt the nerves
in her; felt her friend biting her lip, fighting. “But like…is this
wrong?”

“Isn’t that what makes it fun?” Nadia said.
“Are you saying you aren’t interested?”

“No! I mean…yes. I mean…yeah, uh, don’t worry
about me. I’m more worried about you.”

Silly Tess. The pain was a distant memory,
completely eclipsed. “My arm feels fine.”

“I didn’t mean that,” Tess said. “This sounds
great and all, but you are impaired, which precludes
consent, and I need you to let go, please, so I can go…I don’t
know, take a cold shower or…”

Nadia pouted at her. Did she need a
handwritten invitation? Narrowing her eyes, she snatched an
auto-injector from the cart and jammed it into Tess’s left arm.

“Ow! What the hell?”

“There. Now we’re both impaired.”

Nadia grabbed Tess by the collar of her shirt
and yanked her into a kiss, quick and numb as a slap across the
face.

Tess barely responded, still staring in shock
when Nadia pulled away.

“Do you always kiss with your eyes open?”

“I…uh…uhhhhh….”

“Please…” She pulled Tess in close, gently
this time, and rested her forehead against hers, desperately
waiting to feel those arms wrapped around her body again.

“You’re hurt,” Tess said. “Injured.”

“I’m alive,” Nadia said, shushing her with a
kiss that promised as much. “I’ll live.”

This time Tess kissed her. Those lovely
prosthetic fingers came alive again, caressing the line of Nadia’s
jaw as she smiled. Nadia pulled Tess down onto the bed with her,
just as the ever-glowing lights of ads from outside finally, for
once, went dark.

 


* * *

 


Finally uncuffed. Jackson rubbed her wrists, trying
to get some feeling back in them before she crashed too hard,
before the pills dumped her off to fend for herself.

She hadn’t been able to catch it in person,
but it was running on loop on every streaming site there was right
now. A young woman flinging herself from the top of a skyscraper
and somehow, impossibly, not ending up as a bloody smear on
the pavement below.

Surrounded by police cars and Auktoris
security vans—by trained professionals doing the law enforcement
equivalent of shuffling around, sheepishly looking at their
shoes—Jackson stared up at the tower. The leap looked ludicrous
from here, miles out to the crane.

Vicks joined her at the APS car where she’d
been briefly detained. His poor baby face was soaked in blood from
the nose down, eyes black and swollen. They gave each other a
once-over, a glance up and down. Checking for wounds.

“You okay?” she said.

“Yup, fine.” He nodded. “You?”

She nodded back. No injuries to speak of,
only her pride. Her holster was empty, her mother’s gun missing.
Stolen. That one hurt. That one would not be fine.

Vicks sent a careful glance out over their
coworkers, making sure nobody was listening. Always good to see his
face, no mask or helmet for once. His short, coppery hair was
matted and spiked in strange places. Helmet hair. Combat bedhead.
Jackson had the sudden urge to pull him down to her, run her hands
through it and nuzzle against him.

She held back. For now. “What is it?”

“Overheard a few things on my walk over,” he
said, still scanning a wary look around them. “Distributed botnet.
Self-propagating.”

“Am I supposed to know what the hell that
means?”

“It means Cheshire probably didn’t even know
he was using computers in that building as part of the attack.” He
finally looked at her again, eyes shining bright through the puffy
bruises all around them. Sky blue, supposedly, but not like any sky
she’d ever seen. “APS caught the spike in network traffic coming
from a supposedly empty building and figured…I mean, they figured
wrong. But not a bad guess, considering.”

One by one, the lights on the sides of
buildings around her flickered out, Cheshire gone and replaced by
quiet, blissful darkness. It didn’t last long, the panels lighting
back up with garbled text, timers clicking over as every ad display
in the city reverted to base state: endless rows of clocks.

Of course. Hard reset. Declare victory.

She rested her head in her hands, feeling
that crash coming. Waiting for that voice to wake up in her ears,
to taunt her and chide her and offer that goddamned help
Cheshire was so insistent about.

Nothing. Not that it mattered. Cheshire
didn’t have her gun. Her mother’s gun. Jackson’s hands tightened on
her head, fingers tensed until the tears threatening to spill out
were from pain instead of loss.

“Hey.” A big, soft hand rested on her
shoulder. “You’ll get her. We’ll get her.”

She almost told Vicks to back off, keep it
professional, tone it down in front of their coworkers. But why,
really? They were all losing their jobs anyway.

“There you are!” Ortega walked up to join
them. “Did you see that craziness, Jackson? What happened with
the—”

“Where were you?”

Ortega blinked a few times as he pointed to
the tower. “I was…You were up there too, what are you—”

“You were right behind me,” Jackson said.
“Until you weren’t.”

“I couldn’t keep up! Thought I saw something,
was checking a side hall.”

Incompetence. Or something worse maybe.
Whatever it was, she honestly didn't care right now. “Some kind of
backup you are.”

“Hey, you’re the one who wanted to go up
there.”

Vicks stepped between them. “You should
go.”

Jackson didn’t hear anything else from
Ortega, only the sound of his boots slinking away. Served him
right. A partner needed to be someone you could trust. With your
life, if it came to that.

The man still in front of her, for example.
Jackson took one of his hands and gave it a firm squeeze. “Look at
you, all chivalrous,” she said. “What? You gonna keep me safe from
that coward?”

“I was keeping him safe.”

That got a wry snort out of her. It didn’t
hurt that she could always count on him to make her laugh, even at
a time like this.

 


* * *

 


The pain-killers were starting to wear off. Dim light
poured in through the glass wall behind them, the ever-present
nighttime glow of the city.

Nadia lay in bed, staring at the hideous
bruises all over her ribs, even across her underwhelming breasts.
She saw a troubling concentration of darker purple where her vest
had stopped a bullet. Everything hurt.

“You okay?” Tess said, lying on her back and
gazing vacantly at the ceiling.

It was the first thing either of them had
said in some time. Nadia stared at the ceiling too, wondering what
to begin to say.

She eventually settled on nothing. Her
still-mobile hand snuck over to Tess, carefully and hesitantly,
before resting on that still lovely prosthetic.

“That…thing you did with your hand,” Nadia
said, all innocent curiosity. “Is that a built-in function?”

“Sort of?” She could tell Tess was blushing.
“More like a side effect.”

“I’m surprised every woman in the city
doesn’t have one.”

“Hey, you know what they say,” Tess said,
“Once you go prosthetic, that’s your aesthetic.”

Nadia groaned. She couldn’t stop touching
Tess’s arm, though.

“Can I ask you something?” Tess said.

She tensed up, felt any number of excuses and
redirects present themselves, hating every second of it. Instead
she managed to nod.

“What happened to you?”

“What do you mean?” She said, stalling.

“Well, we go our separate ways to college,
and I don’t see you for years, and then when I do, you’re…uh…”

Nadia’s hand clung to Tess’s arm,
desperately. “What are these?” she said, running her fingers over
notches cut into the fibers on the top of her forearm.

“You’re changing the subject. Don’t think I
don’t notice when you always do that.”

“I know,” Nadia said. “I’m sorry.”

Silence grew between them, long seconds of
cold space. Tess sighed. “It’s okay. Not yet, I know.” She rolled
over and propped herself up a bit, showing off her forearm. “These
are…I mean, it’s kind of stupid, but…”

Nadia poked a large cut near Tess’s elbow,
the spot where a smoking chunk of experimental composite had
landed. “I know where that one came from.”

“Yeah that was stupid too.” Tess ran her
other hand down a row of evenly spaced notches farther down her
forearm. “These are, uh…I used to cut myself. When I had the
original. Same place.”

Nadia pulled her hand away, apologizing over
and over in her head. She carefully, subtly pulled the sheets up
over her hips, concealing the neat rows of scars usually hidden by
her underwear.

“Like I said, it’s…stupid,” Tess said.

“No! No, Tess, it’s…” Nadia scrambled to
touch that arm again, anything to say with all her heart that
Tess—or whatever she did—was anything but stupid.

“It’s okay. I don’t wanna, like, push you or
anything. Whatever happened, I’m glad it did.”

Nadia frowned, unable to help herself. She
wanted very much to scoot over closer, to curl up next to Tess’s
warmth and hide her face and possibly but not certainly cry.

She settled on caressing that prosthetic arm
instead.

“Even if it did almost get you killed
tonight,” Tess said with a cheeky grin.

Nadia returned it. “Good thing I have you to
catch me.”

“I was thinking maybe we should tone it down
after this?”

“Agreed. Tonight was way too close.”

Another long silence. Much different this
time. Pondering. Gears turning together.

“A shame, though,” Nadia said. “The armor
vest wasn’t nearly as bad as I thought it would be.”

“Right? It only feels heavy for a few
minutes. I think I could easily integrate the materials into your
clothes.”

“And I’ve had some wonderful ideas for the
electrical countermeasures,” Nadia said, “They’re a bit awkward to
use as currently configured.”

Tess smiled. “I knew you were gonna complain
about that! I’ve already drawn up some proposals.”

“Ooh,” Nadia purred, forcing herself to turn
on her side, awkwardly moving her broken right arm. “Details,
please.”

“Lemme grab you some glasses.”

“Absolutely not.” Nadia’s eyes were
pleasantly heavy. “I want to listen to you until I fall
asleep.”

“Uh…okay?” Tess said, her pupils glazing
over. “So obviously the current design was meant to be purely
reactive, but you’re being a bit more, uh, let’s say,
aggressive with them. So the real challenge will be getting
the contacts to fit in around the nanohook pads…”

Nadia’s eyes drifted shut. A deep breath
stabbed her ribs, but not enough to keep her from sinking, smiling,
into sleep.


Part Two: Apotheosis





 


Chapter Twelve: Grown Into Shadow




ONE YEAR LATER

 


“Comms check?”

“Check,” Nadia said. She still thought this
part was pointless. They had been chatting the whole way here, all
the way up to this rooftop. But the list was the list.

“HUD?”

Nadia pouted and crossed her arms
impatiently, reading off the graphics in her vision. “Current time
is twenty-hundred hours and three minutes, I am facing
approximately north, my heart rate is…oh my.”

“What? What is it?” Tess said, full of
concern.

“My heart,” Nadia said, clutching her chest.
“Slowing…down. I think…I shall die…of boredom.”

“Ha ha. Movement range?”

Nadia sank into a languid stretch, one leg
straight behind her. She raised her arms and rolled her neck,
feeling every synthetic fiber encasing her body—full of strength,
waiting to pounce. This latest suit felt even better than expected;
almost entirely seamless, save for a single imperceptible join that
ran up the length of her spine.

Delightful. She stood up and raised one leg
over her head, slow and controlled, imitating the dancers she’d
watched with envy so many times at La Garrud. Effortlessly her
hands reached her toes; even her fingers were now encased in woven
strands of artificial muscle.

All of it was covered with a layer of smooth
black material, a sleek catsuit fused out of what used to be split
up into so many devices.

“I take it that’s a check?”

“You tell me,” Nadia said, bending her knees
before making a slow turn, ending with her other leg high in the
air. She could even go en pointe now, balanced on the tip of her
left slipper, the muscles of her suit holding her steady.

“Show-off,” Tess said. “Vision?”

The dark rooftop cycled through various modes
in quick succession—amplified, thermal, high and low contrast,
various zoom levels, even a new mode that looked like ever-shifting
whorls of color…a visualization of nearby wireless signals.

“Looks good,” Tess said, her voice muffled
by a quiet grunt as Nadia finally lost her balance.
“Countermeasures?”

Nadia stood up straight, arms out to her
sides as nestled spikes snapped out from her wrists, then her
ankles. They clicked back into place as she clapped her hands; she
smiled at the tingling jolt when the strips along her fingers came
alive with voltage.

“Ugh, still flickering. I thought I had it
this time,” Tess said.

The light from Nadia’s goggles ebbed and
waned around her, teasing out a hidden grin behind her mask. She
wiped her palms together, her heart picking up with the sharp
crackling as sparks jumped from her gloves. The skin of her suit
absorbed it easily, allowing her to feel nothing but that lovely
tingle in her fingers.

“More showing off,” Tess said. “Those
batteries aren’t infinite, you know.”

It had been a long while since Nadia had come
close to draining them—the flat strips of energy concealed along
her back and sides. She didn’t even feel the weight anymore.

“Nanohooks?” Tess said, sounding bored.

Nadia stepped up to the edge of the roof and
wiggled her big toes, still separate from the rest of her toes.
Without so much as a glance down, she stepped off into open air,
chin held high and eyes squeezed shut.

She turned as she dropped and placed her
hands on the smooth concrete wall below. Her descent stopped,
snapping her feet to the wall, stuck and secure.

“The word
test implies a safe and
controlled environment,” Tess said.

“We’ve tested them a thousand times,” Nadia
said, unsticking one hand and twisting at the hips, stretching and
looking down across the street. “Are you saying I shouldn’t trust
these things with my life?”

Tightness in her hip, left over from a
particularly satisfying takedown she’d pulled on Brutus. She
strained against it, one arm hanging out into open, windy space.
Stories below her, a crowd waited, accompanied by news drones and
walls lit up with scrolling graphics.

“I’m saying you’ll have plenty of chances to
get yourself killed down there.”

Nadia glanced down, for a mere split second,
at the street far below. She only slightly had to force
herself.

No, that wouldn’t do. She closed her eyes,
pointing them down before opening them again. There. A street far,
far below. Yes, it was a long fall, one that would kill her. Yes,
it was terrifying.

“You okay?” Tess said.

“Fine.” Nadia tore her eyes back to her
target. The crowd was ringed with faceless guards in black,
sprinkled with a few blue police officers. “Quite the security
presence.”

“That tends to happen when you publicly
announce your intentions,” Tess said.

“I did no such thing.”

“Right, right, sorry,” Tess said, sounding
very far from the word. “So why are we crashing someone else’s
party again?”

“Hush, you. I didn’t hear you complaining
about gaining access to—"

“Oh, hey,” Tess cut her off. “Fan alert.”

Nadia was hanging next to a window, a plain
rectangle of glass flush with the wall. Inside, a man and woman sat
at dinner, their mouths hanging open and chopsticks in the air as
they gaped at her.

She blinked at them. “A bit late for supper,
isn’t it?”

Of course they couldn’t hear her. The man
cautiously raised a hand to wave at her.

“Aww,” Tess said. “No autographs tonight, big
guy.”

Nadia smiled for them, although it was a
shame they couldn’t see it. What they could see was her finger as
she raised it to her lips and narrowed her eyes at them.

Shh.

She finished with a coy wink visible on her
goggles before dropping out of their view.

 


* * *

 


“I’m standing here, in front of throngs of people,
mere minutes before the opening ceremonies of the annual Auktoris
Consumer Technology Exposition,” the reporter said, staring into
the small drone hovering in front of her.

Jackson heaved a sigh. At least she was
still in uniform. Not for much longer, though, she reminded
herself. Another sigh. Focus. One hand rested on the pistol at her
hip, not her mother’s trusty revolver but a regulation
nine-millimeter. It was a cheap thing, old and hardly worth
carrying. She had more faith in the stun gun on her left hip.

Her eyes scanned the crowd on their own: a
long bunched-up line corralled between signs with a murmuring mob
gathered all around it. Auktoris lackeys milled around and through
them, office drones in red polos interviewing customers, flanked
always by faceless black-clad Domes.

“Squad check-in?” a voice in her ear
said.

Her goggles showed her names and locations
as each remaining member of the city police sounded off. It didn’t
take long—they numbered only about a dozen at this point.

“Clear,” said Ortega, who was posted on the
other side of the line.

“Fucking clear,” Wedge said a few members
later.

“All clear,” Jackson said, doing a slow turn
and seeing nothing but good little consumers.

“Auktoris Security Detail four-one-nine
alpha to all police personnel on site,” another voice said, an
irritated and harsh woman’s voice. “Continue to hold posts and
await orders.”

Jackson snorted. A nearby Dome saw her do it
and nodded, throwing her a shrug that made his blank-faced helmet
seem all the more silly.

The reporter moved to Jackson’s side and
waved her drone over. “Ma’am, would you like to comment on the
proceedings tonight?”

“Uh…” Jackson stiffened up, snapping her hand
away from her holster. She had strict instructions from a woman in
a white AGF suit to say, “No comment” and not do anything
clip-worthy.

“It’s surprising to see the city police
still on duty,” the reporter said, all innocent.

No comment. All she had to say was “No
comment” and turn away.

“We’re happy to assist,” Jackson said
instead. “Volunteers were asked for, considering the public threats
that have been made on the event.”

Volunteers. Jackson somehow had managed not
to grimace as she said it. More like blackmailed into it, her
severance package held hostage.

“Given those threats, are you expecting an
appearance of the Sapphire Shadow?”

“I hope so,” Jackson said without
thinking.

“Excuse me?”

Damn. No comment, Jackson heard in her head,
over and over.

Clearly overjoyed, the reporter glanced at
her drone. “Would you care to elaborate on that, Officer?”

No comment, no comment, no comment.

The reporter pressed her again, but Jackson
wasn’t even listening. There was no point really. The young woman’s
badge, hanging on a lanyard around her neck, read, “Citizens’
Investigative Consortium.” It sounded nice, but Jackson knew it was
a subdivision of MediaLite, a news conglomerate owned, of course,
by Auktoris Global Funds.

“What’s your script?” Jackson said. “Do they
give you one, or did they just start paying you because you were
already carrying their water?”

The woman blinked, taken aback only for a
moment. Her pupils flickered like mad, eagerly snapping up
everything. “Was that on your script?”

Unable to help herself, Jackson glared at the
girl. “No comment.”

 


* * *

 


The rain had let up for one night, at least. Nadia
coasted up to the side of the building and cut the engine on her
bike. Her bike. What had started out as a police hoverbike assigned
to one Ortega, David L. had been stripped down, so many parts
replaced and refitted so perfectly and powerfully that she’d named
it “Theseus.”

She loved it, loved every second of riding
it. The night sky around her held a loose swarm of drones, blind to
her on her sleek black steed, its exhaust dampened and surrounded
by a cloud of Tess’s own blend of electronic countermeasures. The
matte black radar-absorbing paint was only for style at this
point.

“So cold up here,” Nadia said. “I thought you
said wet season was the result of us becoming a tropical
clime?”

“You’re a few hundred feet up,” Tess said,
“and I said the tropical bands were shifting north. And yeah, it’s
chilly. That happens when you have a mild nuclear winter going on
at the same time. Totally schizophrenic weather. It’s probably the
only reason sea-level rise slowed down at all.”

Nadia left her bike hovering and crawled
onto a narrow ledge that ringed the skyscraper, slick with leftover
rain. A steel rectangle of no more than a foot, enough to balance
on with her back pressed against the glass.

“And you were so upset about all that doom
and gloom business last year,” Nadia said, waving goodbye as her
bike took off without her.

“Slowed down. Not stopped. Don’t worry. The
end is still nigh.”

“Nuclear winter,” Nadia said, shimmying
along the edge. The dark glass wall behind her was smooth, slick.
Nothing for her gloves to cling to. Thankfully her feet stuck
firmly to the ledge. “Wherever did you read that?”

“History books, idiot. Would you like me to
recite an entire article on the limited nuclear exchanges of the
twenty-first century?”

“As much as I love to hear you read…” Nadia
began, looking out and down and feeling the wind tearing at her,
vicious this high up. The crowd below was no more than a shape, no
sound reaching this high. Farther down the block, she spotted the
real security cordons, protests held back by Domes and armored
trucks. No doubt due to be broken up and swept away any second
now.

Curfew violators, like herself. Fellow
miscreants. Nadia smiled and wished them luck. Her hand found a
hatch, meant for small crawling drones to climb out and clean the
sheer glass of this tower. Stuck. Tightly shut, barely perceptible.
An outline of a cover flush with the wall.

“Oh, cool. I was hoping it would be shut!”
Tess said. She was so cute when they were trying out a new piece of
equipment, probably squirming in her chair and sitting on her
feet.

From her belt, Nadia pulled a new tool,
about the size of her old glass cutter. This was a handle with a
short length of an experimental composite on the end, a rectangular
blade. Edged on one side with industrial diamonds, which Nadia had
been overjoyed to learn.

“All right, so before you turn it on—” Tess
started.

Nadia flicked a switch on the handle. It
vibrated to life, making a high-pitched whine that rose on and on
as it buzzed her fingers numb.

“Too high!”

She dialed it down, feeling the whine level
off and stay there.

“Let’s maybe not have it explode in your
hands?” Tess said.

Two spots on either side of
the hatch were highlighted in her HUD. Nadia made short work of
them, drawing the blade down each crack with a loud
snap, leaving furrows of
melted glass in her wake.

“Pray tell, why is there a mode that would
make the tool explode in my hand?”

“Prototype,” Tess said.

“Hmm.”

The hatch popped open easily, opening into a
narrow, dark tunnel.

 


* * *

 


Still nothing. Jackson walked a slow beat down the
line, honestly trying not to eavesdrop. She’d heard enough
breathless speculation about this new product or that one, been
bombarded with ads every waking second. None of it seemed like all
that big a deal to her. More toys for people to waste their money
on.

The people in line seemed to disagree. This
year the exposition would showcase the next step in human
development, the cure for all society’s ills, the thing everyone
would have done to their bodies within the next twelve months.

That’s exactly what she’d heard about the
interaction chips in her fingers and the comms rig behind her ear,
years ago when those came out. Somehow they had failed to change
the world overnight. It had even taken a few years and the price
coming down a bit before most people had them.

Most people. Jackson shook her head. Such
tunnel vision around here, infecting her now too. She doubted many
folks outside the old seawalls would ever end up even seeing any of
these new toys.

Another drone buzzed past, mere feet above
her helmet. As she looked up, her goggles highlighted dozens of
them in the sky above her—a damned swarm—hovering and patrolling
and scanning. There couldn’t have been an inch on the ground
unmonitored. Anything the drones didn’t catch would be scoped out
by one of the sharpshooters perched on rooftops and in windows all
around them.

Sapphire Shadow. Jackson snorted. Of course
they’d ask about her. No mention of the actual source of the
threats, the People’s Communion or People’s Front or some other set
of similar words or whoever. So much shit stirred up in the last
year. At least the girl hadn’t killed anyone. Not that Jackson knew
of, anyway.

“Get ready for the cattle rush,” Ortega said
to her on a private channel.

“Thought they were still delaying.”

“Nah. Doors are about to open. Check it
out.”

He was right. The show began, the swollen
line pouring through under the scanning eyes of the drones
above.

“You hear that, right?” Ortega said.

Of course. That was why they had waited.
Jackson had to crane her neck and really try with her ears, but it
was there, blocks away. Screams and gunshots and loudspeakers, the
mad chaos of a charge into protesters.

No reporters out there, for sure.

“Hey!”

Jackson turned to see a Dome approach her,
the same one who had shrugged at her earlier. He was speaking to
her with comms off, his helmet playing a slightly tinny version of
a young man’s voice.

“How can I help you, Officer?” she said.

“You’re Jackson, right?”

She grimaced and raised her chin, giving this
kid a glare down her nose.

“I knew it!” he said, bouncing on his feet.
“So what’s she like?”

“No comment,” she said, still glaring.

“Sorry.” He backed off a bit. “I’m glad
you’re here, though. Glad I’m here, I guess.”

Jackson couldn’t tell if she’d ever met this
guy before. Same blank Plexiglas mask, same black armor, same small
red Auktoris logo where a badge should be. “Glad? How’s that?”

“I mean instead of out there.” He nodded
toward the mess Jackson could barely hear behind the happy crowds
nearby. “I was at the protest last week, out by the—”

“The Structure,” Jackson finished for him.
“Me too.” That one had gotten ugly. The protestors were learning,
becoming more stubborn, more well-equipped. Gas had been enough to
scatter the crowds, before, but now APS was making regular use of
rubber bullets.

“I mean, I’m not excited to be standing here
waiting for some promised attack, but yeah,” he said, his shoulders
sinking. “Better than out there.”

He jumped in place. Jackson flinched too.
More gunshots. Much closer.

“Status?” she said.

The line pouring into the building had
stalled, jammed from people screaming and trying to run back.
Multiple voices rang out in Jackson’s comms.

“Oh, Christ, I didn’t think they were really
gonna—” the Dome said.

“On me!” Jackson said, drawing her cheap
pistol. “Move! Now!”

 


* * *

 


Nadia slipped a splice connector onto an exposed bit
of cable and slapped the access hatch shut without even waiting to
see it light up.

“Okay. Hang on,” Tess said.

She did so, lounging in a dark room with one
hand on her hip, the other tracing her fingers down a row of
cleaning robots lined up in their charging bays.

“Keep hanging on,” Tess said.

“Something the matter?”

“Little tougher than usual. They’re actively
scanning for intrusion,” Tess said. “There. Got it.”

Part of Nadia’s vision faded to an array of
tiny moving squares, lighting up in sequence then zooming in to
three in particular. The hallway outside was covered completely,
not an inch unmonitored by cameras. Nothing was moving at the
moment.

“And…looping,” Tess said. A copy of all
three feeds opened up below, showing what the security software
would see—a few seconds of empty hallway, cleverly looped with a
bit of noise added to throw off the smarter algorithms.

Seeing herself on the actual camera feed
still excited her—sleek and smooth and flawless black, the bright
blue of her eyes lit up on the mask. She crept down the hall,
moseying really, unafraid of being seen.

“Whoa! Uh. Hmm,” Tess said.

“Uninvited guests?”

“Yeah, they, uh…they let themselves right
in.”

More camera feeds expanded in Nadia’s HUD,
showing the main floor of the trade show far below. About a dozen
men and women had taken over the center of it, spraying bullets
into the air and chasing the crowds back outside.

Masked, all of them. Some of them bore a
grinning neon cat face, others a black visage with two glowing blue
eyes. A few wore Plexiglas shells with a red “X” over each eye,
either stolen from a Dome or modeled after their helmets.

“Any on the upper levels?” Nadia said.

“Looks like that’s all of them. Geez,
they’re gonna get annihilated.”

“Better them than…” Nadia said, trailing off
as the hallway opened up on one side. She put her hands on the
glass pane that served as a railing, then leaned over and peered
out into the center of the tower. A giant art installation blocked
her view of the other side—glass and lights cascading up in a
haphazard spiral.

Dull. Lifeless. Soulless. Utterly boring.
Probably designed by an algorithm. Nadia lingered at the railing,
watching the other balconies for motion. Gunshots echoed up to her
from the ground level.

“See him?” Tess said.

A lone guard was farther down the hall from
her, a hand to the side of his helmet and leaning over the railing,
his eyes pointing down the open central shaft. Several camera
angles on him lit up in Nadia’s HUD.

“Just a moment,” she said, sprinting straight
for him. It had worried her, the first few times she did this.
Worried her how much she enjoyed it, crouched low and moving in
fast for the kill.

“Lights?”

“Don’t bother.” She climbed the wall until
she was hanging above the hapless Dome. He stood up, probably
receiving orders to immediately report to the firefight.

He would not be following those orders.

Nadia unstuck her hands, dropped down, and
slapped her palms against his back as she landed. Her gloves popped
and sparked, sending the Dome into a stiff, shrieking dance before
he collapsed.

“One down!” Tess said.

“But who’s counting?” Nadia pictured the
notches Tess had been marking on one of the walls of their office.
They nearly reached the floor now.

The Dome groaned and rolled, his hands
reaching for his belt.

“Well, that won’t do,” Nadia said, crouching
and zapping him again. “Be a dear and relax for me?”

“Be careful! Not on the chest like that!”
Tess said.

“I was told these are nonlethal,” Nadia
said, slipping a pair of riot cuffs off the guard’s belt and
binding his hands.

“Less lethal,” Tess said. “There’s still a
small chance of cardiac arrest in the victim.”

“Don’t call him the victim,” Nadia said,
binding the man’s ankles as well. She popped the comms chip out of
a slot on his belt then slid it into a custom sleeve on her
forearm. A few seconds of quiet loading followed, crashed to pieces
by multiple voices cutting in at once:

“Responding! Responding! En route!”

“How many? How many armed? Sitrep now!”

“Fuck, fuck. Help! Backup, help! Help!”

The chattering of automatic gunshots matched
the echoes drifting up to her. Nadia winced at the mess pouring
into her ears. “Filter for relevance?”

“On it,” Tess said.

Much better. Security forces were responding
to a terrorist attack that was, indeed, confined to the entrance
hall. For the moment.

Very loudly confined. Despite the public
threats aimed at the exhibition, she hadn’t planned to have such a
convenient distraction in place.

“Suspect down!” rang in her ears. “Suspect
down. Visual on two more. Confirm count.”

Convenient distraction. The words tasted very
bitter now.

“Oof. One down already?” Tess said. “I mean,
we should be thanking them I guess, but ugh…”

Nadia leaned over the railing again, her
gloves gripping the glass until hairline fractures cracked out from
each hand. It wasn’t the first time she’d seen people die wearing
her face, throwing their lives away.

“They made their choice,” Nadia said, hating
every syllable of it. “I should think they knew what they were
getting into.”

“Whoa, hey! Calm down,” Tess said, “I wasn’t
saying like… Let’s focus, right? Eyes on the prize.”

“Indeed.” Nadia hopped the railing, dropped
down the central shaft, and caught the wall a few floors down.

 


* * *

 


They must have masked up the moment they’d gotten
inside.

Jackson dove behind an exhibit display and
popped up with her gun ready. Clear. She waved for the Dome behind
her to move up; the kid was panting and struggling but keeping
up.

She’d only seen one so far, a nicely dressed
woman, indistinguishable from one of the crowd outside except for
her mask. A Sapphire Shadow mask, of course. Not the real thing,
though. The eyes didn’t move.

The Dome started to move again but shrank
back as another round of gunfire resounded nearby. Jackson slammed
a hand on his shoulder and pushed him down so his helmet was all
the way under cover.

“Have you ever been in a firefight?” she
said.

“Of course!”

“I don’t mean a protest turkey shoot.” She
checked over their cover again, not seeing any suspects. “You know
these guys shoot back, right?”

“No shit?”

A voice on a bullhorn floated at them. “We
demand accountability! We demand transparency! We demand…?”

“Action!” someone nearby yelled.

“AGF gives us this instead! Bread and
circuses while this city drowns!” the leader yelled. “Forced from
our homes! Left to die! No more!”

“No more!” echoed back the chorus.

One of them was right around the corner of a
booth in front of them; Jackson could tell by his voice. The booth
was filled with shiny leather recliners, festooned with plaques
bragging about their built-in headset stands.

Jackson tapped the Dome’s helmet and nodded
at the booth. They were both ready and aiming when the suspect
stepped into view.

A grinning cat mask. Jackson had been
startled the first time, but she’d seen the damn things plenty by
now. He held a strange little homemade submachine gun, cobbled
together out of translucent plastic, invisible to the drone
scanners outside.

“Police! Drop it!” she said, standing up to
let him see her.

No such luck. He raised his weapon, slow and
startled. They opened up on him, Jackson with her pathetic little
pistol and the Dome letting loose a burst of chattering fire. The
Cheshire man took a few hits to the chest but dove out of sight.
Armor, for sure. Jackson saw the silver goop bursting out of the
bullet holes.

“Holy shit!” the Dome said. “Is he…?”

The homemade gun appeared around the corner,
blindly firing in their general direction. Jackson threw herself
over the Dome, pulling them both behind cover as the crack of
shattering bullets smacked all around.

Flecks of white plastic filled the air.
Hardened plastic rounds. Not nearly enough to pierce her armor.
Jackson stood up, ready to shrug off a hit but not having to—the
recoil had sent the poor man’s shots wild. Jackson steadied her aim
and ripped out two quick rounds, which struck his arm, sending out
red splatter.

He fled, appearing on the other side of the
booth, cradling his now-empty hand. Jackson was lining up the lead
for a leg shot when other bursts of fire cut him down.

“Jesus!” Ortega’s voice said in her ear.
“He’s down. He was unarmed!”

“We just took out two.” Wedge in her ears
now. “These kids can’t even fucking shoot straight.”

Jackson swapped her magazine out for a full
one, slapping it in before clapping the Dome on the shoulder.
“Bounding overwatch. Come on.” She hopped the booth table, knocking
HUD-capable glasses all over the floor.

“What does that mean?” he said, scrambling
over the table behind her.

“It means cover me, idiot!” she snapped,
crossing the aisle and posting herself where the Cheshire-masked
terrorist had been hiding. Blood on the floor stained her boots,
the homemade gun still sitting where it had fallen. She’d seen the
same blueprint a few times now, a new model being passed around.
Illegal now—truly illegal, no more meager little license fees. So
much had changed in one year.

“You mean like leapfrog?” the Dome said.

Jackson nodded, waving him forward. He
dashed to a point of cover near the dead body, quick and easy. He
wasn’t completely green then. Jackson waited for his wave then
moved past him, taking a corner around a grand staircase that led
up to the rest of the exhibit halls.

A Dome lay bleeding out on the stairs, both
arms full of wounds and bullet holes punched all over his chest
plate. Panting quick, panicked breaths, he nodded toward the other
side of the staircase.

Jackson took a knee by him, eyes and gun
still up and ready.

“Two of them,” the Dome said. “Took my
gun.”

“Moving!” said the Dome behind her.

“Hold on!” Jackson said, to no effect. He
was right at her side when two terrorists rounded the corner in
front of them, armed with real submachine guns.

Exactly the worst possible scenario—all four
of them out in the open, staring dumbly at each other for one awful
instant.

Everyone opened fire at once.

Jackson dove onto the stairs, shielding the
wounded man with her body. The terrorist closest to her fell from
her shots, her chest full of ragged holes. The other emptied his
gun and reloaded much faster than her Dome, who was stumbling
backward and fumbling at the magazines on his hip.

She got one more shot off,
punching a hole full of silver gel into her target’s chest. The gun
jumped in her hands, a grinding snap resounding as the next round
partially burned, sticking in the slide instead of loading. Fucking
cheap caseless ammo.

She dropped it and drew her stun gun in one
quick motion, popping the terrorist with a pair of electrodes on
cords. He went stiff and screamed, dancing in place as the
clack-clack-clack of her weapon coursed agonizing bolts through his
nerves. His gun sprayed until it was empty, hosing her Dome
companion with flechette rounds.

Both men hit the ground.

“Medical!” Jackson put a hand on the Dome
bleeding out on the stairs, then gave a look toward her temporary
partner, who was bleeding out too, his mask cracked and shot out.
“Medical now!”

Her Dome wailed and tried to move but didn’t
get very far. Jackson swore under her breath as she yanked a trauma
kit out of her belt. The department was still charging her for
replacements, cutting it out of each paycheck. But she’d be damned
if she wasn’t going to try anyway.

 


* * *

 


Nadia had this place to herself, for now. She drifted
down the aisle of one of the upper halls, letting her hand trail
over a display and tracing her eyes past another. Nothing in
particular caught her eye.

“See anything you like?” she asked Tess.

“Huh?”

“Ugh, you’re not even looking.” Nadia pouted
under her mask. She swept her goggles slowly and steadily over a
display full of prosthetic arms, a dazzling array of limbs in
various colors and configurations.

“Ooh, neat,” Tess said halfheartedly.
“Sorry. I’m too busy plundering AGF’s entire directory to watch you
go window shopping.”

So disappointing. There was hardly anything
worth stealing. Hardly anything physical anyway. Nadia had seen
much more impressive products in hidden labs and corporate vaults.
There was nothing but toys here, more of the same that could
already be had.

“You hear that chatter?” Tess said.

The echoes of gunfire from the building’s
central shaft had faded to nothing. The sound of Auktoris Private
Security forces drifted in her ears as they cleared the area
downstairs. Situation under control. Proceeding to upper
levels.

“That was fast,” Nadia said.

“Wasn’t exactly a fair fight. Go back
upstairs and get out of there.”

“I haven’t finished looking around.”

“It doesn’t sound like she’s with them
anymore. Come on. Don’t be dumb.”

So Jackson was here. Nadia had thought she’d
heard her favorite officer in the background of the radio chatter.
“You filtered her out, didn’t you?”

“Only because I know you can’t help
yourself.”

“For shame,” Nadia said. “Lights?”

“Ugh, really?”

“Lights, please,” Nadia repeated, raising her
hands and clapping twice. The hall went dark, its aisles bathed in
the ghostly glow of red emergency lights in the floor.

“This is so stupid,” Tess said.

“Please don’t pretend you don’t deeply enjoy
watching me work.”

Tess let out a long, excited sigh. “Yeah,
guilty.”

Nadia climbed up a booth, leapt to a nearby
column, and disappeared into the darkness of the vast vaulted
ceiling. She switched off her goggles, becoming just another
shadow. The security team had thermal scanning as well, of course,
but it wouldn’t help them. The skin of her suit would make sure of
that, coated in an ionic compound that could extinguish her heat
signature with the click of a button.

“Six of them, incoming.”

Camera feeds in the corners of her vision,
silhouettes lighting up in her HUD. Six men moved in, pair by pair,
covering each other like good little Auktoris goons.

“As stealthy and silent as I can be…” Nadia
whispered.

“Ha!”

“Something funny?” Nadia said, glaring down
at the men below her.

“You snore. Every night.”

“Excuse me?”

“So loud.”

“How dare you! Making up such dreadful
slander.”

“Whatever,” Tess said. “What are you
thinking?”

Nadia had to force herself to stop pouting
and backtrack, remembering what she had wanted to ask. “Music?”

“Oh. Hmm. Yeah, I have the PA system, easy.
Something loud and distracting? Like your snoring?”

Flashlight beams crisscrossed below her as
she ignored Tess’s remark. “As much as possible.”

“Okay, how about—”

Nadia winced when the music cut in, almost
as badly as the men below her did. A bass blast beat assaulted her
ears, clashing with arrhythmic shredding and frantic screaming in
what she guessed was Japanese.

“What is this garbage?” Nadia said.

Tess made an exquisitely upset gasp. “Uh,
digicore? Written and performed by algorithm? It’s my favorite
garbage.”

One of the Domes came to a stop directly
beneath her and knelt against a column for cover. She dropped down,
landed next to him in a crouch, and slid a gloved hand around his
ankle.

The only thing better than his yelp of
surprise was the immediate yelling over their comms channel. Nadia
blasted enough electricity into his leg to turn him into
unconscious weight. She scrambled behind a nearby display before
his partner could turn to look.

“Number four down!” he yelled. “Four is
down!”

“Visual? Who has visual?”

“Fuck, was it her?”

Nadia could scarcely hear the music of their
panic over the noise Tess was playing. “Might I make a song
request?” she said, waiting for her victim’s partner to check on
him… Closer…one more step, and…

Nadia pounced out of hiding, making sure to
light up her goggles as she clasped a hand around the Dome’s arm.
He went down as well, collapsing on top of his partner.

“Uh, yeah, here,” Tess said.

A list appeared on the side of Nadia’s HUD as
she climbed back up into the shadows. She hung upside down, idly
flicking through the list with one hand. “No, no, ugh no, eww… This
is your collection, isn’t it?”

“Snob,” Tess said. “You wanna talk about
garbage. How about this?”

The digicore went silent, with a few seconds
of ringing in Nadia’s ears while the system loaded. A burst of
gunfire lit up below, a Dome cutting loose on an innocent
collection of consumer products.

“Contact? Confirm contact!”

“Negative!”

“Group on me!”

A new beat started. A thumping, pounding
beat, building and folding and tearing Nadia’s heart into pure,
high adrenaline the moment she recognized it.

“Ooh, I love this one!” Nadia said, watching
one of the Domes below straggling, left by himself for a moment
long enough. “How did you know?”

“Are you serious? I was kidding. This really
is garbage.”

Nadia’s head bobbed in time as she crawled
to intercept her quarry. A moment later, she dropped on top of a
booth and caught the Dome’s helmet in one electrified hand, sending
him crumpling to the floor. “This was my dance song. You knew,
didn’t you?”

Tess made a strangled choke of disgust
before reading the lyrics in a deadpan voice. “’Cuz I just wanna
fuck all night / Come, on stud. Make me feel all right / No, I
don’t wanna talk or fight / Babe, I just wanna fuck all night.”

Nadia peeked around a corner. The three
remaining Domes were clustered, back to back. “Excuse me for
enjoying a guilty pleasure.”

“You’re a guilty pleasure,” Tess
said.

Smiling, Nadia pulled a small disk from her
belt, a coil of wire around a clump of batteries the size of her
palm. When thrown, it would erupt into arcing bolts of electricity
almost as nasty as the ones in her gloves.

Her other hand drew a stolen stun grenade,
standard issue for APS officers.

The three Domes in front of her huddled even
closer, guns out, ready for anything.

Anything but her.

 


* * *

 


It had been a long time since Jackson had killed
anyone.

Both of the Domes were gone. Alive but gone,
wheeled away by EMTs to the relative safety of the plaza outside.
She sat on the stairs, right next to where she’d hovered over her
wounded coworker. Holding one of his hands and telling him not to
move, again and again, until the pain-killers had calmed him
down. 

The corpse of one of the terrorists was
still on the ground nearby. The one she’d shocked had already been
cuffed and dragged off, but this one had been declared dead and
left for the cleanup crew. A woman. The one Jackson had seen first
as she fought her way inside the building through the fleeing
crowd.

A trim, petite young woman. Well dressed.
Jackson still hadn’t seen her face, shrouded as it was in that
rip-off Sapphire Shadow mask. A sad joke. The real Sapphire Shadow
was probably kicking back in a hot tub somewhere, counting her
ill-gotten gains, smirking at all these people throwing their lives
away while wearing her face.

Or maybe this had been the plan all along?
She hadn’t heard from that damned cat in a while either. Between
the two of them, it was enough to inspire desperate people. And
these people were surely desperate. Lashing out, snapping after
watching protest after protest crushed under an unfeeling,
unsympathetic boot. Under Jackson’s unfeeling, unsympathetic
boot.

She scowled at the dead body. She’d seen
real desperate people in her time. No one on this side of the walls
could claim that word. It didn’t matter anyway. This woman had
attacked innocent civilians and Jackson had killed her, and justice
had been served. Her head sank, her helmet resting in her gloved
hands. She knew she was wiping that Dome’s blood all over her
helmet but found it hard to care.

One day the real Sapphire Shadow’s corpse
would be resting nearby. Jackson couldn’t make the thought go away,
couldn’t make up her mind as to whether that would be a good thing
or a bad thing or a nothing-at-all kind of thing.

“Jackson?” Ortega’s voice in her comms.
“Jackson, you there?”

Remaining city police personnel had been
instructed to gather at the main entrance minutes ago, but Jackson
hadn’t budged.

“She wasn’t hit,” Wedge said over comms. “I
saw her.”

“Jackson? Waiting on you,” Ortega said.

She still didn’t move. The corpse stared back
at her. Big, blank blue eyes still softly glowing.

Her ears pricked up. Faint gunshots echoed
down at her out of the exhibit halls upstairs.

“Ortega?” she said.

“There you are!” he said, relief plain in his
voice. “What’s the holdup?”

“Patch me into APS comms.”

“What?”

“I know you can. Just do it.”

Jackson heard a long sigh back from Ortega’s
end, then a full second of silence. Followed by faint gunshots from
upstairs ringing directly in her ears.

“Contact? Confirm contact!”

“Negative!”

“Group on me!”

A thumping, pounding rhythm blared over
their words, making Jackson wince and hurry to turn the volume
down.

“Dispatch, confirm sighting?”

“Confirmed!” a man nearly screamed. “She’s
here!”

“Backup en route.”

Jackson glared at the mask
on the corpse. She was here. Using these saps as a diversion. At least these
fools in the lobby had tried to stand for something. As far as
Jackson could tell, the Shadow only stood for herself.

She didn’t bother picking up her pistol,
instead loading her stun gun with a new cartridge, battery and
darts bundled in a single canister and clicking into the front of
the barrel. She’d seen the girl laugh off bullets. Hell, she’d been
there for the infamous skyscraper leap. But she hadn’t seen her get
a taste of her own lightning yet. It was worth a shot.

“Jackson?” Ortega in her ears again. “Main
entrance. We’re all formed up, waiting on you. You coming or
not?”

“You know I’m not.” She made her way past the
bloodstains on the stairs, up, toward the screams and gunfire.

“Orders are to rally here,” he said.

“What are they gonna do? Fire me?”

“At least wait for us?”

“No time.”

The upstairs was a large ring balcony,
looking down on the main hall. Side halls branched out all along
its length, all of them lit up and inviting. Except for one. One
was dark and loud, a black maw of an opening with muzzle flashes
fighting to be heard over some kind of thumping beat.

“How’s it looking down there?” Jackson
said.

“Blocked off. APS doesn’t want to let us
upstairs.”

“I meant their backup.”

“Still on the way.”

Figured. All the really heavy teams were
busy a few blocks away, probably still cuffing protesters and
cleaning up. Probably all part of the Shadow’s plan, in and out
before backup could arrive.

Stun gun up and ready, she drew close to the
dark entrance. She’d seen this before too—whatever the girl’s suit
was made of, thermal didn’t pick up on it. All you could trust were
your eyes.

“Fuck! Where is she?” Jackson heard, echoing
at her from inside the hall. The loud snap of what could only be a
flashbang followed, her goggles cutting a good part of the glare.
Screams over comms. Darkness, flashlight beams gone. Jackson held
her position, watching and waiting.

When a Dome scrambled out of the dark, she
very nearly pulled the trigger. He yelped and skidded to a stop
when he saw Jackson, raising his gun and pointing it right between
her eyes.

“Whoa!” Jackson said, raising her hands.
“Same team!”

He lowered his gun but paid her no mind past
that as he sprinted toward the stairs. Shaking her head, Jackson
trained her stun gun on the arched entranceway and steadied her
hands.

“Report!” she heard in her ears.

“Team down,” the Dome said, panting, still
sprinting away. “Retreating!”

Jackson didn’t have to look to know that,
not with everything they said being piped right into her…right into
her ears.

Her eyebrows shot up. She could hear
everything they were saying, read their every move before they made
it. Of course.

“Officer Jackson, on site,” she said, loud
and clear into her mic on an open channel. “Assisting APS
team.”

A chorus of voices on her comms broke in to
ask her what the hell she was doing up there, to remind her that
city police personnel were to vacate the area immediately. She
ignored them, reading the signs posted above the entrances to the
halls around her.

“No visual on suspect yet,” she said.
“Pursuing.”

But not into the darkness. No, Jackson shot
one look at the black void in front of her and took a few steps
back. The girl had made that her turf, dark and smothered in noise,
ripe for an ambush. Jackson knew better.

 


* * *

 


“I’ve been done for a minute now,” Tess said.

Nadia ignored her, picking up one of the
Dome’s guns and holding it out at arm’s length. A hideous thing,
square and chunky and cheap. In one smooth motion, she unloaded it.
Mag out, chamber empty, gun tossed to the winds.

“Comms check?” Tess said.

“Loud and clear,” Nadia replied, not
moving.

“Ugh, come on! Get out of there!”

“Hush, you.” Nadia crept into a dark corner
behind a booth with her “eyes” turned off. She huddled low,
watching the door. Waiting. “This won’t take long.”

“I’m gonna cut your comms feed,” Tess
said.

“Don’t you dare.” She’d let the last Dome
run out to the main hall, fleeing for his life. Surely he must have
passed Officer Jackson on the way out. The music ended, one
drawn-out note fading to nothing.

Still no Jackson. Nadia was beginning to
wonder what the delay was when her favorite officer’s voice rang
out in her ears.

“Visual. Proceeding into Exhibit Hall D.”

“Visual?” Tess said. “On what?”

“That’s the next hall over, is it not?”

“Yeah. Nothing in there, though.” A cluster
of camera feeds appeared in Nadia’s goggles, showing empty rows of
booths.

Curious. She swept her eyes over the
darkness above, seeing gaps along the top of each wall where
conduits ran through. Each had plenty of space leftover for a
drone.

Or a shadow.

“She’s not in there,” Tess said.

Nadia was already climbing the wall toward
one of the gaps. “Then where is she?”

“Hang on. I’m cycling through cameras…”

A short length of narrow tunnel led to Hall
D, lit up and beckoning. Nadia perched at the end of it, looking
out over a sea of this year’s consumer offerings. Everything
unmanned, unminded, unprotected.

“Heavy Response Teams on site,” Tess said,
showing a feed of the front doors. Troopers in thick white armor
were grouping together outside, ready to burst in at any
second.

“Where is she?” Nadia said, sliding down the
wall. She crouched at the bottom, ready to pounce.

“You promised you’d leave the moment the
Heavies showed up.”

“Are they inside yet?” Nadia said, seeing
the answer in the corner of her HUD.

“Their bullets will shred your suit. Shred.
You know, like, massive lethal trauma?”

Darting across an aisle, wary and still
crouched, Nadia checked her corners. This hall was still lit up.
Not a bit of motion. “As much as I appreciate your concern, I think
I shall—”

Her HUD flickered before
she even felt the darts—clack-clack-clack ringing out as her
vision was clouded with red error messages. Nadia turned to see
Officer Jackson only a dozen feet away, grim and clenching her
teeth as she pointed her stun gun.

“Oh, shit! She’s right behind—”

“Yes,” Nadia said. “Thank you. I found her.”
She flicked on an external speaker, one that would project her
voice with a bit of distortion. “Bravo, Alice.”

Jackson said nothing,
growling and pulling her stun gun’s trigger again.
Clack-clack-clack and
that same peculiar tingling Nadia felt every time she let loose
with her gloves.

Nadia rolled her eyes, forever disappointed
with Jackson’s lack of banter. “Touché. Silly of you to get the
drop on me and use that foolish little thing, though,” she said,
tracing her flickering eyes up a pair of cables that led over to
Jackson. She looped one arm around them, wrapping the wires around
her forearm and gripping them tightly in one hand.

“Plenty of juice left!” Jackson said,
yelling over the crackling and sizzling as she kept the trigger
held down. “You can’t soak it all up.”

Nadia laughed, tsking as she yanked on the
cables. Her tsk stopped short as the cables failed to pull. She’d
done this before, yanking the weapon right out of a stupefied
Dome’s hands. Jackson didn’t even flinch. Instead she dug her heels
in as she held the stun gun steady.

“Okay um,” Tess said, “you actually can’t
soak it all up. Just so you know, critical systems failure in
nine…eight…seven…”

It was ticking off in her HUD. Nadia surged
a jolt of her own through the glove holding the wires. That made
Jackson flinch, dropping her weapon to shield her face from the
shower of sparks flying out of the thing.

“There.” Nadia threw the wires to the ground.
She yanked the darts out of her second skin and dropped those as
well. “Much better.”

Jackson didn’t reach for anything else—empty
hands, raised into gloved fists. Perfect. Ready and eager, Nadia
crouched with her palms lit up at her sides.

“I’d like my gun back,” Jackson said.

“It’s right here in my bag,” Nadia lied.
“Come and take it.”

Tess’s voice came again. “They just breached
the front doors. Why aren’t you leaving?”

Jackson’s face was the only answer Nadia
needed. Her favorite officer charged forward, grim rage plain over
her usually stoic face. A straight right flew at her, so much
faster than her training with Brutus. Nadia threw her forearms up
together, elbows out front to absorb the punch—no countermeasures,
no tricks, no gadgets. The force sent her skipping backward, light
on her feet but sinking right back into a ready stance.

This was the first time she’d ever directly
blocked a punch from Jackson. Brutus would never scare her again,
pitiful soft taps compared to what she had just withstood. She
grinned in delight as she shook out her aching right arm.

Jackson didn’t charge again, not right away,
bouncing on her feet and sizing Nadia up. She threw a quick feint
that led into a flurry of whooshing punches, any one of which
could’ve laid Nadia out for good…if they’d made contact.

Back to the routine. Nadia dodged and
weaved, silky smooth.

“Ain’t you ever get tired of runnin’ away?”
Jackson said, that husky accent starting to slip out again. It
always did.

“Ain’t?” Nadia scoffed. “Such grammar. Your
mother should be ashamed.”

Moments like these made it all worthwhile.
Jackson growled—actually growled—as she picked up a booth table and
flung it at Nadia.

That was new. Nadia ducked it easily,
standing back up in time to be knocked off her feet by Jackson’s
shoulder. The woman had charged like a linebacker, all her
considerable might sending Nadia rolling a good distance down the
aisle. She banged into the broken table, shaking her head as Tess
squawked in her ears.

“Are you okay? Say something!”

“Music?”

“Oh, fuck you!”

“Later.” Nadia rolled out of the way as
Jackson caught up and stomped one boot straight through what
remained of the table.

“Later what?” Jackson yelled.

“Just trying to place your
lovely accent,” Nadia said, dodging punches again, “Clearly
you ain’t from round these
parts.”

It worked but not as well. Not quite
table-destroying levels of rage. Nadia dodged to the side, sliding
under a punch from Jackson, and skipped off in a new direction.

“I suppose you have a ghastly tattoo of ol’
Stars and Bars. Shouldn’t you be out West, fighting for the
Constitution?”

“Do I look like a separatist to you?”
Jackson screamed, pointing at her dark skin.

“Getting killed over a lost cause seems just
so…you, dear,” Nadia said, swiping back with open, sparking palms.
Jackson dodged both easily, slapping Nadia’s arms to the side.

“You should know,” Jackson said, “people
downstairs are dying for you.”

Nadia jumped away from another flurry of
attacks, which bumped her back up against a column. Jackson wasted
no time capitalizing on this, advancing for the kill.

There were things Nadia had learned at the
dance studio that seemed…not quite practical sometimes. But they
were beautiful. The other night, she had perfected a takedown on
Brutus, a complicated and glorious piece, smooth and elegant and
flourishing when it worked.

When it worked.

Yet Brutus was about the same size as Ms.
Jackson, was he not?

Nadia jumped straight up, then braced her
feet on the column and launched herself directly at Jackson. It was
a simple application of momentum—all she had to do was wrap her
legs around the woman’s shoulder and swing with all the weight of
her body, spinning and landing into an arm bar.

The glimpse she caught of Jackson’s
surprised eyes was good, but nowhere near the sheer delight she
felt at sticking the landing and swinging through the air with the
officer’s wrist pinned against her chest. It felt right, for a
moment; she was already flush with pleasure at the thought of
pinning Jackson to the floor until she tapped out.

Nothing happened. Nadia pulled the woman’s
wrist, sank her weight—and didn’t move. She was suspended in the
air, hanging on Jackson’s outstretched arm.

Jackson blinked at her in what could only be
disgust. There was an instant of eye contact between them, goggles
to goggles, up so close for once. It occurred to Nadia that she
could zap Jackson at any instant.

Apparently it occurred to Jackson as
well.

One mighty swing. Jackson threw her,
flinging her through the air straight toward a large glass screen
in a booth. She crashed through it, floating in space surrounded by
tiny chips of glass long enough to really wrap her ears around
Tess’s gasping over comms.

Nothing like her usual graceful landings.
Nadia bounced off the ground, rolling a few times and letting out
quiet, unbecoming grunts before recovering. Her hands and feet
stuck to the floor as she stopped in a ragged catlike crouch.

“Ouch,” Tess said. “Damn. Okay, are you done
now? Throw some smoke out and run!”

“Just getting…” Nadia said, wincing at the
aches in her right arm. “…started.”

“Why don’t you two get a room already?”

“Oh, don’t be jealous.”

 


* * *

 


“Officer, disengage the suspect! That’s an
order!”

Another of the many voices yelling in her
ears the past few minutes. Once again, Jackson ignored it, rushing
up to the remains of the screen.

“Disengage and retreat!” she heard in her
comms.

Fuckers, all of them. Cowardly fuckers.
Ready to finish off her quarry, Jackson vaulted the base of what
had been a paper-thin LCD the size of a wall. This was probably her
last chance—another few days, and there wouldn’t be a badge on her
chest anymore.

The Sapphire Shadow crouched in front of her
and shakily got to her feet. So much chaos over the past year, so
much violence and mayhem and death, all for this small girl. Maybe
Jackson would never catch that damned cat, but she sure as hell
could do something about the girl.

Had to be careful. Couldn’t rush her. Jackson
stayed light on her toes, hands up, fingers twitching and tense and
ready to end this.

Those blue eyes glared back at her, narrowed
and flickering, just like the sparks wreathed around her
black-gloved hands.

Always something playful in those eyes. She’d
never fought anyone like this girl, never seen someone take such
absolute delight in getting her ass beat and running away again and
again.

The blue eyes went wide, focused over
Jackson’s shoulder.

Jackson didn’t even have to
think. Pure instinct—long-honed impulse—kicked her legs out from
under her as she dove to the floor with her hands over her head. A
cracking of bullets ripped through the air, her ears hammered with
the deep thunk-thunk-thunk
of real guns tearing everything around her to
shreds.

Explosions flashed, stun grenades and smoke
bombs going off mere feet away. The lights went dead, a wall of
pure echoing noise beating down at her from the speakers in the
ceiling.

“Jackson?” She barely heard Ortega in her
comms.

“Fuck, is she okay?” Wedge said. Fuzzy
whispers in Jackson’s ringing ears. Above both their voices,
another voice entered: a collection of voices, one she hadn’t heard
in a long time.

“So very sorry about that. You know how she
is.”

Her next breath dragged in and choked,
sending her into a coughing fit on the floor, trapped in a cloud of
dense gray smoke. It was the exact stuff they used on the tactical
team, probably the same model: Auktoris Arms MS-19. Jackson would
recognize that burning smell anywhere.

She crawled out of the smoke and whipped her
goggles around in the dark, looking for glowing blue eyes. All she
saw were men in white armor, their helmets blank with plating.

“She’s getting…” Jackson doubled over,
racked with coughs. “She’s getting away!”

Something slammed into the backs of her
knees. Jackson’s face met the floor, a boot on the small of her
back and what could only be the barrel of a gun pressed against her
neck.

“Clear!” someone yelled above her.
“Move!”

Fuckers, all of them. Shaking her head, she
held her hands up at her side.

The girl was long gone.

 



Chapter Thirteen: The Calm Before




“Mayhem at last night’s Auktoris Consumer Technology
Exposition as the terrorist commonly known as the Sapphire Shadow
led a small group of armed criminals…”

Nadia scowled and grunted as she did another
pull-up, only a little upset at the unladylike noise.

Only a little—the results were worth it. She
lowered herself from the bar, slow and controlled and deliberate.
All the way down until she rested with her elbows locked, hanging
with a crooked smile for a few long breaths.

She popped out the rest of her set, three
more pull-ups in quick succession. Her back flexed as she pulled,
strength springing out of nowhere on her bare shoulder blades.

“Their leader escaped capture and is still at
large. All but one of the other terrorists were killed in a
shootout with APS forces…”

“Collage mode, please,” Nadia said, dropping
from the bar. She strolled past the screen, stretching her arms as
it faded to a montage of precious memories, joining with the other
screens hanging around it.

Muscles on her arms. Actual defined muscles.
Maybe just a bit much, edging past the slender feminine curves
she’d always been so proud of.

Also worth it. The screens reminded her why
as she walked past—Tess still hated the screens, complained loudly
and constantly about showing off incriminating evidence—but they
were not for Tess.

Headlines faded in and out on each one: clips
from news reports, still images of security footage, screenshots of
articles. All extolling the dreadful career of the girl who’d been
terrorizing the city for the better part of a year now.

Nadia lingered, like she always did, watching
the screens cycle through—she knew the order by heart. Here came an
article deriding the younger generation for their moral degeneracy,
the primary example being the wild popularity of Sapphire Shadow
costumes this past Halloween. Next to it was a picture she’d posed
for and had Tess anonymously send to a news outlet—herself, in full
regalia, posed with her legs crossed and draped in stolen jewels.
The reporter had speculated on being able to interview the
terrorist, but all he had received was a picture in the mail,
signed with lipstick.

Next would fade in that magnificent clip of
Nadia kicking an Auktoris Global Funds logo off the front of a
building and blowing a kiss at the camera as the colored glass
crashed to pieces.

She stayed and watched, for the thousandth
time. Daring. Roguish. A mysterious thief with sharp, clever eyes.
Fierce and dangerous and free. Nadia kept walking, seeing her
reflection in a dark screen—not her own pale face. Never. Just a
black mask with glowing blue eyes.

Her arms properly limbered up, she lifted one
leg and stretched it straight up, her ankle high above her head.
Even without the suit, she felt so good now, flexible and vigorous
and overflowing with prowling energy.

Not to mention the oh-so-flattering effect
all this had on her rear. She lowered her leg, slapping her behind
and marveling at the feeling. Tight. A mischievous grin
snuck onto her face, almost as fanged and ravenous as Cheshire
himself.

All that prowling energy had to go somewhere.
Nadia stalked over to Tess, who sat at her desk typing away at thin
air. Nadia didn’t bump Tess’s chair or wave a hand in her face. She
merely hovered over her partner, looming behind and watching the
implants flicker in those lovely purple eyes.

“Interesting stuff from that place last
night,” Tess said.

“Is that so?” Nadia said, leaning over the
back of the chair, reclining it with her weight.

“Yeah, I mean not, like, in the place, but I
managed to pop into some correspondence from credentials in
Auktoris’s database and…”

Nadia didn’t listen to a word that followed.
Probably something about AGF and their dastardly ways. She closed
her eyes and wondered at the exact provenance of Tess’s perfume,
some manner of sharp burnt metal that clung to her, that had
followed from her workbench across the office. Eau du
plastique.

She opened her eyes and let them drift down
to a simple ponytail. Tess would say she had brown hair. Silly. It
was a very fetching shade of chestnut, auburn if you caught it in
the right light.

Tess droned on. Nadia’s eyes snuck lower,
down the front of Tess’s zippered hoodie—this one said, “Meme Joke
(Internet Meme).” Nadia ignored that as her hand followed after her
eyes.

“Whoa!” Tess jumped in place. “Heh, uh, wow,
you…uh, didn’t get it all out of your system earlier?”

“Get what out of my system?” Nadia said
without a trace of naughtiness. Her hand infiltrated under Tess’s
shirt to squeeze and gently pinch.

“Cold holy shit,” Tess said, squirming
and biting her lip. “Someone’s a little friskier than usual—if
that’s even possible. Ow!”

Perhaps a bit less than gentle. “Are you
busy?”

“Uh, well, uh…” Tess was typing furiously.
“In the middle of something. Gimme two seconds.”

“No rush.” Nadia leaned down and clamped her
teeth around Tess’s right ear.

Tess put up a mighty effort, continuing to
squirm and type and cross her legs. Whatever she was doing must
have, indeed, been important. Taking that as a challenge, Nadia
traced her tongue up the edge of Tess’s ear.

“Ha! Ha-ha, wow. Okay, you win.” Tess threw
her hands up as the flicker in her eyes died to nothing.

“Mmm, what do I win exactly?” Nadia said,
spinning the chair around and climbing into Tess’s lap.

“Two years at least. Criminal distraction
with intent to commit lewd sexual acts.”

Nadia’s smile didn't fade. “We can do much,
much better than that.”

 


* * *

 


Wind howled against the glass of the building.
Outside, rain raged through the streets, slashing down in great
angry torrents.

Inside, Nadia lay in bed, half dressed.
Finally tired. Tess lay quietly at her side. Both of them silent
and sated and relaxed in the long trough of minutes between having
caught their breath and initiating pillow talk, sweat still drying
on the cheap satin sheets.

Nadia loved the sound of the storm outside,
beating against the exterior walls. Wet season had started early
this year, announcing itself with a brutal series of hurricanes
that had already burst leaks in the seawalls, causing minor
flooding in the city’s outlying neighborhoods.

Still safe inside. Warm in bed. For now.

Tess’s prosthetic was rested on Nadia’s hip,
the fingers tucked into the elastic of her underwear. She snuck her
own soft hand over top of it and traced her fingers up the space
between each black artificial digit.

“Hmmm,” snuck out of Tess’s mouth.

Nadia couldn’t tell quite what the tone was.
She rolled over to face her. “Something wrong?”

“No, actually,” Tess said, beaming. “You’ve
gotten way better.”

Nadia blinked a few times, too shocked to
feign indignation. “Are you implying I was bad at some point?”

“Let’s just say I could tell you’d never done
it with a woman before.”

“What is that supposed to mean?”

“It means you eat pussy like a straight
girl,” Tess said, grinning as though she’d won already.

“Ugh!” Nadia shoved Tess’s hand away. “I
don’t know why on earth you have to be so crude.”

“I don’t know why you have to be so uptight,”
Tess said, still smiling. “What would you prefer? Tipping the
delicate ladies’ velvet?”

“As if you’re such a perfect lover. You could
stand to learn a thing or two about giving it rough, you know.”

“Ha! That’s not what you were saying
earlier.”

Nadia balked, making a few soft grunts of
rage. This was what she got for having a genuine moment or two, it
seemed. A bit of damage-control bluffing was in order. “And I
suppose you think a woman has never faked it for you?”

“Listen, little Miss Prissy Power
Bottom…”

Nadia surprised herself by grabbing one of
the pillows and flinging it at Tess’s face. Tess surprised them
both by catching it in her prosthetic hand, faster than a blur.

“Not fair,” Nadia said.

“What do you want me to do? Take it off?”
Tess shot back, tossing the pillow behind her. “You’re the one who
wears a full suit of this stuff.”

“Perhaps I shall have to wear it to bed?”

“Promises, promises,” Tess said, lying back
with her hands behind her head. Nadia’s eyes bugged out at the
effect it had on Tess’s chest, but she wasn’t quite in the mood to
do anything about it. For now.

Instead she yanked the pillow out from under
Tess’s head and clutched it tightly to her own chest.

“Whatever. I was getting up anyway,” Tess
said, smiling and sitting up and searching for her clothes. She
threw on a black tank top but nothing else, pausing with flickers
in her eyes.

Nadia thought but didn’t say a number of
things—how proud she was of Tess for wearing something that exposed
her upper arm, for one. Very becoming of her. Finally comfortable
showing off her full prosthetic. In the privacy of their office
anyway.

Perhaps Nadia had subtly hinted at her to do
it, fine. Prodded a bit. Nothing too pushy, though. She’d only had
one drone show up with a delivery of new clothing in Tess’s
size.

“Actually, uh…” Tess waved away her HUD.
“There’s something I’ve been meaning to talk to you about.”

Nadia tensed up, clenching the pillow in her
hands. “You don’t mean…some sort of, er, relationship talk?”

“Eww, God, no,” Tess said, shaking her head
frantically.

Nadia relaxed, breathing again.

“I have to show you something. Kind of a side
project I’ve been working on.” Tess got out of bed and disappeared
into the main office. Left by herself for a few minutes, Nadia
closed her eyes and listened to the rain slap the glass walls
surrounding her.

This couldn’t go on forever. She wanted it,
though, dearly. But it simply wasn’t possible.

“So this,” Tess said, walking back in and
diving onto the bed with something hidden behind her back,
“represents pretty much all my free time over the last six months.
A history-changing breakthrough. Something that will redefine
society as we know it.”

“If you’re holding a marital aid, I swear
I’ll kick you right out of this bed.”

“Next time,” Tess said. “This is more
important. And I don’t say that lightly.”

Nadia sat up, although she still hid behind
the pillow. Tess was visibly excited, which usually meant she’d
come up with another tool for their trade. Nadia racked her brain,
going over the last few ideas they had discussed—magnetic
shielding? Miniaturized rail guns for darts? Or perhaps—oh, could
it be true?—actual invisibility?

“Don’t be mad?” Tess said.

“I am quivering with anticipation. Show
me.”

Tess revealed her prize.

It did not look history-changing.

“Is that…” Nadia said, with barely concealed
disgust, “…a child’s toy?”

“Heavily modified!” Tess gently placed the
robotic cat on the bed. Nadia had seen many like it, had even owned
one when she was a girl. This was not like those. Slightly smaller
than a real cat, it had panels missing from its body, exposed
wiring, and a homemade backpack with empty slots.

“I could’ve just stolen one of these for you
last night, you know,” Nadia said.

“I need you to turn off your attitude for,
like, two seconds. This is important.” She held up a rectangular
device. “You remember this?”

Nadia could never forget it. The small memory
drive, sparkling with internal light that seemed to cascade ever
deeper.

“I finally figured out what’s on it.” She
snapped it into one of the slots on the back of the robot.

Nothing happened at first.

“Tess, are you sure—”

“Shh! It’s booting.”

The robot moved. That wasn’t anything to be
shushed over. Those things were supposed to move.

“I thought it was an artificial neural
construct. You know, like a neural net.”

“Of course,” Nadia said, not sure at all what
the difference between the two terms was. The cat robot shuddered
and twitched, jerking its head side to side.

“Then I realized it wasn’t artificial—it was
a map. Of a feline brain. I couldn’t figure it out at first,
because it was only the cortex…you know, all the stuff above the
limbic system.”

Again, Nadia did not know. The toy shuffled
to the side and slumped over, flailing its legs.

“I guess they figured it would save space
since the stem and the cerebellum and all that aren’t too different
across individual specimens. Anyway, I was wrong again. It’s not a
map. It’s a direct scan.”

Nadia stared at the robot cat, the drive
still sparkling on its back. It was supposed to make cute little
mewling noises. Instead a garbled, strangled bit of static crept
out of its unmoving mouth.

“That’s…a…cat?” Nadia said, her eyes growing
wider with each passing moment.

“They copy-pasted a brain! Crazy, right?”

The robot cat looked right at her, choking
out something that might have been a pained hiss.

“That’s a dead cat,” Nadia said, staring at
it, unable to look away.

“Well it’s not like…dead. Right?”

The pathetic thing was still flailing around
on its side.

“Tess, that is a dead cat. Why is there a
dead cat on my bed?” Nadia unconsciously scrambled away from the
monstrosity.

“It’s not dead!” Tess said. “It’s just a
copy.”

That was even worse somehow. “Turn it off!
Look at it. It’s in pain!”

“It can’t feel pain. Calm down.”

“How do you know that?” Nadia said, pointing.
If the noises coming out of that thing were any indication, it was
intimately familiar with agony at this moment.

“Look, I haven’t finished mapping out all the
motor functions correctly,” Tess said, picking up the thing and
setting it back on its feet, “but it’s accessing some basic
functions! I mean, it’s clumsy, sure, but still! It’s even
accessing and using its speaker! That’s incredible!”

“Horrifying, you mean?”

“What? No! Come on, he’s cute,” Tess said,
nudging the not-cat closer to Nadia. “I brought him in here so you
could name him.”

Arthur.

Nadia felt nauseous, shoving the not-cat back
at Tess. “That thing is an abomination. You should destroy it.”

“Okay, when I said ‘Don’t be mad,’ I was
definitely kidding, but wow.” Tess picked up her abomination and
cradled it in her arms. She even crooned down at it, making an
absurd baby voice. “Don’t let her bother you, my sweet nameless
kitten. She’ll come around.”

Nadia made every noise of disgust she could
think of before getting out of bed and getting dressed with no
ceremony whatsoever. She didn’t even want to be in the same room as
that...thing.

She had thought she was ready to deal with
this. Had seen it coming, known it was out there somehow, but it
had never seemed like something that would be happening anywhere
close to now.

She had thought she was ready. She had been
wrong.

“Where are you going?”

“Away from that,” Nadia said, leaving the
Pass out from Exhaustion Suite without a glance back. She needed
something to distract her, anything. Without thought, she marched
over to a long table that used to hold swatches of fabric for her
work, moving on autopilot.

These days the table held a neatly laid-out
row of firearms. Nadia walked down the line, her hands moving
through long-practiced routine. First was an APS submachine gun.
She unloaded it, smoothly and quickly, snapping a dummy round out
of the chamber after popping the magazine out.

A city police pistol was next. She emptied
that as well, then went further, struggling to detach the slide and
break down the weapon into component parts. Still working on that
one.

A few variations on a common home-printed
pistol followed. She had never fired any of them, of course, only
gone through the motions of loading and unloading so many times now
that it bordered on instinct. Just as she’d never actually
restrained anyone with the various models of handcuffs laid out
above the guns, only felt Tess snap them in place over her
wrists...so she could practice picking them open, of course.

Last in line was something different. Unique.
Jackson’s revolver, dark and strong and as stern as its rightful
owner. Nadia always lingered on it, tracing her finger over the
flower engraved above the grip, the only decoration on the whole
piece. A Cherokee Rose. She had gone to the trouble of looking it
up. Knowing that had only made her more curious.

She picked it up, slowly and carefully; the
rest of her stolen goods were loaded with fake ammunition, inert
lumps of metal. Simulations of the silly little caseless needle
rounds those weapons used.

Tess had offered to print out equivalents for
the revolver, but Nadia had declined. She loaded the gun one
cartridge at a time. Shining brass casings, each nearly the size of
one of her fingers. High velocity, armor piercing—“HVAP,” as Tess
called them, emphasis on the ”VAP.” In her hands the gun felt
alive, hungry to hunt.

She always hurried to unload it, loath to
admit holding the live weapon frightened her. The gun’s previous
owner clearly had taken great pains to maintain it. Nadia continued
that tradition, wiping it down with a cloth waiting and ready and
set aside for this singular purpose.

Tess was walking up behind her. Nadia ignored
the sound, sliding back down to the other end of the table to start
her routine again.

“Hey, so, uh…” Tess said from behind her.
“Are you, like…okay?”

Nadia ignored this as well, slapping a
magazine home and working the slide on a cheap pistol.

“I didn’t even get to the part about how that
sweet little cat brain on a chip could change human society
forever,” Tess said, still unseen behind Nadia. “I left him in the
other room, by the way. Look, empty hands!”

Nadia didn’t look. Her hands faltered, trying
and failing to pull back the slide on the police pistol again. “I
would…” she started to say, meaning to follow with “prefer not to
discuss this.” Instead her voice trembled, then growled as she
fumbled with the gun. She slammed it onto the table, taking a deep
breath and hiding her face in her shaking hands.

Hands rested on her shoulders, one of them a
lovely prosthetic. “Look, uh, I don’t…you know, uh…” Tess tried,
nervous tension obvious even in her skeletal right hand. “I mean,
I’m sorry? I think?”

Nadia nodded, furious at the stinging in her
eyes.

“But listen, if you don’t name my kitten, I’m
gonna start calling him Lil Cheshire,’” Tess said.

“Don’t you dare,” Nadia said, laughing
despite everything. It gave her an excuse to wipe away the moisture
in her eyes. She took her partner’s hands, pulled her closer, and
wrapped herself up in Tess’s arms. That felt better. Warm and safe,
here inside, while the rain pounded the glass walls all around
them.

 


* * *

 


Still not fired. Even after all that. Jackson
wondered what it would take to get canned, but she knew the whole
thing was a moot point. No one wanted to bother; they’d contented
themselves with revoking her severance package, and that was that.
It really didn’t matter. Jackson was so buried in debt at this
point that the loss had no bite to it. Academic. Theoretical,
almost. Like the money was never hers in the first place.

Her superiors knew no more direct action was
necessary. A few more days, and there no longer would be an Officer
Jackson to fire, only another private consumer individual named
Alice Jackson.

She tossed her gear into what was soon to be
not her locker and slammed it shut, tucking her badge and her
snub-nose pistol into the pockets of her jeans. Her right hand
lingered on the weapon—she’d have to go through civilian licensing
once they revoked her police privileges. That cost money. Money she
didn’t have.

She snorted, once, and shook her head at the
thought. They could tear it from her dead fingers if they
wanted.

Officers Ortega and Wedge, still in uniform,
were waiting for her near the door.

“Hey, uh, Jackson?” Ortega said, waving her
over.

“Captain,” Wedge said, throwing her a quick
salute.

Jackson returned the salute but kept
walking.

“What? You have something else lined up?”
Ortega said. “It’s a cushy gig. Consulting. You’ll like it!”

“Ortega here convinced me,” Wedge said,
“Sounds like we could really use Captain Jackson on our team,
though.”

“Officer Jackson,” she said, walking past
them.

“Not for long!” Ortega reminded her, cut off
as the locker room door closed.

The station was almost empty. Grumbling under
her breath, Jackson trudged through the station. Consulting.
Another word for a desk jockey, a parasite, taking money to tell
people shit that should be obvious.

She stepped into the chilly, wet streets.
Deep breath. Two deep breaths, closing her eyes and lifting her
chin, letting the light rain land on her face. It only took her a
few seconds to come around, ease back, cool down. She did not, in
fact, have anything else lined up, and she’d been stubbornly
refusing to deal with that, and that was wrong. And stupid.

Security consulting. It sounded right up her
alley honestly. A small team, almost all former police
coworkers.

Part of her wanted to turn around, go back
inside, and apologize. The rest of her couldn’t do it—for the same
reason she had, very quietly, requested a new partner many months
ago. You needed to trust someone if you were going to work with
them.

She hovered outside the doors to the police
station, staring down at her boots. One more goddamn humiliation to
add to the pile. Time to just turn around and apologize and beg for
a job.

“Hey.”

She looked up. A Dome stood near her, waving.
She knew him before he took off the helmet, still cute and baby
faced, grunting as he squeezed the Plexiglas shell off his
head.

“Well, if it isn’t former Officer Vicks.”

“Hey, I’m still Officer Vicks. Technically,”
he said, coming over and holding his hand out for a shake.

Jackson looked down at his hand in disgust.
“Don’t insult me, you sellout,” she said, pulling him into a hug
instead.

He froze at first but gave it back, patting
her on the shoulder. It didn’t last long. Probably violated some
regulation or another. Fraternization with the enemy.

“Good to see you,” Jackson said, surprised at
the relief in her voice. “Still miss you sometimes.”

“Uh…hmm,” he said, shifting in his boots. She
knew he might as well have been scowling at her. “Don’t know how
I’m supposed to take that.”

“Yeah, uh…sorry. Forget it.”

“As forgotten as our whole sordid affair,
Captain, ma’am,” he said, throwing her a mocking little salute.

“It wasn’t you,” she said.

“Right. ‘It’s not you; it’s me.’ I know. I’ve
heard that a thousand times,” he said, smiling.

“Hey, you came to find me. How can I help an
upstanding security professional such as yourself today?”

“Lemme buy you a drink?” He gestured across
the street toward a bar.

That sounded fine by Jackson. Couldn’t hurt
to fortify herself a bit before humiliating herself for a job. She
nodded, and they crossed the street, dodging cars that didn’t even
swerve or slow down—rain played hell with their sensors. Jackson
had seen the numbers; pedestrian deaths spiked every wet
season.

One of those few brave pedestrians crossed
Jackson’s path before walking into the bar. A young woman,
fashionably dressed, clicking along on high heels under an
elaborate pink umbrella.

Jackson froze. The woman’s masked face was
sleek and black, with two glowing blue eyes leering out from
beneath the umbrella.

Vicks shook her by the shoulder. “Hey,
uh…Alice?”

No mask. Just a fashionable young woman in
glasses, blond, talking to herself. Same style coat; that was all.
Same coat as the one Jackson had shot to death the night
before.

“You okay?” Vicks said. “I heard about last
night. I thought…”

“I’m fine,” she said, pushing on into the
bar.

The place wasn’t nearly as empty as the
morning hour would have suggested. Other cops fresh off their shift
filled a few tables, all cheap plastic printed to look like wood,
offset by tawdry bright green shamrocks on the walls. A row of
dispensers with touchscreens lined one side.

Vicks punched in an order, cheap whiskey for
both of them.

“Whoa!” Jackson said, her eyebrows darting
up. Two cups of poison cost him almost forty dollars in AGF
scrip.

“Don’t get too excited,” Vicks said, handing
her a disposable plastic tumbler from the machine. “I actually make
less now. It’s one of those fantastic incentives.”

“You don’t look any different to me,” she
said. If anything, Vicks had lost weight.

“Alcoholism runs in the family, I guess?”
They sat down at a table for two, clinking cups with a sad little
thunk. “Cheers.”

Jackson slammed hers back. It had been a
while since that pleasant burn had run down her throat. She felt
better already.

Vicks took a mild sip, holding the cup in
both hands and glaring at it.

“Does it?” Jackson said.

“Does what?”

“Run in your family?” she said, nodding at
the cup.

He shrugged. “I didn’t think so. Genetics
supposedly. Probably just a bullshit excuse for this thing to
charge me more.” He downed the rest of it, grimacing and
coughing.

“See, and I always thought you were a
lightweight.”

Vicks chuckled and flipped her the bird.
“Compared to a drunk like you? Yeah, I guess.”

“Asshole,” she said, in the same tone she’d
whispered it in his ear once. “Lemme get a round.”

She stood up before he could protest. Vicks
had never seemed like the type to come around looking for a hookup.
In fact, he hadn’t bothered her at all after the split. But why
else would he be buying her a drink if he weren’t looking for a
little something for old times’ sake?

As she punched in her order, Jackson decided
she might be okay with that. The same two drinks cost her four
bucks. She muttered a few choice curses at the machine. It probably
knew she was about to lose her job. Still too much to pay for the
synthetic yellow swill they were drinking.

She sat back down. “So where were you last
night?”

“Oh, protecting the CTE from hordes of
criminals armed with signs begging for seawall repairs. You know,
the usual.”

Jackson downed her drink in a single gulp
again. “How bad was it?”

“Not bad. Pretty small, actually.”

She wondered if he’d shot anyone but didn’t
ask. It might have led to stories of her own night out.

“Counter protesters actually showed up.” He
shook his head. “I still can’t believe it.”

“For what?”

“They were more pissed than the protesters, I
think. You know, all the usual stuff. No Communists in the city.
Terrorists not welcome here. Get back to work.”

“Nice of them to help out.”

“It wasn’t,” he said, polishing off his drink
in a drawn-out drag. “The two groups started beating each other up,
and then we got the order to sweep it all out. I didn’t think we
would open up on the Astroturf. They’re supposed to be on our
side.”

“Astroturf?”

“You know what I mean,” Vicks said. He
drummed his fingers on his Dome helmet, resting on the table beside
him. Staring, his eyes looking somewhere far away.

“Look, I don’t—” Jackson started to say.

“We shot them.”

Jackson said nothing. She’d seen this before,
from him and from others. Had this conversation many times. He
needed space. Time, and someone listening. Had to let it out.

“I don’t even know how many people I’ve shot
by now.” His head was shaking. “You were right. It was different
when I was wearing blue. Sorry, I interrupted you, didn’t I?”

Jackson had no idea what she’d been about to
say. “I was wrong. It’s no different. I’ve been in the same
shit.”

“You were right. That’s why you were
demoted.”

Jackson clenched her jaw, doing quick math in
her head to see if she could buy another round or ten. She didn’t
think she could. Definitely not with the pay downgrade she had gone
through years ago, reassigned from being Captain of Tactical
Response Team Bravo to being a regular old patrol officer.

A reward, they had told her. A highly
decorated officer being recognized, offered a coveted position.

“Those things you said,” Vicks continued,
“after the last Hunger Riot, they—”

“I would rather talk about anything
else.”

“Sorry,” he said, fidgeting with his empty
cup. “I’m glad you did it, though.”

Jackson let out a long, tired breath.
“Somebody had to,” she muttered.

“I didn’t even mean it like that, I’m just
glad you got demoted so I could ask you out.”

That got a short bark of a laugh out of her.
He could still do that, even after months apart. Even after all the
awful things she’d said to him the last time they’d spoken.

“I know you don’t like to talk about it,” he
said. “But it’s gotta beat listening to me whine about how I don’t
know if I can do my job anymore. Right?”

Jackson changed her mind; she would
definitely be okay with a little something for old times’ sake.

“I never blamed you for taking the job,” she
said. “We all do what we have to.”

Vicks nodded and smiled in a wistful sort of
way, as if he didn’t quite believe her. “It doesn’t matter. Did you
find a new job?”

That caught her by surprise. Jackson didn’t
know what to say.

“I’ve been thinking about it a lot,” he said.
“Is it weird if I say I’m worried about you?”

“Yeah.”

“I was gonna ask if you wanted me to talk to
anybody on my side,” he said.

“Right kind of you to offer…but no,
thanks.”

“I know, I’m really selling it well, I know.
I mean, I figure they must have already offered…”

“They didn’t,” Jackson said.

“Oh.”

“But even if they had, I would’ve said
no.”

“Why?”

They’re not real cops jumped onto her
tongue, but it seemed to have hurt Vicks pretty badly the last time
she’d flung it at him. She held back, shaking her head. The one
application she’d put in had been with the federal agency now in
charge of policing the slums outside the seawalls. Sadly, they
weren’t hiring right now.

“Look, you know what’s gonna happen if
you—”

She cut him off. “Wanna get out of here?”

Vicks’s jaw dropped. He raised a gloved hand,
pointing it at her as he fought to catch up. “Uh…what?”

“Come on,” she said, getting up and dragging
him with her. “My place.”

“What? You mean like…?” he said, staring at
the empty cup he was still holding. “What did you order?”

She wasn’t drunk. Wasn’t anything close to
it. But all the same, it would be nice not to think about all this
for a little while.

“Uh…I…” Vicks said, following her out into
the gray rain. “That’s honestly not why I came to find you. I just
thought—”

Too much talk. Jackson pulled him into a
rough kiss, biting his lower lip. His Dome helmet clattered to the
rain-soaked sidewalk, bouncing around their feet.

“Uh, let me just, uh, get that, ha-ha,” he
said, picking up the helmet before giving her a dazed, happy look.
“Yeah, okay. Let’s go.”

That was better. She pulled him close as they
walked, arms intertwined.

It had been a while. She could beg Ortega for
a job later.

 



Chapter Fourteen: Train as You Fight




They were in love.

It was obvious in every motion of their
dance. Brutus lifted her into the air with unbelievably gentle
attention—the two of them twirling, floating over the polished
hardwood floor.

Aleksa drifted above him, then was lowered
back down to the floor so she could spin and flex and lean against
him for brief moments of touch.

Achingly beautiful. Every second of it. Nadia
couldn’t stop staring at them—and not only for the sheer awe of
seeing Brutus’s massive body make such graceful motions.

The music of a single piano led them through
the final act, a building crescendo that ended in abrupt silence,
the two dancers locked in a tender embrace.

Applause erupted around them. Nadia was part
of it, clapping along, shaking her head at the loveliness of what
she had just witnessed. Still holding hands, they bowed, sweaty and
panting and flushed.

“Haven’t done that in a while, eh?” Brutus
said, nudging his partner with his elbow.

Aleksa groaned something in her native tongue
as she untangled her hand from his.

Valery, the matriarch of the studio herself,
stepped in front of the gathered students. “So you now see it as it
was meant to be danced.” She held a hand out to her two star
pupils. “You will all be doing the same in a matter of weeks.”

Nadia winced. She didn’t envy being held to
that standard. Who but a pair of lovers could replicate that?

“We will begin the opening steps tomorrow,”
Valery said, clapping her hands. “For now, La Garrud.”

Instead of lining up for practice, the
assembled young women disappeared into the locker room. Nadia stood
still, dumbfounded. In mere seconds it was only herself and Valery
left, watching Brutus unpack a huge gym bag and strap bright-red
foam armor all over his body.

“You have forgotten,” Valery said.

Ah. Yes. Today was plainclothes training.
Nadia had indeed forgotten. “My apologies, madam.”

“Accepted. We will pretend you are on your
way home from class, yes?” It was one of the few times Nadia had
ever seen her smile, her hard brown eyes lighting up with
warmth.

Embarrassing. But only just. It wasn’t like
she was going to wear her suit to class.

Still, Nadia made for the locker room. She
could at least put on her shoes, maybe her hooded jacket. It would
at least be a little different. Couldn’t hurt to…

Aleksa emerged from the locker room first,
carrying Nadia’s gym bag.

“How did you change so fast?” The real
question on her mind was where Aleksa had bought her clothes—she
wore an exquisitely fashionable short jacket, black with distressed
tears showing off bright gold lining.

“You are welcome,” Aleksa said, tossing the
bag right into Nadia’s face.

Nadia caught it, huffing a little but
proceeding to dress as if she were leaving the school. In ones and
twos, other students filtered out, in everything from jeans to
office wear.

“Nadia,” Valery said, not waiting for her to
finish putting on her sneakers, “Warm up with Polina, please.”

“Aleksa,” Valery’s protégé said, rolling her
eyes.

“Polina Aleksandrovna,” Valery said,
glaring.

“Matko,” Aleksa said, shaking her
head. Scowling, she lined up across from Nadia.

Nadia stood firm but didn’t take any kind of
stance right away. “I love your boots,” she said. It was true. They
were tall, leather or close enough, with a bit of heel. Still low
enough to fight in.

“Mmm,” Aleksa grunted back. Nothing but sharp
cruelty in her brown eyes. Valery must have seen this play out the
same way every time she had asked them to train together. Or
perhaps that was the reason she’d asked them to train together.
When Aleksa attacked, it wasn’t in any way friendly.

Thankfully she was a bit slower in boots than
usual. Nadia easily parried every attack, sliding and flowing
through her steps. She countered with a low kick Aleksa should have
easily blocked, landing it firmly on her thigh.

Aleksa spat something in that language Nadia
still didn’t understand. She didn’t need to know the translation to
know it wasn’t pretty. More attacks followed, all easily
dodged.

“Your dancing was,” Nadia said, ducking a
series of quick jabs, “exquisite.”

“Why thank you!” Aleksa said, her cloying
tone not present at all on her face. “Perhaps you will dance one
day?”

That always worked, always got Nadia to drop
her guard, no matter how hard she tried to brace for it. Aleksa
landed a punch, stabbing her knuckles into Nadia’s ribs.

“Oh, I wouldn’t dare.” Nadia winced at the
sting that spread throughout her chest. Although the cracks in her
ribs had healed, they still were tender sometimes. “I could hardly
measure up.”

“Good of you to know that about
yourself.”

That also usually worked. Nadia left an
opening, which Aleksa darted a punch toward. Ready for it this
time, she dodged and landed a solid, gut-wrenching strike deep into
the dancer’s solar plexus.

“Yes, fighting is much more my style,” Nadia
said, watching with ill-concealed glee as Aleksa dropped to one
knee.

No pithy response to that. Aleksa was choking
on her breaths, looking up with open fury. Quickly she recovered,
standing and ready for revenge.

Valery called out. Not to them but the whole
class. Time to switch from strikes to joint locks. Not that they
were supposed to be outright sparring yet. No one but Nadia and her
partner were actually hitting each other; they were just running
through drills.

Aleksa relaxed a bit, throwing up a perfect
facade of calm. She was better than Nadia at this part, boots or
not, and they both knew it. They joined together in a grappler’s
embrace, each gripping the lapels of their opponent’s jacket.

Nadia would be paying for the hit she’d
landed. At the call from Valery, they both sprang into action. It
wasn’t even a contest—Aleksa slipped her arms into an elbow lock
and slammed Nadia to the floor.

Hopeless. Nadia stood and brushed herself
off, fondly remembering the feeling of lightning in her palms. They
joined together again and again, Nadia was thrown and pinned.

This time they locked eyes as they grabbed
each other. Aleksa showed only guttering sparks of that white-hot
rage from before. She looked bored, disappointed, her low
expectations exactly met.

No point fighting fair then. Nadia drew in
close, kissing the air inches from Aleksa’s face. It was enough to
startle her, enough for Nadia to wrap her arms on either side of
one of the young woman’s elbows, turn, and throw her to the
floor.

In theory.

In practice, Aleksa held firm, leaning and
off-balance but fighting and still upright. Nadia turned at the
hips, throwing all her weight into it. It should have been enough
to take her down. Should have.

“Nadia?” Valery said.

They both froze in place. Nadia began to
release Aleksa’s arm.

“Ah, ah, do not move,” Valery said, joining
them. She ran her hands down the well-toned muscles of Aleksa’s
arm. “Too strong.”

Very helpful. Nadia stayed frozen, waiting
for the secret to taking this all the way.

“When you are wearing extra muscle, it will
work,” Valery said, adjusting the position of Nadia’s hands.
“Without, you must do like this.”

Nadia turned. Unable to leverage any force
against the throw, Aleksa tumbled to the floor. Very satisfying.
Not quite as satisfying as the look of wide-eyed shock on Aleksa’s
face, staring up at…Valery.

Wait.

“What did you say?” Nadia said.

“Again,” Valery said, nodding at her.

“No, hold on,” Nadia said, stepping back. The
floor felt uneven, lopsided. “When I am wearing extra
what?”

“Muscles,” Valery said. Simply.
Matter-of-factly.

Aleksa was still gawking up at her teacher,
her mouth moving wordlessly.

“What do you mean?” Nadia said, short of
breath.

Valery gave her a look, one she couldn’t even
begin to decipher. “You think I do not recognize my own student on
the news?” she said, quietly enough.

Nadia was gawking at her, almost as bad as
Aleksa was…no, worse than Aleksa. Aleksa was staring at her now,
not shocked but…something else.

Aleksa knew.

They both knew.

“How did you…?” Aleksa whispered.

Nadia didn’t wait around for an answer to
that. She ran, snatching her gym bag off the floor and beelining
for the exit. She burst out the door and didn’t stop until she was
pounding the elevator call button.

She had come this way out of habit, but going
down the stairs was too dangerous now, too close to the studio
door. Her hand kept slapping the button as she glanced back at the
door.

No one was following her. Even so, she dove
into the elevator when it opened, crammed her back to a corner, and
cursed as the door, slowly, agonizingly closed.

The elevator didn’t move.

“Not right now!” Nadia screamed.

The last thing she wanted to see lit up on
the elevator display.

whatever seems to be the matter?

She glared up at the camera in the corner. It
didn’t look all that sturdy. Probably wouldn’t take much effort to
destroy it.

“Get me out of here!”

these are people you can trust.

“Forgive me if I don’t rely on the accuracy
of your assessments. Ground floor. Now!”

The elevator began to move, crawling down a
millimeter at a time. Nadia’s eyes picked out the frame of what
could only be an escape hatch in the ceiling.

calm down. you are among friends.

“I don’t need friends,” Nadia said. “How did
they know? Did you tell them?”

i did. and i did not.

She wasn’t even positive she’d been talking
to the same person this whole time. She had come to assume so,
naturally. Foolishly. “Who else have you told?”

The elevator opened. The screen flickered:
one last frame of a sad cat face shedding tears before
disappearing, replaced with elevator buttons.

“Who else knows?” Nadia repeated, stomping up
close to the display. “Answer me!”

Nothing.

“Answer me right this moment, you—” she
started, on the edge of saying some quite crude things. Instead
movement caught her eyes. A nervous man waited outside, stepping
back from the elevator at the sight of her.

She blew past him, sprinting until she was
outside in the rain. It helped—her head was spinning, her entire
body wobbling. It took her a moment to remember where she’d parked
her beloved scooter.

In seconds, she was flying home, rain
battering the visor of her helmet.

 



Chapter Fifteen: Poetic Injustice




Jackson just wanted to go home.

She wasn’t even on duty. Her final shift
started tomorrow, one more night of worried, fitful sleep as an
employed woman. Cold rain ran down her face, soaking into her
collar. People yelled and chanted all around her.

Shouldn’t have even gone outside. But she
would have been damned if she had ordered in and drank alone in her
apartment. And she’d be double damned if she’d spring the few bucks
to call a ride back home now. Not that any taxi would be willing to
pick her up here. Everything for a few blocks around was zoned off.
Quarantined. The maps said, “Traffic issues.”

That was true, in a sense.

“Disperse immediately!” A voice on a
loudspeaker, fighting to be heard over the crowd she was picking
her way through. “Disperse or we will use force!”

They were already arresting people. A long
line in cuffs, on their knees in front of an apartment building,
heads bagged. Jackson only caught glimpses of them through the
people around her, glimpses of the entrance blocked off by security
cars and paddy wagons.

“That’s my home!” a woman next to her
screamed. “You’re taking away my home!”

“Fuck the Domes!” a man roared. “Fuck
‘em!”

A squad of APS officers streamed into the
building, passing their faceless brethren coming out with more
residents. Smoke poured from a window seven floors above, orange
flames licking and fading as rain snuck through the broken glass.
Other windows were spitting out bricks and bottles and who knew
what else, all crashing down on the APS picket line.

Jackson ducked her head low under her hood,
one hand wrapped tightly around the pistol in her pocket. She was
in civilian clothes, off duty. Everything was fine. No one here
knew she was a cop. No one here knew how many times it had recently
been her stomping into apartments, kicking down doors and telling
people they needed to vacate the premises.

All she had to do was keep walking, slide
through this mess. Only a few more blocks to her apartment. A few
short blocks. Close. Worryingly close. She looked up at the glass
sides of towers all around her, ads replaced with customer-service
announcements.

DUE TO REVISED FLOOD-RISK ASSESSMENTS, they
read, LEASE RATES FOR TENANTS IN THIS AREA HAVE BEEN INCREASED. WE
APOLOGIZE FOR ANY INCONVENIENCE.

She flinched at a loud crash near the
apartment building. A recliner had been tossed down to the street,
where it exploded into pieces.

PLEASE CONTACT AN AGF HUMAN RESOURCES AGENT
FOR HOUSING OPTIONS TO FIT YOUR LIFESTYLE!

Cheers broke out at the exploding chair.
People around her were hurling things now; the Domes were being
attacked from two sides.

The glass flickered, all of it, Cheshire
looming huge over the mob.

 


HR WILL ARREST YOU

FIRED? ——> EVICTED ——> DEPORTED

HOMELESS? ——> FIRED ——> DEPORTED

THE GAME IS RIGGED

 


Should never have left her apartment. As
Jackson tried to cut across the crowd, she got caught in its
current, pushed back, a herd moving as one. Away from the building
being emptied out, away from her path home.

“Damn it, I’m not… Move it!” she yelled,
shouldering her way against the tide. “Outta the way!”

“Disperse! Move back!”

In less than a breath, she was staring down
Domes. Pushing against the crowd one moment, falling out of it the
next.

“Hands! Show us your hands!” The APS picket
line was surging out, forcing the crowd back. Most of them had riot
shields up, but a few pointed sidearms at her.

“I don’t even live here!” she screamed,
yanking her hands out of her pockets. In one palm she held her
badge up high.

“Don’t move!” The line of shields swept past
her. A handful of gun-toting Domes stayed behind.

“I got caught in the mob, guys. Same team,”
she said, lowering her badge to eye level and holding it out for
the nearest faceless Dome. He slapped it out of her hand, sending
it clattering onto the wet sidewalk.

“Hey! What the f—” She took a step toward him
but froze when they raised their weapons.

“Get that out of my face,” he said. His
helmet stared at her for a moment, scanning her. “Jackson, Alice.
Due to be unemployed. Proof of replacement occupation?”

“What? I’m just trying to walk home, I
didn’t—”

“Negative. Proof of transit outside the
city?”

Also negative. A gruff voice in her head
reminded her that she had thirty days to secure one or the other.
By the letter of the law anyway. She didn’t bother saying any of
it. Waste of breath.

“Frisk her,” the Dome told his partner.

“I’m armed. Right-hand pocket.”

“Gun!” several Domes yelled at once. Jackson
shot her hands up high again, wondering how itchy their trigger
fingers were. Her snub-nose pistol was ripped from her jacket, her
otherwise empty pockets patted down.

“Hey…hey! I have a license for that!”

“Confirmed. Armed dissident apprehended,” he
said. The one who had slapped her badge away. “All right, bag
her.”

Jackson’s mouth dropped open. “What?”

One Dome stepped forward, cuffs ready.
Another held a rough cloth sack. Behind them, a line of people on
their knees, cuffed and faceless, ready to disappear.

“Hang on,” she said, raising her hands. “Hang
on a damn minute.”

“Resisting!” another said, lighting up his
shock prod.

Part of her brain had a wry sort of chuckle
at the poetic quality of the situation. How many people had she
sent off this way?

No. That had been different. They were
criminals. They had broken the law. She hadn’t done anything
wrong.

“Dead or alive, lady,” the one with the prod
said. “Be cool or we’ll shoot you.”

She opened her mouth to tell them all they
were making a mistake, but a gunshot cut her off, sending her
ducking to the ground.

More gunshots, chattering fire from
above.

“Cover!” a Dome yelled. “Cover now!” He
sprayed bullets up at the windows, blindly and
indiscriminately.

More firing, all around Jackson, impossible
to tell if it was more Domes or the mob or both. Bullets smacked
into the pavement, sending everyone around her scattering.

She had one clear, still moment, a fraction
of a second to split and run. Two things caught her eyes. To her
right, the Dome who had frisked her had dropped her weapon. To her
left, her badge lay face down in a puddle.

With no thought, no hesitation, she dove for
the badge. She was already cursing herself as she scrambled to her
feet and took off running, wondering why the hell she had done
that. Everyone around her was screaming or running or both, gunfire
still ringing out from above and from the crowd and the Domes
around her.

She heard the old familiar thoomp
fwisssssssssssh of a gas grenade nearby. Jackson took a
running, leaping dive, forcing her way through the wavering shield
wall that cut off her escape. She landed hard among the mob on the
other side, stinging fumes washing over her.

More screaming. Shrieks. People cursed,
footfalls running, some stomping over her. Jackson struggled up to
her feet and knocked a man over as he ran. Panic was still beating
in her heart. She took ragged breaths, retching from the stink of
tear gas. She tried to flee with the herd, her eyes clouding up and
going blind,.

She’d been on the other side of this many
times. Should’ve seen it coming. Her eyes and lungs burned. The
rain helped but not enough. No idea where she was going, slamming
into people, holding her hands over her useless eyes.

“Twenty steps forward. Then turn
left.”

That fucking cat in her ears. Jackson did so.
Not much of a choice.

“Ten more steps. Hang in there.”

She didn’t talk back, just lurched the ten
steps with her shirt pulled up over her nose.

“Hands and knees.”

“Are you kidding me?” Jackson said, but did
so anyway.

“Crawl forward five feet.”

The blurry chaos around her grew dark. She
was underneath something, no more rain falling on her back.

“Don’t move. Don’t make a sound.”

Boots stomped nearby. She couldn’t see, but
she knew what it looked like: a reformed shield wall of Domes
marching forward, shock sticks out and ready.

“That was close.”

Jackson didn’t say a word. If she had felt
safe enough to speak, she probably would have told the cat thank
you right before telling them to go fuck themselves.

“Clear ahead. You have ten
seconds.”

She scrambled forward and clambered to her
feet the moment she felt rain again. A few seconds of flat-out
sprinting took her out of the gas cloud. She found herself in a
dark alleyway, echoes of the mayhem outside following her in.

Still half blind. She wiped at her eyes,
feeling lucky she’d spent years being exposed to the stuff. She
remembered the first few times she got hit with gas, choking and
puking and pouring water over her eyes for an hour before she could
see again.

Someone whimpered nearby.

“Who’s there?”

“Help!”

Jackson blinked until she could sort of see.
A man maybe? Civilian clothes. Lying against a dumpster.

“I see you! Help is coming!” Jackson stumbled
over. His shirt was soaked with blood.

“Shot…” he mumbled, taking shallow
breaths.

All she had wanted was to get a bite to eat
and not to drink alone. Something about being in a room with other
people made it okay, even if she wasn’t talking to any of them. She
reached for the trauma kit on her belt—a sad routine by now—then
felt incredibly stupid when she realized she wasn’t wearing
one.

She tore off a damp scrap of her shirt
instead, pressed it to his torso, and felt around for the wound.
There. A sucking hole punched into one of his lungs. Fucking baton
rounds.

“Nonlethal, my ass,” she muttered.

“Help…help…”

“I gotcha, buddy. Keep talking,” Jackson
said. “What’s your name?”

“Help…”

With a quick swipe of her fingers, she opened
an emergency line in her comms. An automated voice answered.
“Auktoris Blue, medical services for the greater metro area! Please
state the nature of your—”

“Gunshot wound! Ambulance now!”

A few seconds of waiting. The chest beneath
her hands shook, fought back against her pressure.

“Jackson, Alice,” the automated voice said.
“Our records indicate that your insurance status is terminated.
Please select payment information for this service.”

She had no glasses, no HUD. “What? It’s not
even for me. A man is bleeding out!”

“Installment payment plans are available.
Please indicate your consent for one of the following repayment
schedules…”

The voice read off a long list of figures
Jackson didn’t listen to. The man’s hands, weak and flailing, were
grasping at hers. Blood seeped into the cracks between her fingers.
She tore another scrap off her shirt and pressed it on top of the
first.

The voice was still going.

“Operator?” Jackson said. “Help? Ambulance
now! Please!”

“You have selected the short-term,
high-interest Elite CustomerCare Advantage package. One moment,
please.”

“No! Ambulance! Now!”

“We’re sorry, but our services currently are
not supported at your present location. You will be billed for this
consultation. Goodbye.”

Click.

Jackson never actually had to call for an
ambulance as a civilian—as one of the police, she’d always had a
direct line, on the inside. Now this man was going to die, whoever
he was, and she was going to sit here and watch, and that was all
she could do.

“Hang in there, pal,” she said, patting him
on the shoulder. It wasn’t the first time she’d watched someone
bleed out. She knew she was supposed to lie, tell him he would be
fine and help was on the way.

Jackson never could do that. Once, she had
looked a man in the eyes and told him this was probably it. Her
fellow soldier had nodded, given her a short, curt “Thanks,” then
died.

That had been worse somehow. That one had
stuck with her.

“Help is on the way,” she heard in her
ears.

Footsteps down the alley. Two people ran up
and crouched next to her, dark and blurry. Jackson had half a mind
to shove them away—faceless, with some kind of red logo on their
chests and arms.

“Don’t move,” one of them said.

Something sweet-smelling was sprayed on
Jackson’s face, soaking into her eyes. A few burning blinks later,
she could see again. The two figures were civilians with patches on
their coats—a white square with a red cross in the middle. Raggedy
and homemade. Home-printed gas masks covered their faces.

“How long have you been applying pressure?”
one of them said.

“Uh…I…uh…” Jackson mumbled.

“Step aside, please? Thank you, ma’am.”

They took over, slapping real bandages on and
strapping an oxygen mask to the man’s face. He was still
responsive. That was good. Jackson took a few steps back, wiping
her bloody hands on her jacket.

One of the medics had a pin on his coat. A
grinning cartoon cat face.

Jackson turned around, staring at the cat
still leering down at her from the side of a building, peeking down
the alley.

“Guess I owe you one, huh?” she told it.

Nothing, only the medics behind her counting
out the man’s weak pulse. Cheshire winked at her, then flickered
out of sight.

“We need to move him quickly,” one of the
medics told her. “Can you help?”

“Sure,” Jackson said. Something caught her
eye before she could turn around—a fancy white scooter, banking
through a sharp turn and screaming into the alley.

“Hey! Wait! Help!” Jackson said, jumping and
waving at it. “We got wounded here!”

It zipped right past them, accelerating
through the narrow alley. Moron. A young woman was driving. She’d
get herself killed slamming around at that speed.

“Are you helping or not?” one of the medics
said. He was unfolding a stretcher, telescoping it out from a tiny
package into a full-size frame, like the ones they used to carry
during her days in the army.

“Yeah, I gotcha,” Jackson said. “Hey, uh,
what’s with the pin?”

“Really?” the one without the pin yelled.
“Not really the time!”

They lifted the victim onto the stretcher
together, moving on count.

“You mean Cheshire, right?” the medic with
the pin said. “I just think it looks cool.”

“How’d you guys know I was here?” Jackson
said, lifting the back end of the stretcher while the two medics
took the front.

“We have an app.”

“Yeah, this guy pinged us.”

“Oh,” Jackson said.

 


* * *

 


So much commotion. It was still nowhere near curfew,
gray sunlight fighting to filter down through the rain. Nadia
should have taken her time going home, taken the long way around
the moment she’d seen the APS trucks.

She did not. Instead she revved the throttle,
lifting up on the handlebars until she was level with the drones
hovering over the riot.

The cat himself glared down at her from a
nearby building. Of course.

Burning pain crept into her nostrils as she
coasted along the top of a cloud of dense white gas. Beneath her,
Domes surged forward in close order, beating down and cuffing
anyone unlucky enough to be stumbling around blindly.

So confident, all bunched together with their
guns and gas and toys. Nadia had seen plenty of them fall at her
hands, shrieking and yelping and begging for it to stop. Even now,
they didn’t scare her.

Unless they were kicking down her office
door, shooting her with no suit to stop them.

She scowled, banking and diving into a nearby
alley. Someone yelled and waved at her to stop, but she didn’t even
look down. If the cat had intended to sell her out, he would have
done so long ago. At this point, he was guilty of aiding and
abetting, a co-conspirator.

Her scooter screamed through a tight corner,
climbing with its engine shuddering and begging her to calm down.
Nadia pouted at it and cut the brakes in. She’d gotten so used to
blasting around on her stealthy black steed at night.

Panicked fleeing below her still, people
sprinting for their lives, dragging the wounded along. She was
already in a bad mood. No need for them to throw all this in her
face as well. The Sapphire Shadow had never asked anyone else to
get shot in her name.

And yet.

Whoever Cheshire was, wherever he was, the
two of them needed to have a long serious talk.

She weaved through a few more alleys and
emerged onto a main street that bustled with activity. Protesters
were camped below, but these were a very different sort. Properly
masked, all of them, many bearing shields, a few wearing makeshift
armor. Hardened veterans, ready to make a stand.

Nadia couldn’t stand to stay and watch. They
were always swept away eventually. But neither could she quite move
on yet. Cheshire’s face made an appearance on a few shields. As did
her own visage, her lovely glowing eyes a recurring motif.

How dare they? As much as she appreciated
their rebellious nature and was flattered by the imitation…the blue
eyes were her thing, thank you very much. This fight was her own.
She didn’t need copycats getting themselves hurt, didn’t need help
from an unruly mob.

There were signs among the crowd.

RESIST RENT EXTORTION

WE ARE HUMAN BEINGS

I JUST WANT MY HOME BACK

Not a word about the Sapphire Shadow.
Scowling, Nadia opened the throttle and leaned to turn away.

She almost dumped herself over.

Were her eyes fooling her? It couldn’t
possibly have been…

With a deft shifting of her weight, she
righted the scooter and yanked it into a 180. Her eyes scanned the
crowd below her, looking for the coat that had jumped out.

Nothing. There was simply no way she wasn’t
seeing things. It wouldn’t have made any sense.

Her eyes kept looking all the same, until
they proved their case. Nadia’s mouth fell, motioning through some
words unbecoming of a lady such as herself.

A plain green army jacket, with the hood of a
purple sweater poking out. Her face was gasmasked, but Nadia
squinted down at the young woman—what she would give for the zoom
factor on her goggles right now—until it was confirmed.

There was no doubt it was Tess. She was
hovering at the fringes of the whole scene, slowly edging away and
talking to fewer and fewer people, until she faded into those still
fleeing and turned a corner.

A mercy, in a way. All her other troubles
were forgotten. Cheshire? What’s a Cheshire?

The noise picked up, air prickling with
energy at what was coming. Drones zipped through the air around
her, directing attacks this way any second.

Without another look, Nadia turned and flew
straight for the office.

 



Chapter Sixteen: Projection




She was beginning to get worried.

Some time had passed since Nadia had come
home and crept into the Pass out from Exhaustion Suite, leaving the
door open a tiny crack. Enough to see the doors that led down to
the garage and enough to see a generous slice of the office
floor.

She was crouched at the door. Long,
controlled breaths. Even now, as strong as she was, her legs were
starting to protest. It had been an hour at least. All manner of
worst-case scenarios played in her head: Tess knocked to the street
with a Dome raising a baton for another blow. Tess in shackles,
thrown into the back of an APS wagon, still coughing from the gas.
Or lined up with other criminals, hooded and cuffed and kneeling in
the rain. They would take her prosthetic, certainly, detach it at
threat of force and steal it away, defile it, the brutish bunch
of…

She had to remind herself that she was, in
fact, angry at Tess. Furious even. Still, Tess’s empty chair stared
back at her, sitting lonely in front of an array of dark
screens.

It wouldn’t take much. A pair of glasses
rested on a workbench near the chair. All she had to do was put
them on, call out her name, ask if she was all right.

What’s that, my dearest Tess? You are on the
run from the Domes and in desperate need of rescue? Why, I shall
ride to your aid this instant. That is, as soon as you apologize.
Ha! For what, you ask? Why, for having an entire double life
without me perhaps?

Nadia wasn’t angry really. Not exactly.
Concerned. That was all. Concerned for poor Tess, who was clearly
in over her head and putting herself at great risk.

Great, great risk. Arrest. Detainment.
Maiming. Death. Nadia squirmed in place, seconds away from dashing
into the office and snatching up her glasses.

The doors opened a moment later. Tess walked
in, green jacket damp around the shoulders, her ponytail drooping
with rain. Nadia let out a silent sigh, relieved and fuming in
equal measure.

No gas mask. Discarded? No, surely ripped
away by a grasping thug. A narrow escape. The girl was probably
shaken to her core.

Tess made a beeline, not for her desk and
screens, but one of her workbenches. She grabbed a soldering iron
and dabbed it against something on the bench.

Nadia watched every motion closely. Wisps of
smoke lifted off the bench, that peculiar stench of burning plastic
creeping into her nostrils. Tess wafted the smoke into her face and
rubbed her neck and hoodie a few times.

Tess froze. She took a deep breath, her back
to the bedroom.

“Nadia?” she called out. “You here?”

Nadia counted out four long breaths, enough
time to walk from the bed to the door. Stretching and yawning, she
stepped into the office, calm and relaxed.

“Oh, hey,” Tess said, not a hint of distress
in her voice. “You’re back early.”

“Wasn’t feeling well,” Nadia said. “Took a
nap instead. A bit lonely, though.” She slid over to Tess, rested
an arm around her waist, and nuzzled up against her neck.

Her skin was cold and clammy from the rain.
The smell was overwhelming. Eau du plastique. But buried
deep below it, where Nadia never would have noticed if she hadn’t
so recently been reminded of it, was the stinging scent of tear
gas.

She planted a quick kiss on Tess’s neck
anyway.

“Whoa. Are you getting sick?” Tess said,
stepping out of Nadia’s grasp. “Get away. I haven’t had a cold
since I came off the immunosuppressants, and it’s been
awesome.”

“But Tess, I do so miss your pre-lovemaking
rituals,” Nadia said, sidling up close to her again.

“Stop! Eww, no! Quarantine!”

“Do it again for me? Like old times?” Nadia
said, pulling Tess close by the hips. “Right as things are about to
get interesting, excuse yourself to blow your nose for twenty
minutes?”

“Is that what you like? Does that turn you
on?” Tess grinned and blushed. “You sicken me.”

“Literally.”

Tess groaned long and loud as she pushed her
away again. “Okay, sorry, no. I was just popping in to get a few
things. I gotta run.”

Nadia pouted. “What are you so busy
with?”

“You know, the usual. Gonna pick up a pound
of coke, cut it, flip it, take the money, and blow it on
whores.”

“Tess.”

“Game night. League of Eternal Hime
expansion just came out. Gonna meet with some nerds IRL.”

She actually said the acronym out loud.
Eye are ell. Nadia hated every syllable of it.

“You are, of course, invited,” Tess said.

“Pass.”

“Thought so.” She started to leave, snatching
a bag from her workbench. “Want me to grab you anything?”

Nadia made a show of smiling and thinking.
“No, I think I shall order takeout and sleep. Thank you.”

“Not even some comfort macaroons?”

Diabolical. Her one weakness. Nadia stayed in
character. “That would be lovely, but I could never.”

“Duly noted,” Tess said, in a way that very
much suggested macaroons.

“Tess?” Nadia said, just as her partner was
approaching the door.

“I won’t be out long.” Tess stopped, hovering
inches away from escape. “Did you see that thing about the
rent?”

“I took care of it.”

Tess stared at her for a long second. “It
doubled.”

“I took care of it.”

“Look at you, squeezing your trust fund dry.
Must be nice.”

“Says the girl living with me. Tess, it
looked…erm…a bit dangerous outside on my way home.”

“Oh, yeah. I saw it on the news. Don’t worry.
I’m not going anywhere near that mess.”

They stared at each other, two pairs of eyes
meeting miles apart. Tess heaved a sigh and came back, squeezing
Nadia in a tight hug.

“I’ll be careful,” she said, bolting for the
door again.

Nadia let her go, crossing her arms and
smiling and posing perfectly pleasantly, watching, waiting,
and…there. Gone.

The moment the door clicked shut, she grabbed
her glasses. Her gloves were nearby, not her suit gloves but a slim
black pair with fingertip sensors.

Microphone off. GPS off. Video feed off. A
mannequin across the room was wearing her old turtleneck, still
discreetly filled with connections and functions.

Nadia scoffed. Game night. Insulting. Tess
really should have been selling drugs and soliciting prostitutes.
That would at least be suitably shameful.

As she changed clothes, she realized game
night was as likely as anything else she could come up with. That
almost stopped her. There would be no turning back if Tess caught
her, no alternative but confrontation.

Something sharp wound in her mind: a rising,
savage tone.

There would be a confrontation. That, she was
sure of.

 


* * *

 


Water gushed down the street, a gray foaming river,
drains bubbling as they overflowed. Nadia hadn’t spent much time
underground on her last few outings. Her usual routes had been
swallowed up by the rising tides. The rain didn’t help, dumping
water onto the city for days now, a deluge that would go on for
months.

She stalked through milling pedestrians,
knowing Tess had come this way. Her glasses had tracked the
driverless taxi that had picked Tess up, then switched over
effortlessly to trailing Tess’s bobbing ponytail as she milled
around downtown.

There didn’t seem to be any real aim, any
direct route. Tess strolled along with seemingly no cares. She must
have been as drenched and uncomfortable as Nadia by now. Tess even
retraced her steps a few times, following long lazy loops along the
city’s sidewalks.

Should’ve brought an umbrella. Nadia flipped
the collar of her trench coat up and nestled down into it. That
same hated white coat. So last year.

Her glasses traced possible routes with small
percentages of likelihood underneath, based on Tess’s path so far.
The things had been dreadful at their predictions previously, so
Nadia went on ignoring them.

No prediction for the vending machine Tess
stopped at. Nadia drifted into a stoop, not too fast, not too slow,
as if she were coming home.

It smelled. A few scraps of sweat-stained
cardboard and a bucket were tucked into an entryway. Nadia curled
her nose as she stepped around the spots of red on the ground. If
APS officers were so strident about prosecuting vagrants, why did
they never bother to clean up afterward?

She leaned back out into the street. Tess was
gone, but the glasses picked her out and zoomed in on her before
Nadia even had time to type in the command. Skipping the escalator,
Tess disappeared down a busy stairwell descended from the
sidewalk.

Nadia headed to the stairs, pushing her way
past people now. At least she and Tess would be indoors.

The mall extended for blocks, deep under the
artificial ground, a labyrinth of bright cheery halls. Tess was a
mere silhouette. Nadia kept a careful distance, weaving between
gaps in the crowd.

Slick, soulless music welcomed her. Arched
screens turned the tunnel into a sunny vista of an old European
market, with street stalls and outdoor cafés and gondolas in the
distance.

Someone had vandalized the railing by her
hand.

THE CAT IS RIGHT. BURN IT ALL DOWN.

She couldn’t recall Cheshire ever exhorting
anyone to burn anything. It didn’t matter. Her glasses pinged as
Tess turned a corner at the bottom of the steps, leaving her view.
Patience. No way she could shove past people on the stairs, not
this many of them, not without making a commotion.

Patience. Nadia’s hands hid in her pockets,
her nails digging into her palms even through the gloves.

Tess was easy to pick out, actually. She was
the only one in sight sucking a smoothie through a straw. Not
moving particularly fast either, her head turning side to side as
she passed glass storefronts.

Screens everywhere, many of them dark. A few
stores had bothered to put CLOSED or EMPTY STOCK or WAIT LIST ONLY
up on their glass. A panel directly above Nadia asked if she was
having trouble with rising prices before offering her an AGF credit
account—the only credit that offers bonus points for daily
necessities!

It flickered, going dark before lighting up
with a familiar, hated face.

go home.

Nadia ignored it, as did everyone around her.
Nothing short of certain death could dissuade her at this point,
and even that she would have to ponder. A storefront at her side
played faint waves on its glass, waves of color that faltered and
solidified into that same leering cat face.

stop following.

So he—or she or whoever—was watching. Nadia
gazed all around her. Far too many cameras, and those were only the
ones she could see. She gave all of them a nasty look, just to be
sure, then continued to follow Tess.

“I’m trying to help you.”

It had been a long time since she had heard
Cheshire’s many voices in her ears.

Nadia stopped, for a moment. “Can you hear
me?” she said. It was innocuous enough. Most of the people around
her seemed to be talking to themselves anyway.

“You know I can.”

“Good. Then take all your silly advice and
choke on it, please.”

Silence in her ears, but for the constant
assault of the crowds around her. Tess stopped in front of a bright
store full of frilly pink hats, each adorned with animal ears.

It was the most Nadia had seen of her face
this whole time. Tess stared at the hats, still sucking something
thick and beige through a straw. She was smiling, silently giggling
to herself.

Nadia watched her through a reflection on a
storefront across the way. When Tess moved again, she saw Cheshire
staring back at her in the glass.

“You will not like what you find,
perhaps.”

“I never asked for your help. I do not want
your help.”

“A shame. I thought we made such a
wonderful team.”

“I have exactly…” Nadia started to say, as
she watched Tess enter a store.

A game store.

“Exactly one partner” was what she had been
about to say.

Nadia waited, watching, counting the seconds.
Perhaps it truly was a meeting with friends. Other friends. Friends
Tess had.

They’d been living together—sleeping
together—for a year. With a sinking pit opening in her gut, Nadia
realized she had no idea what friends Tess had outside their sordid
little affair, what she did when Nadia was at La Garrud practice.
Was meeting people to play games something she really did?

A good person would know these things, Nadia
reminded herself.

No matter. Part of her dearly hoped she would
walk inside that store and see Tess enjoying herself, playing
League of Endless Him or whatever it was.

No part of her even considered not
following.

The store was a cramped mess, soaked in
mawkish green light. On one side, a counter. On the other, a row of
sitting people wearing headsets, their fingers twitching in the
air. A cramped aisle between the two ran to a door at the back.
Every available inch on every wall was covered in splashes of what
Nadia could only assume were game titles.

“Welcome, miss,” an older man behind the
counter said. He looked completely out of place in this store,
well-dressed but casual, calm and serene. His eyes were completely
glazed over with light, even worse than Tess’s internal
display.

Nadia didn’t say anything right away. None of
the people sitting was Tess. A trash can next to the counter had an
empty smoothie cup on top, the straw chewed and crimped.

“Can I help you with something?”

She had a feeling that inquiring after a girl
in a green army jacket might not be productive. “I’m, er…no, thank
you. Browsing,” she said, staring at the back door. A chip reader
was affixed next to it, shining a red light.

The man gave her a long look. His teeth were
yellow, sickly shaded in the green light. How did one even get
yellow teeth in this day and age?

“Are you looking for the new League of
Eternal Princess expansion?”

Nadia narrowed her eyes at him. Nothing on
any of the walls announced League of Eternal anything.

“Wasn’t it League of Eternal Him?
No…Hime,” she said, overemphasizing the last syllable.

He nodded, giving her a leering smile. “Ah, a
true fan! We have plenty of those players in the back room.”

His fingers twitched. The red light on the
chip reader turned green.

Nadia gave him a long, careful look, but the
man wouldn’t meet her eyes—he was watching the front door.

“Last chance,” Cheshire said in her
ears. “Turn back.”

A few short steps away, she pushed the door
open—light and smooth and without a bit of resistance.

“Don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

A dim hallway lay on the other side, damp and
musty. Stairs led down, toward a single caged lamp at the bottom.
She recognized the concrete walls, the smell of decay—this was one
of the forgotten basements of the city, left over from before the
floods.

The door clicked shut behind her. Nadia heard
it lock. There was no handle on her side, no push bar or chip
reader. No turning back.

That suited her just fine. Flexing her arms,
Nadia followed the stairs. The sleeves of her turtleneck were still
made of enhanced fibers. She’d put on tights to match, concealing
them under a skirt and boots. The cuffs of her coat were rolled up
to expose the electrified pads on her forearms.

The only thing she was truly missing right
now was light amplification. An open doorway awaited her,
everything beyond it a dark silent void. If this was a trap, she
was already caught.

She reached the bottom of the steps.

A spotlight snapped on, blinding her.
Something cold and hard and hollow was pressed to her temple.

“Don’t move,” a familiar male voice said.

Nadia disobeyed. She ducked and swept her
arms against where his arms had to be, knocking the gun to the side
and yanking him into a sweeping strike against one of her
forearms.

“Stop!” Tess yelled.

Nadia froze, a hair away from shocking the
man. Her eyes adjusted—she knew his face, but she didn’t know from
where. Thick jawed, brown skinned, almost as short as her.

“Don’t zap him!” Tess said from somewhere
behind the spotlight.

He smiled at her—a warm, goofy smile—as he
nodded down. Nadia followed the nod, seeing the pistol he held
pointed snugly against her ribs.

No matter. She kept her electrified arm up
close to his face. “Are you all right?” she called out to Tess.

“I’m fine. Calm down. Lights!” Tess said.

The spotlight died. Much softer lights
replaced it, a jumble of blue hues on bulbs strung all over the
ceiling. A wide room came into focus, with doorways leading off
into further darkness. Tess sat at an old table, and at her side
sat…

Polina Aleksandrovna. And at her side,
Brutus, throwing Nadia a dopey little wave.

“Lady and gentlemen,” Tess said, standing up
and holding out her arms, “it is my pleasure to introduce the
Sapphire Shadow.”

“Woo!” Brutus said.

“Woo,” Aleksa said, rolling her eyes.

“What? This is her? For real?” the man at her
side said, holstering his gun. “My old partner would flip a bitch
if she were here.”

Nadia felt her hands release the man, but her
arms stayed stuck in place. Numb. Every part of her body was numb,
floating, as though she’d been ripped out of her own mind.

“What’s with you guys?” the man with the gun
said, scoffing at the table. “What? This isn’t a surprise?”

“Just to you,” Brutus said, beaming. “Aleksa
and I taught her how to fight.”

Aleksa shrugged, brushing a bit of lint off
her shoulder.

“Sorry about all the gun stuff,” the familiar
man said, holding out his hand for a shake. “Dave. You stole my
bike.”

“Officer…Ortega?” Nadia managed, not coming
anywhere near to shaking his hand. She stumbled backward, bracing
her hands against the doorframe.

“Uh…Nadia?” Tess said. Her name. Tess used
her name. “Why don’t you come have a seat?”

Nadia kept floating backward, back into the
stairwell. Poor Tess. Her poor, dearest Tess. Lost. In way over her
head. In desperate need of rescue.

One of her heels hit the front of a step, her
backside painfully slamming into the cold concrete. She kept going,
scrambling backward up the stairs without standing up, her eyes
fixed on the empty seat waiting for her.

Next to Tess.

But there was nowhere to go. Nadia finally
stopped, curling her knees up to her chest and rocking in place,
sitting alone in the dark stairwell.

 



Chapter Seventeen: Resistance Cells




Nadia sat, back ramrod straight, arms neatly folded
across her chest. With great effort, Tess had coaxed her into
joining them at the table. That didn’t mean Nadia was going to put
on any appearance of enjoying this.

Tess’s other guests seemed to be waiting on
Nadia, staring at her with everything from Ortega’s—David’s—open
wonder to Aleksa’s usual disappointment.

“I’m actually really glad you joined us
tonight,” Tess said, sliding a small 3-D projector onto the table
between them. “It means I’ll only have to explain this once.”

“How long have you been spilling my secrets
behind my back?” Nadia said. The numbness had started to fade when
she sat down, replaced with a simmering sharp glare at Tess.

“Hang on there, love,” Brutus said.

Nadia shot him a look that should have
destroyed him: Private conversation. Excuse us, please. How dare
you?

It didn’t seem to faze him in the slightest.
“Really, if you think about it, Tess was spilling our secrets with
you.”

The nerve. The nerve. Nadia’s teeth
ground against each other, creaking in her jaw.

“He’s not technically wrong,” Tess said, only
a little apologetically, “We go way back.”

The second sentence was punctuated with Tess
pointing back and forth between herself and Brutus. Herself
and Brutus. Ridiculous! It hadn’t been Brutus following her
around through her years of high school, not Brutus staying up for
long dorm-room slumber parties, enduring makeup lessons. She hadn’t
gone to prom with Brutus.

“Look, we’re very cautious, that’s all. It’s
risky to bring in new people,” Tess said.

“The cat’s always vouched for her,” Ortega
said.

“What cat?” Nadia said, knowing the answer
and already enraged by it.

“You know who I mean. He talks to you, right?
He’s the one who brought us together,” Ortega said.

“I trust the cat,” Aleksa said, waving at her
co-conspirators, “more than I trust these fools.”

Tess nodded. “Yeah, it’s a common thread. I
mean, it’s not like you’ve been talking to Cheshire for a while and
just, you know…not told anyone?”

She knew everything. Tess had a sharp, mean
little smile on her face. Nothing like her usual playful sarcasm.
Nothing like Nadia had seen on her before.

She knew and had known for a long time.

“You work for him,” Nadia said, dripping with
disgust.

“That is not—” Tess said, jabbing her
prosthetic hand through the air. She caught herself, taking a quick
breath and a long blink. “Cheshire is an ally. A good one. He’s
been instrumental in forming this cell.”

“Yeah, we don’t work for him.” Brutus
chuckled. He nodded toward Tess. “We work for the boss
here.” 

“The boss?” Nadia said with open
contempt.

“What? She doesn’t order you around?” Ortega
said.

“I’m not anyone’s boss. This is an
egalitarian clandestine cell,” Tess said, holding out her hands.
“Now let’s get down to business. I don’t like meeting in meatspace
for too long.”

“What is your business exactly?” Nadia said.
A few ghastly thoughts occurred. “Don’t tell me you directed the
CTE attack?”

“Eww, no!” Tess said.

“Hell no,” Ortega echoed her.

“So stupid. Counterproductive,” Tess
said.

“And I suppose you conveniently had no
knowledge of the perpetrators?” Nadia said.

“One of the disadvantages of our system,”
Tess said, shaking her head. “No knowledge of what other cells are
up to. Constant Orwellian surveillance will do that to a
movement.”

“Quite an elaborate excuse for plausible
deniability.”

“Like I said…distributed, anonymous
clandestine cells,” Tess said. “Not the most efficient way to
foment societal change, but APS and the police have crushed all
attempts at open movement pretty ruthlessly.”

“Yes, crushed,” Nadia said, turning her nose
up at Ortega’s presence. “Crushed by officers of the law.”

Ortega threw his hands up in the air. “Hey, I
gave up my bike for you!”

“I stole your bike. It’s much better now that
I’ve made some modifications,” Nadia said.

“You didn’t steal shit,” Tess scoffed. “He
gave me the access code, and I unlocked it for you.”

Nadia pouted and crossed her arms even
harder. “All of this, just so you people can throw a little temper
tantrum rebellion?”

“Wow. Gonna disregard that,” Tess said,
standing up. “This is about a real cause, Nadia. This is about
smashing the oligarchy that controls this city. It’s about
redefining civil society in the wake of new technology. We can keep
repeating what we’ve been doing throughout history—rulers at the
top, living on the backs of the masses—or we can finally become
something new, something better.”

“And your friend Cheshire plans to accomplish
this by vandalizing advertisements?”

“We need people active! If that’s what it
takes, yes. A new society can’t function without mass
participation. They already have everything centralized, controlled
by the hands of a privileged few. All we need is to give that power
to the people.”

“Power to the people!” Ortega said, raising
one solid fist. Brutus nodded and raised his fist in support.

Nadia scoffed, loudly and deliberately.
“Trite populism. I think it might have been tried before. Doesn’t
seem to be working out particularly well for the American
government.”

“The federal government is a problem, yes.”
Tess said. “But they’re busy with the Separatists. Which gives us
an opportunity here.”

Brutus leaned in close to Nadia. “This is
what we’re fighting for, Nadia—a free city. With free people. It’s
happening in other places. It’s not impossible.”

“As long as we don’t end up like New
Hampshire,” Aleksa said, shaking her head.

“Or Portland,” Ortega said, shuddering.

“I know it hasn’t always been pretty, but
there are places making it work. Look at California!” Tess
said.

Nadia raised her hand. “How many dead?”

“Before the droughts,” Tess said, waving her
off. “If we can be California, but with water, I’d say that’d be
pretty good.”

Nadia’s head was pounding, edging over into
spinning. She took off her glasses and sighed, pinching the bridge
of her nose. “And you think I would be quite an asset to your
little movement, no doubt.”

“You already are,” Tess said, activating the
projector with a swipe of her artificial hand. Documents, pictures,
and schematics flew above the table, moving too fast for Nadia to
make sense of any of it. “We’ve made a lot of progress based on the
stuff you’ve been stealing.”

“You mean the stuff you’ve been
stealing.”

“You’re so modest,” Tess said, which got a
snort out of Aleksa. “Unfortunately AGF’s counter psy-ops have been
effective. Many people here aren’t seeing them as an existential
threat. Yet. Tonight will change that.”

A model of a sprawling compound appeared,
hovering above the table. Nadia recognized it, but only from
pictures.

“Holy shit,” Ortega said.

“Whoa, are you…? No, that’s fuckin’ barmy,”
Brutus said.

“The Omniplant,” Tess said, undaunted.
“That’s right. We’re going outside the city’s walls.”

“Abso-fucking-lutely not!” Brutus said,
shoving away from the table and standing up.

“What, you’re scared of the slums?” Ortega
said.

“Last time we went outside the walls, she
almost died!” Brutus pointed to Aleksa. He paused for a long
moment, blinking. “And I did die!”

Aleksa got up as well, sighing and taking
Brutus by the arm. “Kurwa, still being a baby about
it…Excuse us.”

“Polly, I’m not doing this. We are not
doing this!”

Whatever Aleksa said in response was lost as
the two withdrew to a dark corner.

“What does the cat man think of this?” Ortega
said, noticeably a few shades paler.

Tess grinned. “He’s very excited. Has he not
mentioned it to you yet?”

“That’s too far out,” Ortega said. “How is
he…?”

“He’ll be on site.”

That piqued Nadia’s interest. It was a small
blip, though, quickly swamped under the roiling waves in her
chest.

“How’s the new prospect coming along?” Tess
said.

“I’m working on it. I’ll try for tonight,”
Ortega said. “We shouldn’t have trouble either way, though, right?
I mean, Blue Eyes herself is coming along?”

They both paused, staring at Nadia.

“Yes,” Tess said. “Of course she is.”

 


* * *

 


Eighteen hours.

Jackson stared at the message, the seconds
ticking down. Most of it was obscured in here, with large patches
missing and cracks running through the rest. She’d never bothered
to get the bathroom mirror fixed after she’d ripped the cameras and
microphones out from behind it. They would’ve sent in a couple of
bored workers to replace the whole thing, and then she’d be right
back where she’d started. With that damn cat watching her.

Eighteen hours. With bits of text peeking
around it. Jackson got the message anyway.

She finished drying her hair with a towel,
the scent of tear gas still lingering in her nostrils. All the
blood on her hands from earlier was gone, finally. Tomorrow felt
like a long time away, even with the numbers ticking down right in
front of her.

Aching in her limbs. It hardly even mattered
anymore. Routine, expected. Numb. Jackson shuffled back to the main
room, where she collapsed into her recliner with an exhausted
sigh.

Maybe just sleep eighteen hours. That was one
good thing about being on scattershot shifts here and there,
limping along until the end, occasionally not working at night. It
helped. Still fitful, restless sleep. But it helped.

What would they even do if she didn’t go in
tomorrow? How would she be punished for not showing up on her last
day of work? Her severance was gone already. She couldn’t think of
anything more punitive than being forced to sit at a desk for eight
hours.

Her eyes drifted, floating up to the one
small window of her apartment, dull and gray and flecked with rain.
The countdown stared back at her, embedded in the glass.

Couldn’t even enjoy a nice rainy night.

Bing.

She sat up in her chair. The soft light above
her door was blinking. Her new headset blinked and vibrated on her
dresser, skittering across the top of it until it fell off the
side.

“Hang on,” she said, knowing they couldn’t
hear her. All the rooms in this place were soundproof, isolated,
silent little bubbles to keep you from the discomfort of ever
dealing with your neighbors.

She snatched her headset off the floor—the
casing was cracked, damn it—and checked the door cam.

Ortega, wearing civilian clothes, stared up
at her. The jeweled cross of his profile flashed up next to his
face, along with that stupid Spanish about liberty. Their
conversation history scrolled below, all of it several months old
now.

Awfully convenient, him showing up here. Her
conceal-carry was gone, lost in the protest. She frowned at the
spot on the dresser where it should have been, next to an empty
case for a stolen gun. Her badge rested there instead. Stupid
decision.

No, what was stupid was looking for a gun in
the first place. It was only Ortega; she could handle Ortega. She
opened the door, but only a crack, and braced it against one
leg.

“Hey!” Ortega said, with that huge smile of
his. “Whoa, bad time?”

Jackson said nothing, not right away at
least. His hands were empty. A gun was holstered on his hip, badly
hidden. He appeared to be alone.

“How did you know where I live?”

“I followed you. Every day, for months.” He
waved his hands around. “No, come on. I looked you up at the
station. You can get away with a lot when a department’s getting
shut down.”

He was lying. Both times. Jackson narrowed
her eyes, unable to stop herself. “I was gonna call you later.”

“Good thing I stopped by then. You wanna talk
about that job?”

“Yeah, something like that,” she said. She
didn’t move.

Ortega glanced both ways down the hall. “You
gonna let me in or what?”

It wasn’t a large room. Nowhere for a second
person to sit. She stepped back and swung the door open anyway, not
taking her eyes off her former partner.

“Oof, Jackson.” Ortega said, whistling as he
stepped in. “Redecorating, huh?”

“Cállate el hocico,” she said.

“Hey, you’re the pit bull, remember?” Ortega
nodded toward the window. “Did you see this? Looks serious.”

She clicked the door shut behind her. It
would only be her door for eighteen more hours, though.

The window was still ticking down the
seconds. Due to the termination of her employment contract, it
said, she would be required to vacate the premises.

“Nothing else lined up? Really?” Ortega
said.

“Let’s just skip to the part where you tell
me what the catch is, and I tell you to go fuck yourself.”

Ortega laughed, quietly, nodding like he
deserved that. Nowhere near his usual boisterous laugh. “You got
plans tonight?”

“Yeah. Sleeping.”

He glanced at the window. “What? You don’t
want to make the most of the time you got left?”

“I can’t even go out for a drink without
getting blood on my hands,” she said, “What makes you think—”

He held a finger up to his lips. His other
hand was typing. She heard something click in her ears.

“Officer Jackson,” Ortega said, “I think
you’ve had an unfortunate equipment malfunction.”

She swiped to open up a call. Nothing. Dead
air on her comms. That was all she needed to hear to make up her
mind.

“I heard about earlier, at the protest,”
Ortega said. “Me and you, we need to have a little talk. This
job—”

He never finished the sentence. One of the
advantages of having such a small apartment. It didn’t take much to
move from the door and grab him by the throat. Only a few
steps.

“Gack! Ja—aaaagh—Jackson, wait,” he
choked out as she slammed him against the wall, one hand squeezing
his windpipe shut. Ortega’s right hand clawed at his waist, trying
for the gun. She slapped his arm to the side and grabbed it for
him, a cheap homemade piece.

A quick shift of one leg against his so he
couldn’t get a good kick on her, and there. Pinned against the
wall, with his own gun to his forehead.

“Talk. Now,” she said.

“We’re trying to—ggggkkkk—can’t bre—” His
eyes bugged out, sweat running down his face.

“We?” she said, pressing the gun hard against
his skull. “Trying to what?”

“Help! Help you!”

Those were fighting words if she’d ever heard
them. “Who is ‘we’?”

His heels banged against the wall, kicking on
their own as his eyes rolled back to dead whites. Jackson lowered
him to the floor, swinging an elbow into his gut to drive the point
home, before stepping back with the gun trained on him.

Ortega spent a good minute coughing and
gasping for breath. Finally he sank against the wall until he was
sitting on the floor. “Fucking hell, Jackson…”

“You’re the one who showed up strapped,” she
said, giving the gun in her hands a long look. Translucent, small
and light. Hardened plastic rounds. “How long?”

“How long what?” he said, raspy and still
coughing

“How long have you been dirty?”

That got a pained, wheezing laugh out of
him.

“What? It wasn’t money? What do they have on
you? Family?”

“If I could afford to have a family,” he
said, “I wouldn’t be working with him.”

Him. She didn’t even need to ask.

“He’s in my ears right now,” Ortega said,
“yelling at me for turning your ears off. I figured you’d rather
hear it from me.”

“You figured right,” she said, the gun still
aimed at his head.

“You need a job. We need you,” he said. “I
think you’d like it.”

“Need me? Are you saying you want me to kill
someone?”

Ortega managed a laugh. “Ha! Not unless you
really want to. Shouldn’t come to that, though.”

Jackson’s shoulders sank, her chest emptied
out a bit. It wasn’t so different from the phone calls she still
got sometimes, federal spooks tempting her with money in offshore
accounts, trying to drag her back to the life of a soldier.

“I’m not killing anyone,” she said.

“What? Except for me? What’s to stop me if I
get up and try to leave right now?”

“What’s to stop me from dragging your ass to
the nearest APS station?”

“You’d have to kill me first,” Ortega said,
calm and simple. Something hard appeared in his eyes, something
she’d never seen there before. “You expect me to believe you have
any love for the Domes?”

He wasn’t wrong. Jackson lowered the muzzle
of the gun. Slightly. Pointed at his chest instead of right through
his eye.

“Let’s talk about this job,” he said. “I’ve
been wanting to ask you about this for a long time.”

“But you waited until I was backed into a
corner,” she said, side-eyeing the window.

“You backed yourself into a corner. I told
Cheshire to ease off, leave you alone. Sounded like you weren’t
exactly open to his stuff.”

“And you were?”

“I’ve got lots to tell you, but I gotta ask
you one question first. Am I wasting my time?”

Jackson wanted very badly to say yes, to cuff
him and bring him in and book the sorry son of a bitch. And then
what? They’d dump him beyond the walls, and she’d be taking the
same trip the very next day.

“We have a front company set up, all
official. You can keep this place,” he said, looking around with a
wince, “Or, you know, get a real apartment?”

The gun drifted lower, her grip easing the
slightest bit. She was a cop. A good one. She didn’t get in bed
with terrorists, didn’t sell herself out to a bunch of…

Was. Was a cop. They’d even taken that
away from her.

“Jackson,” he said, “I know this is hard. But
the fuckers running this city? They need to go down. You gonna help
us or what?”

They were fuckers. All of them. She’d wasted
her whole life, gone from killing for a government to killing for a
company. And for what?

“Alice, I’m gonna reach into my jacket. Don’t
shoot me? Please?”

She nodded, pointing the gun at the floor.
Carefully Ortega slipped his hand into a pocket, pulled out a small
clear bag, and tossed it at her feet.

A black ski mask was rolled up inside, with a
pair of rubber gloves. And a gun, identical to the one she was
holding.

“I’m going on a little field trip tonight.
What do you say? Partner?”

“No killing,” Jackson said.

“I wasn’t joking. That’s up to you.”

“Up to me,” she said, testing the words,
turning them around in her head. It wasn’t like she’d never put on
a mask and committed horrible crimes before.

Of course, at the time, they weren’t called
horrible crimes. They were vital missions. Honorable. State
sponsored. Worthy of praise.

Orders.

“Up to me,” she said, nodding. “Yeah, you
know…I think I like the sound of that.”

 


* * *

 


Slap

Bamboo against hardened glass.

Slap slap slap.

Tess threw combo after combo, holding her
silly fake sword in her silly fake arm. The hapless dummy still had
a cut a few inches into its helmet, the glass smudged from all her
practice.

Slap slap slap slap slap slap
slap.

Was she actually making those motions? Nadia
wondered. Or was it just a preprogrammed routine? “Activate: series
of lightning-fast strikes.” Tess’s arm moved as a blur, ending with
the fake blade resting snugly against the mannequin’s neck.

They had agreed she should practice in the
lab area, not out here in the office. The lab area was Tess’s
space; that was fair. Of course, Nadia realized, the office wasn’t
even really her own anymore.

Brutus and Aleksa were standing over one of
the workbenches, laying out rows of equipment and quietly arguing
about…something. It didn’t matter. They were intruders, not
entitled to raise their voices. They at least seemed to understand
that much.

No one was watching Nadia at this particular
moment. She was suited up, missing her mask but otherwise zipped up
and ready. Her bag was in her hands. A concealed pocket waited
inside, something she’d quietly added herself late one night, half
dressed and smiling while Tess dozed on the futon, still naked from
their—

No. Bad thought. Nadia scowled, shooting one
last check around the room. Still unobserved. For the moment.

She rested her bag on a table, just so, her
hand fast and precise. Jackson’s revolver fit nicely into the
secret pocket, along with a few speedloaders full of those huge,
ghastly bullets.

Not a moment too soon. Tess laid her practice
weapon down and moved toward her co-conspirators. She was panting
for breath, flushed and wiping sweat off her brow, looking oh-so
becoming—

Another bad thought. Nadia grimaced again,
gripping her bag tight until her gloves creaked.

“How you guys coming along?” Tess said.

Brutus and Aleksa both threw her a silent
thumbs-up.

Tess returned it, her eyes glazing over as
she typed at her sides. “Almost ready,” she said. She was wearing
her purple hoodie, the one that said, “Depression Is My Waifu.”

Something happened as she typed. The color of
the hoodie changed, darkening before Nadia’s eyes to jet black, the
words blurring and shifting until they said, “No Gods, No Masters”
in severe red letters.

Nadia’s jaw slowly dropped. “You have been
wearing…” she managed to say, “the same garment, this entire
time?”

“This is a very versatile hoodie,” Tess said
matter-of-factly.

“Disgusting.”

“Yeah, I’d much rather have a closet full of
fashionable clothes made in some sweatshop. Capitalist gods forbid
I buy or make something and use it for the rest of my life.”

Nadia bit her tongue—she still missed her old
closets sometimes, several full-size rooms that stretched on and
on, temples of high fashion.

“Let’s run some tests,” Tess said, stepping
up to her with pupils glazed over. “Suit seal looks good, batteries
full…”

Brutus and Aleksa were leaning in close to
each other, whispering. Private conversation. In Nadia’s office.
They shouldn’t even have been here.

“Something I can help you both with?” Nadia
said.

“The suit,” Brutus said. “It’s super
cool.”

Aleksa shrugged and nodded.

Fine then. Lie about it. Those two could play
at the quiet gossip game for all she cared.

“What did Brutus mean,” Nadia whispered to
Tess, “about dying?”

“Brief cardiac arrest. He’s fine,” Tess said,
not pausing her testing at all.

“How long have they known?”

“I brought you to that school because of
them. Can you test the nanohook pads?”

Nadia reached out and plucked Tess’s glasses
off her face, one finger sneaking through the empty frames. When
she opened her hand, the glasses were stuck to her fingertips.

“Cute,” Tess said. “That’s a check.”

“I should have known,” Nadia said, staring at
the glasses in her hand. “Fake. Like everything else about
you.”

Tess snatched the glasses back—they had stuck
at first, until Nadia released them, which was quite satisfying—and
put them back on, calmly and quietly, no hint of sarcasm. “I had to
wear these for years with lenses before I got the implants.
You of all people have no right to call someone fake.”

“Do not even try that,” Nadia said. “I have
hidden nothing from you.”

“Hey, what does your mom do?”

Nadia froze, the air in her lungs emptying
out in a dizzying rush.

“Yeah, that’s what I thought,” Tess said. “If
I had thought for a second that I could have been open with you
about all this, I would have. But no, it had to be your idea. It
had to be all for fun. It had to be me enabling your petty little
crusade against your mom.”

“I…” Nadia choked and shook. Nothing else
came out.

“Because we both know if I’d asked you to
sign up for a real cause, you would have turned up your nose and
ran off in the other direction. And you were so goddamn
self-absorbed that you never even asked me why I was doing all
this.”

That one hurt most of all.

“Did you really think I did these things just
because I still had some sad crush on you? Like I would just forget
the kind of person you are…er…were? The way you treated me? The way
you treated everyone?”

“I’m sorry!” Nadia screamed, her eyes
burning, threatening to spill over. “Is that what you want to hear?
I. Am. Sorry. I apologize. All I’ve wanted…all I’ve ever wanted is
to make it up to you. I tried!”

They had both, momentarily, forgotten they
were not alone. Brutus and Aleksa were still watching, clinging to
each other and doing their best to look inconspicuous.

“Hey, um…” Tess said toward them. “Sorry, can
you give us some privacy real quick?”

Aleksa looked around, holding her hands up
and shrugging.

“Ugh, wait by the car? Please?”

She and Brutus shuffled toward the elevator.
The moment they were through the door, Tess started to speak.
“Listen, I know you—”

Nadia cut her off with a hard slap across the
face.

“Ow!” Tess said, rubbing her cheek.
“Look—”

Nadia slapped her again.

“Okay, sure, I deserved that, but—” She
caught Nadia’s wrist, stopping yet another slap. “Will you quit it?
You’re wearing enhanced muscles. That hurt.”

“You lied to me!”

“Well, yeah, no shit, and you lied to—”

Yet another slap, with the other hand this
time. “You knew Cheshire wasn’t there that night. I had to jump off
a building to escape. I almost died!”

Tess blinked a few times as she adjusted her
glasses. “Oh. That. Yeah. Uh…sorry. Really, I am sorry about that
one. We didn’t know who was in there, and you were all gung ho to
check it out anyway, so…”

“Convenient,” Nadia said, angrier at herself
right now than anyone else.

“Listen.” Tess heaved a deep sigh. Less
angry; in fact, there was no trace of it left in her voice at all.
“I’m really sorry you found out this way. I saw you following me,
and I figured we could roll with it. It would’ve been worse if I’d
ghosted you out there, you know? I meant it when I said I was glad
you showed up. Glad you were finally figuring it out.”

“How generous of you.”

“I don’t want to force you into anything,”
Tess said. “I know you’re not a bad person, and…”

Nadia missed a few words after “not a bad
person.” Her chin quivered, once; those tears threatening to spill
out again. They did not. She fought it all back, swiftly and
decisively.

“…we’re trying to do some good for this city.
It’s our home, Nadia. You can help us fight for it. I want you to
join us, not because you have to but because you want to help.
Don’t you?”

Nadia took a few long, painful seconds before
answering, swallowing hard and getting her emotions in check. “This
is it,” she said. “You get one more from me, out of respect for our
time together. But after tonight, this is finished. You and me, all
of this.”

“You don’t mean that.”

“I mean every word of it.”

Tess dropped her gaze. It hurt to watch. Not
disappointed. Sad. “What are you going to do after?”

It didn’t matter. None of this mattered
anymore. All of it would end tonight. One way or another.

“You’re mad right now. I get it,” Tess said,
her voice tinged with melancholy. “We can talk about this
later?”

“Finish your tests,” Nadia said.

“Fine.” Tess’s pupils lit up again. A second
or two passed. “Whoa, your vitals are all over the place. And your
gloves are…huh. Open your hands?”

Nadia hadn’t realized her fists were shaking,
squeezed so tightly that her knuckles ached. She had to fight to
open them, making a silent little gasp at the creaking pain, the
pins and needles invading her fingers.

“There. Much better,” Tess said.

 



Chapter Eighteen: Beyond the Walls




“You are now leaving the Corporate Autonomy Zone,” a
placid female voice told them, over and over. “We hope you have
enjoyed your stay. Please remember to have all documentation ready
at the checkpoint. You are now leaving…”

Grim concrete walls stretched up above them,
simple barriers thrown down in haste. This was the inner boundary
of the city, the high-water mark of the old floods, the spot from
which reconstruction had begun.

“You’ve never been outside,” Tess said. Not a
question.

Nadia said nothing. Still staring. Long lines
of cars hemmed them in on all sides as they drew ever nearer to the
checkpoint ahead.

“How long did it take you girls?” Brutus
said, riding shotgun. Right in front of Nadia.

“What do you mean?” Tess said.

“To get inside,” Brutus said. “I was stuck
out there for a few months before I could find a good coyote.”

“Three years,” Aleksa said, very flat and
very, very quiet. Her hands tightly gripped the steering wheel.

Tess said nothing. Nadia knew Tess was born
in the city, like herself. Or thought she knew. Perhaps that had
been a lie as well.

No, that was years and years ago. High-school
Tess never would have lied to her.

They were up next. The booth ahead of them
was nothing but dark glass, indifferent to the cars passing under
its gaze. Next to Nadia, in the backseat, Tess took a deep breath.
Her hands rested in her lap, fingers typing at a frantic pace.

Faint lines of light pierced through the car
ahead of them. After a few seconds, the gate opened, its solid
metal pylons retracting down into the road.

“Tess?” Aleksa said.

“We’re good,” she said, fingers still flying.
“Pull on in.”

Aleksa nudged them forward, parking under an
arch cut into the solid concrete of the sea wall. Pylons snapped up
behind the car. Trapped. The woman’s voice on the loudspeakers
outside went on and on about documentation.

“What does that mean? Documentation?” Nadia
said.

“You never had to carry papers?” Aleksa
said.

“Not required any more. A leftover.” Tess
said, “like these empty guard booths. It’s only one or two actual
humans watching now, in a control center way up above.”

Scan lines pierced the air around them, red
light moving down through the interior of the car. It reflected in
Tess’s flickering pupils—red piercing eyes like in old
photographs.

Nadia held her bag tightly in her lap,
worried about the revolver hidden inside. She wore that same hated
trench coat, which concealed the full suit this time, and her
outdated boots. Jackson’s gun in her bag lay heavy in her lap, the
secret pocket lined with layers of lead and composite and
reflective foil.

“Are they listening?” Nadia said.

The pylons in front of the car retracted into
the ground. Brutus let out a loud sigh. “Gonna have to say that’s a
no, love,” he said.

“Wrong. We’re absolutely being recorded,”
Tess said. “Everyone keep your mouth shut.”

Nadia continued to say nothing. She scarcely
had said anything since they’d left the office, frowning in the
backseat as they drove through frigid rain and gray, waning light.
Past the booth she spotted a tunnel, lit with harsh caged
fluorescent bars. The line of cars crept on, giving all of them
ample time to stare.

APS troopers were everywhere, black-clad
Domes scurrying to and fro along the edges of the tunnel. Off to
either side, cars had been pulled over for searching, everything
inside ripped out and dumped onto the damp asphalt as their
occupants knelt nearby, hands cuffed and heads hooded.

“Try not to stop,” Tess said.

Aleksa stomped the brakes anyway, slapping
the steering wheel and holding a hand up. A trio of guards crossed
in front of them—one of them dragged along by a frothing, barking
dog that lunged at every car nearby.

None of this made any sense to Nadia. They
were leaving the city. Surely there should be—

Her thoughts were interrupted as the dog
pounced on one of the cuffed prisoners. The screams of a young man
rose up from beneath the hood. The Dome holding the leash tried but
failed to restrain the beast; eventually he resorted to kicking
both dog and victim, along with several other guards, until the
situation was under control.

With wide eyes, Nadia watched as the man was
hauled off, blood running from his neck in great torrents.

“Almost out,” Aleksa said, nosing the car
forward until Nadia thankfully could no longer see the dog. Its
barks echoed down the tunnel, though, chasing them until they
emerged into open, rain-soaked air.

The road ramped up, arching higher and higher
until they were on an enormous elevated highway, every inch of its
dozens of lanes lit up with chilled blue-white light.

Nadia cleared her throat. “That…was not so
bad,” she said, not quite convincing herself.

“Getting back in is the hard part,” Tess
said.

An archway above them doled out a message on
a creaky old sign, black with orange letters made of dots: WELCOME
TO THE UNITED STATES OF AMERICA!

PLEASE BUCKLE UP! it added, as if the belts
they were wearing didn’t fasten themselves.

They raced along, one in a sea of
vehicles—everything from containers on trailers to fellow sedans
with smoked-black windows—all coasting along on their own as the
people inside worked or slept or who knew what.

It was still odd, watching Aleksa drive the
car. Holding a steering wheel. Nadia, for all the time she’d spent
racing along on hoverbikes, had never seen anything like it.

A pair of bikes above them caught her eye,
white and blue, with officers dressed like Jackson riding them.
They hovered along slowly, hunched low and squinting in the
rain.

Something felt wrong. Something was…off about
the whole scene. It took Nadia several long, quiet minutes before
she could wrap her head around it.

No advertisements. She looked around, on
either side of the highway. Nothing but gray sky and dark buildings
stretching on beneath them, on and on toward the horizon, an
endless mass.

“It’s coming up,” Tess said.

Aleksa tapped a few buttons on the dash,
letting the vehicle merge toward the off-ramp for her.

“Off so soon?” Nadia said.

“What? You thought we were driving up to the
front door?” Brutus said.

Tess touched her on the arm, her prosthetic
fingers stark against Nadia’s white coat. “Okay, whatever you do,
do not roll down your window.”

Nadia yanked her arm away like a pouty
toddler. If Tess was going to talk to her like one, she might as
well act the part. She pointed her eyes out the window, watching as
their car descended down the ramp, sinking out of the bright world
of the highway into the deep dark below.

Almost immediately, her view was cut off.
They were surrounded on both sides by ramshackle tents made of
scraps of…anything, everything, too much for Nadia to make sense of
as it all zipped by. A red light waited at the bottom of the ramp.
Aleksa sped through it, swerving past a stopped car and bolting
through an empty intersection.

“Good, Aleksa. Don’t stop for anything,” Tess
said.

“Yes, I know,” she said.

Nadia could only catch the edge of Aleksa’s
glare from the backseat. She’d never felt so trapped. Worse than
zipping through the dark tunnels under the city, worse even than
squirming through a cramped vent. Her gloved fingers tapped against
her thighs, jerky and rhythmless.

She had heard things about the slums her
whole life. Things. She forced her eyes out the window at
her side. As a girl, she had feared the city outside the Structure,
grim and filthy and poor. Her actually going out into the city,
seeing it with her own eyes, had changed everything.

Through the glass, she squinted into the
darkness. There was simply no way it was as bad as she’d been told.
Certainly the nervous fear in her chest would shrink as she saw it
for herself.

If she could see anything. Dark rain ran in
gray creeks through the gutters below sagging buildings. Aleksa
slowed down to take a turn, passing by movement. A human,
ostensibly, trudging down the decaying sidewalk.

He was wrapped in a tattered parka, heavy and
soaked. Nadia wondered at his strange shoes a moment before
realizing they were his bare feet and there was something very
wrong with them. Her lips parted slightly as she tried to discern
more, but her eyes snapped away, her mouth releasing a disgusted
scoff as they passed by. The man had exposed himself, urinating
even as he kept walking.

Only a vagrant, Nadia reminded herself. No
reason to be afraid of this place.

“What are you doing?” Tess asked Aleksa. “I
plotted a course. This isn’t—”

“Your course,” she said, nodding out the
window, “is wrong.”

Nadia followed the nod, seeing roadblocks
down every cross street they passed, massive piles of junk and
scrap. No people, not in view anyway.

“Oi, one of my old haunts!” Brutus said,
slapping Aleksa on the arm a few times. “Right kind of you,
Polly.”

Lights ahead. Movement. They took another
turn, onto a larger street, cutting into a long line of slow-moving
cars to the fanfare of angry horns. Suddenly Nadia was surrounded
by life—life that moved slow enough to observe. A market stretched
down either side of the road, shacks and stalls cobbled together
under rickety awnings pouring streams of rainwater onto the
road.

It might as well have been a foreign country.
There were faces of every color and signs in dozens of languages. A
stall drifted past, full of dingy plastic buckets collecting rain,
next to a row of trash drums full of fire. More dogs, these ones
stripped of their flesh and hanging by hooks. A large brown-skinned
man sliced and diced red, greasy meat on a grill made out of an old
radiator.

The smell filled their car, spicy and sharp
and possibly even delicious in a way that made Nadia queasy.

“Great.” Tess slumped in her seat. “Now we’re
stuck in traffic.”

“If you do not stop driving from the
backseat,” Aleksa said, “I will kick you outside.”

They crawled forward. A motorcycle—an actual
motorcycle with wheels—zipped past Nadia’s window, dodging around
the waterfalls in the road. She’d never seen a non-hovering bike
before.

Another one swooped in close to her window
and braked. Nadia gasped and shrank away. Nothing happened. The
bike crept along beside them, its passenger staring at her. Masked
and faceless, he wore scraps of leather and a sparkling green
bandanna tied snug under dark goggles.

“Relax,” Tess said. “They’re friendly.”

The bike’s driver revved the throttle,
ripping a high-pitched unhealthy growl from the engine. Brutus
rolled down his window and gave him a card. In return, the biker
shoved a ratty black duffel bag into Brutus’s hands before speeding
off into traffic.

It was heavy. Impressively so, judging by the
way Brutus struggled to drag it through the car window.

“Those guys give me the creeps,” Brutus said,
as he unpacked its contents and shook his head. He held up an
assault rifle, the finish worn and scratched.

“What? You don’t like my people?” Tess said,
calm and casual, like she was joking.

Brutus said nothing as he passed back an old
submachine gun, followed by a pistol, and another and another. Tess
made a small pile on the seat between them and held one out to
Nadia.

She glared at it. “Really?”

“You’re probably going to want one this
time.”

“I shall manage without.”

“Suit yourself,” Tess said with a sigh,
accepting spare magazines from Brutus to add to her pile.
“Rifle?”

“Only one,” he said. He pulled another long
gun out of the bag, an old pump-action shotgun.

“Ugh, fucking rip-off,” Tess said. He offered
their only rifle to her anyway, but Tess shook her head.

“I didn’t realize we were assaulting
the Omniplant,” Nadia said.

“Ha! Wasn’t planning on suicide, love,”
Brutus said. “All this is just to get there.”

Aleksa cranked the wheel, shooting their car
into a gap in traffic ahead. The cars thinned out; those that
remained coasted along faster now.

“Almost there,” Tess said.

Another roadblock loomed ahead. This one was
manned, with masked figures in hodge-podge armor carrying a
dizzying variety of firearms.

“Kurwa.” Aleksa screeched into a turn,
cutting off several cars that honked in protest. Something heavy
ricocheted off the side of the car.

“What are you doing?” Tess said. “Wrong
way!”

“Roadblocks, stupid,” Aleksa said, weaving
through slower cars.

“This is still the wrong way!”

Faster and faster, barely squeezing by other
cars. Nadia tensed up, gripping her seat belt tightly. Nowhere to
move. Nothing she could do. Harsh light flooded the inside of the
car, pouring in through the rear window. She glanced back to see a
white pickup truck following them, hooded silhouettes in the bed
keeping a spotlight trained on their car.

They screeched through a turn, tires skipping
on the slick asphalt. Aleksa slammed the brakes and slid to a stop
in front of a pile of burning tires blocking the road.

“They’re funneling us,” Tess said.

“Obviously,” Aleksa said, turning around in
her seat as the car lurched backward.

“Who are ‘they’?” Nadia said.

“One of four major gangs fighting over this
territory. Take your pick,” Tess said, swiveling around to watch
behind them. As Aleksa swerved the car around the truck, the men
inside scrambled to keep the spotlight on their target.

Nadia tried not to watch, tried to focus on
Aleksa’s hard brown eyes guiding the car in reverse. The same mad,
simmering hatred burned there—the one she’d seen so many times
while sparring with the girl. It only made Nadia feel slightly
better about being trapped in here.

With no warning, Aleksa slammed them into a
sliding 180, sending Nadia lurching against her seat belt. She took
off again, hardly slowing down.

“I thought you said you’ve done this before,”
Nadia said.

Tess ignored her. “Where are you going?”

“Old turnpike,” Aleksa said.

“Fuck,” Tess muttered.

Brutus turned around. “What? You have a
better idea?”

Tess responded by checking her collection of
firearms again, confirming the load on each one. “All of you, keep
your windows up no matter what. They’ll stop a good amount of
bullets.”

Their car screamed through the rain, the
truck following them falling farther and farther behind. The driver
gave up entirely as Aleksa leaned them onto a cracked, decaying
on-ramp with no signs.

“I don’t understand,” Nadia said, “How did
you manage to get into trouble with those men?”

Aleksa laughed, once, cold and bitter.

“By driving out here in a car that’s
obviously from inside the walls,” Tess said. “Juicy target.”

“You’re telling me they’re going to attack us
based on…” Nadia started to say, trailing off as the sedan sped
through a looping cloverleaf. This highway was elevated, although
not nearly as much as the one that led out of the city. As they
climbed, they passed bodies strung up on crucifixes.

Human bodies. Skinned. Slick. Bleeding with
rain.

“Look, these are desperate people,” Tess
said.

“They are not people,” Aleksa said
through gritted teeth.

Nadia shook her head, filing the skinned
bodies away to be horrified at later. “Have you explained to them
that you’re sympathetic to their situation?”

“Sadly I think our goals here might be lost
on them. The only real difference between Auktoris and the warlords
who run these slums is scale,” Tess said.

They merged onto a strangely empty highway,
dark for miles in either direction.

“Ha, hey, look, we’ll be fine,” Brutus said,
his voice high and cracking. “Two couples fighting together, eh?
Just like the sacred band of Thebes.”

“Shut up,” all three women in the car told
him at once.

Whatever was going to happen, Nadia found
herself wishing it would happen already. Instead nervous silence
filled the car, pierced only by a strange clicking. She glanced at
Tess. Her artificial fingers were fidgeting around the grip of her
gun, tapping at a blurry pace with no rhythm at all. Nothing like
when she was typing.

“There they are,” Aleksa said.

Tess whipped around to look out the rear
window. “Three behind!”

Aleksa nodded. “Yes, I saw.”

A trio of bikes roared up an on-ramp behind
them and fell in at a close chase. Nadia peered at them through the
rain. Each had a passenger riding behind, and all of them were
masked and goggled, but it was hard to make out anything more.

CRACK

“Ah!” Nadia jumped in her seat, hating every
startled motion. Something had crashed into the windshield, leaving
a spider’s web of cracks. Another bike swooped past them, the
passenger tossing a brick at Tess’s window but missing before they
looped around and joined the others chasing, gaining on them with
every passing second.

“Just keep driving,” Tess said.

“Yes, I know,” Aleksa said, still quiet,
still calm. A low, constant whine of obscenities trailed out of
Brutus’s mouth.

“You sure you don’t want a gun?” Tess
said.

Nadia scoffed. Trapped in this car, fine,
yes, but still not enough to accept charity from her lying
“friend”.

“Swerve left,” Tess said, watching the bikes
pull up alongside them.

“Can’t,” said Aleksa.

They passed a makeshift barrier of concrete
dividers with gaps small enough for a motorcycle to slip
through.

“Ugh, okay. This is it…” Tess took a few deep
breaths. She pushed a button on her door, which opened her window a
crack.

“I thought you said not to—” Nadia was cut
off by Tess pressing the muzzle of the old submachine gun up to the
open space, pulling the trigger and spraying bullets into the
rain.

The bikes beside them scattered, braking and
swerving from a tight pack into a loose flock. Hot brass casings
spat into the interior of the car, pelting Nadia’s chest.

“Really?” Nadia said. “And you didn’t hit a
single one?”

“Load!” Tess said, shoving the gun at her and
grabbing a pistol.

Nadia couldn’t find the magazine release
right away, her hands flinching at each gunshot from the seat next
to her. One of the bikes swerved in close on Tess’s side. Nadia
looked up in time to see the black maw of a double-barrel pointed
at her. Tess’s window glazed over with cracks as the gun spat out a
roaring crash. Some of the lead shot snuck through the space at the
top of the window and tore into the ceiling.

Nadia’s arms jumped up to shield her face and
froze there, trapping her in with her own shallow breaths.

Tess!

She grabbed her partner’s arm without
thinking, feeling for wounds, for blood. “Are you all right? Tess
are you—”

“I’m fine!” Another empty gun was shoved at
Nadia. “Load!”

Embarrassing. She’d been shot at before. This
should be no different. Breathe. Load the gun. Forcing her hands to
move, she pushed a new magazine in on the third try.

“There’s no one on this side!” Brutus said,
squirming in his seat. “I don’t have a shot!”

“Keep driving, Aleksa!” Tess said, emptying
her pistol out the window without even looking. “Keep going!”

The car bumped and slowed, one of the rear
tires flapping as it was filled with bullets.

“Load!” Tess yelled, tossing yet another
pistol at Nadia.

Yes, I know, Nadia heard in her head,
mimicking Aleksa’s tone. Breathe. Focus. This gun was more
familiar, similar to the city police models.

“Oh, to hell with…” Brutus said, unbuckling
his seat belt. He rolled down his window and scrambled to fit his
hefty frame through it. A few moments later, he was sitting on the
windowsill and aiming his gun over the roof of the car.

“Get back inside!” Aleksa said. “Right
now!”

Rifle shots answered her, a burst of fire
above Nadia’s head. One of the bikes dumped onto its side, the
driver and passenger ragdolling across the wet pavement.

Tess had emptied the rest of her pistol pile,
to no effect. “Gun!” she yelled, eagerly taking the one Nadia
pushed into her hand.

Something zipped by Nadia’s head, on the
other side of her window. One of the bikes, broken off from the
pack. The passenger swung something through the air in long, loose,
wide circles over his head as the bike pulled up near Brutus.

“Brutus!” she yelled, pounding on the back of
his empty seat. “Brutus!”

Too late. The biker outside swung his cable,
lassoing it around Brutus’s neck. Nadia heard him shriek as the man
yanked him; saw his rifle clatter across the highway before she
lurched to the side, straining against her seat belt.

Aleksa was leaning over, one hand still on
the steering wheel, the other desperately holding Brutus’s ankle.
The rest of him was still being pulled out of the car as he gagged
and clawed at the noose around his neck.

“Swerve left!” Tess said. Another biker was
at her window, swinging an ice ax into the weakened glass with a
sickening crack.

Aleksa swerved right, but the biker snaring
Brutus did the same, still straining to pull him out the
window.

“I said left!” Tess said.

“Shut up!” Aleksa screamed.

“Gun!” Tess yelled, slapping Nadia’s arm.
“Gun, gun, gun, gun, gun!”

Tess’s window gave way, shattering to pieces.
Small shards stung across Nadia’s cheek as she pressed her body
against her own door. The biker with the ax pulled back for another
swing. Nothing between him and Tess.

Nadia stared, that sharp bite in her mind
rising up and up until it was a high-pitched whine that broke
through everything else. She whipped an empty gun out the broken
window, clocking the ax-wielding biker’s chest. It startled him,
just enough, sending him wobbling onto the backseat of the bike
instead of swinging his ax.

Tess pulled the handle on her door, kicking
it open into the bike. Nadia barely saw the bike wipe out as she
slapped a magazine into another pistol and pushed it at Tess.
Ignoring the rest of the empty guns, she rolled down her window and
unbuckled her seat belt.

Rain and wind blinded her as she climbed out,
blowing her hair out in an inky-black trail. Brutus was still drawn
between the two vehicles; the biker held the noose while his
passenger tried to hack at Brutus’s arms with a machete.

The two vehicles were close enough to touch,
barely, swerving back and forth. Leaning much too far out her
window, Nadia stretched her arm until she could lay her fingers on
the metal of the bike’s tail fairing.

Sparks popped and flew from her glove. The
driver and the machete-wielding passenger went stiff then fell
limply from the bike, which went tumbling down, the handlebars
swiping within inches of Nadia’s face. Brutus fell with it, still
dangling from the window but slamming into Nadia.

That weightless, nauseous feeling of falling
again. Nadia gasped as her legs slipped over the door
frame—falling—speeding pavement rushing up to meet her.

Something caught her ankle. A strong skeletal
grip. Nadia felt herself pulled back into the car with one firm
yank.

“I said,” Tess scolded her, short of breath,
“don’t roll down your window!” She turned back to what remained of
her door and riddled the last of the bikers with bullets. “Ha!
That’s better,” she said, throwing a middle finger at the corpses
rolling out of sight. “Everyone okay?”

Brutus, his arms covered in ragged cuts, was
already bandaging himself in the front seat. “Yeah…yeah, I’ll live.
This time.”

With trembling hands, Nadia wiped at her
ruined hair. She was unharmed, somehow. She glared at Tess. Also
unharmed. Somehow. “I see you managed to finally shoot
something.”

“Hey, at least my side of the car is good at
staying inside the car.”

They sped on down the old highway, their
headlights the only thing piercing the dark.

 


* * *

 


For the first time in a long time, Jackson actually
missed her police goggles. It wasn’t great weather for flying. A
heads-up display would’ve been helpful.

She kept close behind Ortega’s bike, coasting
high above the traffic. They passed over the old seawalls with
nothing but a quick pinging on her bike’s dash display, waving them
off with city police permissions. If anyone had looked too close,
they might have thought it was strange to see two plainclothes
officers riding clearly marked police bikes.

But no one looked. Beneath her, a seemingly
endless stream of cars and trucks poured down dozens of lanes. Off
to either side of the raised road, the slums stretched on. Dark,
leaning buildings with dim, huddled lights. Millions of people,
eking out savage, brutal lives, crammed into land no bigger than
the downtown she’d just left.

Chuck Carroll was out there somewhere, if he
was still alive. Jackson had never located him. She herself had no
contacts left outside, no family. The Georgian ghetto wasn’t the
Georgian ghetto anymore but a walled-in enclave of Bengali-speaking
refugees. Everything she had known was gone. The dark alleyways she
had prowled through with a gang of other kids while her mother
worked long hours to scrape them by. The neighborhood watch posts
manned by bedraggled volunteers, protecting their faux-Southern
turf. Even the old strip mall parking lot that served as the
neighborhood commons, torn down and built over.

No point going back.

She’d tried to find him, but she never even
found out where he’d been booked, found no record of his name in
any criminal database to which she had access.

“You’ve seen it before, right?” Ortega’s
voice said in her ears.

“Not up close,” she said. He wasn’t talking
about the slums. They’d talked about the slums before.

Dead ahead was a bright oasis in the black
night. The Omniplant rose out of the slums, its towers level with
the highway. Not rose, not really—brought from outside, an
occupation. Stretching on and on, with its ugly squat towers, each
with an endless procession of autonomous delivery flights landing
and unloading and loading and taking off through the rain.

She’d heard it kept going down, digging deep
underground. Only the tip of the iceberg, she’d been told, although
she didn’t quite understand what that meant.

“Thought you grew up nearby?”

“I did,” Jackson said. “Could always see the
fence and the lights in the distance. Just like the city walls.
That’s all.”

The line of the fence below was a stark
divide. Confused, decaying slums on one side. On the other, neat,
orderly grids of access roads with elevated trams; constant
movement without a soul to be seen.

They looped wide around the complex, passing
by the dead zone outside the fence. A stretch of bulldozed open
ground, automated gun turrets glaring down from each post. Ortega
led them to the roof of an apartment building about a block away,
where he landed with a graceless clunk.

Jackson touched down much more carefully,
easing her bike into a soft landing. Instinct dragged her eyes in a
quick patrol of the rooftop. They were alone. Ortega had already
dismounted and was throwing a dark tarp over his bike.

“This isn’t safe,” Jackson said. “Parking
here, I mean.”

“I have a guy downstairs,” he told her,
throwing an identical tarp over her bike. “Suit up.”

He’d given her an armored vest, hidden now
under her jacket. She pulled out the bag he’d tossed onto the floor
at her apartment—fifteen hours left, the clock ticking, although
she was half sure she’d never see the place again.

She held the bag in her hands, staring. The
last time she’d suited up out in the slums felt like a long time
ago. Gas mask on, helmet over that, shield up and ready. Charging
out into people fleeing for their lives, gunshots raging all around
her. Her boots crushing homemade signs under foot, scratchy pleas
reading, PLEASE HELP US and WE NEED FOOD.

That was years ago. Jackson shook her head,
trying to forget, to push it back down.

The bag tore open like flimsy tissue paper.
Jackson pulled her hair back and slipped her mask on, in time with
Ortega next to her. Blue surgical gloves snapping at her wrists.
Finally, a pistol, small and flimsy. Translucent. When she pulled
the slide, a pathetic plastic round looked back at her from the
chamber.

“What the hell good is this peashooter
supposed to do?”

Ortega checked an identical gun.
“Unregistered. Untraceable. Not like that hand cannon you used to
carry.”

Jackson grumbled a few nasty things but
tucked the gun into her belt anyway. She stepped over to the edge
of the roof. Staring out at their target, she squinted at the
spotlights that blinked in sequence, leading drones in for
landing.

“Jobs for the masses,” Ortega said, joining
her at the edge. “What a fucking joke.”

Jackson stared at the lights. The droning
buzz of engines, every hour of every day. Just as she had done
years before, she closed her eyes, trying to remember the sound of
wind through the branches of an ash tree.

All she sensed was the smell. That stinging,
cloying smell—the haze of chemical fumes that surrounded the
Omniplant for miles around, soaking into her clothes and her food
and every wall of every run-down apartment she’d lived in.

“All us slum kids,” she said, eyes still
closed. “We used to dare each other to break in.” She gestured to
the Omniplant.

“What? Why?”

“To steal shit,” she said. “All the rich
folks have their rich stuff made there.”

Ortega shrugged. “I guess that’s not too
wrong. Any of you ever do it?”

“No,” she said, opening her eyes. “Some of
them tried. The guns tore them to pieces. And then crows would come
to clean up, and the guns would tear them to pieces.”

Ortega stared down at where the fence was
hidden from view by sagging, dark wrecks of buildings. Jackson knew
the look in his eyes—although, just like the look she’d seen in her
apartment, she’d never seen it on him before. He was terrified.

“You gonna be alright?” she said.

He took a deep breath. There were trembles in
it, sending drops of rain shaking off his mask. “My kids are never
going to see anything like that.”

That got a raised eyebrow. “Your kids?”

“Future tense. Hell, if I could afford the
licensing, I’d have a pile of the little bastards already.”

Jackson chuckled. “I already feel sorry for
their mother. Future tense.”

Ortega sighed. “You know, that was when I
started listening to Cheshire. I kept telling myself…as soon as my
debts are paid off, as soon as things get stable…”

Jackson said nothing as the heavy rain soaked
through her mask.

“That shit ain’t never happening,” Ortega
said. “Not the way things are. What about you?”

Two raised eyebrows this time. “Me?”

“Yeah, you having a bunch of puppy pit bulls
one day?”

Jackson guffawed. “Not really an option.”

“Oh, Christ. Sorry, I…” Ortega cringed as he
held up his hands. “I thought…you know, those surgeries are pretty
good now…”

“Too expensive. Hell, I’m still paying off
the operations I got.”

Ortega stared at his boots.

“Plenty of kids out there that need a mom,”
she said, clapping him on the shoulder. “We doing this or
what?”

“Yeah,” he said, taking another deep breath,
steeling himself. “Let’s go, partner.”

 



Chapter Nineteen: Re-shoring




Minding the car.

Nadia scowled. Minding the car. Here she was,
in a cramped, narrow pipe, climbing mere feet above a thick,
listless river of noxious waste. And where were her companions?

Minding the car.

“Should be up ahead,” Tess said in her
ears.

“Yes, very helpful,” Nadia said, staring at
the grate in plain view ahead of her. Tess said nothing, which was
most disappointing. Was she not watching the feed?

She crept along the top of a corroded pipe,
the inside pitted and stained. Her hands and feet stuck easily.
Thankfully. The sludge running beneath her made her eyes water,
even with the respirator strapped to the front of her mask. A great
pond of the stuff had been her welcome to the Omniplant, a steaming
pool of acidic runoff, overflowing and leaking into the slums in
great rushing streams.

Nadia had wondered why the Omniplant had been
built out here, outside the old floodwalls.

The grate was as brittle and eaten-away as
the pipe. Hanging upside down, she slipped her cutter out of her
belt and carefully turned the dial to the “Slice through Metal”
setting, just below the “Explode in Your Hand” setting. It slid
through the bars with no resistance, leaving a red-hot nub of metal
with a loud snick pop each time.

“Careful. Don’t let the grate fall and make a
splash!” Tess squawked in her ears as she made the last cut.

A piece of grid fell free, teetering then
flopping over, making a dive for the industrial waste. Nadia caught
it in the same hand as the cutter, easily holding its weight
between her thumb and middle finger.

“Oh, so you’re watching now?” she said,
carefully lowering the grate into the waste, wincing as the metal
hissed and bubbled. “So kind of you to be concerned.”

“Look, I know you’re mad,” Tess said.

Nadia scowled as she crept through the
opening in the grate. She was not mad. She was a professional, on a
mission. She did not have time to be petty at the moment.

“We wouldn’t want such a critical asset as
myself to be damaged,” Nadia said, “not before you’ve gotten full
use out of me.”

“I never called you an asset!” Tess said.
“That was you!”

The pipe slanted up, dark and narrow. Nadia
climbed, still upside down, creeping toward the innards of the
Omniplant.

“You know what’s really fucked up about
this?” Tess said.

“Aside from the betrayal of trust?” Nadia
said. “The acts of terrorism? The general deceit of our entire
relationship?”

Tess ignored all this. “I never intended to
send you into anything dangerous.”

Nadia glanced up—or down, really—at the
acidic waste mere feet from her body.

“I mean it!” Tess said. “Don’t forget,
infiltrating yourself was your idea! You wanted to do this!”

Nadia climbed out, finally, into a wide-open
vat. Conveyor belts on either side funneled in all manner of scrap
waste, while pipes poured in runoff from who knew what, all of it
dissolving together before being drained outside.

She climbed up the side, vaulting onto the
floor of a vast space, with identical vats stretching off in either
direction. “I suppose you arranged our reuniting after all this
time just to get information out of me?” she said, tossing the
respirator back in her bag.

“Well…yeah,” Tess said sheepishly.

Of course. They hadn’t seen each other in
years. All through college. And then very coincidentally they had
run into each other and had kept running into each other. Until
Nadia had all but demanded they meet for coffee, which had turned
into dinner, which had turned into drinks, which then had
progressed into a hushed and earnest and far-too-enthusiastic
conversation over so many empty glasses about what the hell either
of them was really doing with their lives.

It had been the only real conversation she
could remember having in months.

“I mean, I wasn’t expecting you to be so
receptive,” Tess said. “You…you’d really changed, you know?”

“Will that work?” Nadia said, glaring at a
console nearby.

“What? Oh, sure. Hook me in, please.”

 


* * *

 


Hunkered down at the edge of no-man’s land. Jackson
peeked an eye over the bricks in front of her to see guns and
spotlights mounted on the fence.

Just like old times. Raindrops shone in the
spotlights, drawing her eyes away from the bones sticking out of
the mud.

“Look, I know this is supposed to be a
destitute cell,” she whispered.

“Distributed,” Ortega said. He wasn’t even
looking.

“I wouldn’t mind if you told me how we’re
supposed to get in.”

Someone was talking to Ortega, for his ears
only. She could tell, even with the mask on; his eyes looked up at
nothing.

“What? Cheshire doesn’t want to talk to me?”
she said.

That got Ortega’s attention. “Uh…he…”

The cat himself spoke up in her ears.
“Officer, it has been some time.”

“No, it hasn’t,” she said. “That was you at
the riot today. Is this even the same guy?”

“You’re welcome.”

“Whatever. How are we getting past the
guns?”

“Patience.”

Nothing moved in front of them. Only the soft
sound of raindrops on pavement, muting the ever-present wails of
drone engines.

“How the hell do you have a link all the way
out here, cat man?” Jackson said.

“He’s here. Nearby,” Ortega said.

“What? How? How do you know?”

“I have it on good authority.”

“Your partner has a big mouth.”

One of the fence posts went dark.

“This is it. Let’s go,” Ortega said.

“Wait. What…?” Jackson started to say, but
her partner was already up out of cover, darting through the one
dark patch on the Omniplant’s perimeter. She followed, boots
sinking and slipping through the mud.

A gun turret loomed above them. It didn’t
move. They made the fence in seconds, Ortega crouching low at its
base where he should have been climbing.

“That’s braided silksteel. There’s no way…”
Jackson said, watching him pull a small tool from his jacket. It
came to life with a high-pitched whine, the head of it slicing
through the fence links smooth as anything.

“Huh,” Jackson said, as Ortega cut a square
out of the fence. “Nifty tech. Where’d you get that?”

He kicked the square in, bending it on one
uncut side. “Ladies first.”

Fine by her. Jackson rolled through, out of
the mud and onto damp pavement. She came up at a crouch with her
gun ready. Nothing moved around them—before her lay a stretch of
open ground that led to one of the many identical squat towers
nearby.

Scratch that. Far to Jackson’s right,
movement. A small drone patrolling the fence. “Eyes on,” she said,
nodding toward it.

“You have twelve seconds before it sees
you.”

“Doors?” Ortega said, scrambling to his feet
on her side of the fence.

A door slid open on the side of the tower
ahead of them, pouring light onto the pavement. Jackson waited for
a silhouette, a Dome peering out into the rain, but no one
appeared.

“Move,” Ortega said, clapping her shoulder.
Together they dashed toward the light, making it inside with one or
two seconds to spare. The door snapped shut behind them, trapping
them in a dull corridor; it took a few blinks for Jackson’s eyes to
adjust. Bare metal all around, with long colored stripes on the
wall leading off down the corridor—red, blue, green,
orange…pockmarked every few feet with little barcode spots, markers
for drone scanners.

“Inside,” Ortega said, taking a few careful
steps down the hall. A T-junction lay ahead of them.

“Left.”

Ortega moved, and Jackson followed, keeping a
wary eye behind them. Cold and still in here, bare pathways not
really meant for humans. The left led them down an identical
hallway, save for a large display on a wall that scrolled through
labels for the color codes. Red for waste processing; green for
transit sectors two, four, and six; blue for transit sectors one,
three, and five…

The display flickered. Cheshire’s face
grinned at them, with SMILE flickering all over the screen. A
moment later, it was replaced with a camera view of the two of them
in the hallway.

“Very funny,” Jackson said, picking out the
tiny dome on the ceiling that was watching them.

Ortega sliced open a panel next to the
display and yanked out a bunch of thick teal network cables.

“What are you doing?”

“They’ve gotten really smart about network
segregation.” He attached something with a clip to one of the runs.
“Layered domains. No single tap can get to all systems.”

The display flickered through hundreds of map
diagrams and camera feeds, all over Cheshire’s grin, which grew
wider.

“Ah, much better. Proceed down this
hall.”

Ortega started to move, not a moment of
hesitation.

“So this is how it goes?” Jackson said. “Cat
man says ‘Jump’ and you say ‘Yes, sir. Thank you, sir’?”

Ortega stopped for a moment. “He’s the only
reason we’re in here,” he rightly pointed out. “You don’t like it,
tell him yourself.”

Jackson sighed, her eyes on the empty hall
behind them. “Hey, cat man! Where are we going?”

A long pause. Ortega moved away but didn’t
leave yet.

“As I said, down this hall.”

“Asshole,” Jackson growled. “You want me to
help, you’d better start—”

“No, wait.”

Jackson stopped mid-breath. It was so
different—Cheshire’s words were usually slow, playful,
unconcerned.

“Sorry. Back the way you came. Right at
the junction.”

“All those maps, and you’re telling me you
can’t read them right?” Jackson thumped the handle of her gun
against the display. “Where the hell are we going?”

“Transit to sector five.”

Jackson looked at the colored stripes on the
wall. Blue. Leading them down the hall, away from where Cheshire
had just told them to go.

“That’s this way,” Jackson said, nodding at
the blue stripe.

“Faster the other way.”

“We’ll see,” Jackson said, moving to follow
the blue stripe.

“Do not go that way! Heavy security
presence.”

The display lit up with a camera feed—a trio
of Domes walking a slow patrol with drones hovering behind them.
Jackson’s eyes narrowed. The corridor in the feed looked the same,
but the stripes on the wall went red, blue, green…purple.

“Come on,” Jackson said, dragging Ortega
along by the arm. “He wants us to take transit to sector five,
we’ll goddamn well do it.”

“Turn back.”

“Uh…hey, uh…” Ortega said, letting himself be
pulled anyway. “I’d really like to not get killed, if it’s all the
same to you.”

“Man up a lil,” she said, her accent slipping
out. “If there’s anythin’ down this hall, drinks are on me.”

The hallway led them to a turn. Still
following the blue stripe, Jackson checked around the corner, and
saw nothing but more empty corridor. She tapped Ortega, asking him
to take a look for himself.

“Holy shit,” he muttered, staring at
nothing.

“Got anything to say, cat man?” Jackson
said.

“I’m trying to help you.”

“Thanks. Heard that one before,” Jackson
said, flat and mean. She moved down the hall, approaching another
blind turn. “Now be straight with me. What’s waiting for us at
sector five?”

Nothing in her ears. Jackson checked over her
shoulder, making sure Ortega was hot on her heels. He was, looking
more lost and scared than ever.

Jackson paused at the corner, waiting and
listening. Nothing but the same distant drone of engines up
above.

“Don’t shoot. I warned you.”

Odd. Of all the things he could’ve said,
Jackson would never have guessed it’d be that. She lowered her gun
anyway, just a bit, just to be safe. With one last glance at
Ortega, she rounded the corner.

 


* * *

 


Nadia crept through empty corridors, checking each
corner with the camera on her wrist.

“You can calm down,” Tess said in her ears.
“I have the cameras.”

She panned her feed around anyway: red, blue,
green, orange. Follow the blue. Easy enough. Not even a door to
distract her, nothing but winding halls with colored guides. She
strolled on, trailing the fingers of one hand along the blue
guideline.

“Whoa, uh…” Tess said, static crackling in
the background of her comms. “Hang on. Turn around.”

Nadia froze. “What is it?”

“Wrong way. That’s all.”

“I thought you said follow the blue?” Nadia
said, checking behind her—empty, quiet, still.

“Trust me. You want to turn around,” Tess
said. A small feed lit up in the corner of her HUD, showing a trio
of Domes moving down a hall.

Nadia scoffed. “Only three of them? You want
me to delay for that?”

“Remember the last time you got all
cocky?”

“Oh, please,” Nadia said, climbing up the
wall until she crept along the ceiling. “That was a year ago. The
Sapphire Shadow fears no man.”

“No one would even be calling you that if it
weren’t for me! Will you please listen?”

Frozen again, this time hanging upside down.
“What do you mean by that?”

“I mean will you play it safe? Please?”

“That’s not what I—hold on,” Nadia said.
Voices ahead, low even in the enhanced ears of her mask. She
crawled toward a blind corner, expecting Tess’s rising voice to
berate her ears. All she got was silence. Waiting, pressed flat
against the ceiling, watching below.

A woman stepped around the corner, pistol
held low. Nadia recognized her instantly, even with the ski mask.
The leather bomber jacket gave it away, if nothing else. She barely
registered the second person, barely gave thought to the why or how
or what sense any of this made. Instead Nadia darted forward along
the ceiling and dropped behind her favorite police officer.

Catching the movement, Jackson turned with
her gun ready. Too close, too quick. Fractions of a second for
Nadia to attack before—

“Whoa! Whoa, whoa, hold on!” Ortega said,
jumping between them. “Everybody calm down.”

“Get out of the way!” Jackson said.

“Yes,” Nadia said, crouched, sparks flying
from her gloves. “Please do.”

“Same team!” Ortega said, holding his hands
up. “We’re all on the same side here!”

Of course. Officer David, another of Tess’s
lackeys. Nadia should have known. Although she had thought better
of Jackson, had assumed her very favorite officer was above such
foolishness.

“What is she doing here?” Nadia said, shocked
and abhorred to hear Jackson say the exact same thing at the exact
same time.

“I told you to turn around,” Tess said in her
ears.

“Ah, I see,” Nadia said, ignoring the
officers in front of her. “A new prospect. A valuable new asset, no
doubt. My replacement?”

“Pfft, no!” Tess said. “You’re one of a kind.
You know that.”

“And you thought yourself clever enough to
keep us from running into each other?”

Nadia could practically hear Tess shrug.
“Look, it’s a huge compound.”

Jackson’s face changed, at least what Nadia
could glimpse of it through the mask. Only her eyes and lips,
enough to see her glare soften. The officer lowered her weapon and
pushed her partner to the side slightly less than gently.

“Hey, Blue Shadow,” she said.

Nadia harrumphed. “Sapphire.”

“Whatever,” she said, tapping the side of her
head. “Cat in your ears?”

Nadia narrowed her eyes, knowing Jackson
could see it on her goggles. “Something like that.”

“Hmph.” She turned to Ortega. “You workin’
with this criminal?”

“Privileged to say yes.”

“Don’t flatter yourself. I work alone,” Nadia
said.

“Ha!” Tess squealed in her ears.

“Quiet, you.”

Jackson gave her a long hard glare, seeming
to chew on nothing. Then it was gone, like flipping a switch.
“Alright, miss. I’m willing to hold off on arresting you. For
now.”

Nadia gave her a look of disbelief as she
held out a hand, showing off the secure facility the three of them
had broken into. “Arrest me? Are you quite serious?”

“Okay, well, uh, this isn’t exactly how I
planned this,” Tess said, “but if you three could proceed to sector
five and patch me in, that would be great.”

Ortega’s and Jackson’s ears pricked up, no
doubt receiving a similar instruction.

“Ladies, how about we get a move on?” Ortega
said.

“Yes, let’s…” Nadia started.

“…get this over with,” Jackson finished for
her.

 


* * *

 


Transit was an empty platform, a raised monorail that
ran through the sprawling sectors of the Omniplant. Still not a
single person, no guards, no drones. Nothing.

Nadia glanced around them, picking out small
plastic domes on the ceiling—no doubt housing cameras. No doubt
taken over and looped as they came into view.

“This place is creeping me out,” Ortega said.
“Where is everyone?”

Nadia barely heard him. A display on a wall
caught her eye, a zoomed-out map of the entire facility. Sector
five was directly in the middle of the entire complex. They were
currently in sector nine, a short ride away.

“And what is so special about sector five?”
Nadia asked Tess.

“Hidden research complex buried
underneath.”

“Researching what?” Nadia said.

“I don’t know,” Ortega said, searching along
the edge of the platform. “We’re gonna find out, though.”

Tess offered nothing more. Not surprising.
What was surprising was Ortega popping open a small hatch near the
closed doors of the tram, exposing a bundle of network cable. He
reached into his jacket and pulled out a very familiar device.

“Excuse me,” Nadia said, sliding over and
pushing him out of the way. “I believe this is my job.”

“Man, what did I do to piss the two of you
off?” he said, as Nadia thumbed through the bundle of cables. “I
need one on there. That’s how Cheshire…”

That name, like a needle in her chest. Nadia
glared at the cables, making no joke about the various colors.
“Which one?"

“It doesn’t matter,” Tess said, “Tell him to
calm down. Cheshire and I are sharing the connection anyway.”

Of course. Nadia said nothing, clipping a
splice connector of her own to one of the runs then slamming the
hatch shut. No peppy little snark from Tess about taking over the
network this time. The lights flickered. The edge of the platform
lit up, glass walls showing an empty tram car sliding down the
track, stopping for the doors to open.

“Your chariot, miss,” Tess said.

“This our ride then?” Jackson said, eyeing
the car suspiciously.

“Blue line. Transit to sector five,” Ortega
said, hopping into the car. “Just like the cat said.”

“I don’t like this.” Jackson carefully leaned
into the car and looked around. “Something goes wrong, we’re
trapped.”

As inclined as she was to agree, Nadia made a
show of strutting into the car. “Don’t worry. I shall protect
you.”

Jackson rewarded her with a string of quiet
profanity as she stomped into the car after them. When the doors
closed, the car took off with a lurch along the track. Nadia’s eyes
darted around—there, what must have been a hatch in the ceiling.
Jackson followed her eyes, nodding along and going further, giving
the windows a few strong taps with the barrel of her gun.

“Yeah, we can get out if we need to,” Ortega
said, displaying the cutter on his belt.

“You can’t be serious!” Nadia said. “Did she
give this to you?”

Ortega sputtered, clearly syllables away from
uttering the name “Tess”. “Uh…yeah?”

Nadia stared at the terrible thing. It was
identical to her own, right down to the hand-scratched numbers on
the dial. “Can you hear me?”

Nothing in her ears.

“Answer me!” she yelled, ignoring the
compound rushing by outside.

Their car emerged from a dark tunnel, now
suspended in the rain high above the pavement below. They crossed
the gap between buildings in seconds, diving into an identical dark
tunnel.

“Answer me right this moment, you…” Nadia
roared, on the edge of saying some quite crude things.

Nadia felt a large, strong hand on her
shoulder. “Calm down. Save it for the Domes,” Jackson said
softly.

“You don’t understand,” Nadia said, allowing
the hand to stay on her shoulder. For now.

“You’re right. I don’t. You getting anything
from the cat?” she called out to Ortega.

He shook his head. “Must be some interference
here?”

Walls hugged close to the side of their car.
Perhaps it really was interference.

The walls disappeared. Vast open space
stretched out below, numbered bays full of activity. Each one was a
riot of movement, automated lines churning through simple motions
again and again and again. Directly beneath them, layered trellises
of printers and robotic arms were fabricating everything from forks
to skirts to firearms.

“Whoa,” Jackson said, her hand falling away
from Nadia’s shoulder.

“Yeah, wow,” Ortega said.

Nadia was silent. She had sat through long
reports on this facility, pretended to listen as her mother droned
on about the world’s most efficient production site, about the
benefits of re-shoring and the miracles of automation.

Not a single person in all the motion below
them.

“I mean, I’ve read about it, but…” Ortega
said.

“It’s much different to see it in person,”
Nadia said. “This whole place runs with a crew of less than a
hundred breathing employees.”

As the tram sailed on, the smaller printers
and constructors grew larger, these ones building automobiles.

“Beautiful, isn’t it?” Nadia said, a sad
mockery of her mother’s words.

“What the hell? Is that meat?” Jackson said.
Beneath them, giant pods spewed out sticky pink slime. Spindly
robotic arms spooled it out into stringy lengths, electrifying the
synthetic slop to approximate natural muscle growth.

Dormant, most of it. Dozens of production
lines stood below them, only a fraction of the floor growing food.
The rest of it sat motionless, dark, and still.

“I know, it’s—” Nadia started to say, not
getting to the word revolting.

“You know how many nights I went to bed
hungry outside the walls?” Jackson interrupted. “Two miles, maybe
three, from here. Every kid on my block. And they can’t bother to
crank this up and make more?”

“They could have,” Ortega said. “But they
left you to eat rats instead.”

“We were fed a person once!” Jackson
said, punching a window in front of her.

Nadia shuffled farther away from the officer
at her side. Thankfully something below them stole all their
attention.

Human beings. Finally, for the first time
since they’d entered the Omniplant. Nadia dropped to the floor,
ducking behind the short wall at the base of the windows. Jackson
already had done the same, yanking Ortega down by his sleeve.

Nadia’s wrist camera, poking up at the bottom
of the glass, gave her a view below. Long lines of men and women,
cuffed and hooded, wearing identical orange jumpsuits. A handful of
Domes kept order, one of them shoving a prisoner with the butt of
his gun.

There must have been a hundred of them
easily.

“What the hell?” Ortega said. Both officers
were peeking down as well.

Jackson shrugged. “Slave labor?”

“For what? This place doesn’t need them,”
Ortega said.

Long strings of pink goo flashed in Nadia’s
head. No, that was…that wouldn’t even make sense. Synthetic meat
was easy enough to grow. She knew that.

The walls closed in around them again,
another narrow tunnel.

Jackson was still crouched close to Nadia.
The knuckles on her glove had split open, the skin raw and
bleeding.

“You’re hurt,” Nadia said.

Her favorite officer was shaking her head and
muttering.

“Your knuckles,” Nadia said. “I said you’re
hurt.”

Jackson kept shaking her head. “Would’ve been
me down there.”

“I beg your pardon?”

“Eviction,” Ortega said, nodding at his
partner. “Any pretense to disappear people out to this place. Now
we’re finally gonna find out why.”

Nadia shrank away from them. Jackson—a fine,
upstanding officer of the law—in orange with a bag over her head.
Thrown in with the vagrants. Preposterous. If someone like her was
doomed to arrest, then…Nadia closed her eyes.

RESIST RENT EXTORTION

And

WE ARE HUMAN BEINGS

And

I JUST WANT MY HOME BACK

Of course. Nadia felt that old familiar
nausea, the comfortable pain of self-loathing. She had been wrong.
Again. Wrong about Tess, wrong about her many imitators, wrong
about the vagrants. Wrong about everyone and everything, her whole
life.

Her hand snuck over to Jackson and rested on
one of the officer’s broad shoulders. Nadia opened her mouth to say
something but found nothing there.

Standing up with murder in her eyes, Jackson
shrugged her hand off. “You’re recording all this, right?”

Hopefully whatever interference was keeping
Tess quiet wouldn’t harm her video feed. “Why do you ask?” Nadia
said.

“This is United States soil,” Jackson said.
“That one little shot of the prisoners here should be enough to
light a fire under this place.”

“That’s optimistic,” Ortega said.

“I was going to say naïve,” Nadia added.

“Are you recording or not?” Jackson said.

Before Nadia could answer, the train slammed
to a halt. Still dark walls all around them. The doors didn’t
budge.

“Uh…everyone’s ears still dead?” Ortega
said.

The floor shook, falling out from under them.
Nadia braced herself, hands and feet firmly in place, but it was
only the tram car acting as an elevator, plunging them straight
into darkness.

“Deep underground,” Jackson said. “Right.
Okay.”

A few moments later, the tram stopped, and
the doors opened to a well-lit platform. It might as well have been
the same one they’d left, save for the colored lines on the wall.
This platform showed different titles on the same colored strips—AP
LAB WING ONE, AP LAB WING TWO, PROCESSING… Nadia’s eyes were drawn
to the single word on the last line.

VAULT.

“Clear.” Jackson was using the doorframe for
cover, sweeping the barrel of her gun across the platform.

“Comms check?” Tess’s voice buzzed to life in
her ears. “Testing. Check, check…”

“Loud and clear,” Nadia said. She gave
Jackson a sharp look. The officer tapped her ear and shook her
head. Ortega did the same.

Of course.

“There you are!” Tess said.

“Indeed, here I am. And where are you?” Nadia
said.

“Uh…? Out by the car? Sitting tight and
waiting for you to connect me in the lab area?”

Liar. Nadia could find it in her voice now,
more and more. It only took practice. Ortega was already connecting
a transmitter, popping open another small hatch next to the map
display.

“Did anyone ask you to do that?” Nadia
said.

“No?” Ortega said, only pausing for a moment.
“That’s why we’re here, though.”

“Yeah, this guy knows the score,” Tess said.
“Aaaaaaand, we’re in, thank you very much. Wow, yeah…half this
place is shut down, and they’re funneling all the extra power down
here. This is definitely it. Sit tight and I’ll have you guys out
of there in a few minutes.”

Nadia had no intention of doing any such
thing. “I assume you two have been told to stand by here?”

“Nothing,” Ortega said.

“Yeah, the cat man has gone quiet,” Jackson
added.

Interesting, indeed. “Good. Would you
terribly mind following me?”

Nadia took a few steps down the corridor,
making for the nearest AP lab. Waiting for Tess’s protests at any
moment.

None came.

“What is this place?” Jackson said.

“I don’t know, but the voice in my ears is a
little anarcho-capitalist whore with an Auktoris Global Funds
tattoo hidden on her inner thigh,” Nadia lied.

Both her companions stopped short. “What?”
Ortega said.

Still nothing in her ears. So Tess really
wasn’t listening. “Follow me! Quickly!”

She rushed down the hall, Jackson calling
after her and poor Ortega lagging behind. Dark windows with secured
doors flew past, each with a numbered AP CHAMBER sign on the wall.
One of them would be active. One of them had to be active.

“Slow down!” Jackson yelled behind her.

Lights. The door was closed, but lights shone
through the windows. Nadia slid to a stop, grabbing her cutter and
making a precise snip through the door jamb. It took a bit of
forcing, but eventually she shouldered through the heavy metal door
and into a small, cramped room.

And stopped.

Two masked techs in cleansuits stood staring
at her. A man in orange was strapped to a chair between them.

The top of his head was missing. No…the top
of his skull, gray matter exposed and riddled with needles and
cables. His face was shrouded with a sterile cloth.

“I told you to slow down, you stupid little…”
Jackson yelled, bursting through the door. She froze too, her mouth
agape. Then Ortega crashed into her back.

One of the techs came to their senses, diving
for a button on the wall nearby.

“Ah-ah!” Jackson raised her gun. “Hands up,
nice and easy. That’s a good girl,” she said, advancing on the
pair. A man and a woman, definitely, red jumpsuits with that same
atrocious swooping capital “A.”

“It’s you!” the male tech said, pointing to
Nadia. “It’s her!” he said, turning to his partner.

“Yes, charmed, I’m sure. This is an active AP
chamber, correct?” Nadia said.

“How do you know that?” the female tech
asked, cringing as Jackson shoved them both into a corner.

“Face the wall. On your knees, both of
you!”

“Is he…dead?” Ortega said, staring at the
sawed-open skull.

“For all intents and purposes, yes,” the
female tech said.

Jackson felt for the prisoner’s pulse on one
of his wrists, her eyes and gun still on the techs. “Weak, but his
blood’s pumpin’.”

“It doesn’t matter,” the female tech said.
“The scanning process is still catastrophic.”

Nadia only now noticed a doorway leading
deeper. She leaned in, enough to see a wall full of cubby holes
sealed with clear covers and hooded people in orange lying within
them.

She flicked through to thermal vision. About
half the bodies were cold.

“What is this?” Ortega said, still staring at
the exposed brain matter. “What the hell is this?”

Nadia’s eyes followed a bundle of black
cables from the chair to the wall, ending at a rack full of
computers with a custom port holding a glittering, shining memory
drive.

“It’s an AP chamber,” Jackson said, grim and
flat “Keep it together.”

“What the fuck is an AP chamber?”

“Apotheosis,” the female tech said. “A little
joke, heh.”

Jackson’s eyes slowly went wide, then grew
huge after she’d heard the word apotheosis. “Who is he?” She
nodded toward the chair.

“Test subject,” the woman said.

“He’s a prisoner!” the male tech said, trying
to get up but whining as Jackson shoved him back down. “They made
me sign an NDA!”

“Shut up!” his coworker said.

“I’m so glad you guys are here,” he said.
“This place is a fucking nightmare. I knew they’d kill me if I
talked, but you guys are gonna do something, right?”

“Watch them,” Jackson told Ortega as she
pulled him to the corner.

“Brain! Exposed brain!” Ortega yelled, still
staring at the chair. “Is anyone else seeing this?”

Nadia couldn’t blame him. She felt numb,
stuck, waves of nauseous fury boiling in her gut with every moment
she stared.

Still, she couldn’t look away.

Jackson slapped the back of her partner’s
head. “Snap out of it! Watch them!” she yelled, moving toward Nadia
and…ignoring her. Instead she fussed at a display next to the
computer rack.

Nadia stared. This was what it would look
like. In her nightmares, her father was always lying on a bed,
strapped down with giant clamps around the ragged hole where the
top of his skull had been. Nothing like the neat, even cut in this
man’s skull.

She snapped herself out of it, shaking her
eyes away from the half corpse strapped to the chair. “Listen, both
of you,” she told Jackson and Ortega. “This is our chance. We can
speak freely in here.”

They both ignored her: Ortega holding a gun
on the techs, Jackson standing still at the display.

“We’re shielded from wireless transmission.
No one can hear us!” Nadia said.

Windows looked out into the hallway. Anyone
who walked by would have a full view of the whole sad tableau. Time
was short. Nadia stepped closer to Jackson, meaning to poke her
into listening. Instead the display caught her eye.

Jackson had typed in a search. Subject:
Carroll, Charles. Status: Scanned. Euthanized. Scanned.
Disposed.

“No one can hear us, you say?” Jackson said.
She turned with clenched fists, leaving her gun on the counter.
Nadia saw it coming, knew the moment she heard Jackson’s voice what
was about to happen.

Too slow. Jackson’s fist slammed into her
gut, throwing Nadia against the wall. She crumpled to the floor,
all thought ripped out along with her breath.

“That was for Carroll!” Jackson said.

“Who?” Nadia choked out between retching
coughs.

Jackson growled and started to charge,
catching herself before shredding Nadia to pieces.

“Whoa, what?” Ortega said, torn between
intervening and keeping an eye on their prisoners. “Stop! Stop
it!”

Jackson took a deep breath, her lips running
through a quick ten count. “That was for Carroll,” she said again.
“Sorry, I…lost my cool for a second. You didn’t do it. Sorry.”

Nadia struggled to stand up, leaning against
the wall for help. “Yes, well…” Another choking cough cut through
her throat. “I suppose I may have…deserved that…all the same.”

Jackson helped her to her feet. “You’re sure
the cat can’t hear us right now?”

“I’m sorry. For your friend. Whoever he was,”
Nadia said, getting only a grunt in reply. “And yes, I’m
certain.”

“Good. No more acting nice for the cameras.”
Jackson glanced at Ortega to make sure he was listening. “You two
are getting played. I don’t trust this cat.”

“Then you and I are in agreement,” Nadia
said.

That seemed to take Jackson by surprise. “I
thought you two were close?”

“Yes, well…” Nadia said, still hugging her
arms close to her gut to keep from doubling over. “…we may be
taking a break, as it were.”

“Hang on,” Ortega said. “What are you talking
about?”

“We’ve been lied to. All three of us,” Nadia
said.

“Don’t move!” Ortega yelled, kicking both the
techs farther into the corner. He hovered closer toward Nadia,
giving the operating chair a wide berth. “Who’s lying?”

“You know who I mean,” Nadia said, giving the
techs a careful glance. “Cheshire. Her. All of it.”

“I heard the cat is here,” Jackson said.

Nadia nodded. “I think that’s right. May I
use that terminal?”

“Be my guest.” Jackson gave Ortega an even
more careful glance. “If you know something, now’s the time.”

“What? Me?” he said, giving the exposed brain
another too-long stare. “What are you guys talking about?”

“All right, yeah,” Jackson said. “Good
enough. Hey, you two?” She dragged the male tech to his feet.
“That’s enough listening.”

Ortega followed her lead, dragging the female
tech into the back room as well. Nadia was alone with the
brain-dead man now, as she poked at glowing buttons on the
translucent display. One of the techs had left it open under their
profile, hopefully with enough permissions to see what she
needed.

Security. Cameras. All sectors.

Access denied.

“Ugh,” Nadia huffed, poking her head into the
back room. “Computer help?”

Jackson tapped Ortega’s shoulder. “You’re
up.”

He shrugged and joined Nadia, not looking the
least bit happy to be back in the same room as the brain
tissue.

“I need cameras,” Nadia said.

“You need Cheshire. I’m not a hacker.”

“Your partner seems to think you can
help.”

He waved his hand at the display. “No
wireless,” he said, pulling a small chip from his jacket and
looking for a port. He lowered his voice. “You really think she’s
fucking with us?”

“Unfortunately, yes.”

When he connected his drive, windows of
gibberish scripts lit up on the display. “I don’t even know
anymore. Cheshire lied to us on the way in. He’s never lied to me
before.”

“Not that you knew of.”

His shoulders sank.

“I know the feeling,” Nadia said.

“Open access,” Ortega said, but there was no
victory in it. He stepped back from the display, only for Nadia to
push him forward again.

“Perimeter entrances. Please.”

“Uh…okay?” He pulled up a set of feeds. Each
showed a still guard booth, no motion of interest. One or all of
them probably were set to loop, of course.

“Pull recent history. Local archive,” Nadia
asked. With any luck, Tess hadn’t scrubbed it yet. Frames blurred
past.

“Whoa!” Ortega stopped one of the feeds and
pulled up a clip from earlier, when they’d ridden the tram. A car
pulled up to the guard booth, riddled with bullet holes and limping
along on one blown-out tire.

A lone Dome stepped out to stop them. No
alarm went off. No backup arrived. A man got out of the car, large
and black and Brutus for sure, empty-handed. He occupied the Dome’s
attention completely while Tess slipped out the other side of the
car and dashed up to him.

Something long and slender swung through the
air, a flash of light. The Dome fell, two halves of a man. Tess and
Brutus hopped back in and peeled the car out through the opening
gate.

Of course. “Vault entrance,” Nadia said, sure
of what she would see.

Ortega didn’t move. Nadia gave him a gentle
prod, nudging his arm up to the display.

“Right, yeah,” he said, dazed. “Vault. Here.
Let’s see…oh. Oh, shit!”

Mere minutes ago. A large lobby. A thick set
of double doors opening for Tess. Brutus and Aleksa posted with
guns outside, watching her back.

“She said…” Ortega muttered. “She said they
weren’t coming inside.”

“To answer your earlier question,” Nadia
said, “yes, I do believe that Tess is, in fact, lying to us.”

Jackson emerged from the back room and
slammed the door shut behind her. “There. Bound and gagged and
locked in with the bodies. What did I miss?”

“A proposition for you, Officers?” Nadia
said.

Jackson let out a little huff. “That’s cute.
Hit me.”

“Help me,” Nadia said, “and I will give you
Cheshire.”

The two officers shot silent looks back and
forth. Nadia held a hand out to Jackson.

“Yeah, I mean,” Jackson said, holding her
hand out but then pulling it away. “I’d shake your hand, but I’m
half sure you’d zap me.”

“Just a little jolt. Only enough to tickle,”
Nadia said, waving her fingers playfully.

“I’m in,” Ortega said. “I’ve got questions
for the cat. Let’s bust this thing open.”

“Good,” Nadia said. “Follow me.”

 


* * *

 


None of them had a direct comms link to Brutus. Or
Aleksa.

The two of them were waiting in front of the
vault, guns ready. No masks. What was the point really? Tess would
scrub all the cameras.

Ortega approached first, waving with empty
hands as he hustled down the corridor. It was the safest play,
Nadia figured. Brutus and Aleksa were most familiar with Ortega.
She came after, with Jackson watching the rear.

“Oi, there. Is that…?” Brutus said, starting
to raise his shotgun but not getting anywhere near pointing it at
them. His arms were covered in bandages. “Didn’t think you three
were coming down here.”

“Things got crazy up there. Didn’t she tell
you?” Ortega said.

Aleksa eyed them, holding that same machine
pistol Tess had sprayed out the car window. “Do we need to
leave?”

“Not yet,” Nadia said, strolling right past
them, as if she owned the place. “She’s inside, isn’t she?”

“Hold up.” Brutus blocked her way. “She told
us not to let anyone else in.”

“Are you serious?” Nadia said. “Ask her
then.”

Jackson drew in close behind Nadia, sizing
Brutus up. “Big guy, ain’t you?”

She shot a quick glance back. Ortega, his
hand on his gun, was hovering near Aleksa. Exactly as planned.
Aleksa was distracted, watching the new prospect. Perfect.

“Ask her?” Brutus said, his mouth moving
wordlessly a few times after. “She can’t…”

“Hear us?” Nadia said. “Lovely.
Now.”

She slapped her hands to Brutus’s shotgun and
held it stuck while Jackson slipped behind him and hammered him to
his knees in a headlock. Ortega’s shouts of “Hands up! Hands up!”
rang out behind her.

Nadia plucked the gun from Brutus’s hands and
threw a look at Aleksa. Also on her knees, raising her gun for
Ortega to claim. Done. Disarmed. Ortega was holding her at
gunpoint. Nadia let out a long breath—that was where she’d thought
it might all go wrong: Aleksa making a move against them.

Instead she now had Brutus and Aleksa at her
mercy. Nadia hefted Brutus’s ugly gun and tossed it to Jackson.

“Pour vous.”

“Too kind,” Jackson said, holding the muzzle
to the back of Brutus’s head.

“Why?” Brutus said. “What is this?”

“You are making a mistake. We trusted you!”
Aleksa said.

Nadia let out a light sigh. “I’m doing you
both a favor. Won’t you all be dears and wait out here,
please?”

All according to plan. She stepped past them,
toward a set of double doors left open, leading into darkness
beyond.

They didn’t look like vault doors. Metal,
yes. Large, yes. But hardly thick. Nadia had broken into much more
foreboding places. She paused before moving in.

“Ah, one thing,” she said, tapping Jackson.
“Please don’t kill them? I rather like both of them.”

“No promises,” Jackson said, jabbing the back
of Brutus’s skull with the shotgun. She gave Nadia a quick wink
through her ski mask.

Good enough.

The vault waited.

 



Chapter Twenty: The Vault




Darkness. Soft white light glowing ahead. Maybe a
tinge of blue.

Nadia took slow, silent steps. She knew what
the light was before she laid eyes on a single one of them. Like
gems. Small, bright memory drives. Hundreds of them, thousands
perhaps, lined up in racks filling every wall, stretching on down a
cavernous hallway.

The vault. A little joke then.

Dread filled her chest. This place was a
tomb, not a vault. Every one of these drives holding a person’s
mind trapped inside. Nadia had taken pains to ignore her mother’s
plans, had fled the Structure for a new life so as to not be
involved. She had run away.

And it had led her here. A giant leap in
medical science, fueled by murder. A fitting tribute to her
mother’s vision. All that was missing was a few exotic potted
ferns.

Nadia wasn’t alone. She crept closer, the
blue glow of her eyes blending into the light all around her. Chin
up. Back straight. Show no weakness.

Tess. Her darling Tess, ratty hoodie and all,
dressed up in that damnably ugly army coat. Tess stood at one of
the shelves, next to a small cart with an open case on top. Her
prosthetic hand drifted over the rows of drives, fingers tapping at
thin air. One of the drives caught her interest. She plucked it
from the wall and gently set it into her case.

“And you scoffed at me for stealing jewels?”
Nadia said.

Tess yelped, sending a small pile of glowing
drives skittering off her cart onto the floor. It took her a few
blinking moments to collect herself, making a point of barely
looking at Nadia as she kept scanning through the drives.

“What are you doing here?” Tess said.

“I could ask you the same thing,” Nadia said.
“Cheshire.”

Tess paused, only for a moment, a small
malicious smile teasing at the corners of her lips.

“Have you always been him?” Nadia said. “Or
did you merely commandeer the name?”

“Oh, I created Cheshire,” Tess said, plucking
another drive from the wall. “He’s been a very useful
identity.”

“Useful for lying to everyone.”

“You’re partially to blame, you know. You’re
the one who inspired me to get my hands dirty. It was just psy-ops
and hacking until you came along.”

“How gracious of you. I suppose you
think…”

She tripped on her words as Tess selected
another mind for pilfering.

“Stop doing that!” Nadia screamed. “Look at
me!”

Tess paused, halfway to stashing the drive
away. Finally, painfully, she turned to face Nadia, those beautiful
purple eyes clear of any display for once.

“Those are people!” Nadia said, pointing to
the drive. She held her hands up at the walls all around them.
“These are all people!”

“Well, multiple copies actually,” Tess said,
without a trace of horror. “Scanned before and after death, during
various procedures…you know, a good spread per subject. Gotta hand
it to your mom—she’s very thorough.”

Nadia fought back a number of vulgar words.
“You can’t steal these. This is wrong.”

Tess raised a finger, looking like she was
having a hard time hearing. “Hold on a sec. Since when do you care
about what’s right or wrong?”

That one stung. She winced through it. “This
is an atrocity. These should all be destroyed,” Nadia said, hardly
believing the rage in her voice. “These people were killed.”

“And you’re saying their deaths should be for
nothing?” Tess said, seeming to relish the confused blinking in
Nadia’s goggles. “You have no clue what this research is worth.
It’s priceless.”

“I’m sure you’ll find some anonymous
buyers.”

“I’m not talking about money!” Tess said,
finally standing up for herself. Finally sounding upset. “This
could change everything! Do you want everyone to have a chance at
living forever, or do you only want people like your mom to have
it? Because that’s what will happen! The rich and powerful will
cheat death, and everyone else will keep suffering like we’ve
always been!”

“Then let’s destroy it,” Nadia said, palms
open, gesturing around her. “All of it. This whole wretched
place.”

“Someone is going to do this. One way or
another, it’s going to happen.”

“I don’t care. I won’t stand by and let this
happen. Not like this.”

“You’re not wrong that the methods here have
been horrible,” Tess said, softening for a fleeting moment. “But we
can still use the results for good. Besides, what are you going to
do, smash them all by hand? You’re talking nonsense.”

She was. Nadia felt weightless, lost, wanting
nothing more than to drop to her knees and give up. What could she
do? These people were dead, gone, living on only in cruel mockery.
Just like her city, just like her father, just like the one
friendship she thought she’d had in the whole world.

There was nothing left.

“You…” Nadia choked, surprised at the
cracking sob in her breath. “You were using me. This whole
time.”

“You were using me to get back at your mom,”
Tess said, not flinching in the slightest.

“Why?”

“Well…I mean, you ended up being so much
better at all this than I ever imagined. And no one’s noticed even
a little bit of what I’ve really been up to when they’ve had you to
look at.”

Nadia sniffed loudly. “I suppose that’s quite
clever.”

“I have my moments.” Slowly, gingerly, Tess
reached for another drive on the wall.

“Stop,” Nadia said.

“This is what I came here to do,” Tess said,
grabbing the drive and shoving it into her case. “We don’t have all
night.”

“Not one more!”

Tess looked her dead on, enhanced eyes
meeting custom goggles. Not breaking her gaze for an instant, she
reached up again.

Nadia took a step closer. “I said—”

Tess pulled something from behind the cart: a
short stocky blade with a squared-off tip. Much like the one she’d
shattered against the dummy’s head. It hummed to life with a
high-pitched whine, the edge vibrating and glowing bright red, then
quickly shifting through orange, yellow, blue, and stopping at an
intense, blinding white.

After all this. After everything. Nadia
fought hard against the lump in her throat as a yawning dark hole
opened in her chest. Tess couldn’t. She wouldn’t.

“Look, I don’t want to hurt you,” Tess said,
holding the blade between them. “But you are not stopping
me.”

At her sides, Nadia held out her hands, both
crackling with lightning. She said one word, low and mean and
daring Tess to do it already.

“Likewise.”

There was nothing near the same malice on
Tess’s face. She took nervous, shuffling steps back, holding the
blade out in front of her to shield herself.

She looked afraid. Terrified.

Good.

“Stay back!” Tess said. “I mean it!” She
gripped the blade in her prosthetic hand, waves of heat distorting
the air around the edge of the weapon.

“Or what?” Nadia yanked off her mask and let
it hang at the back of her neck. Cool air stung her damp face, her
stinging eyes blinking in the sudden darkness. “Go on. Look me in
the eye and cut me down!”

“What? No!” Tess yelped. “Stay back!”

Nadia stepped forward.

“Last warning!” Tess said, her eyes now lit
up with an overlay.

Nadia stepped a few measures to the side,
circling her. “What are you watching?”

Tess matched her steps—not nearly as
gracefully, though. “Clips of you. I’ve been watching you fight for
a year. There’s nothing you can do that I haven’t seen before.”

“Stop stalling.” Nadia darted forward with
her right hand chambered to strike.

Tess shuffled back, her blade swinging faster
than Nadia could even see. It swiped through the air several times,
leaving trails of light. Her footwork was less impressive; she
stumbled into the cart, spilling the contents of her case all over
the floor.

“So cool,” Nadia said, hanging back
out of the blade’s reach. “Such a badass,” she added,
enunciating the words as sarcastically as possible.

“Says the stuck-up spoiled rich bitch!” Tess
shuffled forward with a few blurred slashes.

Nadia dodged back, sliding well away from
each attack. “Glad to finally hear what you really think.”

“Ugh, no, look…” Tess said, adjusting her
glasses with her free hand. “Sorry. I don’t—”

That wouldn’t do. Nadia lunged forward,
reaching for Tess’s human arm.

“Aah!” Tess yelped, jerking back and
countering with a strike, an overhead swing coming down right at
Nadia’s shoulder but stopping inches from her suit.

Nadia didn’t move, didn’t dodge. She felt the
heat from the blade. Tess froze, stuck, staring wide-eyed at her
own weapon.

“Come on!” Nadia said, jabbing Tess in the
ribs. “You can’t even fight honestly! Stop pretending!”

“Why are you like this?” Tess said, shoving
her away with an open left hand. “I don’t want to hurt you!”

“Then you can watch me smash every one of
these!” Nadia reached behind her and swiped a few dozen drives off
a rack. Gorgeous little lights clattering across the floor.

She stomped on the nearest one, feeling it
crack beneath her boot.

“Don’t!” Tess screamed, lunging forward with
her blade held out straight. Again, Nadia didn’t bother to dodge.
The side of the blade grazed her suit, just below her ribs.

She felt nothing, heard no sizzling slice.
All the same, she jerked and yelped in pretended pain, clapping her
hands to her side.

“Oh, fuck!” Tess lowered her blade and crept
closer, her guard down. “Are you okay?”

Nadia turned and, in one solid, strong
motion, punched her fist deep into Tess’s gut. A pained, shocked
“Oof!” burst out of Tess as she flew back, coughing and dropping to
one knee.

“Did you have a clip of that one?”

“Fuck…” Tess growled, rising to her feet and
raising her weapon. “Yooouuuaaaaaa-aaah!” She charged, blade ready,
all fear replaced with rage.

“That’s more like it!” Nadia dodged and
dodged again, watching the blade slice through one of the racks of
drives, sparks and shards flying everywhere. Tess attacked with
blind, furious slices, side to side, her prosthetic arm moving at
inhuman speed.

The blade rose over her head. Tess’s midriff
was exposed; on her belt, Nadia spotted a small, familiar
device.

Of course.

Nadia hadn’t had anything like a plan. Not
until that moment. She sidestepped Tess’s slash, staying in close
and grabbing Tess’s sword arm, right where the prosthetic was
attached, and braced herself against the follow-up strike.

All she needed was an instant.

She didn’t get one. Tess’s elbow bent
backward, the blade swiping at her before Nadia could react—a hiss,
followed by a whiff of smoke in her nostrils as the skin on her
suit’s arm burned in a shallow cut.

Nadia jumped away, barely avoiding a whirling
flurry of cuts as Tess’s prosthetic arm spun in impossible arcs,
tangling and tearing the sleeve of her coat.

“Superior range of motion!” Tess said,
ripping off the tattered pieces of the sleeve on her right arm with
her free hand. She advanced again, faster and meaner and surer on
her feet now, her blade burning through the air. “You’ve never
understood.”

“Understood what?” Nadia said, struggling to
dodge.

“You put on all this fancy synthetic muscle.”
Tess cut off Nadia’s sidestep and left a sizzling, glowing arc in
the floor. “And you take it off when you feel like going back to
being little Miss Pretty Priss.”

Nadia was swiftly being cornered, backed up
against the wall.

“I live with this!” Tess yelled, cutting more
curves in the floor, herding Nadia back. “Every! Day!”

Nadia’s heel struck solid wall. Trapped. It
didn’t even occur to her to climb away. Tess dashed forward, one
mighty downward strike coming to end all of this.

Finally.

Instinct more than anything else threw
Nadia’s arms up in front of her, her forearms crossed. She cringed,
her eyes closed, as a small whimpering Tess, please nearly
crawled from her lips.

Something solid struck her arms. No sizzling
cut. No whiff of burning flesh.

Nadia opened her eyes.

Tess’s arms were braced against Nadia’s, the
blade still high in the air. A low, burning crackle came from the
edge, inches from her face.

Their eyes met, empty wonder on both sides.
Tess easily could have angled forward and struck her, could have
ended her at any moment.

But she didn’t. She couldn’t. Or she
wouldn’t.

Either way, this was Nadia’s chance.

She darted forward, shoving the blade to the
side and planting a quick, gentle kiss on Tess’s shocked lips.
Ignoring the sputtering gasp that followed, she slid around and
behind Tess before leaping away, her hand fast and precise.

“What…what?” Tess said, turning to face her
with nothing like malice.

Misdirection. The most crucial part, as any
seasoned pickpocket knew. Nadia held up the device she’d grabbed
from Tess’s belt and pulled an identical device from hers. “Now,”
she said, holding one in each hand, crude shells of cases no bigger
than her palms. “What was it you said about these
reacting?”

A deeply satisfying look of surprise. Tess
felt at her waist, her jaw working soundlessly. Her blade went
dark, clattering to the floor as she held up her hands. “Whoa! Be
careful with those!”

“I wonder what would happen if I activated
them at the same time, hmm?” Nadia said, waving them about
carelessly.

“Don’t!” Tess screamed. “You’ll kill us
both!”

“I imagine it would be detrimental to the
contents of this vault?”

Tess stared at her, even more terrified than
before. “You’re insane.”

“Perhaps.” Nadia turned and stared at the
rows and rows of scanned brains. How many then? Even if what Tess
had said about multiple copies was true…

She’d only taken her eyes off of Tess for a
moment. Nadia heard a clattering scrape, the snap of a case being
shut. Tess was sprinting for the door, blade in one hand and a case
full of drives in the other.

Nadia smiled. No matter. She had intended to
give Tess a head start anyway.

 


* * *

 


Minutes had passed.

Jackson was still pointing a shotgun at the
skull of the sap kneeling in front of her. No one had said a thing
since the Sapphire Shadow had vanished into the darkness of the
vault.

Long minutes.

“Where’d you get this thing anyway?” she
said, nudging Brutus with the gun. It was a heavy pump-action, old
school, the kind she loved when she was a feral little slum
kid.

Brutus didn’t move, but the blonde kneeling a
few feet away gave Jackson a simmering, lethal look.

Jackson grinned. “I think I like this gun. I
might have to borrow it for a bit.”

“Fine with me, ma’am,” Brutus said, holding
his open hands out in deference.

“And by borrow, I do mean keep.”

“Yes, that is clear,” Aleksa said, rolling
her eyes.

“You two can relax, you know,” Jackson said,
despite the gun she was holding. “I’m not here for either of
you.”

“We want Cheshire,” Ortega said.

“You know we don’t know where he is, or even
who he—” Aleksa said.

“Run!”

They all turned to the scream. A girl—not the
Shadow—tearing ass out of the vault. Jackson just about did a spit
take; she knew the face, but she couldn’t place how right away.

“Is that a sword?” Ortega said.

Tess zipped past them and kept going,
screaming the whole way. “Run! Run away! Run, run, run,
run!”

Brutus and Aleksa scrambled to their feet and
bolted, following Tess down a side hallway.

“Hey!” Jackson said, not following them yet.
“Hey, hang on. Freeze!”

A wall of sound came crashing out of the
darkness of the vault—tears of angry, popping lightning. Jackson
and Ortega hovered near the door, peering in at flashes of blinding
light.

“Think she’s still in there?” Ortega
said.

Louder and louder, building on itself,
whining, jagged pops and a strong breath of wind sucking in toward
the vault.

“I’m going in,” Jackson said. The Sapphire
Shadow wasn’t going to walk away that easily. “If I’m not back in
one minute—”

A silhouette against the crackling flashes in
the vault dashed toward them. A black outline in the shape of a
small woman, stumbling and struggling to get her mask on.

“Run!” she screamed. Jackson only caught the
barest glimpse of her mouth before the blue-eyed mask was back in
place.

Ortega was already moving, sprinting toward
the tram. Jackson waited, making sure the girl cleared the vault
doors before turning and running, pounding away as fast as her
boots could carry her.

“What happened?” Jackson shouted, straining
to be heard over the building roar behind them.

“A reaction!” the Sapphire Shadow said,
overtaking Jackson and still gaining speed.

“What the hell—”

Does that mean, Jackson tried to say.
A deafening wave crackled through her, blasting ringing white noise
into her ears as her limbs went stiff. She crashed down to the
floor, where she slid and blanked to darkness as every light in the
ceiling popped.

 


* * *

 


Red.

Nadia blinked, curled up in a ball on the
floor and shaking. Something blared in her ears, fuzzy and far
away.

She could still move, if slowly. Her limbs
were heavy, weighted down and swinging through thick mud. It might
have been five seconds or five minutes, as she forced herself up to
her knees.

Ringing, stinging in her skull. Her teeth
ached. She was fairly certain her eyes were open, but all she could
see was a dull red. Something in her mask popped and hummed, the
dull red in front of her eyes lighting up to a dull black.

Booting.

Lines of code scrolled past her eyes, too
fast to read. Long lines of dots, sequences of hex numbers, calmly
spooling out as she realized the blaring in her ears was an alarm,
piercing through the air.

Finally her vision activated, fuzzy and
flickering. Red emergency lights bathed the corridor around her,
pulsing and casting shifting shadows. She turned around and leaned
on her right hand, immediately regretting it for the vicious pins
and needles that screamed to life in her fingers.

Ortega lay curled up on his side, clutching
his head and screaming. Jackson was nearby, deadweight on the
floor, her limbs convulsing. Nadia tried to rise to her feet but
managed only to crawl on her knees.

No strength in her suit. Lengths of code
still cycled through her vision, systems ticking on one by one.

She made it over to the two officers and
grabbed each of them by the collar. Like dragging bags of cement.
Any other day she could’ve dragged them easily, even as big as
Jackson was. Now every inch was a war, a brutal slog of attrition,
the knees of her suit scraping along the floor.

Tingling against her skin. Hair standing on
end. The suit was coming alive, bit by bit. Still not enough. Nadia
strained and grunted, getting on her feet but still failing to move
very far.

“Come on!” she yelled. Her hearing crackled
and adjusted, lowering the alarm and enhancing what had to be
distant boots and shouts. No time. “Get up!”

They’d barely moved. No time.

“I’m sorry!” she said, letting go of Ortega’s
collar and throwing all her weight into dragging Jackson down the
hall. Jackson’s body shook less and less; her hands still clutched
Brutus’s shotgun, dragging it along the floor. How much did that
damned thing weigh?

Nadia pulled her around a corner, out of
sight of the vault. Meaning to go back for Ortega, she turned but
immediately stopped, pressed up against the wall.

Her wrist camera wasn’t working yet. Peeking
with only one eye, she watched as a platoon of black-armored Domes
moved in, covering one another with compact submachine guns.

“Visual!” one of them yelled. In moments,
they’d pounced on Ortega and pulled him to his knees. A second
later, he was unmasked, hands cuffed behind his back.

“Tram still down,” one of them said.

“Contact in aux shaft, second squad—”

“Backup! Move!”

Tess!

Did Brutus and Aleksa have implants? Were
they at least in fighting shape right now? Aghast, Nadia watched a
frightening number of Domes stomp off down a side hallway, leaving
a spare handful with their prisoner.

Something grasped at her arm. Nadia jumped,
making a silent yelp as she turned to see Jackson fight her way up
off the floor.

“Ortega…” Jackson moaned. “Ortega?”

“I’m sorry,” Nadia said.

Jackson dragged herself up and ducked low to
peek around the corner as well. “You left him!”

“You’re welcome.”

The blaring alarm died, though the red lights
still pulsed. A large display on the wall lit up, cracked with
static. An old blond woman in a severe white suit appeared, barely
paying attention to the camera.

“I’m sorry.” Nadine’s voice in the
background, unmistakable. “Severe depreciation this quarter. The
civil disturbances have been shaking investor confidence with…”

Nadia’s mother, still not looking at the
camera, held up a hand. “Report. Now.”

The Domes snapped to attention, one of them
stepping closer to the display. “Uh, yes, ma’am, we’ve already
apprehended one of the suspects and are—”

“Damage to the sector-five lab?”

The Dome looked around. “Actively being
assessed.”

“And the vault?”

Even through the expressionless glass of his
helmet, Nadia could see his panic. Her mother finally turned her
gaze to the video display at her side, her eyes piercing right to a
kneeling Ortega. “Identity?”

The Dome waved a hand past Ortega’s head.
“Ortega, David L., city police.”

“Hmph.” Nadia’s mother sneered. “Good
riddance then.”

Ortega blinked, dazed and bleeding from the
nose and ears. “El pueblo…unido…”

“Kill him,” she said, her attention already
gone from the scene.

The Dome raised his gun to Ortega’s temple.
Jackson struggled to her feet, and Nadia threw out her arms. She
held Jackson back and hissed, “No, no, no!” in a hushed gasp.

“Wait!” Nadia’s mother said.

Everyone stopped moving, hovering on the word
of the woman on the screen. Nadia watched in disbelief—mercy was
not in her mother’s vocabulary. Or so she had thought.

“In the neck,” her mother said. Still not
looking. “Preserve the brain for scanning.”

“Jamás será—” Ortega said, cut off as the
Dome shot a burst of needle bullets through his throat. He slumped
to the floor, jerking and kicking.

“No!” Jackson screamed, pushing Nadia out of
the way and leaning out with her shotgun ready. The first blast of
buckshot knocked Ortega’s killer over, his helmet shattered to
pieces. Jackson racked the gun and fired, again and again,
screaming, “Fuckers, all of you! Fuckers!” as she emptied the
weapon.

Nadia shot to her feet, limbs alive and awake
again, her body shaking in her suit. Her fault. Her fault, all of
this. No, she reminded herself, there was only one person
responsible for all of this.

Jackson slammed the last shell out, then
pulled a pistol from her belt and fired that until it was empty
too. She ducked back behind the corner, dropping the pistol with a
low growl of disgust.

“Weak-ass plastic bullets,” she said.

“Come on!” Nadia pulled her by the arm.
“Let’s go!”

“Wait,” Jackson said, posted at the corner.
She held the empty shotgun up by its muzzle, the butt high like a
club. Boot steps drew closer, along with frantic shouts to cover
and move and move now.

A Dome rounded the corner, catching the butt
of Jackson’s shotgun directly in the throat. He wobbled on his feet
as she ripped his gun out of his hands, then shoved him aside to
get a clear shot on his backup. Her jacket whipped around with the
force of bullets slamming into her chest, none of which stopped her
in the least as she shot down the second Dome.

The first Dome was still standing, coughing
and reaching for a sidearm. Nadia slapped a palm to his arm,
feeling her glove crackle and…fizzle out.

“Ugh!” she growled, planting her other glove
right on the face of his helmet. That worked, sending the man
shrieking to the floor. She turned to Jackson. “Are you hurt?”

“No,” Jackson said, silver goop leaking from
several holes in her armor vest. She bent down to the man Nadia had
shocked, ripped a stun grenade off his belt, and tossed it down the
hall toward the rest of them. “All right, let’s move!”

“What about Ort—”

“He’s gone!” Jackson yelled, taking off down
the hall.

Nadia followed, the blast of the grenade
sending her off. Together they ran down winding corridors flooded
with red pulsing light, alarms once again blaring in their
ears.

What about Tess what about Tess what about
Tess?

Nadia tried not to think about it as they
retraced their steps here; maps lit up in her HUD again, showing
the way out of this maze. They turned a corner as their pursuers
rounded the previous corner, bullets cracking into the walls behind
them.

The AP labs sailed by, cold bodies strapped
to chairs under the emergency lights. Up ahead, the tram platform
waited. Not empty—three Domes were climbing out of a maintenance
access to the side, looking almost as surprised as Nadia was to see
them.

“Cover!” Jackson yelled, launching herself
aside and cutting two of them down with her gun. Nadia dashed up
the wall, crawled along the ceiling, and dived right at the third
Dome. With both hands lit up on his chest, she pounced him to the
ground.

Tests complete, her goggles told her.
All systems nominal.

“I should say so,” Nadia said. As she peered
into the access shaft, she spotted a ladder and sweeping
flashlights from above.

“Tram?” Jackson said.

“Tram,” Nadia agreed, sizing up the dark
closed glass doors. Even with her suit helping again, she wasn’t
sure she could break them.

“Stand back,” Jackson told her. Her gun made
short work of the doors, spitting the rest of its ammo out until
they were a sagging layer of laminate holding thousands of tiny
dull glass chunks.

That Nadia could break. She kicked the
panels until they detached, falling to flopping pieces around her.
Thankfully the hatch was still there. Nadia stuck her hands to the
ceiling, swung her legs up, kicked it open, and slid through with
lithe grace.

Jackson lagged behind, pilfering a magazine
off the body of a Dome and slapping it into her stolen gun. Nadia
waited, crouched over the hatch, holding out a hand, which she was
stunned to see Jackson actually take. She pulled the officer up,
lifting her weight easily now.

They both looked up. A long, dark climb
stared back at them. Jackson took a ladder on the side of the
shaft, scoffing as Nadia climbed up the sheer wall right next to
her.

“Show-off,” she said.

It hurt, almost exactly the tone Tess always
used. Nadia swallowed hard and put that little stab of pain away
for later. “Ortega,” she said, “Are you sure he…?”

“I put one in his head,” Jackson said,
looking away as she climbed. “Figured it was a mercy. It’ll keep
those bastards from scanning him, at least.”

Nadia paused during her climbing. She, of all
people, could appreciate that sentiment. “I’m sorry.”

“Not the first time,” Jackson said.

“If it makes you feel any better, I think
your friend Carroll was in that vault.”

“How’s that supposed to make me feel
better?”

“I believe I’ve put him to rest as well.”

Jackson nodded—not smiling but seemingly
pleased with this, in a dark sort of way. As they continued, the
top of the shaft drew nearer: a solid, closed metal ceiling.

“That was Cheshire, wasn’t it?” Jackson said.
“Running out of the vault?”

Nadia said nothing, the light of her eyes
narrowing in the darkness around them. Jackson grunted as she shook
her head.

Static crackled in Nadia’s ears.

“Hello?” Tess’s voice. “Comms check? Check,
check…”

“I’m here!” Nadia said, startling
Jackson.

“Oh! Hey! Neat. Are you alive?”

“For now.”

“Heh, same. Hang on. I’m having a hell of a
time now that all these alerts are on.”

The ladder ended for Jackson; Nadia had
reached the ceiling. Nowhere else to go. Well and truly
trapped.

“Uh…” Jackson said, twisting around to get a
look at the shaft around them. “You see any buttons or anything? An
emergency release?”

“No.” Nadia switched through various
light-amplified vision modes. Nothing but smooth metal and grooves
for the tram to lower on. “This might be a problem.”

“Hang on,” Tess said. “I’m getting a fix on
you…Oh, wow. You’re pretty trapped, huh? That sucks.”

Nadia felt that gaping darkness in her chest
again as she clung to the side of the shaft. There was a nasty edge
in Tess’s voice—she could swear it—taking delight in her certain
doom.

Or not. The ceiling above them opened at the
middle, creaking to either side until she and Jackson were clear to
climb out into more dark tram tunnels.

“There you go,” Tess said.

Nadia’s eyes went wide as she vaulted over
the edge and crouched next to the tram rail. A short way down the
line, red lights shone through a set of glass doors that slid open
as she watched.

“What…why?” Nadia said.

“Hey, we’re still on the same side. At the
end of the day. Right?” Tess said.

Several fairly foolish things fought in
Nadia’s mouth to be said all at once.

I’m so glad you’re okay.

I want to see you.

I’m so, so sorry.

“You…we…sorry…I…” came out instead, her chin
fighting to smash her words into mush.

“I know. Me too,” Tess said. “Can we talk
later? I—” Static cut her off. Screams and gunshots and the
high-pitched whine of a blade.

“Tess?” Nadia yelled. “Tess?” Comms
discipline was the last thing on her mind. All she heard back was
shrieking and Tess yelling, “Take that, corporate pig!”

Jackson yanked her onward. “Come on!”

They ran for the doors, Nadia babbling into
her mic all the while. “Come in! Talk to me now!”

“I’m good!” Tess said, short of breath.
“Sorry. These guys are getting real aggro over here. We’re good…
Oh, yeah, thanks for asking about all three of us.”

Nadia only momentarily felt like the terrible
person she was. “We lost Ortega.”

“I know. Keep moving! Don’t worry about us.
We’re almost to the car.”

Nadia and Jackson climbed up through the
doors onto an upper tram platform. One entire wall was glass, floor
to ceiling, looking down on a tangled mess of gigantic assembly
lines. Still and quiet, every line dormant now because of the
intrusion. It was breathtaking—Nadia heard her mother’s voice in
her head, Nadine dutifully parroting it back. Millions of dollars
lost for every moment the Omniplant was silent.

“Watch out!” Jackson shouted, shoving her to
the floor. The report of bullets slapped Nadia’s eardrums inward,
shock waves coursing through her chest as the glass walls flew out
of their frames. These weapons were a whole different animal from
the other guns, much more vicious and brutal.

Nadia crawled to the nearest wall. Her wrist
peeked around the corner: an Auktoris heavy trooper was stomping
down the hall at them, out in the open—thick white armor plates
with a blank plated helmet. Jackson lit him up from across the
hall, but he didn’t flinch, the bullets not even marking his armor.
He swung his huge rifle over as it spiked rounds through the walls
all around them.

Nadia had meant to save this. It had a
destiny, in her mind. But perhaps this was more fitting. She
reached for the slim bag on her back and yanked Jackson’s revolver
out of her secret pocket.

“Hey!” She waved at Jackson, both of them
crouching as shattered pieces of wall flew around them.
“Catch!”

Catch, she did. The gun landed in her hand
like a glove, meant to be. Jackson stared at it for one awestruck
second, the only time she wasted before leaning out and placing a
thunderstorm of a shot in the trooper’s chest—louder even than the
rifle, the loudest thing Nadia had ever heard.

The trooper went down, knocked to the floor
with a spray of red in the air.

“Hell, yeah!” Jackson crowed. “What else you
have hidden in that bag?”

More troopers down the hall opened fire
before she could respond. The wall Nadia was hiding behind fell to
pieces, shards of metal tearing into her suit. She rolled and dove;
scrambled away from the bullet holes chasing her, blindly fleeing
until she felt nothing under her hands. Open air greeted her as she
tipped over the edge of what had been glass walls and plummeted
down.

“Oof!” Nadia crashed onto a catwalk a dozen
feet down, clanging loudly on the grated metal floor. She barely
had time to get to her feet before voices made her look up: a squad
of Domes above the tram platform, descending on riplines.

One landed next to her, raising his gun and
yelling at her to surrender. Nadia slapped his weapon to the side
and slammed an open palm into his chest, sending his limp body
swinging away from the catwalk on his ripline. Another fired as he
landed, zipping bullets over her shoulder as she ducked and weaved.
She punched the button on his harness, sending him screaming back
up into the air.

Something hit her in the chest…twice, three
times. Nadia wavered on her feet, stumbling back and crying out as
she clutched at the fresh holes in her suit. When she looked up,
the barrels of several guns were pointed at her.

The platform lurched under her feet. Three
Domes fired, all three shots going wide as the catwalk shook and
bent. One of the assembly arms from the floor below had reached up
to claw at the supports.

“Close one!” Tess said in her ears. The arm
ripped a support out entirely, the Dome nearest to the edge losing
his balance and falling over the side with a single yelp of
surprise as he frantically fumbled with his ripline.

Nadia crouched low, sticking her hands and
feet to the floor as the catwalk shook beneath her. Too many left,
even though they were fighting for balance. The robot arm darted up
and grabbed a Dome around the waist, dragging her down off the
leaning catwalk as she screamed and beat at the claw with the butt
of her gun.

The rest of the Domes rushed at Nadia. She
tried to climb up, gasping as a bullet tore a shallow hole in her
sleeve. She crashed back down to the catwalk just in time to take a
shock prod to the face, throwing loops through her head as she
lashed back blindly.

Crackling strikes bit into her gut and head.
Her vision swimming, Nadia kicked a leg out from under the Dome,
then shoved another one back and saw him keep going as the platform
shook again, metal squealing as it fell farther and threatened to
dump them all off. The nearest one anchored his ripline to the wall
and cracked Nadia on the head with his club.

Bright flashes popped in her eyes. Nadia
shook it off—there was something left. One last thing she had to do
before all of this was over. A scream fought out of her chest as
she caught the Dome’s next blow on her elbow. She wrapped her arms
around his shoulders, trapping them, and launched a knee up over
and over into his gut, groin, legs, anything she could catch.

The robot arm sailed by again, still holding
a Dome shrieking for help, and knocked another right off the
slanted platform in front of her. The man in her arms went limp,
falling and hanging from his ripline, but instantly replaced by an
even bigger faceless Dome. He grabbed Nadia by the throat, pushed
her up against the wall, and squeezed.

Even through her suit, he could choke her.
Nadia pounded his arm, grabbed the front of his helmet and surged
thousands of volts into him…to no effect. He squeezed harder,
slamming her head into the wall until dark circles closed in around
her vision, the sharp smell of burning hair filling her nostrils as
her hands kept shocking him.

Then his head exploded.

Nadia gasped for breath, spots of red
staining the display in her mask. The Dome went limp, his hands
falling away with his body as he plummeted to the assembly line
below. Blood trailed from the ragged hole that had been most of his
helmet.

She looked up, now hanging from the wall
below the tram platform. Jackson was standing at the edge, holding
one of the heavy trooper rifles, smoke wisping from the barrel.

“You all right?” Jackson said, holding one
hand out.

Nadia took it, pulled up so hard and fast
that she flew a foot over the ledge, collapsing onto her knees as
she landed.

“Whoa,” Tess said in her ears. “Jackson took
out a heavy response team.”

Nadia gazed around the platform, at a half
dozen ruined bodies wearing thick white armor. “Oh, and I was
just…” She coughed, tasting hot coppery blood in her mouth.
“…twiddling my thumbs down there?”

Tess ignored the remark. “You guys should be
clear to the perimeter if you keep moving.”

Jackson grabbed Nadia’s arm. “You good?”

“Good enough,” she said, struggling to her
feet.

 


* * *

 


The rain had let up a bit. Calmed down to a cool,
dark drizzle.

Behind Nadia and Jackson, in the distance,
sirens and searchlights buzzed from the Omniplant. Not safe yet.
Nadia stared, hanging from the wall of a sagging building, nanohook
pads holding fast on slick crumbling brick. A hive of activity, a
throng of drones and hovering choppers combing every inch of the
facility.

Jackson climbed up past her, grunting and
struggling for handholds. The handle of that huge revolver stuck
out of her belt, catching Nadia’s eye.

She needed that back. Somehow.

Nadia hovered nearby, ready with a helping
hand if Jackson slipped. It didn’t happen, both of them rolling
over the edge of the roof a few minutes later. Nadia meant to
stride confidently out onto the roof, steps away from being free
and clear. Instead she wavered and drifted, sinking down until she
was squatting with her arms wrapped tightly around her chest.

Everything hurt. Aches in her joints and
sharp pain. So many bruises, biting every time she moved. It all
woke up at once, her entire body shaking.

“Yeah,” Jackson said, standing up straight
but working kinks out of her own trembling arms. “I know. Just
breathe. Keep breathing. You’re doing fine.”

She tried, forcing long stabbing breaths.
Garbled screams in her head—how many were dead now because of her?
Ortega directly, yes, but if she hadn’t…if she’d…if Tess…

Cheshire. She felt the urge to vomit
but fought it down with wracking coughs.

“Breathe,” Jackson said, “in through the
nose. Out through the mouth. Nice and easy.”

Nadia blinked, hard. They weren’t done yet.
She wasn’t done yet. “You must think…” she began, clearing her dry
throat. “You must think I’m weak. I’m sure this is all nothing to
someone like you.”

Jackson shook her head as she pulled her damp
ski mask off. Her hair was a mess, darker circles under her
exhausted eyes clear even on her lovely dark skin. Her jacket and
armored vest went too, tattered with bullet holes, leaving her
wearing a sweat-soaked black T-shirt.

“I didn’t mean to…” Nadia said, unsure of
what would come out if she kept talking. “I didn’t want to hurt
anyone.”

Jackson shook her head. “Yeah, I know what
you mean.”

“It must be easy for you by now,” Nadia said.
Ruined bodies in white armor, bloodstains on the walls all around
them. “Pulling the trigger, I mean.”

Jackson shrugged. “Not really.”

“What?” Nadia winced as her eyes snapped up.
“This doesn’t get better?”

“No. I’d be worried if it did.”

Nadia couldn’t wrap her head around that. It
didn’t matter, though. She stood up carefully, testing her feet
again. She had to. There wasn’t much left to do; this would all be
over soon. A few more hours—that was all she needed out of this
frail, spent body.

Jackson yanked tarps off a pair of bikes
Nadia hadn’t noticed—police models, white and blue and shining
bright.

“Thank you,” Nadia said, wandering over to
one of the bikes. “For everything.”

“What?” Jackson said. “Where do you think
you’re going?”

“Home.” Nadia stared out toward the distant
walls of the city. The Structure loomed over it all, a dark
monolith against the angry orange glow of the clouds.

Jackson followed her luminescent blue eyes,
scowling and shaking her head. “No, no. You’re coming with me.”

“Not possible, I’m afraid. Sorry if that
sounds ungrateful, but—”

Jackson shoved her forward. A split second
later, she was bent over one of the bikes, her arms yanked behind
her back.

“You don’t understand,” Jackson said. “You’re
coming with me.”

“What are you doing?”

A cuff closed shut over one of her wrists.
“You’ve been recording everything. A witness. With evidence. You’re
coming with me, and we’re gonna tear this whole thing wide
open.”

“Have you lost your mind?” Nadia said,
struggling, squirming her free arm away from the cuffs.

“Sapphire Shadow,” Jackson said, shoving her
again and grasping at her arm, “you are under arrest.”

She couldn’t. Not after all that. Nadia’s
teeth clenched, that sharp bite in her head opening into a
screaming, raging, fanged maw. Not Jackson. Not her too. Not after
all of this.

“Hold still!” Jackson yelled. “Don’t make
this harder than it needs to be!”

She could. And she would.

“I’m so sorry, Officer…” Nadia said. The
physical countermeasures on her wrists activated, the spikes
snapping open and bending the closed cuff.

“Ow! What?” Jackson jerked back, startled
just enough.

“…but I have plans tonight!” Nadia yelled,
turning and slamming an electrified palm into Jackson’s chest. The
officer stumbled backward, limbs limp and face slack as she
crumbled to the rooftop.

Nadia huffed at her, heart pounding, cuffs
dangling from one wrist. How dare she? How dare she?

Jackson didn’t move. Not even a twitch.

Naive fool. A witness? Nadia scoffed. If
Jackson had hauled her into custody, they both would have been
killed, silenced, made to disappear before anything like justice
could be served.

Jackson still didn’t move.

Nadia stared. Usually by now her victims were
moaning and rolling around. “Jackson…?”

Jackson’s body jerked, her back arching with
a sickening inhalation. Nadia yelped and jumped back, bumping into
the bike.

“Jackson?” she yelled, rushing up the
officer. Blank eyes, no breathing out; another gulping, wheezing
gasp in. Nadia felt Jackson’s neck, berated herself for feeling
nothing, ripped her glove off, then checked for a pulse again.

Still nothing.

“Tess!” Nadia said. “Tess, I need help!”

Static crackled, followed by a most welcome
voice. “What’s up? You…holy shit, you killed Jackson!”

“Don’t say that! What should I do?”

“Uhh…” Tess mumbled. “Uhhhhhh?”

Nadia took off her other glove and placed her
palms over Jackson’s chest. She centered her weight and pushed down
with quick, strong strokes.

“Okay, yeah, here we go,” Tess said, “Step
one: check the scene for danger.”

“Not helping!”

“Right, skipping ahead,” Tess said, cursing
under her breath as she read. “Continue chest compressions on the
victim until—”

“Don’t call her that!”

Jackson’s arms shot up, together, stiff and
bumping into her. Nadia screamed and backed away, watching the
officer’s arms slowly rise until they were over her head, knuckles
grazing the rooftop.

“What is she doing?” Nadia said.

“It’s a reflex response. Corpses do
that.”

“Stop using terrible words!”

“Continue compressions until help arrives.
Attach a defibrillator, if available, and follow the commands on
the display.”

“Still not helping!” Nadia said. “I don’t
have a…”

Nadia froze, staring at her hands. She pulled
her gloves back on and tore Jackson’s shirt and bra open without
another word.

“Uh, what?” Tess said.

“Where do I put my hands?”

“What? Oh. Ohhhhhhh. That’s not going to
work.”

“Tess!”

“Okay, okay…there are sensors on each of your
wrists. Pull one out.”

Nadia did so, yanking out a small clear pad
that trailed thin wires from her sleeve. She pressed it to
Jackson’s chest.

“All right, hang on… Yup, got it. Ventricular
fibrillation, good.”

“Tess!”

“Hands here and…here.”

Two spots lit up on her HUD. Nadia placed one
glove above Jackson’s right breast, the other on her left ribs.

“Wait…wait…now!”

The lights in Nadia’s goggles flickered.
Jackson’s body jerked then went still again.

“Okay, okay, try again,” Tess said. “Wait for
it…”

Nadia remained silent, trying to remember to
breathe.

“Now!”

Jackson’s chest jerked up again, her eyes
shooting wide open. A great, gulping gasp tore out of her throat,
sending Nadia fleeing back with another scream.

“Holy shit! I can’t believe that worked!”
Tess said.

Jackson rolled side to side, gasping and
coughing, blinking furiously as she heaved for breath.

“That’s it!” Nadia said, hovering nearby, not
quite touching her. “That’s it. Breathe. You’re doing fine.”

She looked around, dazed, like a lost sick
dog. Finally realizing the state of her clothes, Jackson held one
arm over her breasts, glaring at nothing.

“I know,” Nadia said. “Sorry, I’d be furious
if someone ruined my outfit like that too.”

“You…” Jackson said, unable to get more out.
She coughed again, her chest shuddering with each spasm.

“Yes, me,” Nadia said, creeping closer.
Jackson tried to raise a hand at her but was too weak to do
anything. Nadia helped herself to the cuff key from her pants
pocket.

She unlocked the single cuff on her wrist and
untangled it from the spikes—bent now, retracting, not entirely
flush with the skin of her suit. This irked her, of course, but
there was nothing to be done.

Not so for the firearm situation. Again Nadia
helped herself, snatching the revolver from Jackson’s belt.

“Apologies,” she said, tucking it back into
her bag. “I need to borrow this unfortunately.” She turned to throw
another look at the Structure, which loomed in the distance.

“Like I said, I have plans tonight.”

 



Chapter Twenty-One: Performative
Charity




It was ugly, really. Hideous. Flashy and gauche and
much too ostentatious.

The Structure was lit up, the one and only
time of year this happened. Dazzling displays of color blinked up
and down its length, piercing rays of light sweeping out and up and
down.

The annual Charity Ball was in full swing,
and the whole city knew it.

Nadia stared at her face in the small mirror
that rested in her palm. Her pale skin was bruised and marred, an
ugly cut wandering through her upper lip. Her sure, sharp blue eyes
were surrounded by sunken hollows, and one of her brows was split
open, still leaking blood.

Her right hand shook. She clenched it into a
trembling fist and glowered at it, counting silent, screaming
numbers in her head. Deep breath. When she opened her fist, her
hand was still.

Hard to apply first-aid gel—not to mention
makeup—with an unsteady hand. She slapped some foundation over her
bruises, displeased with the work but knowing she didn’t have much
time. It didn’t have to be perfect, for once. Just enough to get
her in the door, just enough to pass the barest of scrutiny.

Close enough. She hiked the collar of her
coat up, appearing to be wearing a rather tasteless black
turtleneck underneath. Her boots concealed her suit from the knees
down.

It was a weak disguise. But her face would
get her far enough. And her name. Her cursed name, a boon she
could’ve coasted on her entire life if she’d lacked the dignity to
truly make something of herself.

Her name would do her this one last favor,
grant her one last privilege. She clicked the mirror shut and
dropped it, letting it clatter on the rooftop beneath her feet. Not
the moldering roof of the sagging building where she’d left
Jackson. No, this was the top of an office building in the very
shadow of the Structure, a private little nook nestled between
neglected rows of solar panels.

Nadia reached over to a police hoverbike with
“Ortega, David L.” plastered on the side. On the seat rested
Officer Jackson’s cherished revolver. The cylinder swung open
smoothly and easily, the empty shells popping out with one firm
slap of the ejector rod.

A burst of static crackled in her ears. “Are
you there?” Tess said.

Nadia fished six spare rounds out of her bag.
She slipped them into their waiting chambers slowly, running her
gloved fingers over each shiny brass case.

“I can see you made it back inside the
walls,” Tess said. “I don’t have your visual feed, though. Are you
okay?”

Fully loaded. The revolver tucked safe and
snug in her bag. Nadia stared up at the Structure—she knew there
were automated turrets mounted outside the top levels. Anyone or
anything foolish enough to fly near the top would be shot to
pieces, blown out of the sky without a moment of human
hesitation.

“Comms check?” Tess said. “Come on. Check,
check…”

Nadia mounted the bike, kicked it to life,
and revved the engine, the landing skids lifting off the roof while
swirling eddies of light drizzle blew around her. High above her,
helipads stuck out of the mid-levels of the Structure. Busily
accepting late guests to the festivities.

That was where she would begin.

 


* * *

 


Every motion was agony.

Nothing new there. Jackson had felt like this
before, wounded and half dead, pushed to the edge after fighting
for days and going on fighting all the same. Her breath hitched in
her lungs, a sharp ache in every beat of her heart. Like a fist
squeezing tight in her chest.

She slammed her locker door shut one last
time. Her access still worked at the station—strange but not all
that surprising. Police operations in the city were officially
ending tomorrow, after all.

She had peeled off her clothes, soaked with
clammy sweat. Fully suited up now, back in her old tactical blues.
No rig, though. The rack in the armory was empty, either
confiscated already or stolen or who knew.

Would’ve been a pain in the ass anyway,
getting one refitted and calibrated. It would take too much time.
The loads on her weapons looked good. Pistol on her belt, shotgun
slung over her shoulder, heavy with armor-piercing slugs.

Her badge stared up at her from the locker
room bench. A simple, shiny shield with a proud eagle spreading its
wings atop the crest. It even said it, right there under her
number, “To Protect and Serve.”

She picked up the badge and gave it a long,
thoughtful look as she ran her thumb over the etched words. She had
seen those words on signs at many a protest, heard them shouted at
her over and over again. Who do you protect? Who do you serve?

Only a piece of metal. It meant nothing
really. All the same, she frowned and nodded to herself as she
pinned the badge to her armor vest.

The door slammed open. Footsteps, multiple
people. They crowded into the locker room, a motley collection of
wary people in civilian clothes.

A half dozen. All that was left. The last of
the city police.

“Jackson?” one of them said, slightly out of
breath. “You all right? What’s the big emergency?”

“I don’t know if I can help…” another said,
clearly drunk, the smell of it wafting all around him, “but I still
came!”

They had heeded her call. Maybe not the most
elite crew, but they had heeded the call all the same. They would
have to do.

Wedge was among them, at least. She hovered
at the back, bouncing on her feet to see over the others before
getting annoyed and pushing through. “Where’s your old partner?”
she said. “Everyone else made it.”

“Ortega’s dead,” Jackson said without
preamble. “Murdered.”

She waited a moment, letting a few gasps and
muttered epithets have their space.

“Look, I know this is our last night as
cops,” she said. “I know this job is nearly over. I know I don’t
have any right to ask anything of any of you, and I understand if
you tell me to fuck off.”

“Fuck that! Let’s get the bastard!” an
officer yelled.

“Christ…yeah, we’re with you, Jackson,” said
another.

“You know who did it?” Wedge said.

“Yup, I was there.” Jackson took a deep
breath, wondering how to break the good news. No sense being coy
about it. “Evelyn Ashpool.”

Silence. Stunned stares. And then…

“Wait. Isn’t that…?”

“Are you fucking insane?”

“Maybe I am,” Jackson said, “but I intend to
arrest the head of Auktoris Global Funds.”

“What? Like…walk into her office and cuff
her? And then walk out?”

Jackson leveled a long, solid stare back at
the group. “That’s about it, yeah.”

“That’s insane. You are insane.”

A snorting chuckle snuck out of Jackson—a
sad, head-shaking laugh. Ortega would’ve told her she was nuts. Or
would he have? She’d been wrong about him, after all. All an act.
Just an act, while he secretly was plotting, fighting, making moves
against his eventual killer. The most powerful woman in the
city.

“Are you telling me she’s above the law?”
Jackson said.

“Yes!” several of them shouted at once.

“Wait. So like…” the drunk man slurred,
“you’re telling me the head of AGF herself killed Ortega?”

“No, she didn’t pull the trigger, but she—”
Jackson started to say, meaning to end with “gave the order.”
Several officers drowned her out.

“I’m out,” someone said. “I’m out before the
Domes show up here. Get your head looked at, Jackson.”

Footsteps stomped back out. Jackson threw a
few protests, but within seconds the room was empty.

Except for Wedge.

“You saw it happen?” she said.

“I killed the triggerman.”

Wedge nodded a few times. Without a word, she
opened her locker and stripped off her civilian clothes with a
quick, routine efficiency.

“You don’t have to do this,” Jackson said
softly. “I’m not gonna lie. There’s a good chance—”

“Save it,” Wedge said. She slapped the Tac
Team Bravo tattoo on her shoulder. “I’m with you, Captain. No
matter what.”

She’d heard those words before, from people
who had trusted her. All dead now. She tried not to think about
that.

“Andy getting us in?”

“That’s the idea,” Jackson said. “Get in. Do
it. Get out before things get too hairy.”

“I like it,” Wedge said. “Beats trying that
same plan at the bar anyway.”

 


* * *

 


Crowds of people far below her. Uninvited guests.

Nadia gave them a long stare as she coasted
in for a landing. Hard to tell from here, but the fact that they
were outside the base of the Structure, held back by a picket line
of guards, spoke volumes. Plumes of smoke rose here and there from
the masses—all of whom were angry, roiling, threatening to boil
over any second.

She could see the reason for their anger.
Every other building in the city was lit up again, taken over by
Cheshire, this time playing an endless looping stream of video
clips. Hooded bodies in orange, grainy security feeds of
involuntary surgeries, performed by faceless doctors wearing
Auktoris red.

The cat’s face appeared again, with angry
slanted eyebrows this time.

 


WILL YOU BE NEXT?

 


The Structure was surrounded. Nadia stared
out over the endless throngs. Every person left living in the city
must have been there.

Invisible to all the people who supposedly
mattered. Long lines of choppers hovered in slow circles, waiting
their turn at a chance to land. Nadia cut in front, clicking the
siren in a few short bursts.

She landed hard, skidding across the blinking
surface of the pad. Another bike swooped in to land behind her—not
a police model, its two riders jumping off and waving their arms.
Their chests were decorated in a defaced mockery of the Auktoris
scarlet “A,” dripping blood from its legs. Several Domes rushed and
tackled them before a single syllable escaped their mouths.

The long line of distinguished guests
filtering inside ignored the commotion—groups of ladies in
glittering dresses and gentlemen in slick, tailored suits. Normally
there would be reporters in slightly less impressive gowns,
breathlessly observing, with their flittering flocks of drones
snapping pictures of who was attending with whom, who was wearing
what.

Not this year.

Still plenty of Auktoris drones, though. One
swept in close to Nadia’s face, clicking and scanning as she strode
past the line. She glared at it, her hands crammed deep in the
pockets of her hated white trench coat as her heels clicked along,
daring it to say something.

It flew away without so much as a blink. The
guards kept their respectful distance, plenty busy dragging the two
protesters away, faces bagged and hands cuffed. No one even
bothered her about the abandoned police hoverbike. It wasn’t the
first time she’d arrived on a stolen bike, leaving it for the Domes
to clean up after her.

Nadia had never entered the Charity Ball like
this. She and her sister were supposed to descend from the upper
levels, heralded by great fanfare. Instead she stepped inside
alone, blinking as glittering lights swallowed her up.

Her eyes adjusted to see a great fountain
first, surrounded by sycophants and lackeys chatting over drinks.
Automated servers on silent wheels whirred through the crowd with
trays of refreshments. Dazzling, all of it, an endless mass of
healthy skin and clean white smiles and people dripping money
through every minute movement of their bodies, every breath leaving
their chests.

Peasants, compared to her. Nadia had never
mingled with the lowborn crowds back when she attended. The party
stretched on, the hosts no doubt about to begin the night’s true
festivities from deeper inside. If anyone recognized her, they
didn’t bother her as she slipped between empty conversations, her
gloved hands bunched up tightly in her pockets.

She couldn’t linger. Surely the Domes had
scanned her face. Someone would come for her: grim-faced guards in
suits, politely but sternly informing her that Nadia’s presence was
requested in the main hall.

As if her mother even attended anymore. She
surely was observing from her board room atop the Structure, sealed
in and preparing to address the crowd through a screen.

A particularly dense group of people blocked
her way, laughing about…

“Unbelievable, those criminals outside. Did
you see the size of the crowds when you flew in?”

“Absurd. All of it. I read they’ve been
bussing people in from the slums, paying them off to stir up
trouble.”

Nadia paused and waited, biting back on the
urge to say what a preposterous idea that was. Shoving through
would only draw more attention. Instead she stood in place, one of
her boots tapping as the nervous ball in her gut drew tighter every
second.

Another drone hovered closer, peering over
her shoulder. There were still plenty in the air all about her, but
she felt this one staring, the hairs on the back of her neck
prickling. She tried to ignore it, tried keeping her eyes pointedly
glaring at the oafish man in a sharp blue suit blocking her
path.

Move, will you!

Unable to help herself, she cast a mean look
at the drone. Different than most of the ones above her head, it
was a tiny thing, darting about like a hummingbird. A very familiar
hummingbird.

Dronicus?

“Are you ghosting me?” a voice said at her
side. Not in her ears. “That’s too bad. I thought we were really
connecting.”

Nadia turned to see a version of Tess that
made her mouth hang open for a long, stunned second. It wasn’t just
that she’d never seen Tess wear a dress before—this was a slim and
elegant black cocktail dress, glittering all down its tasteful
length. A white shawl lay draped over her right shoulder,
gracefully concealing the joint of her prosthetic arm. Makeup, of
all things, applied with a gentle and deft hand. Auburn hair pulled
back in a simple yet elegant chignon.

She was even wearing heels. Kitten heels, but
still.

And on her neck, a stolen necklace. A simple,
elegant silver thing, with diamonds so small and clear they were
pinpricks of light running down the chain.

“I know, I know,” Tess said, their elbows
only barely not touching. “I clean up nice, and yes, you did tell
me so.”

“How did you…? How are you here?” Nadia said,
although it was one of only a hundred questions fighting to be
asked.

“What kind of party would this be if they
hadn’t invited Janet Pavlov?”

Nadia narrowed her eyes, trying to figure out
why the name sounded familiar. “Is that even a real person?”

“Not even remotely. Ooh, crab cake!” Tess
said, plucking a doughy ball off one of the robot waiters. She
popped it into her mouth and grimaced immediately. “Ugh, tastes
like hyper-capitalist excess.”

Nadia forced herself to move, working her way
in a different direction. She was unsurprised to see Tess tag along
at her side. “Don’t follow me.”

“Why not?”

Some nearby yelling caught their attention, a
man in a suit tearing his jacket open to reveal a projector on his
chest. Another defaced mockery of the Auktoris logo hovered in the
air above him, the trailing legs of the letter “A” bleeding down
into dripping crimson.

“Let them drown with cake!” he screamed. “No
blood for—”

Tackled, held down by grim men in severe
suits. As if they’d appeared from nowhere, melted right out of the
crowd.

“Amateurs,” Tess said, shaking her head and
adjusting her glasses. “Brave but dumb. I’m impressed that he made
it up here, though.”

“You expect me to believe this wasn’t some
facet of your plan?”

“Trust me. My plan was to be miles away from
here tonight,” Tess said. Still following. “You’re the only reason
I’m here.”

“How disappointing. I don’t believe a word of
it.”

“Hey, I don’t have to tell people to fight
back!” Tess said, flinching and lowering her voice. “The people of
this city have been pushed too far. You can’t expect them to sit at
home and do nothing while the elite watch them drown—literally
drown—from up high.”

Elite. Quite a word indeed. Nadia tried not
to scoff too loudly as she made her way closer to the edge of the
banquet hall. There were side passages everywhere up here, full of
dark corners one could change in.

“And for the record, I don’t believe a word
of your bullshit either,” Tess said. “I know what you’re
doing.”

Nadia stopped, turned, and jabbed a finger
into Tess’s chest. “You pushed people. You instigated. You
tricked people into rioting and fighting and…” she trailed off. Her
own crimes at this point were too many to list.

Tess gave her a long, knowing look. “All I’ve
done is help people do what they wanted to do anyway.” Her white
shawl had the red Auktoris logo spiraling down its length,
perfectly matching Nadia’s sleeve. A small part of it on her
shoulder flickered and shimmered, a toothy cat face appearing and
winking for a moment.

“Cute,” Nadia said. “But unfortunately I
really must insist that you—”

Large displays in the air above them blinked
to life. All guests’ eyes were drawn up, surrounded by a feed of
the main hall and its dais of honored guests and hosts.

A blond copy of Nadia smiled at the camera,
resplendent in a white gown trimmed in Auktoris scarlet. “Ladies
and gentlemen,” she said, beaming ever so professionally, “due to
your immense generosity, we will be randomly selecting more than a
dozen lucky individuals for rent assistance. It will be my pleasure
to announce the recipients of your charitable efforts tonight!”

Applause broke out. Unable to help herself,
Nadia sneered at everyone around her.

“So eager to pat themselves on the back,”
Tess said, “for doing so little.”

There was no sign of her mother in
attendance, of course. Nadia’s eyes burned; her jaw clenched until
it ached. It was a long climb to the top of the Structure from
here.

She stepped away. Tess’s hand caught her
sleeve. Her left hand, her human hand.

“Don’t do this,” she said.

“I’m afraid that isn’t an option.”

Tess sighed, long and loud. “At least let me
help,”

“I don’t need your help.” Nadia tore her arm
away.

“You do if you’re going to get up there
without getting killed.” Her purple eyes, still flickering, darted
toward the summit of the Structure above them. For once, the
flickering didn’t bother Nadia—bright glints in Tess’s pupils,
brilliant little shining pinpricks of light.

They were beautiful. She was
beautiful, achingly so, always had been. Finally Nadia found
herself able to think the word, too much of a coward before to let
it be true.

Too late. It hurt to look now. She turned to
leave.

“Please?” Tess said. “I know you think you
need to do this. I understand.”

Nadia let out a huff.

“I’m…sorry,” Tess said. “About
everything.”

“I know,” Nadia answered, without so much as
turning around. She walked away, face low, pretending there wasn’t
an awful aching pain in her chest that made her eyes water.

 


* * *

 


Jackson landed hard, clicking her siren a few times.
There wasn’t much space left around the choppers that were ferrying
in guests—along with a cluster of Domes gathered around some kind
of commotion, taking up what should have been a landing pad.

Geared up in her Tac Team uniform, minus the
rig, Wedge hopped off the back of the bike. Two women in blue, the
only ones among a sea of faceless black Auktoris guards.

One of them approached, taller and broader
than his coworkers. “You goddamned city cops think you can just
park wherever you want?”

“Hi, Vicks!” Wedge said. “You traitor!”

“Hi, Wedge,” he said. “I missed you too.”

“Thanks. And sorry to ask you to do this,”
Jackson said.

“Sorry about your partner,” he said back.
“But, uh…I gotta say, you’ve got me kind of worried.”

Jackson slipped a hand onto his shoulder,
sneaking it up to cradle the side of his neck. She wished badly
that she could see his face.

“You’re gonna make me lose my job here,” he
said.

“Would that be so bad?”

He looked away, shuffling uncomfortably under
her hand.

“I’ve got a plan,” she said, leaning in close
and resting her forehead against his blank helmet. “Do you trust
me?”

He covered her hand with his, his stance
growing firm again. “With my life.”

“Then let’s make a difference.”

“Yeah…okay,” he said, turning to lead them
inside. “Let’s go.”

Jackson nodded and followed, hurrying across
the helipads sticking out halfway up the Structure, toward the
bright, glittering entrance to the festivities.

“Stay close behind me,” Vicks said. “We’re
gonna cut through here, then right to the side, staying out of the
party as much as—”

Jackson broke in. “Is that…?” She threw wary
eyes at the cluster of Domes behind them, all gathered around
something she’d only now caught a glimpse of. A police
hoverbike.

“Officer David Ortega” written on its
side.

“She’s here,” Jackson said.

“Well, yeah, no shit,” Wedge said. “I mean, I
hope she’s here. That’s why we’re—”

“No, the Sapphire Shadow.”

Vicks stopped walking, holding a hand up to
the side of his helmet. “Whoa, yeah. Comms are lighting up. One
security officer just went down, Suspect One may be in the
building.”

“That’s cute,” Wedge said. “Public menace
number one! What a joke.”

Home. Plans tonight. Jackson looked up to the
lit-up side of the Structure stretching up above.

“Still going in?” Vicks said.

Jackson nodded. “Like you said, keep
moving.”

 


* * *

 


“Are you dead yet?”

“Hilarious,” Nadia said, fully suited up
again. Her coat and boots she had left crumpled in a pile. There
was no more need for silly costumes.

“Oh, thank God,” Tess said. She couldn’t
quite cover the genuine relief in her voice. “I know you don’t want
my help, but I was going to start vomiting out here listening to
these idiots. You’re a welcome distraction.”

“Is that all I’ve ever been to you?” Nadia
said, crouched in a dark corner of a cramped room. Waiter robots
were lined up against one wall, charging. “A pretty
distraction?”

“You are extremely distracting.”

It felt overwhelmingly good, for an instant.
Comfortable. Like old times, like they were storming a secret lab
or databank together again.

There was an opening in the ceiling, a narrow
shaft that led up. Could have been anything at the top. A solid
grate. Soldiers with guns drawn. Packs of attack dogs.

Nadia eyed what was to her an obvious panel
on the wall. It cracked open easily, one of the cables inside
lighting up in her HUD. She pulled out a transmitter but stopped,
inches away from connecting it.

“So…you are gonna let me help?” Tess said,
her voice laced with hope.

Nadia bit her lip. Part of her still screamed
that she couldn’t trust Tess.

The rest of her knew it didn’t really matter.
She connected the transmitter and slammed the panel shut without
even waiting for the link light to blink on.

“Whoa!” Tess said, just this side of
breathless, sounding as though she were fanning herself. “Wow, look
at this network. You shouldn’t have.”

“Enjoy,” Nadia said, already climbing up
toward the open shaft, ducking a drone hovering down with a wrapped
tray. There was barely enough room for her to squeeze past the
occasional flying delivery. “Don’t get too distracted. I need a
path.”

“No worries. Nothing really juicy down here
anyway,” Tess said. “Clear up top. Just one guard right outside
when you get there.”

For the moment, Nadia ignored the camera
feeds that popped up in her vision. Her arms ached, shaking
already. The suit took on the hard work for her, even with one
forearm sporting a bullet hole that still leaked silver goop.

She couldn’t help eyeing the long melted
groove where Tess’s blade had kissed the sleeve.

“Did my sword do that?” Tess said, half
embarrassed, half awestruck.

Grunting for breath, Nadia didn’t reply. A
few moments later, she reached the top and vaulted up, aiming for
her usual perfect landing pose. Her knees refused, making her
teeter on the edge of the shaft opening and flail her arms for
balance.

“Wow, graceful,” Tess said. “I still can’t
believe you won earlier. Pretty clever, beating me with the
jammers.”

“I couldn’t have done it without you, dear.”
She saw the guard before she rounded the corner, a hard-eyed man in
a suit with a shaved head. He was smirking, tapping invisible
buttons with his fingers, eyes glazed over as he strolled down the
corridor.

She easily could have avoided him, gone above
him and been on her way. Instead she pounced, the fibers in her
legs bounding her at him before he could react. She clamped her
hands over his mouth, muting his scream as crackling bolts surged
through his body.

More carefully than she ever had before, she
cradled his limp body to the ground. In another moment, he was
bound with his own handcuffs, and she was tapped into his comms
channel.

“So necessary,” Tess said.

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Nadia said,
creeping through the dark maintenance halls of the Structure’s
mid-levels. “Do we not want access to their conversations?”

“How about you just admit you like beating
guys up?”

Nadia paused, blinking. Preposterous. “You
know very well I abhor violence.”

“Bull. Shit.” A feed appeared in her HUD, a
recording of her vision as she fought Jackson at the exhibition
only a few days ago. “Look at that! Your heart rate bumped up just
watching it.”

Nadia scowled. That was Jackson. That was
different.

“I’m just saying,” Tess said, “if I’d known
from the beginning that killing cops excited you, I would’ve been
way more into you.”

“I’ve never killed anyone,” Nadia said,
scowling as she crawled along a ceiling.

“Wrong.” More feeds appeared—a Dome on a
hoverbike plunging into traffic past her, a gangbanger with wild
hair rolling unconscious off a bike onto pavement at high speed, a
screaming Dome thrown back by her hand and plunging over the side
of a bent railing.

Nadia cringed. Any number of phrases came to
mind. Self-defense. Incidental. Justified. “It’s not the same,” she
said weakly.

“I don’t see how the distinction
matters.”

“It matters to me!”

“Why?”

A long, tired sigh. Nadia couldn’t think of a
single thing to say.

“I think it’s silly, you know?” Tess said.
“The teensiest bit hypocritical? Too good to employ scary capital
‘V’ violence, while gleefully using violence to solve problems?
Might be perpetuating an oversimplified myth that violence is
either righteous or not, with no degree of—”

“Is this really the time?” Nadia said,
crawling up farther into the crawl space above ceiling tiles.

“If you’re planning on doing what I think you
are, this is pretty much the perfect time.”

Nadia crawled out and stood upright, once
again in the open space of an elevator shaft. She crouched on top
of one of the cars, leaning against the steel cables.

Tess didn’t know what she was talking about.
Not this time. She didn’t understand.

“Are you going to help me or not?”

Silence. Five seconds later, the elevator car
moved up.

 


* * *

 


“Reinforcements,” Vicks explained, waving at the two
cops behind him.

“Thought you guys were done?” the
stiff-necked guard asked Jackson. He was gesturing furiously with
his free hand, cycling through menus in his glazed-over eyes.

“Last night on the job,” she said.

“Well, we’ll take it,” he said. Huge man, as
tall as Jackson. They were all enormous up here, the suited goons
that patrolled the hallways of the upper levels. “Shit, we just
lost Parker.”

Vicks waved them forward, marching on like
they belonged there, leaving the suited guard yelling something
about converging on target location. A squad of Domes dashed past,
going the other direction, not even giving them a second look.

“Still haven’t figured out how to handle her,
huh?” Wedge said.

“It’s not her,” Vicks said. “She’d be dead
ten times over if it weren’t for that damn cat screwing with the
systems. By the time those guys get down there, she’ll be long
gone.”

Jackson almost asked him if he was so sure
about that—she had a feeling those two weren’t on the best of terms
at the moment. Before she could speak, her knees gave out mid-step,
the fibers buried in her legs seizing up and twitching.

Somehow she stayed standing, limping and
shuffling for a few steps. Not now. Not tonight. Sure, her poor
body had been through a lot in the last few hours—her chest still
ached, sharp tears stabbing with every heartbeat. Her numb legs
forced through it until she felt them again.

Just a little longer.

“Hang on,” Vicks said, pausing at the end of
a hallway. He held his hand to his helmet again, a leftover habit.
After a few tense seconds, another squad of Domes led by a suit
passed them at the double, heavy troopers clunking along after them
in their armored rigs.

Seconds passed. Vicks raised his hand and
beckoned on, taking a corner to see a heavy door.

“Auxiliary access stairwell 1B,” he said.
“Still not right to the top but getting closer.”

He stepped forward, almost walking into the
door when it failed to open. The green light on the reader turned
red, along with several hallway lights above them. A display on the
wall next to the door changed from a map to a calm warning in a
pleasant font, assuring them that everything was under control and
to please remain where they were.

“Shit,” Wedge said, turning to watch their
backs. “Vicks?”

“It’s not me,” he said, touching buttons in
thin air. “They’re locking down everything up here. Wow,
everything. Getting desperate.”

Jackson eyed the door’s hardware, then the
hinges. She had a few breaching rounds on her belt. It had been a
long time since she’d done it, but it wasn’t an easy thing to
forget.

“Don’t,” Vicks said, clearly eyeballing her
through his helmet.

“What?”

“I see you thinking it. Diffusive core on all
the hardware. Trust me. Not gonna work.”

“You got a better idea?” Wedge said.

The display flickered, replaced with a
toothy-grinned cat.

“Officer Jackson!” she heard in her ears. Not
the many-voiced monster from before—this was a young woman’s voice.
Familiar. 

“I might need your help upstairs,” Tess said.
The door’s reader turned green, in perfect time with the cat’s face
winking at them from the display.

“What the hell?” Vicks said.

“Tell your inside man he’s a real peach,”
Tess said. “He and I should talk.”

“Is that Cheshire?” Vicks said.

“Yup.” Jackson clapped him on the shoulder.
“I think she likes you.”

“Wait. She?”

 


* * *

 


This one saw her coming.

Another thick-necked man in a trim black
suit, with dark glasses hiding glimmering dots of a HUD. He reached
for his belt, his mouth opening to bark out the alarm.

Nadia leapt at the wall to his side, kicking
off it and grabbing him in a spinning, crackling takedown. It
didn’t quite work—he dropped his pistol halfway through drawing it,
grunting and falling to one knee.

Tough, these brutes on the upper levels. She
gripped his collar tightly in one hand, sweeping her other elbow
into the back of his shaved head—once, twice, and again until he
went limp—then took his face in her hands and electrified them for
good measure.

“Yow,” Tess said. “Do you know that guy or
something?”

Nadia said nothing, moving on silently. She
did not, in fact, know him. They were all the same to her, her
mother’s suited goons. As faceless as the Domes.

“Let’s see,” Tess said, “Arnold Parker,
thirty-three, father of two. Former Federal Marine. Moved here
about six years ago and—”

“Why are you doing this?”

“I’m sorry,” Tess said, sounding nowhere near
it, “is this making you uncomfortable?”

“Perhaps you should read me some of the
backgrounds of men you’ve killed. In the spirit of sharing and
openness.”

“See, that’s the difference between you and
me. I embrace who I am, what I’m fighting for. What I have to
do.”

Again Nadia remained silent, a bitter scowl
hidden behind the mask. For a moment, the revolver hidden in her
bag felt heavy, a dense weight straining her back.

“Sorry,” Tess said, after a long, tense pause
on the channel. “Speaking of, you mind telling me exactly what your
plan is when you get to the top? How you’re gonna do this
thing?”

“Do you have a layout for this floor
yet?”

Tess sighed. A floor plan lit up in the
corner of Nadia’s HUD, with highlighted elements appearing through
walls in her vision.

Almost there.

“Hoo boy,” Tess said, “lots of chatter on
their comms about that bike you left downstairs. They know it was
Dave’s. Things are about to get real wild.”

That was fine. She had only been borrowing
the bike. She would not be needing the bike.

“They’ve locked it up. You have a different
plan for leaving, right?” Tess said. “Or like, any kind of
plan?”

A feed from downstairs played for Nadia as
she crept through well-lit hallways and ducked around patrolling
drones. Far below, her blond twin was being ushered offstage by a
security detail, scowling as she cut her microphone.

That got a smile out of Nadia at least.

“I’ve got Theseus on a holding pattern
nearby. Shouldn’t be too long if you need—” Tess started to
say.

“How close am I?”

Another long sigh crept through the tiny
plugs in her ears. “One last elevator to the top,” Tess said,
highlighting a wireframe of a shaft in Nadia’s vision. “The stairs
aren’t pretty.”

More feeds crowding her vision. Domes taking
up position in a stairwell, guns ready, bolting chest-high
barricades to the landings at regular intervals. Elevator shaft it
was then. Nadia crawled through another drone service tunnel,
wriggling on her belly, feeling sharp stabbing pains where bullets
had marked the sleek skin of her suit.

“So, uh…apropos of nothing,” Tess said, her
usual snark stilted and cautious, “a lot of my problems with our
particular cultural moment are the result of overarching
institutions. You know, systemic issues.”

“Yes,” Nadia said, “you’ve never been a fan
of the system, I know.”

“I mean, a change of leadership sounds great
and all, but it’ll take much more than that for long-lasting,
meaningful improvement.”

“Who said anything about meaningful
improvement?” Nadia said, gingerly lowering her weight onto the top
of an elevator car.

Dark empty space loomed above her, nothing
but twisted steel cables leading up. She cycled through vision
modes until she saw them. Tight grids of red lasers every few feet
on the way up, nets waiting to catch her and alert every guard in
the Structure to her exact location.

“High-profile assassinations aren’t your
style,” Tess said. “That’s amateur stuff. Ultimately
pointless.”

“Weren’t you the one just trying to convince
me that violence isn’t all that bad?” Nadia tiptoed to the edge of
the car and checked along one wall. Barely an inch of space before
the lasers began. Impossible to slip through.

“I see them. I’m working on it. And listen, I
know it’s a sticky issue,” Tess said. “We can argue all night about
whether violence is justified against authoritarianism. Trust me,
personally on like, an emotional level, I’m with you.”

“You certainly sound like it.”

Tess heaved a sigh. “Ugh, sarcasm. I’m trying
to be real with you.” She paused and added, “For once.”

“Could you be real while disabling those
lasers?”

“So impatient. One more second, and…got
it.”

The grid flickered and sputtered, blinking
out for a moment but coming back just as strong.

“I suppose you don’t think personal vendetta
is a good reason for violence?” Nadia said. “Not that it’s
relevant, what with these lasers in the way.”

“Working on it,” Tess said. “I thought you
were above that kind of thing, that’s all.”

Cute. It wouldn’t work, though. Nadia
narrowed her eyes at the words, her smirk fading as the security
grids flickered again, still in her way. “No human is above such
motivations. Not even yourself.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” A pause.
“Damn it!” Tess yelled. This time the grid had stayed down for a
few full seconds.

“It’s never occurred to you that your little
resistance is just you acting out against a society that has
mistreated you?” Nadia said, biting her lip at the next thought.
No, no time for cowardice, not anymore. “Acting out against people
like me?”

Tess’s low grumbling as the lasers flickered
stopped short, interrupted by a bitter laugh. “Nice try. You really
think I’m only doing all this because you snubbed me in high
school? Self-absorbed much?”

“I sincerely hope you mean that.” Nadia eyed
the counterweight, sticking one gloved hand to the thick steel
cable that led up from the elevator car. “Can you make them go out
for only a few seconds again?”

“I’m trying! They’ve got some new failsafe
routine, really interesting if it weren’t pissing me off so much
right now…”

Her cutter whined to life, exactly like
Tess’s blade. Nadia reached down, feeling an aching tear where a
hole in her suit’s skin was sealed over with silver gel. The small
blade easily slipped through the steel cable.

The elevator shook beneath her feet, the
emergency cable groaning as it was pulled taut.

“Whoa! Careful. What are you doing?” Tess
said.

“Say when,” Nadia said, the glowing blade
inches from the emergency cable.

“That’s not going to—”

“Don’t you ever get sick of telling me that?
I’m cutting the cable.”

“Wait!”

Nadia fancied that she could hear Tess
frantically typing, her fingers blurry at her sides.

“Okay, ready?” Tess said.

“I’ve been ready, dear.”

“Now!”

Almost as bad as a ripline—her left arm
yanked upward, screaming against her shoulder joint. It surely
would have been dislocated if not for the synthetic muscles.
Nadia’s right hand wasn’t sticky at the moment, foolishly, and the
cutter went flying into darkness as she flew up, wind screaming
against her mask.

The laser grids flickered out into
nothingness as the cable led her up, pulling her through the dark
shaft, rising through the last few dozens of feet to the very top
of the Structure.

 



Chapter Twenty-Two: Family




FOUR YEARS PRIOR

 


The elevator door opened for her.

Nadia stepped through, the heels on her
boots echoing through the pristine marble-floored lobby. Plants
surrounded her. Plants. Dreadful. At one point, works of precious
art, fine paintings, had been hung on every wall. Priceless
originals.

All gone now. Her mother, Evelyn, hadn’t
even waited until Nadia’s father was dead. Just as she hadn’t been
able to carry her daughters to full term and had them surgically
removed as early as possible. As soon as they were inconvenient.
Nadia might as well have been grown in an incubator.

She held out one pale hand with long,
brightly painted nails, each finger sporting a different shade of
blue, and flicked at an errant fern that wasn’t remotely in her
way. The stalk broke, probably the last specimen of its kind, and
breathlessly floated in the air before drooping toward the
floor.

Nadia didn’t even slow down, didn’t give the
wretched thing a second look. Her pleased grin didn’t last long.
The inner doors opened before her.

Chin up. Back straight. Show no weakness.

She didn’t quite manage it. She couldn’t
remember how long it had been since she’d slept, the smell of
hoverbike exhaust the only thing really clear in her memories of
last night.

“Ah, my eldest daughter,” Evelyn said.
Sitting at the head of the table, an empty seat next to her.
Dressed in an immaculate white suit, always, any trace of silver in
her hair eradicated with blond dye. She didn’t even look up; her
pupils were glazed over. “Home at last.”

Words grumbled out of
Nadia’s lips, low curses that might have been mistaken for the
word mother at a
distance.

“How many vehicles have I purchased for you
now?” Evelyn said, flicking through an interface invisible to
everyone else in the room. “And you still insist on bringing home
garbage to be disposed of?”

So her new bike was already gone. Nadia
scowled, not talking back. It was a scrapped-together racing bike,
light and fast and painted in a racket of neon hues. She had won
that bike, fair and proper, through her own skill and cunning. That
alone made it worth more than every vehicle in her stable put
together.

When Nadia’s mother finally did blink and
turn down the light in her implants to look over, her face fell
into a scowl. “I suppose you think this is clever somehow? Ruining
your hair like that?”

She had thought that actually. Nadia tossed
her newly black hair over one shoulder, waiting for more—she had
made a point of not changing before arriving, still sporting torn
fishnets and tall boots and her very favorite black racing
jacket.

“You will bleach that out after this,”
Evelyn said. “I won’t have you wasting our genes like that. Not
after the hundreds of thousands of dollars I spent on your embryo,
ensuring you would bear the family color.”

That was all? Nadia slid her shades lower on
her nose, trying to show off the stinging in her eyes. She’d
checked in the elevator, pleased at how horribly bloodshot they
were, pupils blown out wide until her blue irises were scant slim
crescents.

“Take your seat, Nadia.”

Fine then. Nadia huffed and stomped and made
a show of collapsing into her chair, slouching for maximum effect.
Her sister watched with ill-concealed disgust, seated across from
her at perfect, obedient attention. Her transformation wasn’t quite
complete, back then, still somewhat her own person, still sporting
her own haircut, golden strands pulled back in an elegant and showy
bun.

Traitorous little bitch. It hadn’t been all
that long ago that her little sister had begged Nadia to let her
come along, to sneak outside the Structure. To hang out with, as
Nadine had put it, “the bad poor kids.”

Nadine’s nose curled, a delicate hand held to
her mouth to cover a dainty, gagging cough.

“Something the matter?” Nadia said.

Nadine lowered her eyes to the table. “You
smell.”

She had also made a point of not showering.
At least that was what she’d told herself—much of the last day was
a haze, so much so that she wasn’t even sure if the offending smell
was sex or drugs or both or neither.

There was a certain pleasant soreness, more
so than bike racing could usually account for. Shame she could
barely remember it. Both it was then.

Evelyn Ashpool cleared her throat, stiffening
in her chair in a very unfamiliar way. “Since you are both finally
here…”

“Mother?” Nadine said. “I’ve been waiting
here for hours!”

“Interrupt me again and I will have you
locked down on the ground level until this is over.”

Part of Nadia wanted to relish it, wanted to
find delight in her sister’s look of beaten terror, in the way her
hands slammed into her lap and pulled her eyes with them. That part
of her also made her feel nauseous.

“Nothing I am about to say should come as a
surprise to either of you,” Evelyn said. “This is…not a pleasant
occasion.”

Nadia lowered her shades again, squinting
through the burning scrape of her eyelids, looking for anything on
her mother’s face. Nothing. Blank and stiff, like a procedurally
generated actor. She’d had so much surgery. The only expression her
face really could make was disdain.

“Seeing as our greatest technical minds
have, so far, failed in their stated mission,” Evelyn said, glaring
over her shoulder and raising her voice enough for the men in the
back of the room to hear her, “we will be taking all appropriate
measures to preserve your father.”

Not a surprise. They had talked about this.
It was not news. There was no reason for Nadia to feel sick, no
reason to feel like she was plummeting through her chair. She was
coming down, that was all, finally crashing after the high of
racing through the streets, nerves buzzing with all manner of
controlled substances.

More words, low and drawled. Mish-mash.
Muddled nonsense. Everything in the room blurred and flickered in
Nadia’s tired eyes. She felt her head bobbing, felt herself
collapsing to the floor but still slouching in her chair, her head
shrinking to nothing as the room around her expanded into an
endless…

No. She shook her head, blinking things back
into focus. A small tube was in one of her inside jacket pockets,
her fingers already desperately prying it free. A present from a
fellow racer. Nice girl. Probably just trying to curry favor,
trying to suck up to Nadia like all the rest. Deceitful, lying
peasant. She’d said Nadia could keep it. Nadia had refused, handing
it back only to pickpocket it later.

Making no effort to hide
what she was doing, she stuck the end of it up one nostril, pushed
the button, and breathed in the lovely click-hiss of…whatever it was. A
shivering prickle ran up her sinuses and all through her head,
fizzling down to the tips of her hair.

Much better. The room was the boardroom
again, no sickly wavering in the air. Evelyn had stopped talking.
Lo and behold, in a miracle of sorts, she was using her face to
express a real, genuine emotion toward Nadia.

That expression was barely contained rage.
But still.

“What is that?” Nadine said in a hush.

Nadia crammed the tube back into her jacket
pocket. “No, I did not bring enough to share,” she lied.

Evelyn raised a hand, one stern finger
beckoning. A massive man in a dark suit heeded the call, stopping
next to Nadia’s chair and holding out his palm. Knowing what would
happen, she ignored him. He barely waited before jamming his hand
into her interior jacket pocket—no pretense, no decorum, no concern
for appearing to reach down her shirt in front of her own mother.
All business.

He tore the offending object away from her.
Nadia put up a cursory fight, again knowing what would happen. She
grabbed his hand, yanking and scratching at his knuckles, having as
much effect as she might have had on stone. With a spiteful, “Ugh,
fine!” she gave it up, crossing her arms and huffing in her
chair.

“As I was saying,” Evelyn went on, her face
settling back into her default, plastic sneer, “it might be some
time before you are able to speak with your father again. I thought
you should visit him before we begin the process.”

“You mean before you
euthanize him,” Nadia
snarled.

“A temporary cessation of life signs,” their
mother snarled back. “A necessary step, given the crude state of
our preservation techniques.”

“He won’t really be dead…” Nadine added, so
helpfully. “Think of it this way—fifty years ago, ‘dead’ meant the
heart had stopped for four to six minutes. Now that number is ten
to twelve. Fifty years before that—”

“Yes, I know,” Nadia said, waving her away.
She’d heard it a thousand times. “There used to be no such thing as
resuscitation. It doesn’t matter.”

Evelyn tsked. “It matters very much. The
idea of death as a definite state is malleable. We know
this.”

“It doesn’t matter!” Nadia screamed. “Any
part of him that mattered has been dead for a long time now!”

Nadia’s mother rose from her chair, stiff
lips pulled back enough to show her teeth grinding together. “Say
your goodbye,” she said, pointing to the back of the room. “Then
get out of my sight.”

That she could do. Glaring out from beneath
her lowered eyes, Nadia slunk out of her chair, barely feeling the
pleasant burn from whatever she had sprayed up her nose. At the
back of the room, nestled into a large alcove, was her father.

An ornate bed dominated the space, carved
wood frame and posts, every inch covered in intricate Rococo swirls
imitating vines and leaves and flowers. It was surrounded by carts
laden with machines, beeping and humming and connected to her
father by so many tubes. Scrub-wearing men and women hovered
nearby, faceless behind surgical masks, all tapping away at
touchpads.

They would not leave. She knew that already.
Strict instructions from her mother. No matter. There was nothing
to say, nothing that needed privacy. Her father had been dead for a
long time now.

Her father. He lay in bed, a once huge man
shriveled to a pathetic mummy, hands like claws gripping the top of
his blanket. Nadia pulled a chair up next to him, her nose itching
at the stale sour smell.

“Father,” she said, quietly, forcing a
beaming smile. “How are we today?”

His head turned toward her, wisps of faded
blond hair rustling like spider silk. There was still some
sharpness left in his eyes, blue like hers but faded and pale.
“Today? Better today. Better now that you’ve…joined me, miss.”

Rasping, dry coughs. No light of recognition
there, only the usual slick smile.

“Do you know who I am today?” she said.

“Do you know I am?” he said, his voice
fighting for strength again.

“Arthur Ashpool of course. The one and
only.”

“Damn right!” Her father coughed, his arms
straining at the multiple IV tubes dragging along. “And do you know
why I’m important?”

“How could I not?”

“Well, I know how your generation can be…”
He groaned, rolling his eyes, dark blotches drifting lazily through
the whites. “Glad to hear a woman your age knows how to
appreciate…the founder of this city.”

She smiled and nodded. Again, nothing she
hadn’t heard a thousand times.

“And they said the Chinese would take over
the world, little yellow pricks. Didn’t see Arthur Ashpool coming.
That’s for damn sure.”

Smile and nod. Keep smiling and keep
nodding.

“The first…corporate state…” he said, nodding
back at her between rasping wheezes. “A new founding father. A real
founding father. Founding…father…”

“Very impressive, Father. We owe you so
much.”

“What a polite young lady.” He looked over
again and was actually looking at her, finally. “Oh, and lovely
hair! Lillian, did you see the hair on this one?”

Lillian was not her mother’s name. Nadia did
not know who Lillian was, or if there ever even was a Lillian. “I’m
glad you like it,” she said, spitefully wondering if her mother was
listening.

He held a shaking hand out to her, trembling
under the weight of the tubes attached. Nadia reached out to take
it, only to see it drop down and claw at the fishnets on her thigh.
Waxy, pale, dry fingers fondling her leg.

“I’ve always loved brunettes,” he said,
giving her a leering grin.

“Yes, thank
you…Father,” she
said, delicately picking up his hand and placing it back on the
bed.

“That’s all right, my dear. You can call me
‘Daddy,’” he said, still leering.

She pinched the bridge of her nose, sighing
loudly and dearly wishing she still had the drugs from last night.
She hated when he looked at her like that, hated that it wasn’t the
first time it had happened, hated that it made her want him to
hurry up and die already.

Her hands clasped tightly over her eyes,
digging her shades into the skin of her face until it was agony.
Hot tears dripped into her palms and snuck between her fingers. She
had thought herself past this, done with it. He was dead. She
hadn’t cried last time, hadn’t had to grit her teeth against the
quivering of her chin.

“Nadia?”

She looked up, blinking out the blurriness.
Her father was looking at her, more himself than she had seen in a
long time.

“Nadia? Oh, Nadia, I missed you…”

“Father?” She took his hands, feeling them
squeeze back, warm and tender. “Father, are you alright?”

“Do I fucking—” he coughed, hacking, his
shaking ribs visible even through the blanket. “Do I look
alright?”

“You look terrible.”

His chest shook again, with weak laughter
this time. “My God, look at you. You’ve grown up.”

“No thanks to you,” she said, smiling, really
smiling now.

“Brat,” he mumbled. His faded eyes scanned
the room, wary and haunted. “Is she here?”

“Of course she is,” Nadia said, huddling in
close.

“Bitch,” he spat, literally spat, yellowish
drool dribbling down the side of his mouth.

Nadia grabbed a nearby cloth to dab it away,
glaring at the nurse who tried to beat her to it. “Are they at
least letting you paint?”

“Of course fucking not,” he said, shaking his
head. The chain around his neck dragged, leading his hands up to
fumble and scratch at it. “I don’t…I don’t like her, Nadia. She
scares me.”

Such simple words. Nadia never could have
put it so well.

Her father’s hands found the silver
necklace, feeling along it until they found the pendant as well. A
small silver circle, dense with engraved words. Instructions. Just
in case. Its face was dominated by larger words, the most important
being “Do Not Resuscitate.”

He wailed, moaned, lips quivering like a
toddler.

“Father, relax. Try to stay calm.”

“Don’t let her do it!” he said, one hand
clawing at her sleeve. The strength he’d once possessed came back;
he gripped her forearm until her hand was numb. “Don’t let her do
it!”

“I won’t. I swear I won’t,” Nadia said,
pulling away, wanting to run.

“Cold…cold…no…” he cried, shaking his head.
“Nadia!”

“Father, please!” she screamed, yanking his
arm, dragging him half off the bed, her hand fast and precise.

“Let me die! Just let me die!”

“That’s enough!” Evelyn’s voice cut in.

Suited men tore her father’s hand off her
jacket, then led her a polite distance away from the bed as masked
nurses fussed over their unruly patient. Nadia shoved herself away
as soon as they let her go, stumbling toward the door.

“That’s fine. Let her go,” she heard her
mother say.

She could barely see, trying to hide her
sobbing behind her shades and blindly make it back to the elevator.
Exotic plants dragged on her sleeves as she wove through the lobby
until she felt her way through the waiting open doors.

Two guards in suits waited for her.
Naturally. Nadia ignored them. Unable to hold it back any longer,
she collapsed against the back wall of the elevator and sank to the
floor as she bawled her eyes out.

Nothing they hadn’t seen before. No reason to
even look at her. In her pocket, her fingers tightly clenched a
silver chain with a tiny silver pendant, the words “Do Not
Resuscitate” engraved on its face.

 



Chapter Twenty-Three: Martyr




The elevator door did not open for her.

Nadia pried it open, worming the tips of her
fingers into the seam until she could bring the strength of her
sleeves to bear. The door made a halting series of clunks, trying
to close again before lazily grinding open.

The lobby waited, a brightly lit forest. She
did a clumsy, agonizing pull-up to the lobby floor before hearing
the elevator car crash-land at the bottom of the shaft. Laser lines
crisscrossed the once-sleek black of her suit, catching on ragged
bullet holes and marred furrows in its skin.

They stopped…a dim, flickering red grid on
her chest.

“Working on it!” Tess said. On either side of
the lobby, panels of dark glass loomed, anxious movement waiting
behind each.

“Problem?” Nadia said.

“You might want to start moving!”

She wouldn’t make it to the doors in time. No
chance. Nadia’s eyes darted around for a weapon, an exit, anything
that wasn’t back through the elevator. Potted plants stared back at
her.

The dark glass popped into motion, sliding
up from the floor…only making it an inch or so before slamming shut
again.

“Ha!” Tess said. “Take that! Finest security
system in the world, my ass.”

Dim motion peeked out at her. Men in white
armor stomping and kicking at the panels from the other side. From
one of them, the sharp thud of a rifle butt slammed into the glass.
Growling voices called out the alarm over the radio.

“I can’t hold them for too long,” Tess said.
“You still want to move. You know, if you plan on getting the hell
out of there when you’re done.”

“Nice of you to keep them safe from me,”
Nadia said, ignoring the nervous wavering in her own voice.

“Har-har. I’ve got the cameras, your mom is
still in there with—holy crap, there’s a dead guy up here?”

Nadia closed her eyes. Her glove rested on
the handle of the double doors, one last set.

“Thank you,” she said. “For everything.”

“Hey, wait. Hang on!”

Chin up. Back straight. Show no weakness. For
once, she didn’t have to remind herself of these things

Nadia didn’t even bother with the handle.
She kicked the doors open instead, the soft sole of her slipper
stinging with the blow.

They were waiting for her. Not as many as she
had expected, though.

“Evacuate? Absolutely not!” Evelyn screamed,
eyes lit up and blind. Her hands were typing furiously at the air
in front of her as she paced around the back of her board
table.

Three men in suits. Only three. All that
stood between Nadia and her mother. Their guns already drawn, they
turned and raised the barrels at her in what felt like yawning,
screaming years of time. That whine in her thoughts
finally—awfully—broke out into a long, unhinged scream.

She plucked one of Tess’s makeshift spark
grenades from her belt and pelted the farthest suit with it. He
went down with a choked gasp as the others shouted at her. She was
already diving to the side, rolling and springing to her feet near
the second man.

“No shot!” the last one screamed, blocked by
the guard closest to her. “Get down!”

He didn’t. The barrel of his pistol was
trained right at her face. He fired, the bullet passing under her
as she shot straight up to the ceiling. She crouched upside down
for an instant before diving and slapping her crackling palms to
his neck, pinning him to the floor.

One left. Nadia ducked low as she slid up to
the table, keeping it between her and the last gun. She heard the
goon stomp over; heard him hop onto the table, ready to plug her
full of holes. With a growling scream, she jumped to her feet,
grabbed a chair, and swung it into his knees. The table buckled
under his weight as he fell, creaking more when she pounced on top
of him. She slapped her electrified hands onto him over and over
until the only movement beneath her was pained convulsions.

Only three. After all her training, all her
preparation, every faceless thug she’d fought her way through to
get here. Disappointing, in a way.

“What do you want from us?”

It wasn’t her mother. Nadia looked up to see
her sister, still decked out in her finest ball gown. Not
scared—angry, defiant. Nadia was almost proud of her.

“Whatever it is, you won’t have it,” Nadine
said. “We are not intimidated by you.”

Misdirection. Movement at the head of the
table—Nadia’s mother, reaching into a hidden drawer by her
chair.

That wouldn’t do. Not even thinking, acting
out a moment from her deepest dreams, she closed the gap in an
instant, dashing on top of the table to snatch her mother’s wrist
as she grabbed a pistol.

There was a struggle, if it could be called
that. Her mother was powerless in her grip, growling and straining
uselessly. Nadia felt her other hand tense up—felt a breathless
instant of undiluted joy at the thought of zapping her, striking
her, wiping that sneering hatred off her face once and for all.

It passed. She yanked the gun away and
shoved her mother to the floor behind her throne. Her hands moved
on their own. Pop out the magazine, clear the chamber, throw the
magazine and loose round in opposite directions.

The rest went less smoothly. She failed to
detach the slide, tried again, then shrugged and tossed the empty
gun away.

“Very brave of you,” Evelyn said, glaring up
at her from the floor, “breaking in here to attack an old
woman.”

“You will talk…” Nadia said, drawing
Jackson’s gun from her bag. Standing tall atop the boardroom table
she’d cowered next to so many times, she leveled the gun at her
mother. “…when I say you can talk.”

Barely able to emote. But it was there, in
the eyes. The slight fall of her stiff, plastic lips as her mouth
dropped open a millimeter or two.

She knew.

All at once, she knew. The woman in charge
of this whole wretched city had finally, at long last, recognized
her own daughter.

It was better than Nadia ever could have
hoped for. She hopped off the table, not taking her eyes off the
lovely sight of her mother, for once, at a loss for words.

“Now,” Nadia said, advancing. Not toward her
mother, no. Around, past the boardroom table.

Toward the back of the room.

“I am going to ask you a very simple
question.”

She knew where the hidden button was. Knew
exactly where to tap on the back wall to send it sliding open,
revealing a dim alcove hiding a tube of hardened glass, wreathed in
chilled white vapor. Her father—the frozen corpse of her father—was
little more than a blurry shape, now suspended upside down inside
the tube, the dim outline of his head resting near her feet.

Good. Better that way. Better not to see his
face. Still pointing the gun at her mother, she let her free hand
touch the glass, something she’d never done before. It was
painfully cold, even through the skin of her gloves.

“You broke into our home,”
Nadine said, fuming and indignant, stomping one high heel under her
dress, “attacked our guards, destroyed our property, all so you could ask a
question?”

“Stop talking,” Nadia said, emphasizing her
request with the muzzle of Jackson’s gun. “Please.”

Nadine stiffened, the little color in her
face draining away. Nadia knew the feeling all too well.

“Yes, shut your foolish mouth,” Evelyn said.
“It’s me she’s here for.”

“Wrong,” Nadia said. She met her mother’s
eyes, knowing all she could see was the blue glow of her moving
mask, watching every tiny lack of movement on her mother’s face as
she held her left hand high for all to see.

A silver chain, wrapped tightly in her fist.
When she loosened her grip, a silver pendant dangled from her
palm.

“So that’s where it went,” her mother said.
“I always knew. Liar. Thief. You’ve always been a
disappointment.”

“Nadia?” her sister gasped.

They both ignored her. “I told you,” Nadia
said, “you’ll be answering my question.”

“Ask whatever you want,” Evelyn said, “It
doesn’t matter. You’re dead to me. You’ll get nothing more out of
me than any petty criminal would.”

Stalling. Of course. They both knew the
troopers in the lobby could come crashing in at any moment. It
didn’t matter.

“You might as well go ahead and shoot me,”
Evelyn said.

Nadia moved the barrel of the gun, much to
Nadine’s relief. She swung it over. But not toward her mother.

She aimed it at the tube beside her instead.
Pointed it directly at the silhouette of her father’s head.

That got a reaction.

“You won’t!” her mother said. “You can’t!
That glass is hardened, reinforced with—”

“High velocity.” Nadia
pulled the hammer back with her thumb. Click-clack. “Armor
piercing.”

“You won’t…” her mother said. “Your own
father. Your own father, Nadia!”

“Did your husband,” she said, “want to be
frozen when he died?”

Her mother went silent, all the wind knocked
out of her. Rage simmered out of her stark blue eyes, the only
thing that still shone through clear. It was a relief really—seeing
her mother look at her with some kind of feeling.

No more pretenses. Nothing but pure,
white-hot hatred.

“He was sick,” she said.

“Answer the question.”

“He was not in his right mind!”

“Yes or no? It’s very simple.”

Her mother gritted her teeth, a very
complicated set of dissembling coursing through every movement of
her eyes as they lowered to the floor.

It was far more than Nadia had ever
expected—the sight of her own mother, shut down, backing down,
guilty. Nothing to fire back with.

For once. At long last.

“How many?” she said.

“What?” Her mother’s face shot back up.

“I saw the Omniplant. Your vault. How many
dead?”

“The cost of progress,” her mother said. “We
cannot perform the procedure on your father without testing it.
Without perfecting it.”

“Those people are dead because of you!”

“They were going to die either way. At least
this way they contributed something to society.”

The sheer arrogance. The words tasted like
bile to Nadia, bringing up all the times she had said similar
things. “How many?”

The moment of weakness had passed. Nadia’s
mother glared up at her, strong and sure and unassailable. “I’m not
telling you anything. You won’t do it. He was your favorite, and
you were always his favorite. You want him back more than even I
do.”

She’d known that was coming too, but it
still hurt. Nadia glanced down at what remained of her father, her
finger tensed on the trigger. The weapon always felt ready to
pounce, its weight leaning against the fear in her hand, eager to
kill.

She’d never actually fired it. It was heavy,
so heavy.

“I’m sorry, Father,” she said.

The look of triumph on her mother’s face
meant nothing; she was wrong.

“I’m sorry it took me so long to do
this.”

The gun didn’t jump in her
hand—it leapt in
lethal joy, the crash of the shot overloading her earpieces,
crackling with static as they fought to correct. Her father’s
frozen head shattered to pieces, instantly hidden by frost coating
the glass as steaming liquid nitrogen poured out the
hole.

Evelyn wailed and struggled to her feet, the
skin of her face straining to keep up with her anguish. “What have
you done?” she screamed. “What have you done?!”

Nadia skipped back from the swiftly growing
puddle on the floor, her hand numb and tingling from the shot.
Relief flooded her veins, the weight lifting off every breath.
She’d done it. Finally.

It was over.

“I don’t…I don’t
understand!” her mother said. “He could have lived forever.
He would have
lived forever!”

Nadia said nothing back, still floating.
She’d done it. She had finally, at long last, done it.

“Murderer!” Evelyn snarled, stumbling
towards her eldest daughter. “You killed him. You murdered him!
Your own father!”

Nadia had not intended any further violence,
despite what she knew Tess assumed. She looked up at her mother, at
the woman in charge of this whole city, the one whose merest whim
could condemn hundreds or thousands to death.

Safe and sound up here in her boardroom,
while people like Jackson were forced from their homes, thrown onto
the street, left outside to drown one day while this city was
shrunk and remade by her edicts. Shaped by her selfish will.

Tess was right. There was much more at
stake.

Nadia had not intended any further violence.
All the same, she pointed the gun at her mother. It was a simple
act, raising the damnably heavy thing and holding it steady. Evelyn
went stiff, no longer convinced her daughter couldn’t pull the
trigger.

Another first. Nadia cocked the hammer again,
taking a deep breath and forcing it out, silently screaming at the
trembling in her hand to stop. She did not want to do this; she had
to do this. It had to be done.

“No!” Nadine yelled, throwing herself in
front of their mother and holding her arms out. Foolish. The bullet
would go right through them both. “Why? She’s our mother!”

“You’ve answered your own question,” Nadia
said, tightening her grip, telling herself to pull the trigger and
be done with it. Now. Pull it. Do it now.

Now.

Now.

The trigger remained unpulled. The muzzle of
the gun trembled, jittering left to right—Nadia wasn’t even sure
she could hit them.

It was a simple act. A pull of a muscle. It
was easy to imagine it was herself in front of her mother, still
blond and dressed in the most expensive finery possible. A fitting
target. Not a bystander, guilty only of being born and raised by a
woman who needed to die.

Nadia held the gun still, her arm close to
giving up under the weight.

She couldn’t do it. She had to do it.

It was the same; she had killed before. It
wasn’t the same. It wasn’t, and it never would be.

The double doors crashed inward, flying to
pieces as troopers in thick white armor charged in.

“Run!” Tess’s voice screamed in her ears. An
arrow pinged to life in her HUD, leading her to the wall behind the
preservation tube.

Nadia leapt over the growing pool of
freezing liquid, seeing a panel low on the wall highlighted in her
vision. A thick bundle of cables snaked into a small opening, a gap
for her fingers to sneak in and rip the panel off.

A cramped and dark tunnel waited, barely big
enough to worm into.

“Fire, damn you!” Evelyn’s voice called
out.

Holes exploded into the wall, bullets
cracking through the tube behind her. Nadia barely noticed.
Something punched her, through her, slapping the breath out of her
chest as pain tore out of her side.

A spray of red painted the wall in front of
her eyes. Nadia sank to her knees, collapsing in front of the small
opening.

“Go!” Tess yelled. “Go, go, get out of there,
dammit!”

“Stop shooting! Stop it, now!” Evelyn
ordered.

“Ma’am?”

“I know what I said! That is my daughter, you
brute! Nadia?”

Words mumbled out of Nadia’s lips, pained
moans never rising to anything coherent. She couldn’t think,
couldn’t move, couldn’t breathe.

“Retrieve her,” her mother said.
“Immediately.”

Bootsteps behind her. Growing closer.

“Nadia?” Tess screamed. “Say something!
Nadia? Nadia?”

Nadia’s eyes shot open wide. It couldn’t end
like this, not this way. Her hands shaking, still clutching
Jackson’s revolver, she forced herself to move. More nonsense
crawled out of her throat as she pulled herself into the tunnel,
leaving a red trail behind on the floor.

 


* * *

 


Ringing in Jackson’s ears.

“What took you so long?” she said, clicking
the call open.

“Former Sergeant Jackson?” an old man’s voice
said. “To what do I owe the pleasure?”

“No time. Listen and listen good,” she said,
clicking blindly through more menus. “I’ll take the job.”

A long pause on the line. “Which job are
you—”

“Whatever you’ve got.”

“Interesting,” he said. “I imagine you are
about to ask for something extravagant in return?”

“I’ll need extraction from a secure location
with a high-profile target,” she said, clicking “send.” “You’re
receiving my twenty now.”

“Wait,” he said. “Which high-profile
target?”

“You’ll like it. Be there. Fifteen minutes.”
She hung up.

Almost there. Vicks led them past another
temporary barricade, Domes securing it to the floor with rivet
guns. Every other landing on these stairs was blocked, dozens of
guns ready and waiting.

She couldn’t see Vicks’s face through his
Dome helmet. Wedge’s she could see—confidence shifting to unease
shifting to sweating fear as they climbed. And still Wedge
followed.

This had been a mistake. Jackson pushed the
thought away, barked it back. Someone had to do something. The
Sapphire Shadow was just one woman—and look at all she had gotten
away with. Jackson could do the same. Someone had to do
something.

Besides, it was too late to turn back.

“Jackson?” Tess in her ears again. “I need
your help, like, now. Well, really, she needs your help. Our mutual
friend.”

Jackson sighed. “Guess I do owe her one,” she
said, receiving confused looks from her companions.

“See that door?” Cheshire said. “You’re not
wearing goggles, are you?”

Jackson clapped Vicks on the shoulder and
nodded to the right. Not quite at the top yet.

“Actually, can you go alone?” Cheshire
said.

“What? Why?”

“Better that way. Trust me.”

Jackson sighed as she checked the load on
her shotgun. Vicks and Wedge stared at her, awaiting commands.
“Wait here,” she told them. “I’ll be right back.”

 


* * *

 


Wind howled around Nadia the moment she crawled
outside, blasts of misty rain whirling through the air. She was
several floors below the board room now, pulling herself out of the
dark maze of ducts serving the upper floors. The hatch snapped shut
behind her, the small light above it turning red.

“I don’t know how long I can delay them, I’m
locking everything I can get my hands on though,” Tess said in her
ears. “Are you okay? Let me see it.”

Nadia ignored her. She glanced at her
surroundings. A sheer ledge, a narrow catwalk around drone access
hatches. A wide railing held supports for gun turrets above.

She had thought to brace something against
the hatch, barricade it with something, anything, but nothing
presented itself. The thought slipped away, slick and elusive. It
was cold up here, this high, towering above the rest of the
city.

Nadia limped toward the railing, dragging
Jackson’s gun along.

“Door this way,” Tess said, directions
pinging in Nadia’s HUD. “I can open it for you, but you gotta move.
It’s gonna be swarming with troopers any second now.”

That all sounded very tiring. Nadia slowly
climbed onto the railing instead, struggling, even with the fibers
of her suit helping her along. Something was wrong with the second
skin wrapped around her abdomen; it was pulling loosely and
strangely along her side. She winced as she finally made it up, her
left hand darting to her side and holding tightly.

Warm and wet. She pulled her damp hand away
to inspect it, to see the dark red staining her glove. What had
been a stealthy crouch on the ledge collapsed into a sit, a weak
whimper sneaking out of her mouth. Her mask’s distortion effect
made it sound like an old toy, low on batteries.

“How are you doing? Bad, right, dumb
question, sorry,” Tess said. “Okay, hang on…”

That loose pull in her suit tightened,
snapping closer into place and sending Nadia doubled over with a
pained gasp.

“That should help with the blood loss,” Tess
said. “Can you move? I can’t get Theseus up there to you. I
couldn’t shut the gun turrets down.”

“Don’t bother,” Nadia said.

Silence on the line. Nothing but the wind
against her mask, the dewy mist in the air gathering and dripping
off her chin.

Cold. Cold and alone. Fitting. Nadia glanced
down, over the edge mere inches from her, a dizzying drop. Endless
stories. Smoke rose from what might still be crowds gathered around
the foot of the Structure. It was hard to tell.

“Uh…” Tess said, drawing it out over the
connection between them. “Just, uh…having a little breather, are
we?”

Shivering, Nadia pulled her stare away. She
had read accounts of fall survivors. Had heard people talk about
jumping, panicking, changing their mind halfway down. She of all
people could appreciate those sentiments.

“To be perfectly honest,” she said, raising
the gun, “my plan at this point was suicide. I don’t think prison
would be very fitting.”

“Yeah, I was worried about this. Please
don’t?”

Nadia placed the muzzle
against the side of her head. It was not so difficult as she had
imagined. She would pull the trigger, and her body would fall in a
long, graceful dive. Gorgeous. She wouldn’t even land on the
street, no, but among the lower levels of the Structure, surely a
gorgeous splat as
well.

Also fitting.

“Don’t! Don’t do it! Listen, uh…” Tess said.
“Okay, I guess I can skip the part where I determine if you’ve made
suicide plans?”

“Are you reading a guide on how to talk me
down?”

“Yes!” Tess said. “Yes, goddamn right I am!
Why are you doing this?”

“There’s nothing left for me. It’s over.
Does your guide explain how spending the rest of my life in a cell
would be better?”

“I have a safe house and transport out of the
city prepped for you,” Tess said. “They’ve been ready for a long
time. Just in case.”

Silly. As if she could escape, as if there
was any way out. Nadia’s name was known. Her face was known. She
would be hunted wherever she went.

And Tess would be hunted with her. No, that
simply would not do.

“Won’t it be better for you if I die?” Nadia
said. “You’ll have a real martyr for all your propaganda.”

“Fuck that. Are you serious? Even if that
were true, I don’t care. I want you…I want you alive, with me,
fighting this fight!”

“As much as I love your optimism,” Nadia
said, not being sarcastic with the word for perhaps the first time
in her life, “I don’t think this is a fight that can be won.”

“What are you talking
about? Look at everything you’ve accomplished! Look at
everything we’ve accomplished!”

“That’s not what I meant,” Nadia said,
staring out over the city and beyond, to the dark waves beyond the
seawalls where another city once stood.

Perhaps that city had been rotten as well.
Perhaps this was always how it was, how all societies broke down
eventually. An endless cycle of suffering.

No. Nadia shook her head. This was the end.
All things had to come to an end, even cycles. One way or
another.

“It’s over. Not only for me,” Nadia said.
“There’s no hope. This city, this world, all of us… I think we’re
far past the point of redemption.”

“I used to think the same thing about
you.”

It was the first thing Tess had said that
actually affected Nadia. She sat up straighter, wincing at the
sharp pain in her side.

“You went from being the spoiled princess of
Auktoris to being the Sapphire goddamn Shadow. If that can happen,
anything can happen.”

“The oceans won’t stop rising because you
feel warm, fuzzy hope,” Nadia said. “Those seawalls will break and
this city will flood, and the parasites living up here will watch
the people down there drown, whether or not my mother is alive, and
then what will you do?”

“This is my home,” Tess said. “I’ll be here,
fighting to make it better. Floods or not.”

“That’s admirable.” Nadia meant every word of
it.

“Look, honestly? I get it, I really do. I
don’t know if we really have any chance of fixing this. But I’m
going to try. And I want you with me. I don’t mean to help fight or
anything like that. I mean I don’t want to lose you.”

Nadia felt her chin quiver and stomped it
down mercilessly. This time she did load up her meanest sarcasm.
“Very cute. Let me guess…It all started out as just another plan,
but then you got in too deep? Some nonsense like that?”

“Well…kind of, yeah,” Tess said, sheepish in
a way that was utterly charming. Nadia could hear her blushing,
pawing at the back of her neck with her prosthetic hand.

“Next you’re going to tell me you fell in
love.”

“Well…actually…” Tess said, growing in
strength. “I mean, it’s funny, right? I thought I loved you, back
in high school, but that was hormones talking. This
feels…different.”

Nadia tried to tear that down and choked
instead, feeling strangely empty. Already falling.

“We can be real with each other—you were
terrible back then,” Tess said, making Nadia’s mouth click shut.
“But look at you now! The person you are now…it means so much to me
to see who you’ve become. To see you trying. To know where you’ve
come from and still see you fighting it.”

This wasn’t fair. Tess was lying. She had to
be lying. Anything to keep Nadia from pulling the trigger, any
selfish ploy to keep her from tossing herself off the ledge. Hot
tears mingled with the cold rain soaking her mask, her chest
shaking with every struggling breath.

“You’re not a bad person, Nadia.”

That was what finally broke her, to hear
those words out loud. Her hand fell, the gun pointing harmlessly
into open air.

“You’re not,” Tess said. “I know you care. I
know it seems hopeless. But…please? Please don’t leave me.”

Nadia sobbed, once, coughing and clearing
her throat and trying to put herself together. “You…” She coughed
again, not quite anything but a shambles. “You’re a diabolical
criminal mastermind who manipulated me and betrayed my trust.”

“Uh, well…” Tess stammered
and hemmed and hawed. “Look, I am sorry, and uh, listen, I don’t
know if like, diabolical
is the right word exactly…”

“I think I may be in love with you.”

“Oh,” Tess said. “Cool. So…why don’t you get
down from that ledge then?”

“And what?” Nadia said. “Simply stroll back
home?”

“Well, yeah. How am I supposed to patch you
up and have makeup sex with you if you don’t?”

It hurt to laugh, even if it was only a
weak, rasping chuckle. Nadia’s hand shot to her side again. Still
warm and wet. She couldn’t stop shaking, cold and small and in
pain.

“I…I’m so sorry…” she said, low and weak and
quiet. “I want to see you again. See your face one last time.”

“You can!” Tess said, loudly sniffing. “I
want to see you too. You can do it. You can make it. All you have
to do is get down here.”

Tired. It hurt to move, hurt to breathe. “I’m
not sure I can manage that.”

“Stop that. You can do it. We can do it. I’m
not giving up on you. Don’t make me come up there!”

“Hey.”

Nadia turned, wincing at the motion. Behind
her on the catwalk stood none other than Officer Jackson, back in
uniform, a lovely sight to Nadia’s thoroughly sore eyes. No helmet,
no goggles, a dashing image indeed, the badge on her chest shining
bright.

Worth it, staying alive long enough to see
this. Jackson peered over the edge, a few feet from Nadia.

“Haven’t I told you not to kill yourself?”
Jackson said.

Nadia ignored that, her glowing eyes fixed
on the officer. “How long have you been standing there?”

Jackson peered over the edge again but yanked
her eyes back instantly. “Listen, I’d really like my gun back.”

Nadia held up the revolver. She’d almost
forgotten she was holding it.

“Yeah, that’s the one,” Jackson said. “If
you’re gonna jump, don’t jump with it. Please?”

“Why’s this thing so special to you anyway?”
Nadia said. “Save your life back in your soldier days? Something
like that?”

“It was my mother’s.”

Nadia saw her own stunned blinking in the
glow of her mask. “Oh.”

Jackson took a step closer. She started to
climb onto the railing next to Nadia, then shook her head and
thought better of it. “Nope,” she said. “Don’t know how you’re
sitting like that.”

“Are you quite serious?” Nadia said. “Don’t
you fly around on a hoverbike? Isn’t that your job?”

“That’s different,” Jackson said. “Kind of
why I signed up for bike patrol honestly.”

“Afraid of heights,” Nadia said, in utter,
amused disbelief. “And you signed up for bike patrol?”

“I did it because I was afraid. Way I see
it, you face it and you deal with it.”

Something about that felt very silly to
Nadia. Then again, something about it felt very far from silly.
Anything but, in fact.

“You say that as though it’s easy,” she
said.

“Didn’t say anything of the sort,” Jackson
said, a bit of that delightful accent of hers creeping out.
“Besides, ain’t nothin’ easy.”

Nadia stared at her. Jumping couldn’t have
been further from her mind at this point. The gun sat forgotten in
her hand. It was the first time she’d heard Jackson speak like
this.

“Ain’t nothin’ too hard either,” Jackson
said. “Now, miss, if you wouldn’t mind me bringin’ you down from
that railing…I’d hate to see a sweet thing such as yourself go
tumblin’ over.”

“Ha! Ooh…” Nadia winced. Again, worth it.
Adorable, that accent.

“That doesn’t look good,” Jackson said,
holding out her hand.

“It doesn’t feel very good,” Nadia said.
Slowly, carefully, she turned the gun over in her hand, holding the
grip out.

Jackson went to take it, but her hand kept
going. Past the gun. Taking Nadia by the arm. Slow and gentle.

“Come on,” Jackson said quietly. “Come on
down.”

She did. Finally. Nadia let Jackson pull her
back down to the catwalk, where she collapsed into a heap in the
officer’s strong arms.

“Now let’s have a look-see,” Jackson said,
pulling a trauma kit from her belt. “Routine bullet wound. Didn’t
hit anything vital, I think. Let me patch you up real quick and
give you a dose.”

The skin on the side of her suit loosened.
It hurt more, momentarily. Then the warm, numb feeling of a sticky
bandage patch full of gel closed in over her wound, tucked in under
the ragged hole in her suit.

“And a quick pinch,” Jackson said.

“Ow!” Nadia squeaked. Warm waves washed out
from her side, much like the night Tess had medicated her. Not so
groggy this time.

Jackson smiled. “This new stuff, it’ll do you
good. Enough to keep you fighting anyway.”

Not cold, not anymore. Not alone. Nadia felt
her senses come back, felt her mind prickling back into shape.
“What are you doing here?”

“I’m here to arrest Evelyn Ashpool.”

Nadia saw her mask blinking in the low light
again. “I knew I liked you for a reason.”

“Your friend Cheshire sure is thanking me a
lot,” Jackson said. “Or sorry, should I say your girlfriend
Cheshire?”

“Ha!” Nadia and Tess said in perfect
unison.

“I heard that,” Jackson said, rolling her
eyes, “on both sides. You two, honestly.”

They sat together in the dark rain for a few
long moments. Nadia felt her strength return, felt herself float up
on a tide of pain-killers. Enough to keep going. Enough to struggle
to her feet, slowly and carefully and holding onto Jackson’s
arm.

“Am I free to go?” she asked, offering the
gun again. “I half expected you to cuff me.”

“Free to go,” Jackson said, taking the
revolver once and for all, tucking it into her belt where it
belonged. “I’ve got bigger marks to chase.”

“Are you quite sure?”

“You can have a head start anyway,” Jackson
said, throwing her a wink. “Go on and get out of here before I
change my mind.”

“What about you?”

“Don’t worry about me. I’ve got a plan. My
buddies and I will keep ’em busy for you up here.”

Nadia felt the urge to grab Jackson by the
vest, to take her along with. She held out her empty hand
instead.

Jackson took it, skipping the shake and
pulling her into a quick hug, rough and bear-like. “Get her out of
here, Cheshire. You hear me?”

“Pfft, like I need to be told that,” Tess
said.

“And you,” Jackson said, gently patting Nadia
on the back, “don’t die.”

“Likewise.”

 



Chapter Twenty-Four: Free




This was it then.

Nothing left to do but run. Nadia was back
inside, following waypoints in her HUD as Tess opened doors for
her.

“Through there,” Tess said. “Left after, then
down a shaft.”

“Hang on,” Nadia said, still limping a bit.
She put an experimental hand to her side. Numb, warm and tingling
and numb. Still felt a strange, displaced tear in her flesh with
every step.

“I can’t see if the shaft is closed,” Tess
said. “If it is closed, double back and—”

Static tore into her ears. The 3-D outline of
a map in her HUD flickered and wavered, splitting into pieces of an
image.

“Fuck!” was the only clear word that made it
through. “Know…active scanning…move…”

Nadia came to a T-junction, a plain
intersection of two bare corridors. No fancy wall displays up here
in the back paths—the hidden walkways where the help, robotic and
human, moved through the upper levels.

Nadia remembered this, knew every unfeeling
twist and turn. At this very corner, she had crouched once as a
small girl, curled up in a ball crying.

Left was not the right way.

“I said left!” rang through clearly in her
ears.

“Let me drive,” Nadia said. Voices picking
up behind her. Getting closer. They couldn’t have her, not now, not
after all this. Not before she saw Tess one last time.

She ran through an open doorway into another
drone charging room. Perhaps ran wasn’t quite the word—more like a
hurried shuffle, hopping along every other step. A shaft in the
floor waited for her, surrounded by black and yellow stripes with
“Caution” spelled out in severe red letters.

Not that caution was necessary at the moment.
The shaft was closed, a thick metal hatch slid into place.

Only one door in, the one she had come
through. Time, how much time did she have? How many precious
seconds? Her eyes traced the floor, growing wide at the sight of a
thin trail of red spots. Leading right to where she stood.

Voices, distorted through heavy trooper
masks. Louder still.

Simple. Another ambush, anything to buy
time, nothing she hadn’t done before. Nadia crouched and leapt for
the ceiling…and stumbled instead, gasping. It didn’t hurt, quite.
It just didn’t work, her muscles refusing to move. Odd.

A soldier in white rounded a corner out in
the hallway, catching a glimpse of her before Nadia dove to the
side. Trapped in this dead end in these empty hallways, dark
pathways where once she ran and hid as a little girl.

No more of that. Nadia had made up her mind,
nothing like the sad convictions she’d held to end it all, nothing
like that desperate surrender. She would not be dying, not up here
in this place.

She crouched by the doorway, ready and
waiting, exactly as she’d watched Jackson do in the Omniplant. The
trooper rushed through, rifle up and checking the corners, towering
over her in faceless menace.

She was still fast enough to clap her palms
on his chest and face before he could shoot, her mask flickering on
the gleaming white of his armor. He jumped, but that was all—no
shrieking collapse, no limp body crashing to the floor.

“Confirmed!” he said, shoving her against the
wall with his rifle, “Backup now!” The barrel of the rifle swung
over, drawing the sight right over her chest.

No time to think—Nadia flung a stun grenade
at him, snatching it off her belt without even pulling the pin. It
bonked off the center of his mask, smudging the red handprint where
she’d tried to grab him. Only a fraction of a second bought. She
kept going, throwing the last of her homemade lightning grenades,
then a spare battery pack, then the empty bag off her back,
something, anything.

The trooper charged her, screaming a battle
cry as he pulled the trigger. Nadia slapped the barrel to the side
just in time, then held it in her bloodstained hand as rounds tore
holes in the wall beside her head. Piercing ringing flooded her
ears.

The butt of the rifle swiped across her
face. Her knees wobbled, collapsing utterly. She would have slid
into a heap on the floor if the trooper hadn’t pinned her to the
wall with his gun, bracing it against her throat.

“I said backup now! She’s here. She’s right
here!”

Nadia beat against his arms, weak and
flailing, barely able to reach his body. The man kept screaming for
help, as if he needed it, the big brute, choking the breath out of
her with his rifle.

Not here. Not like this. Nadia unclipped her
belt—it was empty now anyway. Valery had taught her a trick for
this very situation, and thankfully she’d practiced it until the
motions were rote—not requiring what little thought she had left,
which was swiftly being choked out of her.

She looped the belt around one of his arms,
just so, her hands fast and precise. When she grabbed both ends and
pulled, straightening it out and taking his elbow with it, there
wasn’t much he could do to fight it. It was a simple matter of
leverage. His arm flew back, the rifle loosening from her neck.

“Oof, I’m back, for now at least,” Tess said.
“I’m trying to open the hatch next to you. One second. Just…aaaah!
Holy shit! Run!”

It was always adorable hearing the exact
moment Tess looked at her visual feed. The hatch in the floor slid
open, red caution letters lighting up along its side. Nadia shoved
her attacker, barely moving him, more like bouncing off him and
then the wall as she made a stumbling dive for the hatch.

She didn’t quite make it, stuck crawling the
last few feet as the man behind her screamed out the hatch number.
The open space of the shaft rose to meet her, an empty drop
swallowing her as she scrambled through headfirst.

 


* * *

 


The girl had only left her five rounds. Odd, to say
the least.

Jackson slapped the cylinder back into place,
tucking her mother’s revolver into her belt. Safe back home, safe
at last.

The last staircase up was empty, posts
abandoned.

“They found her,” Vicks said, hand to the
side of his helmet. “Converging on her position.”

Jackson nodded. “That’s no good. Let’s get
their attention.”

“Did you plan this with her?” Vicks said.

She almost wished she had. “No.”

“I gotta say, would have been cool if you’d
said ‘yes’,” Vicks said. “And that’s from a guy she punched in the
face one time.”

“Same. I mean, I’m rooting for her,” Wedge
said. “I mean, at this point?”

That got a snort out of Jackson. The stairs
ended at a short hallway that led out to a forest.

All three of them gasped, staring.

“Are these real?” Wedge said. “Jackson?”

“What are you asking me for?”

“Weren’t you, like, born on a farm or
something?”

Her family had moved long before memory was
anything but a fuzzy thing, a hint of smell here, the sound of wind
through an ash tree there. Jackson slid up to an elevator door that
hung open—broken—her shotgun ready.

The shaft was empty and dark, a sheer drop
down at least a dozen stories.

Voices from farther in, past the forest of a
lobby. “On me,” Jackson said, moving up to the shattered double
doors with the last of Tactical Team Bravo backing her up.

“Mother?”

That voice sounded familiar. Jackson stepped
through to see a boardroom in ruins, chunks of a long table lying
here and there. A handful of heavy troopers stood at attention on
either side of the room. Damn it.

Vicks was on it; he approached the nearest
one. “Reinforcements here,” he started to explain.

“No reinforcements were requested.”

“No? I was called up, told to move…”

Jackson missed the rest. The head of the
room, and what was waiting there for her, stole all her
attention.

“Mother…mother, please!” a blond woman in a
prom dress said, standing at the edge of a steaming puddle.

In the middle of that puddle, wreathed in
wafting white vapors, sat an older woman in a white pantsuit.
Clutching a corpse to her bosom. Stiff and brittle, the body was
covered in frost, sweating, dripping fluid onto the floor.

Minus a head.

“What…the hell?” Wedge muttered.

Jackson nodded toward the door, silently
ordering Wedge to post up and cover their backs. They didn’t have
much time. “Evelyn Ashpool,” she said, taking a step closer to the
puddle.

The head of Auktoris Global Funds did not
look up, did not acknowledge her presence in any way. Jackson took
another step.

“I’m placing you under arrest for…” she
said, stopping short when her boot touched the puddle. It crackled
and stuck in place, frost climbing up the sole. She jerked her foot
back, yanked it to free it from the floor, stumbling backward a few
steps away from the puddle.

That complicated things. Difficult to take a
hostage if she was surrounded by…whatever this stuff was. Jackson
shot a glance out the glass walls around her. Any second now.

There. Motion, in the darkness beyond the
lights of the Structure. Most people wouldn’t have noticed, but
Jackson had seen federal black-ops dropships before, stealth
choppers bristling with guns, probably the only thing that could
slip past the turrets up here. Any second now. The room lit up,
Jackson’s eyes squinting away from the chopper’s spotlight.

She braced herself for shots, for glass
crashing in as their backup cleaned out the room.

Nothing came.

Jackson turned to see the heavy troopers
still standing. Targeting lasers shone through the glass, painting
their prey. Not the Auktoris troopers, though. Vicks and Wedge each
had dots on their chest.

She looked down at a flickering dot on her
own chest.

The blonde in the dress looked out into the
night, eyes glazed over. “Yes, thank you,” she said. “No, that will
not be necessary. Our men will take it from here.”

The spotlight went dead.

“Officer…Jackson, is it?” the blonde said.
“Did you really think the federal government would oppose us? We
supply most of their funding, you know.”

Jackson forced her jaw shut as she raised
her shotgun. She should’ve come alone. But there was no turning
back now.

The blonde shot her a sour look as she hedged
at the edge of the puddle. “Mother…would you like me to have them
removed?”

Evelyn Ashpool looked up, slowly, her face a
stiff mask of surgery. Jackson tried to glare her down but found
nothing there to face off with. An empty shell of a person.

Until she saw the gun.

Evelyn Ashpool’s eyes hardened, lighting up
and piercing through the vapors. “Where,” she said, “did you get
that firearm?”

Jackson glanced at the revolver on her belt.
That was none of her damn business. “You are under arrest for the
murder of David Ortega. And countless others.”

Evelyn tried to move one of her hands, but
the skin stuck to the frozen corpse. She yanked her hand free, not
seeming to even notice the pieces of her fingers that broke off and
stayed stuck in place, red icicles. She pointed at Jackson’s belt
with waxy stumps.

“Where did you get
that gun?”

The heavy troopers were paying close
attention now, shoving Vicks back and telling him to shut up.

“Come with us quietly,” Jackson said, her
shotgun pointed at Evelyn. “All of you, I am placing Ms. Ashpool
under arrest for murder. Do not attempt—”

“Kill them,” Evelyn said. Simply. Calmly.
“Kill them all.”

One of the troopers stepped up. “Preserve
the brain matter?”

Evelyn went back to embracing the corpse in
her lap, already done with the situation. “None of my concern.”

Jackson should have just pulled the trigger.
Should have executed the criminal sitting before her, served
justice once and for all.

One last flailing try for self-preservation
won out, though. She turned and opened fire on the heavy troopers
instead.

 


* * *

 


“Where are you right now?”

Tess didn’t answer right away. They were
still on her, hot on her heels—glimpses of suited guards and
faceless Domes and heavy troopers around every corner, slowly but
surely corralling her.

“You’re outside of gun range,” Tess said.
“You need to get outside now, Theseus can pick you up.”

Ah, yes, her noble steed. He’d come so far
from his humble police-bike beginnings.

“You didn’t answer my question,” Nadia
said.

“I’m right about where you left me.”

More outraged than ever, Nadia made a few
indignant, sputtering gasps “Excuse me?”

“What?”

“What do you mean, ‘right where I left
you’?” Nadia said, picturing the banquet hall swarming with guards,
entire tactical squads surrounding the area and yelling at Tess to
surrender. “Why haven’t you left the building?”

“Look, they know I’m in their systems now,
and they’re actively countering. If I wasn’t connected here, I’d
probably lose my link to you and—”

“Actively countering?” Nadia said, climbing
up a wall with nothing like her usual grace. Red handprints
followed her, showing exactly where she’d gone. “You mean to say
they’re hunting for you?”

“I mean they definitely
have orders to prioritize hunting you, but basically,
yeah.”

Nadia growled and grumbled and shook her
head, barely paying mind to the squad of Domes that had just caught
sight of her. What were a few more at this point? “Shouldn’t you be
running? Shouldn’t you be—I don’t know—putting as many miles
between yourself and…” She paused, diving off a wall to zap a Dome
into submission and tossing his gun at his backup’s helmet. “Our
office is full of evidence. They’re going to come after you!”

“Oh, don’t worry about that,” Tess said.
“That’s being taken care of right about…now.”

Nadia wondered if she was supposed to be
hearing or seeing something. “What do you mean?”

“That was the sound of Functional Fashions
exploding. Sorry.”

Honestly, deep down, Nadia wasn’t surprised.
She feigned it anyway, drawing on her true annoyance at losing her
collection of stolen gems. It was easy to bring forth an
appropriate scandalized, indignant tone as she grappled with
another massive man in a dark suit, trying but failing to crack her
skull open with a shock prod.

“You had an explosive device…in our home…this
whole time?”

“Calm down. I sent Lil’ Cheshire to a safe
house already.”

Rolling her eyes, she struggled for the
shock prod for a moment, grunting and straining against the guard's
fist before deciding fine, he could keep it. She kicked his knee
out from under him and finished with a crackling open-palm
strike.

“Besides, I thought you liked to live
dangerously,” Tess said.

“Not exactly my preferred brand of
adrenaline,” Nadia groused back, but she was smiling the whole
time. “Are you leaving yet?”

“Without you? Fuck no.”

A needle bullet caught her in the leg, but
it was only one of the small, weak calibers the Domes carried and
failed to pierce her suit. She gasped and hopped for a few steps
but kept moving.

“Is that…? No, no, don’t go there!” Tess
said.

“I’m running out of other options. Not
exactly—oof!” A Dome tackled her, desperately trying to slide her
arms into a lock. Nadia fought and squirmed and slithered, not
quite able to put her palms on him.

“You don’t want to go in there,” Tess said.
“It’s crawling with security!”

Tess said this as Nadia’s head was slammed
into a large set of doors. She threw her elbows, fought to turn
around and face her attacker. He shoved her against the doors,
delivering a punch to the soaked-red side of her suit.

“Aah!” Nadia gasped, feeling it draw out and
rise into a growling, shrieking scream. The man tried the same
punch again, meeting her numb and shaking arms instead, pushing her
back into a pair of doors that had endured far too much.

They burst open. Nadia fell backward,
dragging the Dome with her as they tumbled to the floor together.
Bright, wide-open space assaulted her eyes. She blinked as the
goggles corrected, peals of static crackling through her visuals as
he hurled his fist into her face.

He was on top of her, trying to pin her,
striking her again and again. Foolish. Nadia finally zapped him,
feeling him shudder and go limp, collapsing, deadweight holding her
down. She shoved his body off her and struggled to her feet, seeing
shocked faces all around her—clean and gorgeous, with perfect
teeth, well-tailored suits, and glittering dresses—and small drones
flittering around to take in all the commotion.

Someone screamed. Her entourage of Domes was
already pouring out of the doors behind her. The banquet hall
turned into a stampede, a mad mass of bodies rushing away from
Nadia, all knocking into the ones too dumbfounded or curious to
move.

“Nonlethal! Civilians in play!” a guard
yelled from behind her. “Nonlethal only!”

“Where are you?” Nadia said, holding her side
and running at a limping shuffle again.

“Goddamn it. Of course you had to crash the
party,” Tess said. “I love you and I hate you. So much.”

“If you can’t handle me at my worst…” Nadia
said.

A fleeing man in front of her attempted to
run through one of the robot waiters, sending himself and the bot
to the floor, hors d'oeuvres scattering everywhere.

“Ugh, don’t say that,” Tess said.
“Problematic, to say the least. Don’t get me wrong—you’re still my
fave…”

Scant steps ahead of her pursuers, Nadia
missed a few words. A partygoer tried to block her path, drawing a
shining chrome handgun from his tuxedo jacket.

“But like, a problematic fave, for sure,”
Tess finished.

He went down fast, barely a hindrance—the
lightest tap of her glove, and he collapsed, dropping the gun. It
was enough to slow her down, a step or two, enough for a Dome to
swing a prod into the back of her knee and bog her down in another
wrestling scrap on the floor.

“Oof, ouch! No, don’t—ugh, be careful!” Tess
said.

No time, not with so many Domes and guards
trying to mob her. Nadia tried to crawl out of his grasp, felt him
yank her back, then wrapped a hand around his neck and blasted
thousands of volts directly into his vocal cords, making his scream
crack and waver.

“Sorry. Should I shut up?” Tess said, “I
don’t want to distract you.”

“Don’t stop!” Nadia said, sucking in ragged,
desperate breaths as she climbed back to her feet. “I need your
voice!”

“Uh, okay, uh…” Tess said. “Ugh, they’re
right on top of you. That’s it. I’m gonna come and try to
help.”

“No!” Nadia said, crashing through a table
with a suited guard on top of her. “They’ll know your face!”

“You want me to just keep watching while you
get the shit kicked out of you?”

“Yes!” she yelled, successfully reversing,
rolling over and pinning the guard to the floor. A Dome nearby
fired a stun gun at her, the wires passing over Nadia’s head as she
pressed herself against the man she was choking and shocking into
the ground.

Instead they hit a woman in a gorgeous ball
gown to her side, her elaborate jewelry throwing sparks as she
collapsed into a heap.

“Ha!” Tess said, “Good to see excessive force
being used on a member of the upper class. For once.”

“Hardly…excessive…” Nadia said, throwing
another Dome off her. Low-battery alarms blared in her HUD, red
warning banners blinking around the edges.

Too many. Too close. Nadia tried to run
again, but a suit clamped his grip around her wrist. The
countermeasures there sprang to life, nestled needles like spider
legs snapping out, mangling the man’s hand.

Nadia was yanked backward—the
countermeasures were supposed to snap back into place, retracting
out of her attacker’s ruined hand. Instead the needles jittered and
clenched against his flesh—tangled, still bent from Jackson’s
cuffs.

“Aaaaaaaahhh! Oh, God. Fuck. Shit.
Aaaaaaugggh!” he screamed, blood pouring down his arm.

Similar sentiments rang out in Nadia’s head
as she pulled against his arm, trying to free herself. Others
caught up to them, striking blows on her chest and shoulders, one
of them hammering her into a headlock. Her free hand flailed
around, shocking anything it could touch.

There was an attachment point for the
gloves, a nearly invisible seam near Nadia’s elbow. With one final,
grunting scream and a pull, she braced a foot against the man’s leg
and sent herself sailing backward, dragging several Domes with her.
Her glove peeled off, spikes still stuck in the man’s hand as he
wailed on.

Still locked with an arm around her neck
from behind. She squirmed and fought, barely keeping her balance,
feeling her mask being pulled tightly against the seam of her
collar.

“Watch the mask!” Tess said. “Careful with
the mask!”

A boot stomped into her gut, hands grasping
at her flailing arms. She felt it being pulled, felt the seam
barely holding on. Easy to sink down on her knees, harder not to
collapse all the way—her head slipped out of the lock, leaving her
mask behind.

Cool air against her damp and swollen face,
suddenly on fire. Her eyes shrank away, blinking without the
goggles to shield them. For one gasping, glorious moment,
everything stopped.

She was surrounded, yes. Beyond the armed
men, slack-jawed faces that hadn’t yet fled gawked and pointed and
murmured, eyes and glasses recording everything. A swarm of drones
hovered above, their cameras clicking hundreds of times a
second.

No doubt her face was being plastered all
over every news feed in the city. Surely Tess would…

Tess.

Her friend, her partner. Her lover. Tess was
there, so close yet miles away, behind the armed men, moving at the
edges of the crowd. Their eyes met, and for one perfect instant,
Nadia stared. Just stared. Standing there, forgetting even to gasp
for breath, staring at the one thing she had left in the world.

Her Tess.

One of the suited guards broke the moment,
charging at her. Rude. Indescribably rude. Nadia screamed and threw
her fist through his knee. The rest followed him, about to dogpile
her into oblivion.

Part of the drone swarm above her broke and
attacked, hummingbird-like robots kamikaze diving into the faces of
every Auktoris goon in the room. Nadia found herself at the center
of a group of men cursing and swatting at their heads, distracted
just long enough. She dashed through and between them, slipping
through and free again, free to run, free to keep fighting, running
on the adrenaline fumes that coursed through every pounding
beat.

She dashed up a nearby wall—tried to at
least. Her ungloved hand failed to stick, her fingernails peeling
off like wet paper while she clawed for purchase. With gritted
teeth she climbed anyway—awkward one-armed hops up.

“That was lovely,” she said, “with the
drones. Well done.”

No response. Her earpieces had been ripped
out with her mask, nothing left to put Tess’s voice in her ears.
She faltered, slipping and sliding down a few feet before catching
herself, then scrambling up and away.

Bullet holes popped into the wall above
her.

“I said nonlethal!” someone below
screamed.

More bullet holes, creeping up behind her.
Harder and harder to climb, the suit growing heavier with every
passing moment. She crested the top and rolled onto a balcony above
the banquet floor.

Heavy—the fibers in the suit were helping
less, lazily pulling a fraction of a second after every motion.
Surely her mask would be blaring alarms at her right now, her blue
eyes blinking red.

She looked up, forcing herself to a crawl
and then onto her knees and then shuffling along. A large, open
archway waited ahead, the dull orange nighttime glow of the sky
beckoning her.

Alone. All alone up here, her pursuers surely
rushing up the stairs. Too late.

Nadia pushed herself outside, past parked
hoverbikes and landed choppers, past anything like pain; nothing
left in her lungs but numb, burning madness. She wouldn’t stop,
couldn’t stop, and all the screaming voices behind her didn’t make
a bit of difference.

Right up to the edge of the platform. Nadia
didn’t slow down, didn’t hesitate. She closed her eyes as she
jumped. More like collapsed and fell, really, rain stinging her
face as she plunged, falling through open air down the side of the
Structure.

Something hard broke her
fall, hovering down as it caught her on the saddle. A sleek black
hoverbike with Theseus scrawled down the side in florid cursive hit the brakes on
its own, slowing their descent until it was levitating in
place.

Nadia coughed and retched, shakily pulling
herself from being flopped over the thing to properly sitting on
it. The throttle buzzed in her hand. The engine purred between her
legs, eager and ready.

Sirens clicked on above her. Flashing
lights.

One last race then. So much more fitting than
falling.

 


* * *

 


“Loading!” Jackson screamed. She crouched low behind
the scraps of the boardroom table, slamming shells into her
shotgun.

“Jesus, die already!” Wedge said next to her,
blindly firing over the top of their cover. “These guys won’t go
down!”

Fuckers and their heavy armor. Jackson
loaded the last of her spare rounds. She looked up to see Vicks in
the lobby, on the other side of what remained of the doors, huddled
close to a wall. He leaned out to take a shot, then jerked back as
bullets tore the wall to pieces where he had stood.

“Jackson?” he said.

“Still alive!”

“Good!” he yelled back, still faceless
behind his Dome helmet. “If we make it out of this, I swear I’m
gonna kill you!”

“Yeah, remind me why we followed you up
here?” Wedge said.

“Because…” Jackson said, wincing as bullets
ripped holes in their cover, “you two are both…” She growled,
standing up enough to rip off a few shots. “…great cops, damn
it!”

She knocked a trooper off his feet and he
stayed down, finally. The remaining soldiers had formed a wall
around their matriarch. The solid slugs in Jackson’s shotgun were
only barely enough to pierce their armor, it turned out, liable to
glance off if the angle was anything but dead on.

She counted six heavily armored troopers
left. None close enough to swipe a gun from.

Her shotgun barked one last time, the
chamber popping open and staying there. Five bullets in her
mother’s gun. Jackson shook her head as she drew the revolver from
her belt. Five whole bullets.

Best make them count then. She stepped out to
the side, swinging the pistol out to do its deadly work…and felt
her arm collapse under the weight.

“Agh!” Her limbs went stiff and flopped to
nothing, the fibers buried in her muscles seizing up, no control,
no strength. Jackson fell out to the side of their chunk of table,
fighting to stay on her knees.

“Jackson?”

She looked up, at Vicks’s
faceless helmet. If she could have moved, could have screamed, she
would have told him No, don’t, stay
back.

It wouldn’t have made a difference. He
dashed out to her, no delay, no hesitation, jumping out of cover to
shove her back to safety behind the table, taking a hail of bullets
meant for her. Jackson released a long, breathless wail as his body
danced and crashed to the floor.

Andy?, she tried to say, still wracked with pain.

He didn’t move.

Her vision blurred, trying and trying to
call out his name and hearing nothing but croaking gasps coming out
of her mouth.

“Andy?” It was Wedge’s voice. She shrieked
something incoherent as she sprayed more fire over the table,
screaming obscenities with every shot.

Vicks. Dead. Just like
that. Another one gone. Jackson stared at his body, at poor dead
Andrew Vicks. She shouted at her own goddamn limbs to move. Please,
for God’s sake, if there ever was a time for it,
move.

“Jackson?” Wedge yelled, pounding her
shoulder. “You hit? Are you hit?”

The tip of her boot was sticking out from
behind the table. A bullet tore it off, singeing some skin off her
toes. She still managed only a weak kick back.

“Behind!” Wedge said, firing her gun into
the lobby. Too late. They had taken too long and were trapped now,
attacked from both sides.

Well and truly fucked.

Move. Move, damn it.

Jackson forced her trembling arm to bend,
feeling something tear along the bones. Just a few seconds; a few
gasping, screaming seconds. Fight through it. Fight, Move…

Wedge went down at her side, going stiff on
her feet before collapsing into a pile. Shit. Jackson managed to
lean over enough to peer into the lobby. Another heavy trooper
stood in the open, letting his armor take the hits. This one,
strangely, had a bloody handprint on his helmet.

Fuckers, all of them. Screaming in pain,
Jackson swung her gun over, ending him with one lucky shot. His
head flew to pieces, painting the wall behind him bright red.

Move. Jackson fought to her feet, already
feeling it pass, feeling her muscles unclench, weak and trembling
but usable. Wedge was alive—gurgling and choking on blood from a
gushing neck wound, but alive.

“Stay with me!” Jackson said. She grabbed
her last friend by the collar and dragged her, ducking under
bullets as she moved into the lobby. “Keep breathing!”

Wedge fired a few shots as they went, popping
her empty mag out. She tried but failed to replace it, bumping a
fresh magazine up against her gun but not quite slamming it
home.

Jackson leaned her against the wall, trying
to think, trying to breathe. Four shots left. A trooper rifle
behind her. Risky to try for it, but…

Wedge finally managed to load her weapon and
reached for the action with shaking hands. Their eyes met, Wedge’s
quickly going blank behind her goggles.

“Stay with—” Jackson was cut off by gunfire
punching holes in the wall all around them. She crouched low,
popping back up to return fire—and paused.

Wedge was gone. Her body slumped over, fresh
holes in the wall where shots had gone right through.

That was it then.

Jackson stared. Shaking. She couldn’t stop
shaking. Voices, behind her, coming up the stairs.

Trapped. At least she could keep them busy,
keep them off the Sapphire Shadow’s trail.

Something snapped deep inside her. This
wasn’t the first time she had watched friends die. But there was
something in her this time, shrieking and frothing and raging,
unhinged, roaring. That this…

This was her fault.

This was all her fault. She had wanted to do
the right thing, to fight back, to make things right. To try.

She’d tried. And she’d failed. And Vicks and
Wedge were dead.

Jackson broke. That roar fought its way out,
one long, mad scream as she charged, charged headlong towards the
stairs, emptying her gun as she went.

 


* * *

 


Every Auktoris Private Security employee in the
city.

It had to be, or at least near to it. Nadia
screamed along on her hoverbike, rain stinging her bare face, hair
blowing wildly in the wind. She could barely see, the canyon
between buildings before her a blur of lights, ads still flashing
down the side of every structure.

Theseus roared underneath her, banking and
swooping through turns, dodging oncoming bikes that tried to block
her. The heavy security models couldn’t keep up, not even close—but
the APS choppers could, beasts of machines with red sirens
flashing, twin rotors blowing long trails of wash behind as they
chased her.

A loudspeaker called out from the nearest
one, demanding that she land immediately and surrender.

“Give up.”

“You’re surrounded.”

“There’s no way out.”

She glared back over her shoulder and spat
blood, throwing them a very unladylike finger for good measure. If
they wanted her, they’d have to shoot her down. And if they
wouldn’t do that, they would very well have themselves a chase. A
good show for all the news feeds, indeed.

A chopper dove from above and braked right
in front of her. Nadia had seen this trick before. She dove as
well, quicker by far, hugging herself close to the bike as she
spiraled down toward the streets. Wet pavement rushed up to meet
her, horns screeching and automated alarms blaring, her bike
weaving in and out, just above traffic.

Something small tried to cut her off. A
drone, throwing itself in her way, a desperate stopgap. She lifted
her bike’s nose, speeding through the pesky thing and shattering it
to pieces, shards of plastic and a still-spinning rotor glancing
off her face and chest. Up ahead, grounded APS cars formed a
blockade, lights flashing and guns ready.

Flickering caught her eye, a bit of odd
motion in the uniform madness on every building. She saw it only
for an instant as she sped along, but there was no doubt what she
saw.

A cartoon cat face.

LEFT

She yanked Theseus into a drifting break
turn, slipping into a dark alleyway cramped with fire escapes. Her
mirror showed her patrol bikes trying the same, one of them
crashing into the side of the alley, others shakily slowing down to
make it in one piece. Up ahead, another chopper glared at her,
hovering at the exit of the alley.

Straight up was clear, for now at least.
Nadia pulled up, Theseus growling and shuddering and threatening to
stall. Never built for completely vertical ascent, it struggled to
keep its own weight moving.

“Come on!” she screamed, pinning the
throttle, spurring the bike with her heels. “Come on!”

Finally she burst out into open air, almost
crashing into a chopper moving to cut her off. It flashed a
spotlight on her, more demands yelled over its loudspeaker.

Idiots. As if she would just give up after
all this. She drifted up out of the seat as she leveled out, then
slammed back down painfully, every wound on her body yelping. Just
a little longer, just a little farther, a little more.

Cheshire lit up another building as she
passed by.

BLOCKADE AHEAD

A billboard on her other side flickered from
a shiny new car to a leering cat.

LEFT AGAIN. HURRY!

Not a narrow alley this time but a wide
boulevard, cars scrambling to pull over, automated rides glitching
out as they searched in vain for somewhere to pull over to. Nadia
saw clear skies ahead, flashing sirens behind, nothing between her
and freedom. Nothing left but to race, screaming through the
night.

Not fast enough. She wasn’t losing them. They
were gaining.

She caught a glimpse of Cheshire again,
blowing her a kiss from a nearby tower.

YOU CAN DO IT!

She leaned down, hugging the bike, nosing
lower until she was scraping paint off the cars below, cranking the
throttle until her hand was numb and her knuckles bled white.

Just a little faster, a little farther.

GO!

Cheshire flickered to life again and again,
cheering her on, each glimpse a frame of a looping, leering
smile.

GO! GO! GOOOOOOOOOO!

Theseus jumped beneath her, the dash display
flashing red. She heard it this time, a short whine of gunfire from
behind. A car was ripped to pieces below as she swooped by, a clean
line of holes cut right down the middle.

She barely had time to stare before Theseus
bucked again, listing dangerously to the side. The APS chopper on
her tail cut loose with another short salvo, shredding her bike’s
engine to nothing but sputtering, smoking ruin.

Theseus lurched and slowed, drifting down as
it lost power. Nadia tried to lean back, tried to right her steed,
to swing with her weight. Anything.

None of it worked.

Theseus fell, catching the hood of a car as
it crashed to the ground.

 


* * *

 


She just couldn’t die.

Soaked in blood, Jackson limped along.

It was the girl’s fault really, if you
thought about it. The Sapphire Shadow. She snorted, once, loud and
mocking. These Auktoris fuckers were all in disarray, scattered and
distracted and busy. Easy pickin’s, if you had no sense of
self-preservation. Jackson was supposed to be drawing their fire
for her. Not the other way around.

But no, it wasn’t the girl’s fault. The girl
was all right. That had been proven. Jackson wished her well,
wished her all the luck in the world—she actually was rooting for
her. Showing all those Auktoris fuckers for the pricks they’d
always been.

Jackson kept limping, leaning against a
wall, leaving a red trail where her tattered sleeve dragged. She
looked at the revolver clenched tightly in her fist and thought,
not for the first time in the last few minutes, about using it on
herself.

The girl had been considering it,
clearly.

No. No, that wasn’t in her. Never had been.
She wouldn’t give them the satisfaction. She would go down
fighting, and that was that. Even if it meant fighting her way for
miles down through the Structure, murdering her way through every
APS officer unlucky enough to cross her path.

Her revolver was empty anyway. She had
cycled through dozens of guns by now, taking them from fresh
corpses and then making more. But the revolver stayed with her. To
the end.

More screaming near her. The ground level of
the Structure had descended into chaos, a screaming cluster fuck,
the protestors outside breaking through the line and losing all
sense of purpose. It was simply a riot now—enraged crowds looting
and burning and beating anyone in a uniform they could find.

Shattering glass. She looked up to see a car
door hurled through the window of a storefront, people hopping in
empty-handed and hopping out with arms full of glitzy jewelry.

Idiots. Back in her day, they’d stolen food.
There was nothing really worth stealing in this overdone,
stretched-out shopping mall. At that moment Jackson realized she
hated this city, hated the Structure, hated the army and the police
and her life and this whole fucking tragedy that was the human
condition.

But most of all, she hated Auktoris Global
Funds.

She watched a young man, acne visible even
through the sheer T-shirt he had wrapped around his face. He tossed
a Molotov cocktail into the empty jewelry store. She nodded. Good
on him.

Good on him? Was she going crazy?

Jackson chuckled and shook her head, still
limping along, sliding right into crying as though it were the most
natural thing in the world. She’d been a tool her whole life. At
least these people were fighting back.

“Whoa, is that a cop?”

“Yeah…damn. She’s a big bitch too.”

They came closer. Jackson raised her empty
gun, pointing it at them with a very inviting look on her
blood-soaked face. Not calling her bluff, they simply walked
away.

Cowards. Up ahead, she could swear she heard
radio chatter.

A squad of Domes was moving from one of the
elevator banks, shooting anyone who got close. Jackson tried to
stumble back the way she had come, holding her gun up in what she
hoped was a threatening manner.

“Friendly!” one of them yelled. “Stand
down!”

She lowered the gun and let out a wavering
breath. Close. So close to the doors.

“Wait…uh…” another Dome said, his gun at the
half ready as he watched her carefully. “Isn’t that…?”

Jackson tensed up, trying to walk away but
falling to her knees instead.

The Dome put a hand to the side of his
helmet. “Yes, ma’am,” he said finally, raising his weapon to
fire.

She stared down the barrel of his gun. What a
way to go, after all she’d lived through, all she’d survived.

She didn’t even notice the sedan until it
had plowed through the squad of Domes, ramming right into her
would-be killer and launching him over the hood. The vehicle
screeched to a halt, the back passenger door opening to reveal
Cheshire’s face—her real face, not that silly cartoon cat but a
young woman in glasses and…a cocktail dress?

“Get in!”

Jackson merely stared back at her. Maybe she
was dead now? This didn’t seem possible.

“Get in!” Cheshire screamed, then groaned
and got out, yanking Jackson into the backseat with some
difficulty. That prosthetic arm of hers did most of the work. The
car peeled out before the girl even closed the door.

“Oof, she looks bad!” someone riding shotgun
said. British accent?

“Gel! Now!” Cheshire said. Her hands typed
furiously in thin air, her eyes glazed over with light.

“I need an exit!” a blond woman in the
driver’s seat shouted.

“I’m multitasking! Just drive!” Cheshire
said, her prosthetic hand pausing to poke and prod some of
Jackson’s many wounds. The man riding shotgun turned around in his
seat with a compress, looking at a loss for where to even
start.

“Hey…I know you…” Jackson slurred. “I stole
your gun?”

He nodded and smiled, picking a bullet hole
at random and applying pressure. “S’all right, ma’am.”

“Sorry,” Jackson mumbled. All that blood
loss was finally catching up to her; she knew the symptoms.

Tired, mostly. She gritted her teeth, trying
to fight it. “Lemme out,” she said, trying to bat his hands away.
“Lemme out, Shadow. Get her out of here…”

“We’re losing her!” Cheshire said. “Brutus,
help me hold her down!”

“I’m trying!”

Something cracked the windshield, one big
spider-web dent. “Dose her!” the driver yelled. “Dose her until we
get clear!”

“On it!” Cheshire said, still typing
furiously. Something pinched the side of Jackson’s neck.

“It’s all my fault,” Jackson felt herself
mutter. “Let me out. I’ll keep ’em busy.”

The store. A year ago. Over a year ago.
Jackson blinked, trying to turn to Cheshire and tell her. Tell her
she remembered. The transmitter, the kid with the scarf, the offer
of help.

Slipping away, nodding off.

Jackson’s head fell back; she was fading
fast. She heard one more thing. Words she would never forget for
the rest of her life.

“Welcome to the resistance, Jackson.”

 


* * *

 


There was a trick to not dying in a crash. Well, to
reduce one’s chances of dying anyway.

This wasn’t the first time Nadia had been
flung off a hoverbike at high speed. She’d been relatively lucky
then, and she was relatively lucky now. Her bike stopped dead upon
crashing into a car, sending her flying forward into open, flat
street.

She tumbled to the hard ground, willing her
limbs not to flail in panic. No. Arms out straight above her head,
legs out straight. Roll. Let your body roll. The suit helped,
tightening around her body one last time before the batteries died
for good.

Nadia’s body rolled and bounced, losing
speed, as she felt her ribs crack to pieces. The last dozen or so
feet turned into a slide across pavement, the skin on her exposed
arm sandpapered off until it was raw and bleeding.

And then she stopped.

It felt good to not move. She sucked in a
long harsh gasp of breath, happily stuck in the moments of shock
before overwhelming pain inevitably would rush in. Nice, cool
street. Crisp raindrops falling on her face.

Get up.

Nadia opened her eyes. Above, all she could
see were dull angry clouds of smog, glowing orange as always.

Get up!

Had she stopped moving? It was very nice, if
so. She would highly recommend it.

Tess!

Nadia blinked. It all came rushing back—she
had to move, had to run, had to fight. Sirens blared in her ears,
muffled and tinny. It took her limbs a few tries to respond, but
after several long creaking seconds, she rolled to her side.

Improvement. Next she scolded her arms into
participating and pushed herself to her knees. Quite good. Almost
there. One foot up, getting there, rising up and—

A rifle butt caught her in the stomach.
Another slammed into the back of her neck. Nadia was forced to the
ground, a knee in the small of her back. Someone’s boot ground into
her head, scraping her face against the street.

Nadia heard her own voice in her head, dazed
and woozy. Such ruffians. Surely no way to treat a lady. A
celebrity, no less. She looked up to try to scold them and saw
nothing but the muzzles of guns pointed at her. Her one remaining
glove was removed, very carefully, before hinged steel cuffs were
snapped around her wrists.

All these big, scary men. All for one little
girl. She laughed, or at least she thought she did, wheezing under
a boot on her head, spattering dark blood onto the street. When she
was lifted up off the ground, it felt like she was floating, each
arm held by a faceless trooper in white. Her dangling feet couldn’t
even touch the ground.

None of them spoke. Nadia had been expecting
some kind of recrimination, some proud swaggering declarations that
they’d done it. They’d finally, at long last, captured the Sapphire
Shadow.

Something. Anything? Nothing.

So disappointing. No fun at all.

A chopper waited for her. One of several had
landed in the street while more patrolled above, shining spotlights
down on them. A veritable army crowded around the spot where she’d
crashed. Such an honor.

I’m sorry, Tess. I’m sorry, so sorry.

She felt her lips mumble, failing to make
words. They carried her on, steps away from the waiting doors of an
Auktoris Private Security chopper.

Chin up. Back straight. Show no weakness.
She raised her head, lolling backward on a neck that felt like
loose, old rubber. Her eyes cracked open, trembling, blinking, then
shooting wide open at the very wonderful thing she saw.

A building above them flickered. It turned
into Cheshire—regular old Cheshire cat—with a toothy, leering
grin.

But only for a moment.

The face grew, looming over them all as the
grin transformed into a vicious snarl, hissing and spitting.

YOU CANNOT HAVE HER, it spelled out beneath
the face.

YOU WILL NOT KEEP HER.

I LOVE HER AND I WILL SET HER FREE.

The men carrying her stopped. Nadia’s head
fell to the side, her vision passing over other towers around
them—all of them showing her Cheshire, snarling and snapping and
glaring down at the small men gathered around her.

“Is that…” one of the men at her side said.
“Is that in our comms? Do you hear that?”

“Keep moving!” someone else yelled.

They did. Nadia’s head tipped forward; she
saw only the wet street. But she felt her chest shake, felt
something crawl up out of her throat, force its way through the
blood and the fear and the numb, exhausted pain.

A wheezing, spiteful laugh.

My girlfriend is going to kill all of
you.

She laughed again. She couldn’t stop, no
matter how much it hurt. It was a ridiculous thought, a ludicrous
sentence, madness on every level.

And yet.

She laughed all the way to the chopper,
laughed as they strapped her to a seat in the back, kept laughing
until she nearly choked as they filled the seats around her with
heavy troopers, guns trained on her and ready.

When she finally ran out of breath, feeling
the chopper lift from the city street, she caught a glimpse of
herself in the dark glass on its side.

The soldiers around her barely caught her
eye; she was lost in her own reflection. Her face was ruined.
Beaten, bruised, her eyes swollen black hollows. Blood ran down her
chin. Great chunks of her hair had been torn out. She barely
recognized her face in the glass.

It was beautiful, really.

Gorgeous.
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Prologue: Good Praxis




They were going to have to kill some people. She
didn’t love the idea. But it wasn’t like they could just ask nicely
where Nadia had been locked up.

Jackson sat up straighter, closing her eyes.
Whirring and clunking came to life all around her. Landing pads
deploying. Only a few more seconds. Killing was in the plan this
time. It shouldn’t have been bothering her.

She squeezed the grip of her weapon,
adjusting her hold on the long barrel. It was hard to move in this
cramped space with the damn thing. An ugly, bulky gun with AUKTORIS
ARMS MODEL 32 MAGNETIC RIFLE stamped down the side.

The soft glow of Cheshire was her only light,
mere inches away from her face. A grinning, fanged smile, pulsing
with slow, shifting neon purples and pinks and yellows. The helmet
had once belonged to an Auktoris Private Security officer. One of
the Domes. Blank, dark plexiglass. It had been modified, heavily.
Up-armored. The outer shell was an external display now, a
cartoonish cat face grinning at Jackson, hovering in the
darkness.

Tess had even added little robot cat ears on
top, of course, swiveling back and forth as the jet engines outside
screamed higher.

Swooping in for a landing.

“Twenty seconds,” Tess’s voice said from the
helmet, filtered with a menacing bit of static. For an instant, the
fanged cat face flickered into a timer, milliseconds plummeting
down too fast to read. “You ready?”

Jackson nodded. She could hear it plain as
day, even with the static, even with the low tones added by the
helmet to give Tess’s voice a mean sort of growl.

Tess was nervous. The figure across from
Jackson had a pair of robotic arms, the hands spinning and clicking
in fidgeting, rhythmless movement.

“Your heart rate and breathing are all over
the place,” Tess said, the helmet flickering into EKG readouts this
time. “Are you sure you don’t want…”

“I’m fine,” Jackson said. “Focus.”

“Yes ma’am,” Tess said. The figure with her
voice straightened up and threw a mocking little salute.

The engines outside began to wind down, both
of them shaking in their seats as the landing skids made contact.
Jackson wondered what Tess’s heart rate and breathing looked like
right now, the little line graphs probably skipping all over the
place.

The robotic fingers kept clicking against
each other.

“Don’t worry,” Jackson said. “She’s okay.
We’re gonna find her.”

Cheshire disappeared, the darkness around
them suddenly complete. That didn’t happen often. It didn’t last
long, either. The doors beneath them opened.

Jackson jumped down out of the cargo bay of
an autonomous delivery jet. Bright dusk flooded into her eyes, the
metal struts running down her legs absorbing the impact of her
landing. Her rig clanked as she moved, an older army exoskeleton.
Almost exactly the model she’d worn back when she was a
soldier.

She scanned the landing pad through the
sights of her rifle. Clear: nothing but rolling drones moving out
to accept the crates being lowered down behind them.

“Wow,” Tess said. “Pretty.”

Jackson blinked, looking out over the city.
They were dozens of stories up, staring down at a place nothing
like their home. No endless rows of billboards lighting up every
tower here. Instead, a sprawl of quaint townhouses tumbled on and
up into low hills, tree-lined streets already dim in the swiftly
dying sunlight.

Jackson barely saw it, hard green eyes
trained on their entry point.

“Weird,” Tess said, the helmet reflecting the
sight before them. She dashed down the short bridge leading into
the skyscraper with no further warning, bounding along on inhumanly
fast legs.

Jackson followed, a bit slower, her rig
letting out a thick ka-CHUNK with every step. Tess was much
more quiet, piloting the modified remains of an Auktoris Heavy
Trooper’s rig. Bright white armor on the legs and torso. Taken from
the same dead man Jackson had liberated her rifle from. She hopped
over another drone, a flat rolling platform moving along oblivious
to the two criminals rushing inside.

Not criminals. Criminals was too soft
a word. Terrorists was what they were called now, rogue
actors, mad women posing a menace to civilization.

Her eyes squinted as the dusk light was
replaced by dull fluorescents. They were in a long, tall-ceilinged
room akin to a hangar, crates stacked up in neat, even rows. All
covered in barcodes and arcane symbols, illegible to human
eyes.

“Cameras?” Jackson said.

“On it,” Tess said, already crouched at a
panel on one wall. Her robotic hands tore it free easily, exposing
thick bundles of colorful cables. “Cover me?”

It felt good to move in a rig again. Smooth,
even motions, gliding along even as her steps still made a crashing
ka-CHUNK ka-CHUNK ka-CHUNK that echoed through the
warehouse. She posted up behind a stack of crates, slowly sweeping
the barrel of her rifle across the room.

“Yeah, I thought so,” Tess said. “Drones
already called us in as a possible anomaly.”

“Possible?”

“No cameras on them, just radar and lidar.”
Tess was fumbling with several of the cables, attaching small bits
of electronics. “Security team en route to investigate. This
way.”

She took off again, running down the edge of
the room and ducking into a corridor that led deeper into the
tower.

“Leapfrog,” Jackson yelled out, not quite
keeping up.

“We have to move fast. They’re not anywhere
near us yet.”

“We went over this. Leapfrog.”

“Yes ma’am,” Tess said, throwing another
salute. No scoff or eye roll or snark this time. Instead she
crouched along one side of the corridor, drawing a pistol and
waiting. Another ugly gun, one of the few they had without
“Auktoris Arms” stamped on the side, this one labeled with Cyrillic
instead.

They took turns moving and covering, not that
there was much cover in the bare hallway. Not even so much as a
display or a sign. Tess guided them, her displays no doubt crowded
with floor plans and camera feeds as they wound their way deep into
a maze of empty twists and turns.

“Shit,” Tess said mid-dash, skidding to a
stop and turning around. Backtracking.

“How many?” Jackson didn’t move yet, gun
trained on the empty hallway in front of her.

“Lots.” She was crouched at an intersection,
waving at Jackson to move. “Doing a full sweep. They don’t know
it’s us yet.”

The hallway ended at a large spiral
staircase, winding up and up toward their target. Tess holstered
her gun and leapt straight up, synthetic fibers in her leg armor
propelling her up the middle of the stairs until she was hanging
off one of the railings.

Jackson slung her rifle and did the same,
crouching and leaping up. Not as high but still respectable. The
fibers implanted in her legs helped the rig, but she was much
heavier than Tess. Her hands were encased in hard metal armor,
robotic gloves that crushed each railing she grabbed onto as they
climbed.

Dozens of stories in seconds, both of them
leaping up floors, side to side up the middle of spiraling stairs.
Pressure built in Jackson’s ears, dulling the clanging of each
landing and the whine of the servos in her rig.

The top was a bare platform and a plain metal
door, still no markings or signs or any indication of where they
were.

“This is it,” Tess said, crouched to one side
of the entrance. “Six of them waiting. Not on alert yet.”

Jackson crouched at the other side. “No way
around?”

“Not unless you want to climb up the
outside.”

That hadn’t gone well last time. Jackson let
out a long sigh.

“Hey, we knew it would come to this,” Tess
said.

“Yeah. Yeah…” Jackson said, nodding. “What do
we say?”

“Check my corners,” Tess said, drawing her
gun again. “Slice the pizza.”

“Good kitty. On me.”

Jackson moved in front of the door. The long
barrel of her rifle made it a bit awkward to do this right, having
to angle it up into a very high ready.

Not optimal, as Tess would say.

The door flew open with a single stomp of a
kick, bits of debris flying everywhere. It led into a large lobby
with glass walls down one side letting the last of the sunlight in.
Six men in blue uniforms and armor jumped in place and turned to
face her.

Caught out in the open.

“Drop your weapons!” Jackson screamed. “Drop
your weapons now!”

None of them did. Sadly, quite the opposite.
Jackson killed the three on the right before they could get a shot
off, her rifle sounding off a deep guttural thunk with each
shot as sharp ozone filled her nostrils.

Tess leaned in at her side, robotic arm
snapping her pistol on target with computer-aided precision as she
shot the other three, her gun barking short bursts of fire.

Silence. Jackson moved through the door to a
set of chairs, shining leather to crouch behind as she watched and
waited for any more motion.

“We’re clear,” Tess said, moving forward with
no caution at all. “For now at least.”

“Don’t be so sure,” Jackson said, up and
moving again but wary, still scanning the lobby. The receptionist’s
desk was empty, a huge sign on the wall behind bearing a gold logo
on a royal blue background. Global Corrections Group, Inc.,
it said. Cost-Effective Rehabilitation Solutions.

“I have their cameras,” Tess said. “And their
unit trackers, I would know if—”

“That’s what you said last time.”

“Listen, it’s not my fault that…”

Jackson missed the rest, her eyes drawn down
to one of the men she had just killed. Smoking holes had been torn
in his black armored vest, the blue cap on his head soaking up
blood from the slowly growing pool beneath him.

“Hey, you tried,” Tess said at her side.
“Would it make you feel better if I read you this guy’s history of
abuse?”

“No.” Jackson felt the revulsion on her face,
felt the scowl forming as she drew back from the body. She clapped
Tess on the shoulder, nodding toward another set of doors leading
to offices. “Let’s go.”

“Incoming,” Tess said, the helmet display
flickering to a camera feed. A squad of men in that same blue
uniform were rushing toward them, down the hallway they were about
to enter.

“Ambush.” Jackson nodded at the receptionist
desk and hopped over it, crouching in wait. How many bullets it
would stop, she wasn’t sure, but it was the most solid thing she
could see.

Tess glanced around the lobby, the leering
smile of Cheshire’s face on her helmet growing wider as she looked
up. With a small crouch, she leapt straight up and hung from the
ceiling, custom claws on her hands and feet digging deep gouges in
the clean white stucco.

“Hard cover,” Jackson said, shaking her head.
“Hard cover, whenever possible.”

“Right, because that desk is made of
kevlar.”

Jackson was about to tell her to quit
snarking and focus when another man in blue came bounding into the
lobby, submachine gun up and ready.

“Contact!” he started to yell. He made it
through “con” before Jackson shot two holes through his chest, her
rifle punching effortlessly through his armor. His partner followed
close behind, not returning fire but ducking low to try and grab
his wounded comrade.

Jackson shot him down, too, her eyes growing
wide as his body jerked and danced, flopping onto the tiled floor.
Almost exactly the way Vicks had fallen. Poor dead Andrew Vicks.
Dead before he hit the ground.

She lingered on the thought a split-second
too long, busy slapping the memory down. A small object was tossed
out into the lobby. Her eyes followed it, thoughtlessly, the sights
of her rifle snapping to.

Jackson blinked, her eyes squinting too late.
The stun grenade would have made her blind and deaf, but they’d
managed to steal a good set of goggles and a quality headset. She
was ready when the security team moved in, sights waiting on the
hallway.

Two pairs of officers in blue, mowed down the
instant they appeared. Between Jackson’s rifle and the short
braaaaaap of Tess’s pistol from above, they didn’t have a
chance. The ones that moved out at them, anyway. Jackson could hear
frantic commands from farther down the hallway.

Tess dropped from the ceiling, landing in a
crouch and drawing a long, slender blade mounted on her back. It
whined to life, glowing through a dazzling spectrum of colors as
she rushed toward the voices.

Jackson cursed under her breath as she
vaulted over the desk, sprinting to catch up. Reckless. She
remembered feeling like that, once upon a time. Feeling invincible,
untouchable, a master of the battlefield. A true warrior, wielding
the twin weapons of superior training and unparalleled technology
that could only be boasted by the United States Army.

Bullshit, all of it. A few of the men were
surprised, sure. Especially the first one Tess cut to pieces,
slicing his legs out from under him and then slashing his torso in
half before he even fell. Smoke burst out from the cauterized cuts,
his scream abruptly cut off.

But others stayed calm, opened fire. Jackson
covered her partner, took them out before they could end Cheshire’s
rampage.

“That’s right, run!” Tess screamed, sending
sparks flying as she cut a man’s arms to pieces, gun and all.
“Cheshire the murder kitty is here to kill all corporate thugs!
Meow meow meow!”

The rifle stopped firing, the click of
the trigger resisting Jackson’s finger. “Mag!” Jackson yelled,
although she could’ve sworn she was fine on ammo. But of course it
wasn’t that, it was the battery, a red light near the grip blinking
frantically.

So much for salvaged gear. Auktoris and their
fancy new guns, not worth the polymer they were printed from, cheap
goddamn—

“Fucking reactionaries!” Tess yelled. “Taste
my—Aah!”

The crack of bullets hitting Tess’s
armor cut into Jackson’s ears, her heart twisting in on itself. She
looked up in time to see Tess staggering backwards, one last
security guard firing short bursts into her chest.

Jackson dropped the rifle, only vaguely aware
of the panicked, gasping scream crawling out of her throat. Her
hands moved on their own, drawing a long-barreled revolver from her
belt, heavy and dark and engraved with a flower near the grip. A
single shot knocked the man over, punching through his armor just
as clean and neat as the magnetic rifle.

A lot more kick, though.

“Fuck!” Tess yelled. She felt along her armor
with her free hand. “I just painted this thing.”

BLOOD check for blood HURRY

Jackson had to stomp down the impulse,
keeping her sights trained down the hallway instead. Tess was fine,
she mumbled to herself silently. There wasn’t even a mark on the
armor.

“You good?” Jackson asked anyway.

“All systems green,” Tess said, the Cheshire
helmet flashing through an array of camera feeds. “We need to
hurry, all the sweeping units are heading back here.”

Jackson grunted and shook her head, doing a
quick sweep of the bodies around them. All threats down, for now
anyway. The hallway out of the lobby was a different world than the
ones they’d followed from the warehouse—thick, dark blue carpets,
tasteful panels of wood and cream-colored walls, immaculate offices
with walls and doors of glass.

Tess was already moving farther in. Jackson
followed, passing a small office. A woman in a crisp suit was
hiding behind her desk, eyes wide as she peeked out at them, HUD
elements blinking in her glasses. Her footage would probably end up
all over the news, if it wasn’t being livestreamed already.

Not their target. Jackson kept moving,
passing a man crouched and cowering against the wall.

“Oh God, please don’t hurt me,” he said.

“Check his face,” Tess said.

“Please don’t hurt me,” the man said again,
“I just work here. I’m sorry. Please don’t hurt me.”

Jackson slapped his hands down, grabbing a
glove full of his hair and lifting his chin. Also not their
target.

Ahead of them, the hallway opened up into a
wide-open space, the same tall ceilings as the lobby. This area
ended at a wall of glass, looking out directly toward the setting
sun. They had read this beforehand, long gushing articles about
this office, how this CEO had taken steps to show how connected to
his employees he was.

One of them. Safe and secure and gated off up
here in the C-suite offices.

Jackson knew the moment they saw him. A man
waited, standing behind an enormous desk near the back wall of
glass, tall and stern and impeccably handsome. He watched them
enter, calm and collected with his palms down on the desk, only
moving to adjust the lapels of his suit.

Tess kept her gun trained on him, her helmet
display flashing through loading meters and scans of pictures of
that same man. “Confirmed,” she said, “Carlos Bennet.”

They approached their target slowly.
Deliberately. Jackson’s boots sank with each clanking step into
deep, rich carpet, weaving her way around meeting chairs left out
and waiting per this man’s self-described “open, available”
management style. A pretty face on this company, a chiseled jaw and
soft brown eyes that met Jackson’s with nothing but smug
disdain.

“Mr. Bennet,” Tess said. “You have something
we want.”

“Don’t move,” Jackson said.

He stared them both down, following her order
for now. Jackson drew closer, almost close enough to reach him. She
wanted to think he was her age, couldn’t be older, but it was
always hard to tell with people as rich as him. Smooth, youthful
skin wasn’t all that expensive, in the scheme of things.

He opened his mouth, narrowing his eyes and
glaring at Jackson for a moment before he spoke. “Are you here to
kill me?”

Jackson glared back. “Yes.”

He was quick. Not quick enough, but quick. He
dove for the side of his desk, reaching for something, what it was
Jackson didn’t bother to process. It didn’t matter. She lunged
forward, bringing one gloved hand down in a hammer strike, smashing
his right hand against the wood.

He gasped, choking on a breathless scream and
clutching what was left of his hand. Blood poured from mangled pulp
and digits holding on by threads of skin.

“I said don’t move,” Jackson said.

“Gross,” Tess said, still holding him at
gunpoint. “Alright, let’s get it.”

Jackson leapt over the desk, pulling his arms
behind his back and shackling his wrists with the same cuffs she’d
carried since her days as a cop. Not that she was too concerned
about him trying to fight back at this point. But she did it
anyway, shoving his face down against the desk and pinning him
there.

Tess holstered her pistol and reached for the
back of her helmet, drawing out a long cable. The jack on the end
looked more like a needle. “Okay, asshole, this will sting a
little. Or a lot. Depends on how much you struggle.”

Her robotic hands grabbed his head, holding
it steady while Jackson kept him pinned down. Tess ran her fingers
and the needle down both sides of his neck, checking behind his
ears as well.

“You can’t get her,” Carlos said, his
breathing already slowing down, back to normal. “It’s
impossible.”

“Then how about we skip this step and you
just tell me where she is?” Tess said.

Carlos clicked his mouth shut, doing his best
to glare up at his captors. Jackson had been expecting him to slip
into shock by now, seeing how badly his hand was mangled.

“Didn’t plan on him talking,” she said.
“Seems pretty lucid, though. Considering.”

“Automatic analgesic implants,” Tess said,
tapping a small lump on the side of his neck. “Too moneyed to feel
pain, huh?”

Jackson snorted. Of course.

“Ah ha!” Tess yanked his head to the side,
sinking the needle into another lump high on his neck, almost
hidden behind his ear. “Connecting.”

Her helmet display flashed with a dizzying
array of images, files, text scrolling out too fast to comprehend.
Carlos stiffened, teeth gritted, straining against the cuffs.
Analgesic or not, that needle couldn’t be comfortable.

“Found her!” Tess said. “Provincetown! I
fucking knew it!”

Finally. It had been years. Jackson
instinctively recoiled from the idea, too used to disappointment.
“You sure?”

“Very,” Tess said. “Do your thing and let’s
get out of here.”

Jackson let out a long, tired breath. Again,
like she did every time, she wondered if she was doing the right
thing. If this was worth it. If it even made sense.

She touched the metal shape of a shield
pinned to her chest. Her old badge. Still there. Always.

“Come on, Mr. Bennet,” she said, lifting him
to his feet. “Let’s have a talk, you and me.”

“You have what you came for, don’t you?” he
said, feet struggling to keep up with her, shining leather shoes
dragging and stumbling on the carpet.

Jackson dragged him into the center of his
open office, kicking a chair to the side. She looked around,
conscious of things she never would have considered in the past.
The way the light of the sunset would frame them, for example. Or
the backdrop of the glass wall, making the open area in front of
the desk a perfect stage.

Tess circled them as Jackson forced the man
to his knees. Her helmet stared intently, the usual leering
Cheshire smile flickering down to a solemn glare. Watching,
greedily recording and saving every moment.

“Carlos Bennet,” Jackson said, stepping in
front of him to meet his eyes. “You are under arrest.”

“This is ridiculous,” he said. His voice was
calm, but clammy sweat was beading all over his face.

“Your crimes are incarcerating innocent
people,” Jackson said, drawing her revolver. “Enriching yourself
off the suffering of your prisoners. And last but not least, aiding
Auktoris Global Funds in a program of mass murder.”

“Innocent?!” he yelled, trying to rise to his
feet. “These are not innocent people! That’s preposterous!”

Jackson shoved him back down to his knees.
“Unfortunately, I cannot threaten you with jail. And you cannot
repay in money the damage you have done.”

“We are making the world safer!” he yelled,
eyes finally growing wild. “We have a duty—”

“To your shareholders. You’re not fooling
us,” Tess said. She tapped at her wrist, where she wasn’t wearing a
watch. “Jackson, I’m loving this. You know I am. But we gotta
hurry.”

Jackson raised her pistol. She placed the
muzzle against Carlos’s forehead.

“Unfortunately,” she said, “I am forced to
administer justice in the only manner that carries weight to
someone like you.”

She thumbed back the hammer.
Click-CLACK.

“You can’t do this,” he said. “You can’t do
this. You can’t just—”

Jackson pulled the trigger.


Chapter One: Provincetown

 


Two years.

Well, two years, two hundred and fifty-four
days. To be excruciatingly exact.

There was a trick to not losing one’s mind in
solitary confinement. Being less likely to lose one’s mind,
anyway.

“Several tricks, really,” Tess said in her
ears. “But routine is our biggest one, remember? And according to
the routine, it’s exercise time.”

Nadia was already finishing her first set of
jumping jacks, keeping them up well past the point where her lungs
burned. But of course Tess couldn’t see that. She counted off the
last one and paused for deep breaths, hands stuck fast to the back
of her head.

“And speaking of mental health, how’s that
doing today?” Tess said.

She had already started a set of burpees.
Nadia didn’t answer right away, turning with each rep, each little
leap straight up from a squat offering her a different bit of
scenery. First, the cell door, one-way glass that appeared on her
side to be a dark, blank space. Then a view of her bed, a shallow
tub of plastic on the floor with a thin foam mattress. The back
wall held a tiny window, hardly bigger than her hand, which she had
long stopped looking out of. The only thing to be seen outside was
another wall of the prison, tiny dark windows stretching on and
on.

Finally, a toilet with a stack of books piled
up next to it. Real books, made of frayed, yellowing paper, the
covers torn off and replaced with generic print-outs covered in
barcodes. Titles, authors, and date of publication were listed on
each in severe all-caps, much like the script on her orange
jumpsuit.

“I’m still really surprised at some of those
titles,” Tess said. “Did I tell you Roads to Resistance was
one of the things that really got me started?”

Nadia had, indeed, heard that one before. She
wasn’t even sure if it was true. But it sounded nice.

“Ooh, and Rising Seas, Rising Peoples.
Classic. A little too much emphasis on individual actions for me
though, if I’m being honest.”

“Yes, I know,” Nadia said, short of breath,
sneaking in words between reps. “Silly to recommend…reducing
personal consumption…in the face of…”

“Ah, so we have talked about this before,”
Tess said. “Good to hear back from you. You haven’t answered my
question.”

It was a difficult question to answer. Nadia
said nothing as she did a handstand, resting her heels against one
wall. Tess kept chattering in her ears as she did vertical push
ups, sweat running down into her hair and creeping into her
nostrils.

“Remember, honest self-exploration and
assessment is important here. I need to know if you start
cracking.”

Nadia kicked off the wall, lowering her legs
to the ground and kneeling, resting her hands and head on the bare
floor beneath her. She felt a tired, worn smile sneak out onto her
lips.

“I’ve been hearing voices,” Nadia said.
“Talking to me.”

“Well, that’s no good,” Tess said. “Actually,
I don’t know. Are they telling you to do bad things? Self-harm,
anything like that?”

“Quite the opposite.”

“Hmm.”

A long pause. Nadia heard nothing but her own
panting. There was almost never noise from outside, not unless one
of the guards was directly outside her cell door.

“What’s wrong?” Nadia asked. “Nothing in your
online guides about imaginary friends?”

“I mean, it’s one of the warning signs, for
sure,” Tess said. “We might have to just roll with it, though. If
it’s being helpful, anyway. You’ve been in solitary for a pretty
long time now, I guess we’ll take what we can.”

We. So much we. Tess wasn’t the one
locked in a cage. Not as far as Nadia knew, anyway. But it was
still comforting. They had become a we, at some point. It
had happened long ago, long before Nadia had been dragged off in
shackles, slipping slowly and imperceptibly from a business
partnership to something deeper. Something they had both known for
a long time but not acknowledged, not until that night.

“Geez, you don’t have to get all sappy about
it,” Tess said.

“I’m sorry.”

“Don’t do that,” Tess said. “All joking
aside, I love you and I miss you. I need you to keep it together in
there.”

“I’m trying.”

“Don’t worry, I’m going to get you out.”

Those words hurt. It had taken Nadia a long
time to think of anything else. To wean herself off the constant,
aching need to think about escape, outside, freedom.

Tess.

“I don’t even know if you’re still alive,”
Nadia said.

“Oh, I am. No way I’m going down before I see
you again.”

The dull pain turned to sharp agony. Nadia
felt her hands curling up in her own hair, shaking, pulling until
tears squeezed out of her eyes.

“Hey, no self-harm!” Tess said. “Focus!”

She slapped her hands to the ground, taking
one last deep breath. “I need you to stop. For a bit.”

Silence. Nadia stood up to finish her
workout, shadowboxing and stretching without the aid of further
conversation.

Breakfast had been waiting for her for hours,
a tray slid through a slot at the bottom of the cell door. Small
packets of fake eggs and reheated potatoes, wrapped in tasteless
crusts and provided without utensils.

The routine called for a robust exercise
session before breakfast. It wasn’t listed in the routine, but her
talk with Tess may as well have been. Abrupt ending and all.

Nadia sat cross-legged on her mattress,
slowly chewing each bite and waiting long minutes before the next.
Her only beverage was water through a small spout above the toilet.
Coffee was one of the few things she still dreamed of, wrapping her
cold hands around a hot mug and breathing in the smell. The
smell of it. Divine, in every way.

The only smell she was allowed these days was
her own body odor, only caught in brief whiffs during her workouts.
The stale smell of the cleaning agent they used on her cell once a
week had faded after months, acclimated, completely desensitized to
it. Even the cheap soap she was allowed for her weekly shower had
lost all sense of odor.

Two years. Two years, two hundred and
fifty-four days.

“Thank you,” Nadia said out loud. “For
respecting my privacy.”

“Hey, you’re back,” Tess said. “Good to hear
from you.”

“Likewise,” Nadia said. She formed her next
words carefully, gingerly, all too aware of the risk. “What are you
up to today?”

“Oh you know, day off. Some boring errand
stuff. Some me time, you know? Mental health upkeep,
self-care, all that stuff.”

Nadia smiled. That was her favorite response.
“Gaming, then?”

“No, not these days,” Tess said. “And
speaking of mental health, how’s that doing today?”

Nadia stopped mid-chew, the tasteless mush
sitting in her mouth and feeling more flaky and stale with each
moment. What had been a difficult question to answer was now edging
toward impossible.

“Remember, honest self-exploration and
assessment is important here. I need to know if you start
cracking.”

She gulped down the last of her breakfast,
setting her tray on the floor. This was new. Troubling, to say the
least.

“You there, Nadia?” Tess asked. “Voice test,
check, check…”

A different voice boomed into her cell.
“Hands against the wall,” it said, bored and indifferent.

Right on schedule. It startled Nadia, for
once. There were two circles painted on the wall above her books.
Nadia stood and placed one hand in each, face down, staring at the
floor. She heard the cell door slide open but did not turn to
look.

A different voice, this time right at the
door. “Exit the cell.”

Nadia turned and took a few steps—the view
outside was almost as depressing as the view from her window, a
plain concrete wall with a long green stripe leading onward. A
masked guard waited for her, a woman wearing a blue uniform with a
gold logo on her chest armor. Global Corrections Group, Inc., it
said. Rehabilitation Associate.

“Talking to yourself again, Ashpool?” she
said. No name on the uniform, no number, and with the voice
modulation of the helmet it was hard for Nadia to tell if she knew
this guard or not.

“Still better conversation than you can
provide,” Nadia said.

The punch was instant, landing squarely in
her solar plexus. Nadia sank to one knee, clutching her stomach and
coughing.

“Come on, smartass,” the guard said, lifting
Nadia to her feet by the hair. “Fresh air time.”

 


* * *

 


Still a cage. But a slightly bigger cage. Nadia paced
back and forth, slowly, counting her steps as she went.

The courtyard was full of these cages, but
she had only ever seen a few occupied at a time. Sometimes by
things barely recognizable as human anymore, withered and pale and
covered in sores and scratch marks.

Tess had been successful at talking her out
of such things after the first year. Nadia shuddered and snapped
her eyes away, like she did every time. Most of the other men and
women were just like her, now, pacing or sitting or staring at each
other, all under the watchful eyes of armed guards.

“Weird that they still bother with this,”
Tess said. “I guess it’s like the books, huh?”

Nadia did not respond out loud. Prisoners
were easier to deal with if they weren’t complete raving lunatics.
One hour per day was probably the minimum required to cut down on
that.

They couldn’t have been too far from home.
The sky had that same dull orange hue. Nadia had been shuffled
around to several facilities, blindfolded and gagged and shackled
and taken without warning, never told where or why she was going.
But always given one hour per day outside. At one prison, she had
actually seen clouds and blue sky for the first time in her life.
Real clouds, real blue sky, nothing like the simulation she had
grown up with in the Structure.

She stopped and lifted her chin, closing her
eyes and drinking in the outdoor air. This, too, had lost all
smell. Slightly warmer than the air in her cell, a bit more
moisture. That was all.

Nadia felt a peculiar itching at the back of
her neck. The feeling of being watched—actually stared at,
intently, not the usual ever-present knowledge that she was being
supervised.

Her eyes opened and did a quick scan of the
cages around her. There, a few rows over. A young woman, younger
than her for sure. Hardly more than a teenager. It was impossible
to tell if she was dark-skinned or just sporting a tan at the
moment, and her hair was cut in a short mohawk sporting bright neon
pinks and yellows and blues, fading to dark brown at the roots.

A new arrival, then. She was staring at
Nadia. Tall and lanky, wiry and lean. A crooked, eager smile
leering at her, sauntering up to the chain link wall of her cage
and grabbing it, leaning against it so close her nose poked
out.

Their eyes met. Soft, brown eyes boring into
Nadia’s, unafraid. Nadia glared back, not backing down, recalling
all the nonsense she had told herself the first time she had been
herded into prison. Chin up, back straight, show no weakness.

None of it had been applicable. This was the
most she had interacted with another inmate in years.

A guard walked by her admirer’s cage,
slamming a baton into the chain link wall and barking at the girl
to keep her eyes to herself. She gave Nadia one last look, one last
delinquent glance right in front of the guard. Then she shook her
arms and legs out, jumping into doing flips and backflips like
nothing had happened at all.

Nadia smirked and let out a quiet, scoffing
chuckle. At least she had something to watch this time, as long as
she wasn’t so obvious about it. Her fellow inmate kept performing
acrobatics, doing one-handed and no-hands cartwheels, handstands to
frog stands and back to handstands, more flips.

Showing off. Nadia did not reply in kind,
merely sticking to her pacing rounds until her time was up. The
same guard who had brought her out fetched her, escorting Nadia
back to her cell without incident.

A very exciting day, indeed. So eventful.

“Rowr,” Tess said in her ears. “Look at you,
still turning heads.”

“A bit young for me, don’t you think?”

“Ain’t nothing but a number, baby,” Tess
said, pausing for a moment. “Sorry, that was problematic.”

“Forgiven.” Nadia pulled the mattress off
what passed for her bed, dragging it to the exact middle of her
cell. She had paced it out many times.

“Ah, still sticking to the routine.
Good.”

There was something nice about sitting in the
center of the room. It didn’t matter, really, but it still felt
nice. And there were few enough opportunities for that. Nadia sat
on the mattress, cross-legged again, her palms resting on her
knees.

“Good, good,” Tess said. “Back straight,
relax, in through the nose…”

“Privacy, please.”

Silence. Nadia closed her eyes, focusing on
her breathing. She would have scoffed at seeing herself do this,
years ago. Mindfulness or meditation or deep relaxation or whatever
nonsense you wanted to call it.

There were worse ways to pass the time.
Perhaps it was the general sensory deprivation, but Nadia had come
to enjoy this part of her routine. She emptied her mind, focusing
on the rising and falling of her chest, the subtle movement of her
hands as she breathed, the silence in her ears.

Silence. Endless, complete silence, not at
all pierced by the low buzz of the fluorescent light above her or
the never-ending hum of the air blowing in through a vent near the
ceiling, far too small for a person even of her stature to sneak
through.

Time passed. She wasn’t sure how much. At
some point, lunch was slid through the slot at the bottom of her
cell door. Nadia ignored it.

Voices came to her, like they did sometimes.
Low murmurs. None of them rising to anything recognizable this
time. Yet. It had been a long time since Jackson had spoken to her,
since Nadia had heard that lovely husky, low drawl in her ears.
That exaggerated accent that she’d only rarely ever heard Jackson
actually use.

But nothing came. Nothing but low murmurs,
muffled voices.

Muffled voices from her cell door.

Nadia creaked one eye open, not moving a
muscle otherwise. The dark one-way glass betrayed nothing. She
closed her eye again.

More muffled voices. Nadia popped both eyes
open.

“Alright, stop,” she said. “I am awake. Stop
talking.”

The voices did not stop. Nadia stared at the
door, waiting for a booming, bored voice to tell her to put her
hands on the wall.

Nothing came. Instead, the door of her cell
slid open.

Nadia sprang to her feet, kicking the
mattress aside. Instead of a guard, the young woman from outside
stepped into her cell.

The door slid shut behind her.

“What’s up, blondie,” the young woman
said.

Nadia eyed her over, mouth hanging open
slightly. The letters on the chest of her orange jumpsuit spelled
out “Cacuango Sakhawat Hossain, Raekell.” Interesting. She had not
been able to read them out in the courtyard. Strange that of all
the things to pull out of her mind, Nadia’s subconscious had
produced that. Tess would probably have a field day with that
one.

The young woman waved at her. “Uh…hello? Is
your brain scrambled or what?”

Nadia didn’t bother replying. It wasn’t the
first time something like this had happened, and she supposed this
woman was not unattractive. Not really her type, surely, but the
solitary-confined could not afford to be choosers.

It made sense. Being paid attention to, being
noticed, being admired—those things were attractive, in their own
way. It was no wonder that Nadia’s starved mind had latched onto
it. Shrugging, she sidled up to the woman in her cell.

“So listen, uh…” Raekell started to say,
trailing off as Nadia reached out and ran her fingers down the
front of her orange jumpsuit. Her scratchy, thin orange
jumpsuit.

It felt cheap and tawdry and real. Too
real.

Raekell shoved her back, yanking a shocked
squawk out of Nadia. “Yeah, uh, I’m actually here. So
like…wake up?”

Nadia stared at her, dumbfounded, speechless,
mind emptier than when she was meditating. She pinched her own arm,
squeezing and twisting the skin until she couldn’t take it
anymore.

“I had to suck a guard’s cock to get in
here,” Raekell said, “so the least you could do is not be a
complete basketcase. Cool?”

None of this was possible. But Nadia was most
definitely awake and lucid and not alone in her cell, somehow.
“Sorry, I…I haven’t…” she started to say, her mouth numb and slow.
“I haven’t had to entertain guests in some time.”

“Ha!” Raekell stood with her hands on her
hips, beaming at her. “Bitch, I am not your guest.”

Nadia grimaced at the word. Not that she
hadn’t been called worse. “I’m not going to embarrass myself
attempting to say your last name but…Rakell, is it?”

“Ray-kell,” she said, like a teenager
correcting a substitute teacher.

“Raekell. Do you know who I am?”

“The Sapphire Shadow,” Raekell said, all mock
reverence, waving her hands. “The rich bitch hero of the people who
stole a few things once.”

Nadia scowled at her. A most eventful day,
indeed. She turned one foot, ready to spring back, hands carefully
and slowly balling into fists.

“We always used to make fun of you, back when
you were blowing up all the news feeds,” Raekell said, yanking the
chest of her jumpsuit open, the buttons snap snap snapping
as she slid the top half off and tied it around her waist. She had
nothing but a white prison-issue tank top underneath.

The question of who “we” was, exactly,
whispered in Nadia’s head. She ignored it, sliding one foot to the
side and carefully, subtly dropping into a fighting stance. There
wasn’t much room to maneuver in here, and the closest thing to a
weapon she had was her books.

Raekell reached down the front of her
jumpsuit, hand rummaging around in her crotch. When it returned,
she was holding a small scalpel, keeping it in front of her, hidden
from the cameras outside.

The sight of the blade had a strange effect
on Nadia—fear, yes, but a kind of exhilarating shock, too.

“Never thought I’d be in here after you,”
Raekell said. “Fuckin’ weird, right?”

“What does that…”

Nadia lost her words, eyes drawn down as
Raekell lifted her tank top. She was young, definitely, the dark
skin of her stomach showing off smooth, tight abs marred with a
long scar to one side of her navel. It was gnarled and thick and
ugly, like it had healed over many times.

She placed the tip of the blade against the
scar and sank it in, drawing it across her own flesh with no more
than a cursory grunt.

“What are you doing?!” Nadia said, retreating
to the back of her cell, unable to look away.

“Just hang on, gimme a sec,” Raekell said,
finishing her cut and sinking her fingers into the wound. There was
surprisingly little blood as the girl rummaged around in her own
torso, yanking while sweat beaded on her forehead. “This still
hurts a little.”

“A little?!”

“Calm down,” Raekell said. “It’s a long
story. I got a little pocket in here. Left over after they took my
appendix out. And seeing as I’m so special and stuff, you can put
just about anything in here…”

“Special?”

“Genetic defect. Like I was saying, my body
will form a gross cyst-thing around anything you put in there, and
most scanners don’t catch it.”

One final grunt, and Raekell yanked something
free from her own body. She tossed it at Nadia, who caught it
unconsciously enough to not feel horror for a full second.

A small, plastic-wrapped parcel, smeared in
blood.

“Crack it open,” Raekell said. “We don’t have
a ton of time.”
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