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    To the broken things that still work.
And to anyone who has ever felt like a passenger in their own life—grab the wheel.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "The body is a house. You can lock the doors and board up the windows, but you cannot stop the ghosts from living in the walls. We do not haunt places; we haunt each other."

      

    

DAVIS SHYAKA MUSIRIKARE
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PART I — THE BODY HEIST

Chapter 1: The Awakening
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The first thing Lira Vance noticed was not the sound of rain, nor the neon glare stinging her eyes. It was the burning in her lungs.

She was running. Sprinting, actually.

Lira blinked, her mind reeling as if she had just surfaced from deep water. A second ago, she had been asleep in her apartment in sector 4. She remembered the hum of her air purifier. She remembered the smell of stale coffee on her nightstand. She remembered closing her eyes.

Now, the world was a blur of motion and violence.

Smack. Smack. Smack.

Her boots hammered against wet metal. The impact vibrated up her shins, rattling her knees. She wasn't just jogging; she was moving at a pace that suggested she was being hunted.

Stop, she thought. Stop running.

Her legs didn't listen.

Panic, cold and sharp, spiked in her chest. Lira tried to dig her heels in, to skid to a halt, to grab the railing blurring past her left side. Her brain sent the command: Halt. Grab. Freeze.

Her body ignored her.

Her right leg extended, her calf muscle contracting with perfect, rhythmic precision. Her left leg followed. Her arms pumped at her sides, driving her forward with a mechanical efficiency that felt alien.

"What the..." she gasped, the air tearing at her throat.

She was a passenger in her own skin.

Lira focused her eyes, forcing the blur of the world to sharpen. She was high up—very high. She was sprinting along a maintenance catwalk attached to the side of a massive arcology tower. Below her, through the metal grating of the walkway, the city of Neo-Veridia stretched out like a circuit board of light and shadow. Holo-ads for synthetic whiskey and body modifications floated in the smog, casting pink and blue light onto the sleek black armor she was wearing.

Armor?

Lira looked down. She wasn't wearing her sleeping shirt. She was encased in a matte-black tactical bodysuit, the kind used by high-end corporate extraction teams. A utility belt was cinched tight around her waist.

She didn't own this gear. She couldn't afford this gear.

I’m dreaming, she told herself, desperate for a rational explanation. This is a stress dream. Any second now, I’ll wake up tangled in my sheets.

But the cold rain felt too real as it plastered her hair to her forehead. The smell of ozone and burning trash rising from the streets below was too pungent. And the pain in her side—a sharp stitch from running too long—was definitely not a dream.

She tried to scream. STOP!

Her mouth stayed shut. Her lips were pressed into a grim, determined line that she hadn't chosen. She couldn't even voice her terror.

Lira was an ex-combat medic. She knew panic was the enemy. Panic spiked the heart rate, clouded judgment, and killed you faster than a bullet. She forced herself to think, analyzing the situation with the detached precision of a doctor triage.

Symptoms: Loss of motor control. Visual and auditory functions normal. Tactile sensation normal.
Diagnosis: Severed spinal connection? No, she could feel the movement.
Diagnosis: Paralysis? No, she was moving too much.
It was a hijack.

The realization hit her harder than the wind. Someone had hacked her.

In this city, neural hacking wasn't unheard of. People got their optical implants specifically targeted to show ads, or their auditory feeds looped with annoying music until they paid a ransom. But a full somatic override? That was military-grade tech. That was the kind of nightmare story they told in the bars of the lower districts—people waking up to find their bodies walking off a bridge while they screamed silently inside.

Ghost Ports.

The slang term flashed in her mind. Illegal backdoors installed in the nervous system. But she didn't have a Ghost Port. She had standard medical implants—a bio-monitor for her heart and a basic neural link for checking emails and maps. Nothing capable of this.

Her body took a sharp left turn. She didn't lean into it; the turn happened to her. Her hand shot out, grabbing a wet pipe to swing herself around a corner with a grace she had never possessed. Lira was fit, but she wasn't an acrobat. This movement was precise, calculated, and fluid.

Whoever was driving her body knew exactly what they were doing.

They sprinted down a narrow service corridor. Steam hissed from broken vents, obscuring the path, but her body didn't hesitate. It dove through the steam, rolling over one shoulder and coming up in a crouch before launching into a sprint again.

Who are you? Lira screamed internally. Get out of me!

There was no answer. Just the steady thump-thump of her heart, which was beating so fast she thought it might burst.

Suddenly, a sound cut through the ambient noise of the city.

CRACK-THWIP.

A bullet sparked against the metal wall inches from her head.

Lira’s internal scream grew louder. Someone was shooting at her.

Her body reacted instantly. It threw itself behind a heavy generator unit. The movement was so fast Lira’s head snapped back, her neck muscles straining. She was crouching now, hidden in the shadows of the generator.

Her right hand moved. It reached down to her hip and unholstered a weapon she hadn't noticed until now. It was a suppressed pistol, heavy and cold.

Lira had hated guns ever since she left the medic corps. She had sworn never to hold one again. She watched, horrified, as her own fingers checked the magazine, racked the slide, and thumbed off the safety. Her hands moved with the muscle memory of a killer, not a healer.

No, no, no, she pleaded. I don't kill people. Please.

She tried to force her index finger to straighten. She focused every ounce of her willpower on that single digit. Just lift the finger. Just drop the gun.

Her finger didn't twitch. It hovered over the trigger, steady as a rock.

"Target lost," a voice shouted from down the walkway. "Fan out. The courier is fast."

Courier? Lira thought. I’m a medical courier. I deliver organs and synthetic blood. I don't do this.

Footsteps clanged on the metal grating. Heavy boots. Two people, maybe three. They were closing in on her position.

Her body shifted her weight to the balls of her feet. She could feel the muscles in her thighs coiling like springs, preparing to lunge. The intruder in her mind wasn't cowering. They were hunting.

Lira felt a strange sensation then. It wasn't a voice—not yet—but a feeling. It was a wave of cold, calculating logic washing over her panic. It felt like a computer processing data. Angle of approach. Wind speed. Enemy armor density.

It wasn't her thought process. It was data being fed directly into her optic nerve.

Numbers scrolled across her vision, overlaid on the real world. A red reticle appeared in her eyesight, locking onto the corner of the generator where the guards would appear.

Target locking, the overlay read. Pulse: Elevated. Cortisol: Critical. Recommendation: Suppress host anxiety.

"Suppress what?" Lira thought wildy.

A sudden wave of chemical calm washed over her. It wasn't natural. It felt like being dunked in ice water. Her fear didn't vanish, but it was pushed behind a thick glass wall. She could still see the fear, but she couldn't feel it shaking her hands anymore.

The intruder was manipulating her brain chemistry.

A guard stepped around the corner, clad in corporate security armor. He raised his rifle.

Lira’s arm snapped up.

Pop. Pop.

Two shots. Perfectly placed. One to the chest plate to stagger him, one to the unarmored gap at the neck.

The guard collapsed without a sound.

Lira felt the recoil travel up her arm. She felt the trigger break. She felt the horror of taking a life, but her body didn't pause to mourn. It surged forward, leaping over the fallen man.

"Contact!" another guard shouted.

Her body slid across the wet floor, sparks flying as her knee pads scraped the metal. She fired again while sliding—an impossible shot that hit a second guard in the knee. He screamed, dropping down.

Lira Vance, the woman who had spent five years saving lives in the burn wards of the chaotic Southern Sector, was now a lethal weapon.

She reached the end of the catwalk. There was nowhere to go. Just a sheer drop of two hundred stories into the neon abyss of the city. The rain whipped at her face.

We’re trapped, she thought, the panic clawing at the chemical wall in her mind. There’s nowhere to go.

Her body didn't slow down. It didn't turn to fight. It ran straight for the edge.

Wait, Lira thought. WAIT!

Her legs pumped harder. She hit the railing, not to stop, but to vault.

Her body launched itself into the empty air.

For a second, there was weightlessness. Lira stared down at the dizzying lights of traffic far below. She was falling. She was going to die. This hijacker was suicidal.

Then, her right hand snapped out, firing a grappling line from a wrist-mounted device she hadn't even known she was wearing. The hook caught a gargoyle on a lower ledge. The line went taut.

The jerk of the cable nearly dislocated her shoulder, but her muscles locked instantly to absorb the shock. She swung in a wide, terrifying arc, smashing through a holographic billboard for "Smiling Buddha Noodles."

She crashed onto a balcony twenty feet below, rolling to disperse the impact. She came up in a crouch, gun raised, breathing hard.

She was alive.

She was safe, for the moment.

Lira stared at her hands. The black gloves were wet with rain and slick with the oil from the gun. She tried to open her hand to drop the weapon.

Her fingers stayed curled tight.

She sat there on the cold concrete of a stranger's balcony, shivering not from the cold, but from the violation. Her heart hammered against her ribs, a prisoner in its own cage.

She wasn't Lira Vance anymore. She was a suit. A meat puppet.

And whoever was pulling the strings wasn't finished yet.
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Chapter 2: The Puppet
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Lira lay on the cold concrete of the balcony, her chest heaving against the tight embrace of the tactical bodysuit. Rain drummed a relentless rhythm on the black armor, washing away the grime of the upper city but doing nothing to cleanse the violation seeping through her nervous system.

She waited for her body to collapse. She waited for the adrenaline crash, for the trembling of shock to set in. As a medic, she knew the signs of trauma. She should be curling into a fetal position right now, protecting her vital organs, hyperventilating.

But her body was not cooperating with her trauma.

Instead of curling up, her legs kicked out, swinging her upright in a smooth, fluid motion that felt nothing like her own clumsy scramble. She stood crouched, balanced perfectly on the balls of her feet, her center of gravity low and predatory.

Let me go, Lira thought, the words echoing in the hollow space of her skull. Just let me sit down.

The intruder in her brain didn't answer. Instead, he—or she, or it—got to work.

Lira watched, a spectator in her own theater, as her hands moved with terrifying autonomy. Her left hand brought the pistol up to her face. It wasn't shaking. It was rock steady. Her thumb pressed the magazine release. The clip slid out into her waiting palm.

"I don't know how to do this," Lira whispered, though her lips didn't move. She had fired guns in basic training, sure, but she had never reloaded a weapon without looking, in the dark, in the rain, with one smooth, continuous gesture.

Her fingers danced over the metal. They checked the ammo count—three rounds left in the mag, one in the chamber. Her hand reached into the utility belt, finding a fresh magazine by touch alone. Click-snap. The fresh mag was seated. The slide was racked.

The competence of it made her sick.

It was an intimacy she hadn't consented to. This presence knew the length of her fingers, the strength of her grip, the exact tension of her forearm muscles better than she did. It was driving her like a high-performance vehicle.

Her head snapped to the left. Her eyes scanned the fire escape leading down to the alleyway below.

No, Lira thought, trying to squeeze her eyes shut. I’m not going down there. It’s the Dregs. It’s dangerous.

Her eyes didn't close. They stayed wide, blinking only when necessary to clear the rain. The visual overlay she had seen earlier flickered again, highlighting the rusty ladder in green.

Path identified, the silent logic whispered into her cortex.

Her body moved. She vaulted the balcony railing, catching the ladder with one hand. The metal was slick and freezing, biting into her palm through the glove, but her grip didn't falter. She slid down, the friction warming the leather, her boots hitting the rungs with practiced precision.

Lira tried to sabotage it. As her right foot reached for the next rung, she sent a chaotic burst of neural noise toward her leg. Slip, she commanded. Twist the ankle. Fall.

If she fell, she might break a leg. If she broke a leg, this hijacker couldn't run anymore. It was a desperate, painful strategy, but it was the only weapon she had.

For a microsecond, her ankle wobbled. The neural signal had gotten through, a tiny static interference in the hijacker's clear signal.

But the reaction was instantaneous. Her hands tightened on the ladder rails, locking her in place before she could slip. A wave of punishing heat flared at the base of her skull—a warning. It wasn't physical pain, exactly; it was a neural spike, like the brain-freeze from eating ice cream too fast, but multiplied by ten.

Don't, the silent presence seemed to warn.

Lira gasped, the breath hissing through her clenched teeth. The hijacker resumed the descent, slower now, more cautious of her interference.

They hit the alley floor—the "ground zero" of the city. Here, the neon lights from the towers above were just distant, colorful blurs. Down here, the light came from flickering halogen strips and burning barrels. The air tasted of sulfur and synthetic noodle grease.

Her body pressed her back against the brick wall, melting into the shadows. The gun was held close to her chest, barrel pointed down (low ready position, her medic brain supplied).

She was safe from the guards above, but now she was alone in the dark with a stranger inside her skin.

Lira focused on her breathing. The hijacker was controlling her gross motor functions—arms, legs, neck—but seemed less interested in her autonomic systems. Her heart was hers. Her lungs were hers. She took a deep, ragged breath, trying to center herself.

Think, Lira. Analyze.

She looked down at her left wrist. There, embedded under the skin, was her standard-issue Interface Port. It was usually a faint blue ring. Now, it was pulsing a violent, angry red.

A Ghost Port.

She had heard the rumors in the trauma wards. Criminal syndicates were kidnapping people, surgically implanting modified ports, and selling "ride-along" time to wealthy voyeurs or lazy spies. But those victims were usually unconscious, or drugged into compliance.

She was awake. Wide awake.

Her body began to move again, prowling down the alley. It stepped over a puddle of iridescent oil, avoiding the splash. It checked behind a dumpster. It was looking for a way out, or a place to hide.

Lira decided to try a different tactic. If she couldn't force her muscles to stop, maybe she could overload the sensors.

She bit her tongue.

She clamped her jaws down hard. The sharp, hot pain bloomed in her mouth, the metallic taste of blood flooding her senses.

Her body froze.

The hijacker hadn't anticipated that. The pain was a sudden spike of data that the intruder had to process. Her hand flew up to her mouth, not to soothe it, but to assess the damage.

"Get... out..." Lira managed to croak. Her jaw muscles were fighting her, trying to lock her mouth shut, but the shock of the pain had bought her a second of semi-control. "My... body."

Her right hand—the one holding the gun—started to tremble. The muzzle drifted toward the wall, then toward her own foot, then back to the ready position. It was a visible struggle, like two people fighting over a steering wheel.

A rat skittered across the wet pavement nearby.

Her arm snapped toward the noise, the gun locking onto the rodent instantly.

Lira felt a wave of disgust. It’s just a rat. Don’t shoot the rat.

The finger squeezed the trigger.

Click.

Lira’s heart stopped. She had wasted a bullet? No, she had counted. There was one in the chamber.

Then she realized: her index finger hadn't fully depressed the trigger. She had fought back. Just enough. The hammer hadn't fallen.

The rat scurried into a drain.

Her body stood perfectly still for a moment in the rain. Lira felt a strange sensation ripple through her mind. It wasn't the cold logic of the computer overlay this time. It was an emotion, but it wasn't hers.

It was annoyance.

The intruder was annoyed.

Her left hand moved up and tapped the side of her temple, a gesture of frustration. Then, her body holstered the gun. It seemed the hijacker had decided that shooting at rats while Lira was fighting for control was a waste of ammunition.

They began to walk again, but the pace was different. Less frantic. More purposeful.

Her hands came up to the collar of the tactical suit, popping a seal to release some heat. Then, her fingers began to search the pockets of the utility belt.

Lira paid attention. If she couldn't drive, she would navigate.

Pocket 1: Spare ammo.
Pocket 2: A small medical kit (stim-shots, coagulant gel).
Pocket 3: A heavy, encrypted data drive.
Her fingers lingered on the data drive. It was small, matte black, with the symbol of the Black Reef Syndicate etched into the casing.

That’s what this is about, Lira realized. You stole something. You used me to steal something.

She felt a flash of memory that wasn't hers—a brief, strobing image of a server room, a dead scientist, and a hand (her hand?) grabbing the drive.

The image vanished as quickly as it came, replaced by the grim reality of the alley.

Her body stopped in front of a dirty, reflective window of a closed pawn shop. Lira stared at herself.

She looked like a nightmare. Her blonde hair was plastered to her skull, dark with rain. Her face was pale, smeared with grease and sweat. But it was her eyes that terrified her.

Her right eye was her own—a warm hazel, wide with fear.
Her left eye was flickering. The pupil was dilating and contracting in a rapid, unnatural rhythm, glowing with a faint, harsh electric blue light.
The mark of the Ghost.

She watched her own reflection as her lips parted. She wasn't trying to speak this time. The intruder was.

Lira felt her vocal cords tighten. She felt her tongue press against the roof of her mouth. It was a violation deeper than the movement of her limbs. This was her voice. Her identity.

She tried to hold her breath, to deny him the air to speak.

Exhale, the command came, forceful and undeniable.

Her chest compressed. Air rushed past her larynx.

"You," her voice said. It sounded like her, but the cadence was wrong. It was flat, clipped, and masculine. "Are very... difficult."

Lira stared at her reflection. "Who are you?" she screamed in her thoughts.

Her reflection smirked. A lopsided, mirthless grin that belonged to a stranger.

"Stop fighting the controls, Lira," her mouth said. "We have a long night ahead of us."
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Chapter 3: The Voice
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The silence that followed the stranger’s words was heavy, amplified by the relentless drumming of the rain. Lira stared at her own reflection in the pawn shop window—the pale skin, the wet blonde hair, the flickering blue pupil—and felt a wave of nausea that had nothing to do with adrenaline.

"Who are you?" she thought again, projecting the question with every ounce of mental force she possessed. She tried to make it a scream, a psychic shriek that would deafen the intruder.

Her lips didn't move this time. Instead, a sensation rippled across the surface of her brain. It felt like the static of a badly tuned radio, followed by a sharp, electric pop behind her eyes.

"Stop shouting," a voice said.

It wasn't spoken aloud. It resonated directly inside her skull, bypassing her ears entirely. The sound was clear, dry, and distinctly male. It carried a tone of exhausted irritation, like a tech support operator dealing with a particularly slow customer.

"Your internal monologue is incredibly loud," the voice continued. "It’s like trying to drive a car while someone screams in the back seat. Dial it down, Lira."

Lira’s heart hammered against her ribs. "You can hear my thoughts?"

"Only the surface ones. The ones you project. I’m not digging through your childhood memories—unless I get bored. Right now, I’m a little too busy keeping us alive to care about your first pet or your high school heartbreak."

Her body turned away from the window. It wasn't her decision. Her legs swung around, boots splashing in a shallow puddle, and began a brisk walk down the alleyway, hugging the shadows.

"My body," Lira thought, the panic hardening into anger. "Give it back."

"Can't," the voice replied efficiently. "Not yet."

"I'm going to find a police drone," Lira threatened. "I'll surrender. I'll tell them I've been hijacked."

Her hand—his hand, currently—moved up to touch the collar of her tactical suit, adjusting the fit. "Go ahead. Try to flag down a patrol. See what happens."

Lira focused on her right arm. She tried to lift it, to wave, to make a frantic gesture toward the street opening ahead where hover-cars zipped by.

Nothing happened. It was like trying to lift a phantom limb. The connection was dead.

"See?" the voice mocked gently. "I have total motor override. You’re just a passenger, Lira. A ghost in the machine. Besides, the police won't help you. The armor you're wearing belongs to a Black Reef extraction team. The cops see this gear, they shoot first and scan for ID later."

Lira’s mind raced. Black Reef. The Syndicate. The bogeyman of the underworld. "You're a criminal," she thought, the realization settling like lead in her stomach.

"I prefer 'independent contractor,'" the voice said. "But sure, if you want to use labels. Criminal works."

"What's your name?" Lira demanded. "If you're going to steal my life, the least you can do is introduce yourself."

There was a pause. Her body stopped at the edge of the alley, peering around the corner. A heavy security drone, a black rotored beast with a spotlight, buzzed overhead. Her body pressed flat against the wet brick, holding its breath. Lira felt her own lungs burn with the need for air, but the intruder held it, keeping her perfectly still.

When the drone passed, the voice returned. It sounded softer, perhaps a little more human.

"Sable," he said.

"Sable," Lira repeated in her mind. It sounded like a code name. "Okay, Sable. Get out of my head."

"I told you, I can't. Not yet. The operation... went sideways." Sable’s control over her body seemed to tighten, her shoulders hunching slightly. "I was supposed to be in and out. A quick remote pilot job. Hijack the host, grab the drive, drop the host at a safe point, and disconnect. Ten minutes, tops."

"Host," Lira thought bitterly. "Is that what I am to you? Hardware?"

"Technically? Yes. You have a Class-4 Neural Port. Do you know how rare that is outside the military? It’s an open door, Lira. Someone left the key under the mat."

"I used that port for medical diagnostics!" Lira yelled internally. "To link with patient monitors!"

"Well, now it’s running a combat algorithm. Congratulations on the upgrade."

He started moving her again, faster this time. They were heading deeper into the Dregs, away from the corporate lights. The streets here were narrow, cluttered with piles of trash and makeshift shelters. The smell was overwhelmed by ozone and rot.

"Where are you taking me?" Lira asked. The fear was creeping back in. She knew the Dregs. She had treated overdose patients here. It was a place where people disappeared.

"Somewhere safe," Sable said. "My connection is unstable. I'm piloting you remotely, but the signal is degrading. I need to find a hardline to stabilize the link before the firewall in your brain realizes I'm a virus and tries to cook me."

"Cook you?"

"Your immune system isn't just biological, Lira. Your brain has defenses. If I stay connected too long without stabilizing, your nervous system will interpret me as a seizure. It’ll fry us both."

"Us?" Lira seized on the word. "If you fry, I fry?"

"Mutual destruction," Sable confirmed. "So, for your sake, stop fighting me. Every time you try to twitch a finger or clench your jaw, you create static. Static creates heat. Heat kills us. Do you understand?"

Lira went silent. She felt the truth of it—the dull throb at the base of her skull that hadn't gone away since she woke up.

They walked in silence for a few minutes. Lira used the time to observe the way Sable moved her body. It was fascinating, in a horrifying way. He walked with a rolling gait she didn't recognize, keeping her center of gravity shifting to avoid slipping on the slick pavement. He scanned every rooftop, every doorway. He was paranoid.

"You're scared," Lira noted.

Her head jerked to the side, checking a blind spot. "I am cautious. There's a difference."

"No, I can feel it," Lira said. "It’s bleeding through. Your heart rate isn't elevated, because you're controlling it. But your focus... it’s frantic. You messed up, Sable. You messed up big time."

"I didn't mess up," Sable snapped, his voice sharp in her mind. "I was set up. There’s a difference."

Suddenly, Sable threw her body to the left.

Lira gasped as she slammed into a pile of wet cardboard boxes, tumbling into a narrow recess between two buildings. She landed hard on her shoulder, the armor absorbing the brunt of the impact.

"What—"

"Shh."

A moment later, two figures walked past the alley entrance. They were clad in matte-gray armor, faces obscured by digital visors. They didn't look like police. They moved like wolves.

Syndicate Hunters.

Lira felt a spike of terror that was entirely her own. She had seen what the Syndicate did to witnesses.

The Hunters paused. One of them scanned the alley with a red laser grid that swept over the trash cans. The grid inched closer to where Lira was huddled under the cardboard.

Don't breathe, Lira told herself.

"Now you're getting it," Sable whispered.

He held her body in a state of unnatural stillness. Even her eyelids didn't flutter. She felt an itch on her nose—a maddening, tickling sensation—but her hand remained frozen on the grip of her pistol.

The laser grid passed over them. The cardboard and trash disguised her heat signature.

"Clear," one of the Hunters distorted voice said. "Moving to sector 5."

They walked on.

Sable waited a full sixty seconds after they were gone before he allowed her lungs to expand fully. Lira took a greedy gulp of air that tasted of wet cardboard and mold.

"That," Sable said, his mental tone grim, "is the Clean-Up Crew. They aren't here to arrest us, Lira. They’re here to erase the evidence."

"Evidence?" Lira thought.

"Me," Sable said. "And by extension, you."

He pushed her body upright. He brushed the debris off her armor with a fastidiousness that felt bizarre given the circumstances.

"We have a common enemy now," Sable said. "I need your body to finish my mission and clear my name. You need me to keep you alive long enough to get your body back. So, we’re going to make a deal."

"I don't make deals with hijackers," Lira thought, trying to muster her defiance.

"You do if you want to see the sun rise," Sable countered. "I drive. You navigate. You know this city’s underbelly? You used to be a medic down here?"

Lira hesitated. "How did you know that?"

"I told you. Surface thoughts. You recognized the smell of the Dregs. You know the layout. I have the combat specs, but I don't know the local geography. I need a guide."

Lira weighed her options. She could keep fighting him, causing "static" and risking a brain melt. She could try to get the attention of the Syndicate Hunters and get shot in the head. Or she could help this sarcastic, arrogant voice in her head and maybe survive the night.

"Fine," Lira thought, the word tasting bitter. "But the moment we're safe, you disconnect. If you try to keep me..."

"Lira, please," Sable scoffed. "No offense, but your legs are shorter than I’m used to, and you have a slight astigmatism in your right eye that’s driving me crazy. I want out of here just as much as you do."

Lira felt a strange, involuntary twitch of her lips. A smile? No, just a muscle spasm.

"My eyes are fine," she defended reflexively.

"They're adequate," Sable corrected. "Now, which way to the nearest underground access? We need to get off the street level."

Lira visualized the map of the old sewer tunnels she used to use to smuggle antibiotics to the quarantined zones. She pictured the entrance behind the noodle factory two blocks east.

"Got it," Sable said, plucking the image right out of her mind. "Two blocks east. Let's go."

He broke into a run again. It was smoother this time. Lira didn't fight the motion. She leaned into it, letting her mind sync with the rhythm of his control. It was a terrifying surrender, but as they sprinted through the rain-slicked darkness, she realized something.

She wasn't alone. For the first time in years, she was completely, undeniably not alone.

And as the neon lights of the city blurred past, she couldn't decide if that was the most comforting thing she had ever felt, or the most horrific.

"Watch the puddle," Sable warned.

Her legs leaped over it before she even saw it.

"I saw it," Lira lied.

"Sure you did, partner," Sable whispered. "Sure you did."
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Chapter 4: The Glitch in the Mirror
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The heavy steel door of the maintenance bay slammed shut, cutting off the sound of the rain and the distant wail of sirens. The silence that followed was sudden and ringing.

Lira felt her knees buckle. Or rather, she felt the intention of her knees to buckle. She wanted to slide down the wall and curl into a ball. But Sable locked her joints, keeping her upright, swaying slightly like a puppet on a wire.

"Don't collapse yet," Sable’s voice echoed in her skull, sounding weary. "We’re not safe. We’re just... obscure."

They were in a decommissioned transit station restroom. The walls were tiled in cracked, yellowing ceramic, and the air smelled of rust and ancient disinfectant. A single fluorescent strip light buzzed overhead, casting a sickly greenish pallor over everything.

"I need a minute," Lira thought, the mental plea heavy with exhaustion. "My heart feels like it’s going to explode. Just... give me a minute."

Sable hesitated. She felt his reluctance, a digital wariness rippling through her muscles. He wanted to keep moving. He wanted to put miles between them and the Black Reef hunters. But he also had access to her biological data. He could see her cortisol levels spiking into the red zone. He could feel the tremor starting in her hands that had nothing to do with his control.

"Fine," he conceded. "Sixty seconds. Lower your heart rate. If you go into cardiac arrest, I’m stuck in a dying meat sack, and I’d prefer not to end my night that way."

Her body relaxed. The unnatural tension in her shoulders drained away as he relinquished partial control. Lira stumbled forward, catching herself on the edge of a porcelain sink. It was grimy, stained with years of neglect, but the water tap still worked.

She turned it on. Cold, brown water sputtered out.

Lira splashed it on her face. The shock of the cold was grounding. It was real. For a second, the water washed away the feeling of the digital intruder. She scrubbed her skin, trying to rub away the feeling of the tactical mask she had discarded, trying to rub away the sensation of killing those guards.

Then, she looked up.

A cracked mirror hung above the sink. Lira stared into it, and for the first time, she truly saw what she had become.

The woman staring back was a stranger. Her blonde hair was a matted, wet mess, slicked back from a forehead that was pale and clammy. Her cheek was smeared with grease. But it was the eyes that made Lira gasp, her hands gripping the edges of the sink until her knuckles turned white.

Her right eye was normal—hazel, bloodshot, wide with terror.
Her left eye was... wrong.
The pupil wasn't a black circle anymore. It was a jagged, rapidly shifting aperture. It dilated and contracted in a strobe-like rhythm, three times a second. Deep within the iris, a faint, electric-blue light pulsed, syncing with the data streams Sable was processing.

It looked like a glitch in a video game character. It looked inhuman.

"Oh god," Lira whispered, the sound escaping her lips before Sable could stop it. She leaned closer to the glass. "What is that? What did you do to my eye?"

"I didn't do it," Sable replied, his voice calm, analytical. "That’s the port activity. It’s called 'The Flicker.' High-bandwidth data transfer creates interference in the optic nerve. It’s a side effect of the Ghost Port."

Lira raised a trembling hand to touch her face. She pulled her lower eyelid down. The blue light cast a faint glow on her fingertip.

"I don't have a Ghost Port," she insisted, her internal voice rising in pitch. "I have a standard medical interface. Class-2. For diagnostics. I check emails with it. I don't... I don't run combat software."

"Lira, look closer," Sable commanded.

Against her will, her head turned. She turned her cheek, exposing the skin behind her left ear, just below the hairline where the neural jack was embedded.

Usually, the port was a small, smooth silver disc.

In the mirror, the skin around the disc was angry and red. But more than that, there were faint, silvery lines radiating out from the metal, tracing down her neck like the roots of a tree. Subdermal circuitry.

"That's not... that wasn't there yesterday," Lira stammered.

"It was," Sable corrected. "It was just dormant. You have a Ghost Port, Lira. A military-grade neural backdoor. Someone installed it a long time ago and masked it to look like a civilian model."

Lira stared at the silver roots. She tried to remember. When had she had surgery? She had her appendix out when she was twelve. She had the standard interface installed when she joined the Medic Corps at twenty-two.

"The Corps," she thought. "When I got my medical license. They installed the port. It was routine. Everyone got one."

"Not this one," Sable said. "This is custom work. This is Black Reef tech. Someone turned you into a sleeper car, Lira. A vehicle waiting for a driver."

The implication hit her like a physical blow. She staggered back from the sink.

"You're lying," she said. "You're just trying to scare me."

"I’m reading your hardware specs," Sable said, and for the first time, he sounded almost sympathetic. "I can see the installation date. Eight years ago. Does that date mean anything to you?"

Eight years ago.

Lira racked her brain. Eight years ago, she was twenty-two. She was in the Academy. There was... there was a gap.

She froze. A memory she hadn't touched in years surfaced. The explosion at the training facility. She had been caught in the blast. She had been in a coma for three weeks. When she woke up, the doctors told her she was lucky to be alive. They said they had to do extensive reconstructive surgery.

"The coma," she whispered.

"Bingo," Sable said softly. "They didn't just fix your burns, Lira. They upgraded you. You’ve been walking around for nearly a decade with a 'For Rent' sign in your nervous system, and you didn't even know it."

Lira felt sick. She doubled over, dry heaving into the sink. The violation wasn't just tonight. It wasn't just Sable. It was years deep. Her body, her temple, had been compromised since she was a student. She was a weapon that had been left in storage.

"Breathe," Sable instructed. He didn't force her to breathe; he just suggested it. "In through the nose. Out through the mouth. Don't spiral, Lira. We don't have time for an existential crisis."

"Easy for you to say," Lira spat, wiping her mouth. "You're just the software. I'm the one who’s been violated."

"You think I chose this?" Sable’s voice hardened. "You think I looked at the menu of available bodies and picked 'Traumatized Medic with a Savior Complex'? I was assigned to this port ID. I didn't know it was a person. I thought it was a drone."

Lira paused. "What?"

"The job," Sable explained rapidly. "The contract was to hijack a biological asset. Asset. They didn't say 'woman.' They didn't say 'Lira Vance.' I thought I was hacking a bio-droid. A synthetic. When I jacked in and felt a human pulse... felt your fear... it was too late to disconnect. The trap was sprung."

He was silent for a moment. Lira stared at the flickering blue light in her left eye.

"I'm stuck in here with you, Lira," he said quietly. "And I hate it just as much as you do. You’re messy. You’re emotional. You have a weird phantom pain in your left knee when it rains."

"My ACL tear from basic training," Lira murmured automatically.

"Exactly. It’s annoying. I want my own body back. I want to be in my own chair, in my own dark room, miles away from gunfire. But right now, we are two rats in a burning maze. And if you don't pull it together, the cats are going to eat us."

Lira stood up straight. She looked at her reflection one last time. The flickering eye was terrifying, yes. The silver lines under her skin were a horror show. But the jawline was set. The right eye—her eye—was angry.

She wasn't a victim. She was a medic. Medics didn't panic when the blood started flowing; they stopped the bleeding.

"Okay," she thought. "Okay. Eight years ago, someone did this to me. The Syndicate?"

"Probably. Or a government black-ops division. Or a private contractor. We’ll find out."

"We?"

"You want the truth? I want the payout. Our roads go the same way for now."

Lira grabbed a handful of paper towels from the dispenser—her hand moving under her own power this time, though she felt Sable hovering just behind the motion, ready to take over if she faltered. She dried her face.

"What do we do about the eye?" she asked. "It’s a beacon. Anyone who looks at me will know I’m hijacked."

"We cover it," Sable said.

Lira looked around. On the floor, near a pile of trash, was a discarded pair of mirrored sunglasses. They were cheap, scratched, and missing an earpiece, likely dropped by a junkie or a squatter.

She picked them up. She wiped the grime off on her tactical suit.

She slid them on. The world became darker, tinted a cheap amber, but the flickering blue light of her pupil was hidden behind the mirrored lens.

She looked in the mirror again. With the black tactical armor, the wet hair, and the broken mirrored shades, she didn't look like Lira Vance, the courier. She looked like a cyberpunk shadow runner. She looked dangerous.

"You said you need a hardline," Lira thought. "To stabilize."

"Yes. A clean terminal. Not connected to the Grid."

"I know a place," Lira said. "My old clinic in the Dregs. It’s been shut down for months, but the equipment is still in the basement. I still have the key code."

"Abandoned clinic," Sable mused. "creepy, unsanitary, and likely full of rats. Perfect. Let's go."

Lira turned toward the door. She hesitated for a fraction of a second, waiting for her legs to move on their own. But they didn't.

"Your turn," Sable whispered. "You drive for a bit. I need to conserve energy for the firewall. But I’m right here. If you trip, I’ll catch you."

"Don't do me any favors," Lira muttered.

She pushed the door open and stepped back out into the noise of the underworld, the broken sunglasses hiding the ghost in her eye.
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