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      “Scrappers: Episode 1. Interior—The Sewer. A stupid, stinking sewer,” Mason grumbled.

      The place was pretty clean for a sewer, though. One would expect the pipe walls to be covered with lichen or moss, maybe some tetanus. At the very least, you’d expect some sort of nebulous ick lining the cement surface, but the giant pipe was cleaned frequently and possessed an almost bleached appearance. You could probably eat off it. But you wouldn’t. Because, in the end, it was a sewer and there was no telling what had flowed through its grates.

      There were also far fewer rodents, roaches, and abandoned baby alligators than the team had expected. And, perhaps most disappointing, there were exactly zero crime-fighting turtles. The city sewer was quiet and still. The only thing that greeted them when they had entered was their echo. And, even that was a little creepy.

      The only thing that did live up to their expectations was the smell. Despite being a storm sewer, the place had a foul stench to it. This was due to the fact every time it stormed in the city above, the rain swept clean the streets and washed every bit of filth into the pipes where it raced through cisterns, nets and filters before returning to the waterways somewhere on the southern end of town. What was left behind in the pipes was a concentrated stream of everything that had ever been dropped, discarded or defecated onto the streets and now ran steadily beneath their feet and had soaked through their boots more than an hour ago.

      “When they said to us, ‘You’re gonna be big stars. You’re gonna be rich. You’re gonna be famous. Your face is gonna be on the streams everywhere.’ I never for a minute thought we’d be up to our knees in literal sh⁠—”

      BEEP.

       The drone that had been following closely behind Mason buzzed his head, dropped into his field of view and had beeped before he could finish the statement.

      “What?” Mason directed his comment to the lens on the front of the drone. “I can’t say sh⁠—”

      BEEP.

      The drone’s tone cut short his curse and reverberated off the concrete walls before disappearing somewhere deep in the darkness.

      “Get a load of this, Jake. Our fearless producer puts us in a sewer—a literal conduit for sh⁠—”

      BEEP.

      “—And then expects us not to use a little potty language.” Mason took a swing at the drone, missed and slipped in the muck beneath his feet. He almost went down. It took a few hops and a few more beeps from the camera before he regained his footing.

      The camera backed away from Mason and turned its lens back to the rest of the team.

      It wasn’t the drone’s beeping that bothered Jake so much—he somewhat enjoyed how much the network censor’s squawk irritated Mason—it was the drone’s presence he hated. When the team had signed on to do the show, their fame was still fresh. At that time, nothing seemed real. They were still riding the high of being heroes when Lucas and the network approached them. As strange as it sounded now, signing on to do a TV show seemed like the next logical step after all that had happened to them. But now there were at least two cameras following them around at all times watching, listening and ultimately broadcasting their every move while they tried to do their jobs. The whole situation was going to take some getting used to.

      “Remember, Mason,” Jake said while sidestepping something gross in the water ahead of him. “They want it to be a family show.”

      “That means you’re going to have to keep it clean, Mason.” The team’s cyborg shouted from the front of the line. His many augmentations had increased his already substantial size over the years and he found it difficult to walk next to anyone in the confined space without constantly bumping into them.

      “Keep it clean, Glitch? If that’s the case, then maybe a sewer wasn’t the best place for an episode, you dumba⁠— “

      BEEP.

      “Are you serious?” Mason argued with the drone. “That’s not a bad word, it’s his defining trait! Can you believe this, Kat?”

       “Don’t talk to me,” the young woman said. She kept one hand on her flashlight and the other at the base of her nose in case of a particularly strong waft of stink. “I’m trying not to breathe.”

      “Whatever? What about you, Savant?”

      “Just keep it clean, Mason,” the team’s technician said without looking up from his tablet. “I don’t want you screwing this up for me.”

      “This wasn’t part of the deal,” Mason grumbled to himself. “You know this was all Lucas’ idea. It’s easy to say don’t swear when you’re on the side of the camera that doesn’t smell like a thousand as⁠— “

      BEEP.

      Mason fired off a string of swear words that ran on for several minutes. The only thing more impressive than the breadth and depth of Mason’s vulgar vocabulary was the drone’s ability to beep every single shouted swear. Mason finally took a breath and then, defiantly, gave up.

       It was eerily quiet beneath the city when Mason wasn’t swearing. There was only the sound of their breathing and some constant far-off drip reverberating through the pipes. Every drop and breath echoed until it dissolved somewhere in the abyss that occupied the far end of the pipe.

      The five scrappers stayed close to one another as they moved through the tunnel. This was partly out of necessity but mostly because no one wanted to drift too far from the weak flashlights they had been issued.

      The show’s producer had assigned each of them a handheld flashlight for the mission with the explanation that they were designed to work best with the cameras. Jake had thought nothing of it until they were well into the darkness and turned them on to find they produced an anemic beam that did little more than project a yellow dot on the wall.

      There was a lot Jake didn’t know about producing a reality show. And he knew even less about cameras. But he questioned the quality of the shot the producers were going to get with such poor lighting.  

      It was at that moment that Kat’s light flickered briefly, glowed intensely, and then went out completely. Its absence went unnoticed by the group.

      Kat drew her own beep from the camera as she beat the light against a pipe in an attempt to jar the battery back to life. For some reason, bashing it against the concrete didn’t work even though she beat it until the lens cracked and the bezel fell off. “These stupid lights are no good. The light from a phone would be better.”

      “I think that’s the point,” Glitch said shining his own feeble light on the wall. “They’re cinematic flashlights. They create drama with the lighting. If they were any brighter, the viewer could see that we were in a boring, barren tunnel. And no one wants to watch that. With these…” He waved the light around the tunnel, making the yellow dot dance until it landed on Savant’s face. “You never know what horrors are hiding in the dark.”

      Savant flinched and tried to wipe the light from his face. When that failed, he tried to knock the flashlight from Glitch’s hand.

      Mason stopped swinging and pointed his light at the ground. “I think it’s so the viewer doesn’t have to see what we’re stepping in.”

      “Hold up.” Jake held up a hand to stop the team. Thanks to the weak lights, they couldn’t see the hand and walked right past him. “Guys!”

      The team stopped and Glitch sloshed back to where he had been when Jake initially called for a halt. “Sorry, Jake.”

      “Just, shhh.”

      There was one more slosh as someone found their footing in the ankle-deep water and then silence. Everyone held their breath to ensure both absolute quiet and to keep from inhaling the smell.

      Jake listened. There was nothing but that constant drip somewhere in the tunnels ahead. He could have sworn he’d heard something. “I guess it was nothing.”

      “Are you sure it’s nothing, Jake?” Savant shined his flashlight on his own face as if he was about to spin a ghost story at camp. “It could be the Underhills, a homeless community of Green Hills that has chosen to reject modern society and retreat to the catacombs of the sewers. The citizens above gave them little thought until members of the underground community began turning up dead with wounds that suggested these underground denizens were the victims of a rogue machine known as the Catacomb Hygienic Utility Machine or CHUM After all, that’s why they’ve called us in. As robot reclamation specialists, often known as junkers, we are well suited and equipped to deal with this mysterious mechanical threat to human life.”

      All the yellow dots ended up on Savant’s face. The team’s computer scientist rarely spoke unless there was an insult to be made and Savant had used a week’s worth of words in under a minute. This created more confusion than the noise Jake hadn’t actually heard.

      Glitch stepped forward and tried to put a palm on Savant’s forehead. “Are you feeling okay, buddy?”

      “Get away from me, oaf.” Savant pulled away so fast he almost slipped on something slick beneath the sewer water.

      Glitch caught him just before he fell and helped steady him. “I think the fumes are getting to you, buddy.” 

      “The fumes aren’t getting to me,” Savant fired back. “I’m fine. I was just explaining why we were here.”

      “We all know why we’re here, Savant,” Kat said. “You don’t have to tell us.”

      “Everyone, quiet.” Jake flashed the weak beam of his flashlight in each face to get their attention. “Savant may be acting weird, but he’s not wrong. We have to find that machine. Now let’s get moving.”

      The team sloshed on with the weak amber beams leading the way.

      “Who would want to live down here?” Mason eventually asked.

      “Life up top isn’t for everyone,” Kat said. “I totally get wanting to hide from the world.”

      “Sure,” Mason said. “But why not retreat to somewhere that doesn’t smell like something that died, was reincarnated and immediately died again next to the thing that died before.”

      “The Underhills aren’t trolls living in solitude,” Savant said. “It’s not like they live a solitary existence. They’ve formed their own community complete with their own economy, culture and traditions. It’s a society not unlike our own with its own rules and morés. There’s trade, traditions and a growing history. The latest estimates put their populations near a thousand individuals.”

      Kat pulled her hand from her nose. “Seriously, Chatty Cathy, you’re freaking me out a bit with all the talking.”

      “Why would they settle here, Savant?” Glitch asked.

      “Must be because they’re dumb⁠—”

      BEEP.

      “Dumb, you stupid drone,” Mason laughed. “Dumb! I was going to stop at dumb.”

      “Wanting to live differently doesn’t make them dumb,” Glitch said.

      “No, but making your home in a sewer does.” Mason slapped the wall. “One good rain storm could wipe out the whole place. Not to mention how bad it must smell in here on Cinco de Seis.”

      “Why they live here doesn’t matter,” Jake said as he turned to face the rest of his crew. “We’re here to find the machine that’s gone renegade and stop it before it hurts anyone else.”

      “Nice,” Mason said.

      “What do you mean, nice?”

      “That’s a stinger if I have ever heard one. You’re a natural at this reality show stuff, Jake.” 

      “I didn’t mean to⁠—”

      “Yeah,” Mason said. “You meant to.”

       “No, I—Look, everyone, there may be TV cameras watching us now but that doesn’t change a thing about how we do our jobs. I need everyone to focus on the assignment at hand. Glitch,” Jake gestured to the large cyborg. “Why don’t you remind everyone what we’re looking at here?”

      Glitch nodded and activated a holographic projector built into his wrist. The light from the device lit up the entire tunnel.

      Mason winced and held up a hand to block to the brightness. “We should use that instead of these stupid flashlights.”

      Once his eyes had adjusted, Jake could see the slowly rotating image of their target hovering in the air in front of Glitch.

      “Meet the CHUM,” Glitch said.

      “Duh duh duh,” Mason sang.

      This drew looks from the team. None of which were looks of admiration.  

      “What? I can’t have a stinger moment, too?”

      The CHUM was a plumbing maintenance and sanitation system that stood on two legs and looked like something out of the Hunchback of Notre Dame. Specifically, the hunchback. Its rounded carapace was articulated and could adjust to accommodate the tunnels it was charged with cleaning and clearing. It was equipped with tools to fulfill the various tasks associated with sewer maintenance.

      “This machine is designed to keep the storm sewers clean and clear of debris.” Glitch twitched his hand and the hovering image spun to display the machine’s back. “Its entire back is covered with coarse, charged wires that scrape the tunnel surfaces like electric steel wool.”

      The hologram spun again and enlarged the machines right arm. “It’s equipped with a welding torch for sealing any leaks and a laser for burning out any serious clogs.”

      “Get a load of that Robo Rooter,” Kat said pointing to the CHUM’s laser arm.

      Glitch continued as the hologram rotated once more. “On the left arm, there are various cutting tools for dislodging any jams. The city of Green Hill bought the Exterminator variant of the machine, so the ones down here are also armed for pest control. That means it contains pesticide for the creepy crawlies and a projectile weapon for bigger rodents.”

      “This thing is why these pipes look so clean,” Jake said. “Look around us here. This is how things should look if it’s functioning properly.”

      “Good for clearing drains and killing hobos,” Mason said.

      Glitch shook his head. “They’re not hobos, Mason.”

      “Sure, they are,” Mason said.

      “They’re not though,” Glitch said in a mocking tone. “There is a clear and academic distinction between homeless populations. The hobo, by definition, is a migrant worker and would therefore never settle in one place for any length of time. The people here have made the sewer their home.”

      “What does it matter?” Savant asked. “They’re all bums.”

      “They’re not bums, either. Bums don’t travel,” Glitch told him. “Or work. Tramps travel but don’t work. Hobos travel and work. Bums don’t do much of anything.”

      “What is going on?” Mason looked to the others for help before turning back to Glitch. “Who made you king of the hobos.”

      “King of the hobos?” Glitch laughed. “Don’t I wish. How cool would that be?”

      Mason rolled his eyes and sloshed away.

      “Everyone, focus!” Jake snapped. “I don’t know what they’re called but a couple of their bodies have come floating out of the system in the last couple of weeks and all signs point to a renegade CHUM as being responsible. So, let’s stay sharp and make sure we see to it that no more hobos get killed. Okay?”

      Glitch mumbled, “They’re not hobos.” He killed the hologram and the darkness returned to the sewer.

      “You studying hobos now, Glitch?” Kat asked as they moved on. Outside of augmenting and upgrading his various parts, Glitch’s favorite pastime was reading. He’d get lost in a particular topic for weeks at a time and talk about little else until a new topic grabbed his attention.  

      “They’re fascinating,” he said with a nod. “They went wherever they felt like going. They had their own secret written language and they lived by their own moral code. So, while their lives may have appeared to go against the grain of mainstream society, the reality is the life of a hobo is a more structured life than it would first seem. I really envy them for their courage to live life on their own terms.”

      “That does sound fascinating,” Kat said.  

      Glitch grinned. “Plus, trains are neat.”

      “Hey, Boxcar Glitchy,” Mason called from farther ahead in the tunnel. “I need you to tell me whether you think this guy is a bum or tramp?”

      The team caught up to Mason and cast their pale-yellow lights at the ground. The man’s body was badly mangled and covered with burn marks.

      Savant almost retched at the grisly sight.

      “Oh my God,” Kat said and turned away.

      “Yeah,” Mason sighed. “This does not look sanitary at all.”

      The corpse was one of the most gruesome things Jake had ever seen. But even beyond the body, something was bothering him about the whole situation. “Something isn’t right here.”

      “You’re right,” Mason agreed. “That hole in his chest is supposed to be filled with more him.”

      “That’s not what I mean.”

      “What Jake is trying to say is that even when a machine goes rogue, it still displays vestiges of its core programming.” Savant had composed himself and, as he spoke, the camera drone repositioned to cover him. “This murder, while odious and tragic, it is not in line with what we’d expect from a machine like the CHUM if it had, indeed, gone renegade. A cleaning bot would be more likely to over-clean its victims to death. This dead guy, however, is rather messy.”

      “Yes, thanks, once again, for over-explaining the obvious, Savant,” Mason said.

      “Why do you keep doing that?” Glitch asked. “We’ve all been doing this for a long time. We know how rogue machines work.”

      “Keep doing what?” Savant crossed his arms. “I’m just saying that–”

      “Oh, I get it now,” Kat said and slapped Savant on the shoulder. “I know what he’s doing!”

      “I’m not doing anything.”

      “Yes, you are. You’re providing exposition!”

      “No, I’m not,” Savant replied.

      “Yes, you are. And you’re doing it so you can get more air time than the rest of us.”

      “That’s ridiculous, I’m just stating the obvious. I think anyone would see that.” 

      “Yeah, and you’re doing it over and over again,” Mason said. “Kind of summing up the obvious bits like when a show comes back from a commercial break.”

      “That’s not exposition!” Savant said. “That’s a recap.”

      “You’re such a narcissist,” Kat said.

      “I am not.”

      “Starting a sentence with I.” She shook her head. “Sounds like something a narcissist would do.”

      “Everyone, stop arguing,” Jake said. “Which way did the machine go, Savant?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Oh, so there is something you don’t know,” Glitch said.

      Jake tried to breathe normally. “Maybe you could check your gear for us.”

      Savant shrugged and pulled out his tablet. “These sewers are ancient and the network access is⁠— “

      “Crappy?” Glitch guessed.

      “In the toilet?” Kat added.

      “Shi— “

      BEEP.

      Mason screamed, “Someone move this stupid camera!”

      “There’s barely a signal at all. I can’t track anything down here.” Savant tapped frantically at his tablet while spinning in place to find a signal. He stopped and stood half-way twisted and slightly off balanced while the signal caught up to his inquiries. “Wait, I think I have something.”

      “Well, where is it?” Jake asked.

      “It’s behind us.” Savant spun again and faced back the way they had come. “And it’s coming this way.”

       

      
        
        * * *

      

      

       

      There was a flurry of motion from the camera drones as they shuffled into their positions to try and get the best shot. One hovered in front of the group while the second buzzed off down the tunnel to film the machine’s approach.

      The team repositioned themselves to face the threat and instantly felt the confines of the tunnel. They jostled about and bumped into one another as they tried to find a firing position. The tunnel was too short and too narrow for them to form a normal firing line.

      Jake winced as the team bumped about and began bickering about who was in whose way.

      “Savant, get lower or you’re going to get hit,” Kat said.

      “Don’t tell me. Tell Glitch. He takes up too much room, I can’t get a shot.”

      “You need to squat more,” Glitch said.

      “If I squat any more, I’ll be in the water.”

      “No one cares,” Kat said pushing on the scientist’s head.

      “Stop that. You’ll get my pants wet.”

      “Enough,” Jake snapped and took a step back. “Class photo time. Glitch, get in the back. Kat, you’re next to me. Mason and Savant, kneel down in front.”

      Both men complained as they started to get down on one knee. They each tried several approaches and both knees several times before giving up entirely and turning back to Jake.

      “I am not kneeling in that gunk,” Mason said.

      “Me either.” Savant put a foot up on the wall a leaned as far to the side as he could. “I’ll do this. Make sure you don’t shoot me, Glitch.”

      “I’ll try, Savant.”

      “How are you doing that?” Mason studied Savant’s pose and tried to duplicated it. His foot slipped and he landed on his elbows in the steady stream of filth running through the pipe. “Ughgahd, some splashed in my mouth.”

      “You’d should take up yoga, Mason,” Savant said with a laugh. “It’s the only way that old people like you can bend this way.”

      Mason grabbed Savant’s ankle and pulled it out from underneath him. Savant fell on his back into the putrid stream. He scrambled to get back up but Kat put a foot on his back and shoved him back down.

      “Stay down,” Kat said before either of the men could argue. “It’s coming.” 

      The weak lights did nothing to disperse the darkness before them. The only sign of the approaching machine was an occasional flash of purple light that came in a burst of sparks. The smell of ozone drifted towards them as the flashes grew in intensity. The lights began to cast shadows and soon outlined a silhouette in front of them, a lumbering shape that filled the entire tunnel.

      Jake could feel the machine’s footsteps reverberating through the cement pipe under his feet.

      The purple sparks grew brighter and brighter until they could see that the electric pops surrounded the machine as it came into view. It had expanded its carapace to fill the pipe and the wires on its back scraped the surfaced and crackled with electricity.

      Jake pulled the weapon to his shoulder. The standard robot reclamation process involved electrical disruptors that had been designed to overload a machine’s circuits, but the ever-constant stream of filthy water and general dank nature of the tunnels made them too dangerous to fire in the sewer. One errant stream and any team member with a toe in the trickle would be victim of inadvertent friendly fire.

      The alternative to disruptors was normally the Imp, an EMP weapon capable of deactivating most machines with a single blast. But it was enormous and only Glitch with his cybernetic augmentations had the strength to wield the weapon. The weapon’s size made it too cumbersome to wield in the tight confines of the drainage system.

      All these factors left the team with little choice but to try something new.

      That’s why each member of the team was now armed with an experimental miniature EMP rifle Savant had dubbed the Mimp. Smaller and far less powerful than the Imp, the reduced scale of the weapon required new tactics. A blast from any single Mimp would have little effect on the CHUM. It would take the entire team concentrating fire on the target at once to bring it down. They were going to have to work together. This had never been their strong suit.

      Despite its smaller size, the Mimp still had a considerable kick. Jake pulled the weapon tight against his shoulder to prepare for the shot and shouted, “Hold!”

      Glitch fired and immediately shouted, “Sorry!”

      Mason and Savant struggled to get back to their feet while trying to get as little of the city’s runoff on them as possible.

      The machine lumbered steadily forward on stocky legs, its bulk filling the space. As it grew closer the team could see that the sparks were coming from the wires on its back. Lashing against the wall, they burned off any dirt or refuse that rested on the surface. Just like it was programmed to do. Closer still and they could see that its “head” was shaped like a diving helmet with a large central lens. This “eye” snapped on and bathed the team in a warm light.

      “Hold!” Jake shouted again.

      Everyone but Glitch fired.

      Kat leaned into the recoil and pulled the trigger repeatedly. Savant was thrown back into the water and Mason was forced back against the tunnel wall. Glitch felt left out and started firing again.

      The CHUM was struck several times, but never with enough concentration to overload its circuits. Still, the machine stopped its approach and idled in the tunnel.

      “I said hold! Not fire!” Jake shouted.

      “I couldn’t hear you because of the echo,” Mason said.

      Savant shook his head. “I had water in my ear.”

      “I just really wanted to shoot it.” Kat fired once more at the machine. It bucked in her hands but the weapon had no effect on the CHUM.

      The light in the machine’s head dimmed and then went out. All was still in the tunnel with the exception of the occasional pop of a purple spark.

      “Did we get it?” Glitch asked. “Did the Mimps work?”

      The CHUM’s light popped back on brighter than before and washed the tunnel with light.

      The team reshouldered their weapons as the machine’s eye settled on them.

      “Hold!” Jake snapped and this time the others listened.

      For a moment the machine simply stared at them. Then it turned slowly and began to walk away. It had a limp now and it dragged its right leg as it went, completing the Quasimodo look once and for all.

      The camera drone whirred over to Jake and turned its lens on the team’s leader.

      He stared into the black eye and could sense Lucas on the other side. “I can feel him judging me.”

      “Judging you?” Savant laughed. “I’m sure he’s fining you for destroying city property.”

      Jake stomped in the water and spun around. “You’re the one that told us it was the target!”

      “Yeah,” Savant said with reluctance. “But you’re the idiots who shot it!”

      Glitch joined the fight. “But you’re the bigger idiot who said it was the target!”

      “A killer machine and benevolent one both make the same blip on my screen, Nuts N’ Bolts,” Savant said. “It’s not like one comes up red and the other comes up with a smiley face.”

      Jake changed his tone in an attempt to settle things down. “Everyone just be really careful what you’re shooting at from here on out, okay?”

      “Why?” Glitch asked. “It’s not like these Mimps can hurt anyone. That machines barely felt it.”

      “They work fine,” Savant said. “I should know. I designed them myself. By definition, that means they work.”

      “You should have called them Wimps,” Glitch said in a rare moment of wit and smiled proudly to himself.

       

      
        
        * * *

      

      

       

      For lack of any other option, the team followed the pipe deeper into the sewer. Their eye’s lingered on the entry to every tunnel intersection as they cast the pathetic beams from the studio flashlights into the darkness and cursed the weak illumination.

      Savant shook the flashlight. “What are these, like one candlepower? I could do better with a wick and barrel of whale oil.”  

      With so little light, they were forced to listen for any danger that may be in the darkness. They saw nothing and heard nothing but the sloshing of their footsteps, Mason’s grumbling, and the cameras occasionally censoring Mason’s grumbling.

      There was no telling how far they had traveled since they had entered the sewers. They had gone in all but blind. They had no map. The sewer system’s schematics had been lost over time to corrupt storage files and poor backup contingencies. Lucas had promised network connectivity, but that had failed them as well. If the flashlight in his hand was any indication, Jake was beginning to wonder if the producer ever intended for them to have a connection to the surface at all. Lucas was always going on about how he wanted the show to capture the true drama of a junkers team and it was starting to look like the man didn’t think fighting a potentially lethal machine was dramatic enough.

      After a few hours of wandering through the pipes, the team began to recognize something of a pattern in the system’s construction. Street level access points were spaced evenly apart and topped with manhole covers that let a pinhole of daylight into the catacombs. Soon they could identify intersections and started counting city blocks. They had no idea what to do with the information as they didn’t know which intersections they were, or where they were ultimately going, but they all agreed it was comforting to at least know something.

      An hour later, the pattern disappeared and was replaced with meandering paths that challenged their sense of direction.

      Kat ran her hand along the wall. “These pipes are clean. If there is a CHUM in this part of the sewer, I doubt it’s malfunctioning.” She pulled her hand back and rub the tips of her fingers together. “Do you think we reached the edge of the city?”

      Jake shook his head, which did little good in the dark. “We were headed to the city center. I doubt we’ve walked far enough to pass it and head out the other side.”

      Mason pointed his flashlight in Savant’s face. “Any exposition you want to exposize, camera hog?”

      The light from the flashlight wasn’t enough to make him flinch so Savant just stared back. After a moment of thought he began to explain, “The Green Hill sewage system was a byproduct of explosive urban growth in the early 21st century. While⁠—”

      The team groaned and turned away.

      “Shut up, Savant,” Kat said.

      “It wasn’t until much later⁠—”

      “Really shut up, Savant.” Jake thought he heard something besides his teammate’s rambling and was straining to listen. “I think I hear something.”

      Savant ended his exposition and the team looked at each other awkwardly in the dim light as they tried to hear whatever it was that had caught their boss’s ear. 

      They felt it before they heard it. It was subtle, but there was a beat reverberating beneath their feet. Once they identified it as a rhythm, they were able to trace a series of faint sounds that were coming from farther down the pipe.

      “Sounds like someone’s got a hell of a water knock going on,” Mason said.

      The beat stopped.

      Glitch put his ear against the wall. “I guess they flushed.”

      The beat came back. It was different this time. Faster and more intense.

      Kat tapped her toe to the rhythm. “Is that music?”

      “It’s not my kind of thing,” Mason said. “But I think you’re right.”

      Jake and the others followed the beat down the tunnel. The closer they got to the source, the harder the ground thumped under their feet. Closer still and the water in the center of the pipe began to ripple as if there were a dozen T-rexes nearby stalking a dozen Jeff Goldblums.

      The flashlights weren’t strong enough to spot the ripples, of course. It was a light pouring from a side passage that made it possible to see the tremors. The light flashed and changed color with the beat while casting a hundred confusing shadows around them.

      There was no denying it was music now. As they closed the distance, they could hear more than the pulsing bass. A full spectrum of music
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