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Heroes only come in three kinds: dead, damaged or dubious.




— Gregory David Roberts








PROLOGUE










Five Years Ago







From the moment Maddox woke up, he knew something bad was going to happen that day. Something just felt off. He tried to ignore it, that sense of foreboding, of looming disaster as he drank his morning coffee and munched on toasted bread. He told himself it had to be the breakup. It still had him down, making him see everything in a negative light.

Two weeks had passed since he’d left Lora and rented his own place. The transition had been harder than he’d imagined, and the darkness of his moods—even by his own fatalistic standards—had reached lows he hadn’t thought possible. Before he’d packed up and left her, he’d thought the breakup would bring peace of mind, or at the very least some sense of a burden removed. But it hadn’t been like that at all. After living with someone two years, splitting up was going to be rough, no matter how bad you thought things were. Rooney had told him that, and the old man hadn’t been wrong.

Finishing his coffee, Maddox rolled a cigarette and lit it. He had to get his head together. Time, Roon had assured him. Nothing but time would fix it.

His specs began to blink on the breakfast table. The old man’s custom chime. Maddox blew smoke, reached for his lenses. What would Roon want at this hour?

“We got a gig,” Rooney said a moment later. “I need you to get over here asap.”

Maddox swallowed the last of his coffee. “A gig?” He’d spent three hours testing new gear at Rooney’s place the day before, and the old man had never mentioned any jobs in the pipeline. “Why didn’t you tell me about this yesterday?”

“Because it wasn’t on the radar yesterday,” Rooney said. The old man’s call icon was a small Everton Football Club logo, and it pulsed as he spoke. “It’s a rush job, boyo.”

Blowing smoke, Maddox frowned. He didn’t like rush jobs. They were messy, slapdash affairs. Lead time was essential in their business. You needed time to make dry runs in a test environment, to come up with contingency plans, to tweak apps and modify your gear. The more time you had to plan, the less you ended up leaving to chance, and the less likely you’d wind up in jail or brainspiked by some vicious watchdog AI.

Maddox knew Rooney wouldn’t answer any questions over the connection. Even though theirs was a tightly encrypted call between burner specs with stacks of fake IDs, you could never be too careful. And being careful had kept them out of jail—and neurologically undamaged—over the decade they’d worked together, while so many of their peers had ended up in prison or brain-dead or dead dead. Maddox would have to get his answers face-to-face, within the shielded privacy of Rooney’s condo in Queens.

“All right,” Maddox said, crushing out his cigarette. “Be there in an hour.

*	*	*

From his newly rented condo in Midtown Manhattan, it would have taken Maddox forever to get to Queens on the subway—forever and a day in a ground car—so he called a hover cab, seeing as Rooney seemed to be in a hurry. As he climbed into the driverless vehicle on his building’s fiftieth-floor pickup vestibule, he reminded himself to insist Rooney reimburse him for the added expense.

Dense traffic clogged the transit lanes, though not quite as bad as it would have been an hour earlier, during the height of morning rush hour. The cab crawled its way along, a tiny fish lost among scores of others, swimming in automated formation along the invisible avenues of the sky. Higher and higher they went, stacks of traffic reaching a hundred stories and more, each horizontal layer thinner and less transited than the one below it.

To give himself time for one last smoke—Rooney never let him light up inside—Maddox had the hover drop him off a couple of blocks from his mentor’s address in Jackson Heights. Now he walked along an ancient walkway that was more gone than there, a trampled path of weeds and overgrowth where there had once been a paved sidewalk. It was so different here, he reflected, taking in his surroundings. Hard to believe where he stood was only a handful of miles from Times Square. In this part of Queens, there were no hiverises, no hover-clogged arteries filling the sky above your head, not even much ground traffic. And if it weren’t for the constant noise of aircraft coming and going at nearby LaGuardia Airport, the place would have been something of a quiet little oasis. And even with the perpetual whine of jet engines, Jackson Heights still managed to feel like a small haven of sorts, a respite from the City’s tireless motion.

Rooney had moved to the location two years earlier, having had enough of Manhattan’s constant bustle and flow. At forty-three, Rooney wasn’t old for most occupations, but he was ancient in the datajacking business, whose practitioners rarely made it past their thirtieth birthday before their luck ran out. A small minority managed to leave the biz with their health and freedom intact, cashing out after some big-money windfall of a gig, but these cases were very much the exception to the rule. Most often, a datajacker’s career ended in prison or the morgue. Still, the few success stories were enough to keep hope alive across the profession, much in the same way lottery players believed—against all statistical odds to the contrary—that someday they’d eventually hold a winning ticket.

Maddox held no such illusions. He knew his profession was a short-lived one. What worried him—both for his sake and the old man’s—was that Rooney didn’t seem to share this belief. And lately this worried Maddox more and more.

Because the old man was slipping. Over the last year Rooney had made a dozen or more little screw-ups and missteps—and the occasional near-devastating blunder—while they’d been on the job. The kind of stuff that would have been unimaginable earlier in his career. Rookie mistakes like forgetting to tweak his cloaking app, making him so easy to detect that some low-cost off-the-shelf antivirus software would spot him. Or he’d cut corners on prep work, neglecting to simulate some scenario or other in the test environment. And then later, when those untested situations cropped up on a job, he and Maddox had to scramble to keep things from taking a disastrous turn.

At first, Maddox had ignored it, telling himself no one was perfect. Everyone messed up once in a while. But then the incidents became too frequent to dismiss, and too perilous for Maddox to remain quiet about it. Months ago, after their most recent job, Maddox had suggested maybe it was time for Rooney to retire, and his mentor had lashed out at him. What the hell did he know? the old man had shot back. He’d been jacking data since Maddox was in diapers. Afterward, Maddox realized he’d touched a nerve. Datajackers egos are fragile things, and it couldn’t have been easy for the teacher to have his failures called out by the student. Since then, Maddox hadn’t brought up the subject.

Maddox flicked his cigarette away and pressed the button for Rooney’s unit; the buzzer unlocked the door. He entered the building and began the five-flight climb to Rooney’s place. Ever the tightfisted bargain hunter, the old man had rented the elevator-less building’s cheapest unit, located on the top floor.

As Maddox ascended the stairs, the sinking feeling he’d woken up with was still with him. The meat was trying to tell him something, and sometimes the meat knew more than the mind. It was funny like that. As he reached Rooney’s unit and knocked on the door, he steeled himself for the inevitable fight to come. But he had to do it. For the old man’s own good, he’d convince Roon to hang up his datajacking gear for good.

*	*	*

“Easy money, boyo,” Rooney said, wearing a fuzzy gray robe and slippers and standing in his small kitchen. He poured a cup of coffee for his guest. “Easiest we’ve come across in a while.” Maddox sat on a stool at the breakfast bar. The place was a wreck, as usual. Datajacking equipment was lying around everywhere. Sloppy piles of trodebands, VS decks in various stages of deconstruction—or construction, Maddox couldn’t tell—their chassis opened, revealing complicated innards crammed full of tiny components. Tools and food wrappers and stacks of dishes in the sink. Chez Rooney as it always had been and always would be: an aging bachelor’s den of slovenly disorganization. Maddox, whose innate tidiness put him closer to the neat-freak end of the spectrum, had once told his mentor that if he set off a grenade in the middle of his flat, no one would be able to tell the difference.

“Fence job,” Rooney said. “Simple as they come.”

“Who’s the client?” Maddox asked.

Rooney slid the coffee to Maddox, who accepted it with a nod. “We didn’t get that far,” Rooney replied.

“What do you mean?”

“I mean it’s a blind gig,” Rooney said.

Maddox frowned and blew steam off his coffee before sipping it. It was yet another slip, yet another ill-advised shortcut.

While it wasn’t unheard of to work a gig where you didn’t know the client’s identity, on those occasions Rooney and Maddox had always made every effort to find out exactly who they were dealing with. Undercover stings were a regular occurrence in their business, so you couldn’t be too careful. Rooney apparently hadn’t lifted a finger to find out who the hiring party was.

“I know, I know,” Rooney said, seeing the other’s reaction. “But it’s just a simple fence job. We take the dataset, shop it around, and take a thirty percent cut when we sell it.”

“Thirty percent?” The normal rate was half that.

Rooney smiled devilishly. “That’s right. They want a rush job,” he said, rubbing his forefinger and thumb together, “they gotta pay a premium.”

“How rushed are we talking about here?” Maddox asked.

“We have to take possession asap,” Rooney answered, explaining how the client had left the IP in a less-than-secure public archive in virtual space. It was like leaving a cache of stolen diamonds wrapped in a towel on the sidewalk. Sooner or later someone was bound to notice it, pick it up, and walk away with it.

“And what were you planning to do about standbys?” Maddox asked, not liking what he’d heard so far. Their regular standbys, a couple named Buddy and Pris, were on holiday in Thailand.

Rooney shrugged. “We’ll be in and out in two minutes. It’s not like we’re breaking into some locked-down DS, boyo.”

Maddox grunted in disapproval. Plugging in without standbys—even for just a couple minutes—was like walking a tightrope ten stories up without a net. As the role’s name implied, standbys literally stood next to a datajacker when he was connected to virtual space, monitoring the jacker’s biofeedback—especially brain activity—for any signs of trouble. If something went wrong, a standby would physically remove the jacker’s trodeband, manually unplugging them from VS. Buddy and Pris had been Maddox and Rooney’s reliable standbys for years.

“Less than ideal,” Rooney said. “I know.”

Understatement of the decade, Maddox complained inwardly. “What kind of data are we talking about?”

“Pharma R&D,” Rooney said. “Fortune 50 outfit.”

At least the old man had found out that much, Maddox noted. “So it ought to fetch a good price.”

“My thoughts exactly.”

Maddox drank his coffee. “I don’t like it, Roon.”

“Not the best circumstances, I admit, but the known risk is negligible.”

“Negligible?” Maddox scoffed. “How do you figure that?”

“Ira Domnitz brought it to us,” Rooney said. “How much work has he steered our way over the years? And not once has he ever screwed us over.”

Maddox couldn’t disagree there. Domnitz was as reliable as they came. An attorney by trade, he specialized in handling the messy, complex legal separations of wealthy corporati from their employers. Sometimes his clients parted ways with their firms holding a valuable cache of not-so-legally-obtained intellectual property. For a percentage of the proceeds, he was happy to help them unload the IP via his friends who worked in the shadowy world of the black market. Rooney had known the attorney for decades, and their business relationship was watertight.

“And Ira didn’t tell you the client name?” Maddox prodded.

“He usually does, I know.” Rooney conceded, then he shrugged. “But he was giving me the ‘attorney-client privilege’ routine. I didn’t press him for it.”

Again, Maddox frowned. “Why not?”

“Because like I said,” Rooney snapped, a bit defensively, “he’s never steered us wrong before, has he?”

“Things only have to go wrong once,” Maddox pointed out, using the phrase Rooney had often employed himself, though not very much lately.

Rooney set his cup down on the counter with a frustrated thud. “You want to tell me why you’re so wound up about this job, boyo?”

Maddox took a breath, longing for a smoke. “It’s not just this job, Roon. It’s all of them.”

“All of them?”

“All of them lately, I mean,” Maddox qualified. “Cutting corners on prep work, taking unnecessary risks when we’re in VS. The kind of stuff you never used to do before. The kind of stuff that gets people busted, or worse.” He paused, then added, “And you’ve been forgetting things.”

Rooney’s mouth tightened into a straight line. “You coming back to this again?” he snapped. “You think I’m slipping?” He tapped his temple. “Think something’s wrong up here?”

“I’m just worried, Roon.”

“Think it’s time for me to get out, do you?”

“I think it’s long past time, if you want to know the truth,” Maddox said bluntly. Then he braced himself for the backlash that was sure to come. Except that it didn’t. The anger drained from Rooney’s expression. Then his gaze dropped to the countertop, and for a long time neither of them spoke.

“You think I don’t know that?” Rooney finally said with a sigh. “But I need this gig, Blackburn. We haven’t worked in over three months, and things are tight for me right now. Really tight.”

Maddox furrowed his brow. “You don’t have anything put away?”

“I did,” Rooney said, then gestured around. “And then I bought this place.”

“If it’s just about the cash, I can float you for a while,” Maddox suggested, but even as he said it, he knew what Rooney’s prideful reaction would be.

“I don’t need your charity, boyo. I need to work.”

Maddox finished his coffee, then set his cup down. “A blind gig, taken on a moment’s notice, with no standbys,” he said. “It’s the kind of job you would have rejected out of hand once upon a time.”

“I know, I know,” Rooney admitted sheepishly. “And I know I’m not as sharp as I used to be. I’m no idiot, Blackburn. I see it, same as you do. But this is the only life I’ve ever known, and stepping away from it…” His voice trailed off.

“Isn’t easy,” Maddox said.

“No, it’s not.”

Rooney wasn’t the sentimental sort. Maddox had liked that about him from the beginning. The old man was brutally honest, practical, and he never allowed emotion to cloud his decisions. So it came as no surprise when the moment of self-pity passed quickly, and Rooney straightened his back and gazed steadily at his longtime apprentice with clear eyes.

“So all right, then,” Rooney said decisively. “Last job. After this one, I’ll figure something else out.”

Maddox looked at him skeptically. “Are you serious?”

“Payout on this gig’s going to keep me in the black for half a year,” Rooney said. “I can use the time to figure out another line of work.” He rinsed out his coffee cup in the sink, placed it on a towel. “I won’t lie to you, Blackburn. I’ve been thinking about getting out. More than you know.” He smiled faintly. “Maybe I needed a bit of a push. So I guess I should thank you for that, boyo.”

Resisting the urge to sigh in relief, Maddox nodded and returned the smile. Only minutes earlier, he’d been wound up in knots, worried the conversation would go in a very different direction. He was still wary of this rushed job for some anonymous client, to be sure, but if it got Roon out of the game for good, it was a risk worth taking.

And was it really that risky, after all? They’d done this kind of thing dozens of times, and never once had anything gone wrong. But then his own words—preached to him so many times by Rooney it was like a mantra—repeated themselves in his head.

Things only have to go wrong once.

*	*	*

As it turned out, it took less than five seconds for things to go wrong, for all hell to break loose. Moments after they’d plugged into virtual space, near the location where the client had stored the IP for them to recover, something hit them. Something big. A cybernetic monster unlike anything Maddox had ever seen or felt. It was like a building fell on top of him. Back in the room, his body went as rigid as petrified wood. He couldn’t move a finger. His mind was held tightly in the thing’s grip. He couldn’t think, couldn’t subvocalize any commands, couldn’t even remember his own name. There was only animal panic, bursting forth from the depths of his lower brain. Then after what felt like a long stretch of agonizing terror—but had perhaps been no more than a few moments—Maddox opened his eyes.

He gasped for breath, reaching to touch his face, his body, to make sure he was really there, really out of VS. Christ, he’d almost bought it. What the hell had jumped him? An AI? What would an AI be doing hanging around a public archive? Or had there been a wicked glitch with their gear? The mother of all glitches.

He lay there, taking large breaths, feeling his heart beat wildly but then finally begin to slow.

“Roon?” he said. “You all right?”

From somewhere nearby, Maddox heard the old man moan. The muscles in his neck were still too stiff and tingling to turn and look. Aftereffects of whatever had happened to him in VS.

“My head’s killing me, boyo,” Rooney groaned.

Maddox felt his neck muscles begin to loosen up. So the bad vibes he’d had about this gig hadn’t been off base after all. At least they’d made it out. And miraculously so, without the aid of standbys.

“Where the hell are we?” Rooney asked.

“What do you mean—” Maddox began to ask but then stopped, suddenly confused by what he was staring at. Above him was cracked, crumbling concrete where the white-paneled ceiling of Rooney’s condo should have been. And underneath his body, instead of the soft contours of the egg recliner, he felt like he was lying on something flat and hard. With an effort, Maddox sat up and looked around, shocked to find himself in a jail cell.

Where the hell am I? he thought. The space was tiny, barely large enough for the narrow bed he was sitting on. The cement floor and walls were identical to the ceiling, old and in an advanced state of crumbling decay. The air was damp and smelled vaguely of salt and brine. Beyond the rusted iron bars of his cell, across a separating walkway, Rooney sat on an identical bed, in an identical cell.

Maddox automatically reached for his trodeband, finding nothing around his head. He looked down at his hands, rubbed his fingers together. He ran his tongue over his teeth. If this was a simulation, it was the most realistic one he’d ever seen. Was he hallucinating? Had something happened to him in VS, triggering a bizarre waking dream?

He looked over at Rooney again. “Roon, what’s going on?”

Anxiety twisted his mentor’s expression. “We’re still in VS, boyo,” Rooney said. “And I think we just got caught.”








1 - LEFTOVER NOODLES




Waking with a gasp, Maddox sat up quickly in bed and looked around in a panic. He saw no bars, no decaying cement floors and walls. Outside the window, it was still dark, and the faint whine of early-morning hover traffic came through the walls. Beside him, Beatrice slept, snoring lightly.

Wonderland, he remembered. That was where he was. The hiverise called Wonderland. Just to be sure, he pinched himself, wincing from the pain but at the same time welcoming it. Real pain, not simulated pain. He blew out a breath and felt his racing heart begin to slow. Far too awake now to go back to sleep, he quietly rose and made his way to the shower.

Weeks had passed since he’d last had the recurring dream, a replay of his and Rooney’s capture and confinement by the Latour-Fisher AI. The entity had placed them in a virtual prison, where it had slowed down perceived time to such a degree that a few days had seemed like endless months of captivity. Maddox had survived the ordeal, Rooney hadn’t. Now, five years removed from Rooney’s death, Maddox wondered if the dream would ever stop haunting him, if it would ever stop dosing him with fresh portions of guilt and self-loathing he’d carry with him for days afterward. He would have done almost anything to cure himself of the dream, to heal the damaged part of his mind that wouldn’t allow him to forget how badly he’d screwed up that day. How he’d ignored every warning bell going off in his head and let his friend take on that fatal job.

Sorry, boyo. I’d stop those dreams if I could.

Maddox grinned woefully as he showered. With the sour came the sweet. Rooney’s death had broken something inside him, and the damage manifested itself not only with the curse of his recurring dream, but also with the blessing of his late mentor’s voice. Though he knew it was his own subconscious projection over which he had no control, it still comforted him to hear Rooney in his head from time to time. In a warped kind of way, the auditory hallucinations were reassuring. It was almost like the old man was still around.

Taking care not to wake Beatrice, Maddox toweled off, dressed in the hazy predawn light, then padded out of the small suite. Closing the door behind him, he donned a pair of burner specs and amped up the light sensitivity so he could see his way through the dark winding corridors. By now he’d memorized the route to the interconnected rooms that had become his workplace, but he still needed the extra light. You never knew what might be left lying around, waiting to be stepped on. Drug needles, cockroaches, or—in the nicer parts of the hiverise—cleaner bots making their nightly rounds.

Minutes later, he was checking the gear he’d set up the day before. With the dream still fresh in his mind, he obsessively ran diagnostics on all the physical connections, validated and revalidated the app settings he’d tweaked hours earlier, and tested scenario after scenario in an offline sandbox environment. Before he knew it, two hours had passed.

“You have breakfast already?”

He started at Beatrice’s disembodied voice. Gesturing, he exited the offline construct and his awareness returned to the room. Beatrice stood in the doorway, a pair of takeaway food boxes in her hands.

“No,” Maddox said. “Not yet.”

“Come on, take a break,” she said, apparently aware he’d been at it for some time. “You know what they say: can’t catch an AI on an empty stomach.”

Maddox hadn’t eaten since last night, and he was suddenly aware of the gnawing emptiness in his belly. They sat at the room’s only table. Beatrice slid one of the boxes toward him and handed him a pair of chopsticks.

“Just leftovers I grabbed from the fridge,” she said. “I warmed them up.”

Maddox swirled the steaming noodles around with his chopsticks. “The Tommy Park special, huh?”

Beatrice slurped a mouthful from her box. “Seriously, have you ever seen the kid eat anything else?”

“I brought him some fresh vegetables once,” Maddox said.

“No way he ate them.”

Maddox shook his head and chuckled. “Biggest fight we ever had. You would have thought I’d asked him to drink toilet water, the way he flipped out.”

For a while, they ate without speaking. Under any other circumstance, it would have been a pleasant breakfast: just him and Beatrice, enjoying a peaceful morning together. But the difficult and dangerous task ahead of him, weighing heavily on his mind, spoiled the moment.

Capturing an AI. Was it even possible? As far as he knew, it had never even been attempted. He had the best gear and apps money could buy at his disposal, but still, he was far from certain he could pull it off. He believed his trap could work, but would it? He wondered what Rooney might have said about it.

You don’t know want to know, boyo.

“Shut up,” Maddox said.

“Excuse me?” Beatrice said, straightening up.

“Sorry. Didn’t mean to say that out loud.”

“The old man giving you a hard time?” she asked.

“A bit.” Maddox had told her how his old mentor’s voice haunted him. Thankfully, she hadn’t thought him insane, telling him it was most likely post-traumatic something-or-other. After what he’d been through, she’d said, it would have been surprising if he hadn’t had any psychological damage. A mercenary by trade, Beatrice had seen—and dealt with herself once or twice—the mental aftereffects of traumatic events.

She gazed at him intently. “Anything else going on up there?”

Maddox knew what she was referring to. “Not right now,” he said.

Unconsciously, he reached up and touched the small bandage behind his ear that covered the brainjacks. Forced upon him by an underground AI cult for reasons he still didn’t understand, the unwanted—and globally banned—neural implants of this type typically served dual purposes. First, they enhanced mental capabilities, effectively supercharging the human mind. Want to understand dozens of languages you’d never learned or didn’t know the first word of? There was a ware for that, and all you had to do was slide it into one of your brainjack slots. Learn advanced mathematics in a day. Fill your head with a library of books in minutes. There were wares for those too, all designed by the cult’s nameless AI leader for the benefit of its faithful followers.

The implants’ second, more insidious aim was to allow the cult’s AI full, unfettered access to your mind. At any given moment, the nameless AI could sense every firing neuron in your head, perceive your every thought and desire and emotion, conscious or otherwise. This access was the crux of the movement’s creed: the belief that with the AI’s benevolent guidance, empowered by its all-seeing view of their consciousness, its followers could maximize their potential, making optimal life decisions and following their customized path of highest personal enlightenment. Maddox had heard the movement’s bullshit dogma countless times, long before he’d had brainjacks drilled into his skull. His ex, Lora, was among the nameless AI’s followers, a so-called ’Nette. The pejorative—short for “marionette”—implied the movement’s adherents were nothing more than puppets, gullible dupes controlled by a superintelligent machine.

What worried Maddox the most about his unwanted implants was that they enabled two-way communication, a kind of digital telepathy, between the nameless AI and “those to whom it was connected.” If the ’Nettes’ movement could be thought of as a religion, then this was how they prayed. And unlike the deities of other religions, the cybernetic god of the ’Nettes actually spoke back to its believers. Shortly after having his brainjacks implanted, Maddox had undergone a procedure to obstruct the nameless AI’s access to his mind. At first, it had seemed to work, but the blocking effect had turned out to be temporary. Lately he’d begun to sense the machine’s presence, trying to undo what the medical staff had done, trying to gain access to his mind. With each passing hour, he felt with absolute certainty the machine was getting closer, that his time as a free-thinking human being was running out. Every so often, an unsettling sense of connectedness would hit him, reminding him of the urgency of the task before him. If he didn’t capture the nameless AI and destroy it, then soon his mind would no longer be his own.

“Smells good in here.” Tommy Park, Maddox’s datajacking apprentice, entered the room and sat at the table. “So what are we having this morning?” He looked back and forth longingly between the two boxes of noodles, reminding Maddox of the way a stray dog stares at a food stand’s diners in hopes of a free meal.

Beatrice removed some cash from her pocket and slid it across the table. “There’s a food court two levels down.”

The kid smiled and pocketed the bills. “Thanks, mama.” The grin faded as Tommy turned to Maddox. “So this is really going down today, bruh?”

“That’s the plan,” Maddox said.

Tommy fidgeted in his chair. “We went kinda fast on the prep, yeah? Think we might need more time for configs and testing and such?”

Maddox looked up from his noodles. “You getting cold feet on me, kid?”

“It’s not that, boss,” Tommy said, coolly ignoring the jab at his ego. A year earlier, Maddox reflected, the kid would have puffed out his chest, lifted his chin, and boasted that he wasn’t afraid of anything. Tommy Park was growing up, it seemed.

“This ain’t some corporate DS or encrypted archive we’re going up against,” Tommy continued. “I mean, one day of prep to take on an AI? We prep for two days, minimum, on small jobs with cheapo security and off-brand countermeasures.”

“We’re ready,” Maddox said, his tone more defensive than he’d intended. The kid and Beatrice exchanged a worried look. “We’re ready,” Maddox insisted, addressing them both. “Trust me.”

“We trust you,” Beatrice said, then added gently, “but we think you might be rushing things. With what they did to you, I can understand how badly you’d want to—”

“You don’t understand,” Maddox interrupted. He removed his tobacco bag from his jacket pocket and began to roll a cigarette. “You have no idea what it’s like.”

As he finished rolling his smoke and lit it, Beatrice remained silent. Then she said, “You’re right. I don’t know. But if Tommy thinks you’re moving too fast, maybe you should listen.”

Annoyed, Maddox blew smoke. Annoyed not because she and Tommy were wrong, but because they were right. He had hurried things along. He’d skipped over a hundred tiny details he’d typically check twice or even three times. He’d disregarded several checklists that had been part of his normal prep routine for years. All of it to save a handful of hours. In his desperation to block the AI from gaining control of his mind before it was too late, he’d thrown together his cybernetic trap quickly, perhaps too quickly. Maybe even sloppily, if he was being honest with himself.

Still, if he’d acted hastily, it was because time was against him. Obsessive testing and scenario planning were luxuries he couldn’t afford right now. At any moment he could lose control of his own thoughts. Lose himself. No, he thought, if anything he hadn’t been moving fast enough.

As if to remind him, the unsettling sense of connectedness once again overcame him. For a moment he felt as if he
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