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  Prologue: Ghosts in the Wires


The Cost of Connection
Victoria Ryder pressed her back to the crumbling cement of the underpass, heart pounding with a rhythm that matched the neon hum above. Somewhere overhead, a patrol skimmer floated, the spotlight’s blue cone flickering over the alley’s mouth, searching for movement. In this city, anonymity was an illusion, every shadow had eyes, every surface, a camera. She kept her face turned downward, hood pulled low, and waited until the skimmer’s glide was lost in the distant roar of traffic and sirens. 
The air reeked of ozone, burnt plastic, and city sweat. On the opposite side of the street, a couple leaned into each other, oblivious to the danger or perhaps defiant in their desperation. Their breath fogged between sunken faces, soft laughter drowned beneath the howling subway lines above. Victoria’s chest tightened with something she wouldn't name, envy or loneliness, both were poison in their own ways. She turned from the scene before it could sink its claws in any deeper.
She moved with purpose, melting into the thrumming arteries of the megacity. The towers loomed skyward in ragged spires, their windows pulsing with coded advertisements and regime propaganda. Underfoot, puddles glistened with the oily sheen of promise and threat. Victoria ducked beneath a cantilevered fire escape, boots making no sound on the slick pavement. Twenty paces, a hard left. Her eyes flicked over the route she’d memorized from a week of careful surveillance. The regime always had a presence here, but tonight their numbers seemed doubled, a sign the city was growing restless.
The alley was a slash carved between two crumbling tenements, its brick walls webbed with graffiti and the skeletons of old AR tags. At the far end, a figure waited, half hidden in the deeper darkness, the orange tip of a cigarette flaring with every impatient drag. Victoria tapped her code into the comm at her wrist, three rapid pulses, one long. The figure straightened, dropping the cigarette to the ground and grinding it out beneath a battered boot.
“You’re late,” he whispered, voice muffled by the tattered scarf around his face.
“Traffic,” she replied, letting him hear the edge in her tone. She kept her hands visible, one close to her belt, the other holding the slim drive. Trust was in short supply these days. “Let’s make this quick.”
He made a show of scanning the alley, up, down, back again. Satisfied, or at least decided, he pulled a battered phone from his pocket and slipped it into her palm, fingers brushing hers for a heartbeat longer than necessary. His eyes, sharp and red-rimmed, flicked up to meet hers.
“Careful with that,” he muttered. “It’s hot. They’re looking for it.”
“I know,” she said. “You got my data?”
He reached into his coat, produced a slim memory stick. “Encrypted, triple-layer. You know the drill.”
She took it, pocketed it, and stepped back. The transaction was finished, but neither of them moved.
“Victoria,” the man said, her real name, not the alias she’d used tonight. He always used it, damn him. “Whatever you’re planning, it’s not worth the cost.”
She kept her face blank. “Everything’s worth a cost, Theo. Even surviving.”
He looked like he wanted to argue, but the ripple of footsteps at the mouth of the alley cut him off. For a second, neither of them breathed. Then Victoria was gone, back into the machinery of the city, pulse roaring in her ears.
She lost herself in the crowd, letting the press of bodies shield her from the regime’s hungry gaze. The city was a living, snarling beast, and tonight it felt especially restless. Sirens darted between buildings; drones zipped overhead, projecting the regime’s latest decree onto every available surface, a warning about sedition, a promise of consequences. Victoria ducked beneath a rusted arch and threaded her way to her building, a squat block of concrete and broken dreams.
Inside, the stairwell reeked of mold and old blood. She climbed three flights in darkness, each step familiar, mapped by touch and memory. She didn’t pause until her door. She keyed in the sequence, pressed her palm to the scanner, and slipped inside, deadbolting the locks with a practiced twist.
Silence enveloped her. The loft was stripped to essentials: a futon in one corner, battered table against the wall, stacks of equipment humming with latent power. No photos, no mementos, not even a stray coffee mug to suggest someone lived here. Just the faint outline of her existence etched in dust and solitude.
She leaned against the door, letting her breath settle. Her mind replayed the couple on the street, the soft way her contact had said her name, the way silence filled the gaps inside her when she was alone. She shut it down with force, shoving the ache aside.
Work. Always work. That was the answer.
She crossed to the battered desk and flipped open the lid on her rig. Wires snaked across the surface, connecting illegal transceivers and forbidden tech. She pulled her hair back, twisted thin braids away from her face, and fit the slim neural adapter behind her ear. With a flick, the interface hummed awake, lights pulsing as the system scanned for regime surveillance nodes.
Victoria’s hands moved expertly, launching spoofers, bouncing her signal twice through decoy nodes in the Outlaw Sectors, then tunneling through the old Black Market relay. Every step was calculated risk. She locked her jaw, watching the threat monitor crawl. For a moment, a red blip appeared, a regime crawler, sniffing for unauthorized signals. She shuttered her connection, waited, breath frozen, until the threat faded. Only then did she reconnect, her pulse slow but steady now.
The comm screen flickered, pixelated faces rippling across the glass before settling on a single encrypted message: JOB ALERT, PRIORITY. She tapped it open, fingers steady despite the spike of adrenaline.
One sentence pulsed in glowing red against a black background.
Biotech payload. Outlaw Sector 17. Extraction at 0415. No slipups.
She exhaled, a slow, measured sigh. Biotech. Forbidden tech, carrying a death sentence for anyone caught moving it. The Outlaw Sectors were a death trap in themselves, ruled by gangs, stalked by regime kill squads, watched by everyone. Only the desperate or the foolish would take a job like this. She felt the familiar tug, fear and thrill intermingling, shooting adrenaline through her veins.
Another file unfolded, this one marked with the regime’s own clearance stamp, spoofed, but authentic enough to turn her stomach. The name at the top was all sharp edges: Reed, Maxwell J., alias Max Reed. Mugshot: a man in his late thirties, features battered but unbowed, eyes glinting with a reckless confidence. Below the photo, a list of convictions: hacking, smuggling, weapons trafficking. Half the city’s underbelly swore by his reputation, the other half wanted him dead. And yet, there, at the bottom, a single line caught her attention, a line that made her pause.
“Willing to die for a cause,” it read, with a faded, old-fashioned smile stitched into the digital ink below his mugshot. Not cocky. Not smart-ass. Something else entirely.
Victoria studied the face, searched it for any sign of the man behind the myth. She’d trusted men like him before, once. It never ended well.
She turned her attention to the rest of the file. Details were sparse, a contact name, a burner comm code, a meeting place deep inside Sector 17. The instructions were blunt: No questions. No mistakes. Payment on delivery.
Failure means death.
Her own reflection peered back at her from the darkened glass, ghostlike and uncertain. She pressed her fingertips to her cheek, tracing the lines etched by sleepless nights, the cold calm of a survivor. Victoria rehearsed the steely detachment she carried into every job, molding her features into the familiar mask. Eyes hard, mouth set. Fear was a luxury she couldn’t afford, not now, not ever.
The silence of the loft stretched thin around her, punctuated only by the hum of the city outside, the distant wail of sirens, the thunder of a train, the buzz of lives lived far away from her own. She reached for the pistol tucked inside the battered canvas bag by the door. Checked the magazine, thumbed the safety off and on. The weight was comforting, a promise that she could shape her own fate, at least for tonight.
Before slipping out, she paused again, listening. Old habits, checking for footsteps in the hall, the tick of a surveillance drone outside. Nothing but the urban heartbeat, steady and indifferent.
Victoria pushed the door open, swallowed by the corridor’s shadows. The city waited, a maze of risk and desire and dying hope. She didn’t know if she’d make it through the night, or if this job would finally be the one to end her. But survival had its own gravity, and she was already falling.
With one last look back, she pulled the hood over her eyes and vanished into the rising fog, pistol secure at her hip, the future a razor’s edge beneath her boots.
Victoria pressed herself into the shadow of a copper drainage pipe, heart ticking in her chest, blending with the latex scent of the city’s endless drizzle. Overhead, the sky was bruised purple, a low ceiling reverberating with the hum of a million neon signs. Down here, in the arterial maze beneath the towers, darkness came alive, glittering with broken glass, rippling with the furtive rush of feet. Every inch of her skin vibrated with awareness, every sense tuned to the hollow clatter of regime boots echoing down the corridors.
The alley was slick, puddles laced with iridescent chemical blooms. Victoria’s breath came slow, even, as she watched a pair of patrol drones drift over the mouth of the passage. Their searchlights probed the gloom, carving through fog, but skipped her entirely, her body pressed flat, a ghost among the bricks. A low voice murmured from the shadows ahead, threading through static. She caught the code phrase, “Courier, you dropped a package?”, and stepped forward, deliberate and controlled.
Her contact, Mikhail, she guessed from the hunched silhouette and the too-fast blinking of his left ocular implant, was all nerves and jitter. He kept his hands shoved deep into the lining of his coat, thumb worrying a patch of fraying synth. Every few seconds, his gaze darted over her shoulder to the alley mouth.
“Do you have it?” Victoria asked, voice clipped. Every second out here risked exposure, and with the data stick burning ice-cold against her palm, her patience wore thin.
He nodded, fumbling in the depths of his coat. “You know, these streets, ” He jerked his chin at the distant hum of patrols,  “they’re getting tighter. They sweeps twice last night. Took Nik. Maybe others.” His hands trembled as he passed her a battered metal chit, the edges crusted with tar. “Everything’s in there. The blueprints, access logs. Payment too.”
Victoria slid her own stick into his palm. “Try to run the decryption yourself and you’ll trip the fail-safe. You know the drill.”
He nodded, eyes wide, sweat tracing clean trails through the grime on his face. “I heard. They say last time, the one in Sector Twelve, he never made it back.”
She ignored the dig, tucking the chit into her jacket’s inner pocket. The drizzle intensified, spattering across her upturned collar. “Stay away from the main feeds for seventy-two hours. Don’t contact me until it’s clear.” Her tone allowed for no argument.
A pause stretched between them, heavy with all the things neither could say. Then Mikhail let out a shaky breath and retreated, melting into the night.
Victoria lingered in the alley, senses pulled taut. The faintest echo of a laugh drifted from the far end of the block, drawing her gaze. Two figures, arms entwined, slipped behind a trash-strewn alcove. A girl’s hand, long and delicate, brushing a boy’s coppery hair off his forehead. They leaned into each other, bodies pressed close, lips parting in a whisper meant only for them. The girl’s laughter, light and real, carried for a heartbeat before dissolving into the city’s static.
Victoria’s fingers twitched against the battered fabric of her gloves. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d touched someone with that kind of urgent honesty. It was a luxury, softness devoured by the life she’d chosen. She turned away before longing could root any deeper.
Navigating the maze of corridors, she buried herself in the anonymity of the crowd. Faces, half-lit by flickering signs, blurred to a wash of exhaustion and fear. She slipped through the cracks, never lingering, never meeting anyone’s eye. Her own reflection stared back at her from puddles and mirrored glass: sharp jaw, hair cropped ruthless, a flicker of something lonely in brown eyes she’d long ago taught to harden.
The climb to her loft was five flights of iron stairs, each step groaning with the weight of unspoken regrets. Once inside, she waved a palm over the scanner; the deadbolt ground shut behind her. The place was a box, ten square meters, thin mattress rolled into a corner, a folding metal chair, and a table littered with old comms, tangled wire, and the ghostly remains of cheap takeout. No photos. No souvenirs. She’d cleansed her life of sentiment after the last time. That lesson still ached in her marrow.
Shrugging off her jacket, she let exhaustion settle onto her shoulders. But rest was impossible; her pulse still danced with adrenaline. She pulled the blinds, bracing herself, then knelt beside the battered console hidden beneath the window. Her fingers, steadier than she felt, located the panel, flipped it open, and slid the encrypted chit into the port.
The room strobed with pale green. She donned her headset, plugging the neural interface jack into the port behind her ear. The rush was immediate, blinding static, a scatter of images, binary code cascading inside her mind’s eye. She marshaled her thoughts, steadying her breathing, and found the access kernel Mikhail had flagged. Her own subroutines whispered warnings as she tiptoed through the mesh, one wrong move and silent trackers would blanket her signal, erase her digital shadow, and bring regime operatives pounding on her door.
She visualized the code as a shifting labyrinth. Each node pulsed with color, some healthy, some flickering angrily. She moved quick and clean, the way she’d been taught years ago in training she was never supposed to remember. Somewhere, a tripwire blinked to life, she doused it with a decoy ping, severed a livewire, and slithered deeper. There it was, a directory labeled only “ARGO.” Inside: blueprints for something new and dangerous, an overlay of bio-coded access points, a list of names with statuses marked in red, and a single phrase: “Contractor inbound.”
Her comm vibrated, a sharp, secret pulse. She killed the connection, ripping the jack from her temple. Cold sweat prickled down her spine.
“Ryder.” The voice on the comm was familiar, nasal, all edges. “You’re up. Got a run, high-priority. South Outlaw, biotech shipment. Coordinates incoming.”
Victoria forced her voice to stay flat. “Details?”
“Smuggler package. You’re not alone. Client wants asset secure, total blackout, regime’s got eyes everywhere. No questions, just delivery. Payment’s triple.”
“And the catch?”
A tinny laugh. “Failure means the client loses everything. So do you.”
She pressed her hand hard against her forehead, willing the world to come into focus. “Who’s my partner?”
A pause, then a file flickered onto her screen, a face she didn’t know, mouth set in a stubborn line. Max Reed: a list of petty convictions, three regime escape attempts, a reputation for making trouble stick. In his mugshot, his eyes burned with something electric, a dare, a challenge, a kind of humor Victoria recognized from her old self. There was the barest trace of a smile pulling at the edge of his mouth.
Before she could speak, her contact cut the signal. The line went dead.
She stared at the silent comm, Max Reed’s face hovering in digital afterimage. She didn’t trust partners. Partnerships were a risk, too many variables, too much left to chance. All her instincts screamed to back out. But the job paid enough to buy several months of time, and if the whispers about ARGO were true, this wasn’t something she could pass up…and not just for the credits.
She crossed to the dingy bathroom, flicked on the flickering strip light. In the spotted mirror, her face wavered, pale, sharp, transparent with sleeplessness. She forced herself to meet her own eyes, rehearsing the detachment she’d worn so long it almost felt natural. The old Victoria, the one with jokes, with softness, was a shadow now. What was left was iron and calculation, and the knowledge that you survived by keeping everyone at arm’s length. She tried to put steel in her spine, to smooth what the city’s sharp corners had carved into her mouth.
Still, something in her stomach knotted, cold and insistent. Max Reed was trouble, and she knew what trouble cost.
She knelt by her bedroll, tugging her pistol from its hidden place. Its cold weight was familiar in her hand. She checked the magazine, the slide, the safety, ritual gestures, performed by muscle memory. She’d never needed to fire a shot on a run yet, but tonight felt different. Too many chances for chaos. She holstered the weapon beneath her jacket and tucked an extra comm stick into her boot. She checked the coordinates again, South Outlaw sector, a place where the city’s rules twisted, frayed, and finally snapped.
At the window, she hesitated, watching the city’s pulse throbbing far below. If she made it back, nothing would change. If she failed, there would be no coming back. The ghosts of her old crew flashed through her mind, faces blurred by fear and betrayal. She had to believe she was smarter, colder, more careful than the ones who’d disappeared.
The door whispered shut behind her as she locked it twice. Down the stairs, she kept her head down, avoiding surveillance or thirsty eyes at the stairwell’s landing. Outside, the city’s air was electric, humming with danger and opportunity. Rain slicked her hair against her scalp; the neon bled down the slick stone, painting her in sickly green and pink.
Somewhere, Max Reed was on the move, carrying secrets that might reshape the city, or destroy them both. Victoria squared her shoulders, adjusting the hang of her jacket, every muscle wound tight. She moved into the night, no turning back, not now. If she was lucky, she’d just be forgotten, another ghost against the wires. But if she was right…this job would be the one the city remembered.
Victoria drifted through the city at dusk, her existence stitched to the shadows and seams of the world. The corridors of the Arcology bled into one another, titanium walls veined with grime and trailing moss, corners alive with the sick tang of electricity and old urine. She moved with practiced indifference, tamping down the anxiety needling at her throat. Every cluster of boot-steps or flicker of blue-white floodlight on corroded steel sent a ripple of caution across her skin. The regime patrols prowled in patterns, but patterns changed. Patterns got you killed.
The city lived on two frequencies: one shrill, official, blaring from overhead speakers with artificial cheer; another, crawling through dead zones and maintenance shafts, encrypted, hungry. Victoria’s pulse beat in tune with the latter. A narrow stairwell spilled her into an alley sodden with last night’s rain. Steam belched from a nearby vent, mingling with the acrid haze above the trash piles. Her boots crunched glass. She scanned the mouth of the alley, knuckles tightening on her data slate beneath her jacket.
A shape detached from the shadows: thin, hunched under a cheap synth-leather hood. Clara. She always arrived first, always looked like she’d aged another decade since the last trade. Her face pinched and sharp, but her eyes darted with the skittish resilience of prey that hadn’t been caught, yet.
“Ryder,” Clara said, her voice low, acidic. “Were you tailed?”
Victoria shook her head, scanning behind her. “Shook them two blocks back. I looped the south lifts through Kordon’s market.”
Clara grunted. “Good. I don’t want to end up in black custody for this.” She slid a data stick from inside her sleeve and pressed it into Victoria’s palm. Warm, as if it throbbed with a heartbeat.
Victoria offered her own. Their fingers brushed, a fleeting chill, a reminder that they both lived by these exchanges, never by trust. “No one saw us. Time to go,” Victoria whispered, and Clara nodded, melting away with the same speed and silence. Shadows swallowed her, as if she’d never existed.
The alley emptied, leaving Victoria alone with the hum of the megacity pressed against her skull. She tucked the stick into her jacket’s inner lining, careful not to let adrenaline make her reckless. Above, the thunder of patrol drones beat like distant war drums. She waited, counting out her breaths until her pulse matched the rhythm of the city’s machines.
Farther down Seventh Street, music trickled from the open door of a half-shuttered bar. Victoria skirted the pools of light, eyes darting to capture and commit details, a couple pressed against a wall, kissing with the urgency of people who might not see sunrise. The boy’s hand tangled in the girl’s hair, her laughter muffled against his neck. A brief, incandescent intimacy neither rationed nor sanctioned.
Victoria looked away, jaw set. Beneath the armor she wore for survival, something twisted, a longing she despised. Once, she’d known touch like that. Once, in another life.
The walk to her loft took her through the underbelly, along maglev tracks coated in windblown grit. When she reached her building, she keyed herself through three layers of security: retina scan, code, voice. Each barrier another reminder that she was alone by necessity, not by choice.
Inside, the space was sterile. A cot. A fold-down desk scattered with gear: palm-sized routers, black market comm chips, a battered pistol in a holster. No photos. No trinkets. The city crushed out sentimentality. Victoria dropped her pack and peeled her jacket from damp skin. The data stick sat heavy in her pocket.
She crossed to the window. Down below, the city’s arteries pulsed, an endless ribbon of lights and neon. She pressed her forehead against the cold pane, trying to drain out the ache that followed her. A stray memory flickered: a friend’s laughter, the warmth of a hand at her back. Burned away, along with the regime’s first sweep of her life.
Back at the desk, Victoria powered up her tap. The old terminal stuttered, screen flickering as she threaded open her illegal net rig. She attached the data stick, eyes narrowing as code scrolled in encrypted waves across the holo-display.
The connection was always a risk. The regime bragged about their silent trackers, gray-suited enforcers worming through the city’s datastream, marking out deviations and ghosts in the wires. Victoria danced around them. Her hands moved with clinical precision, deploying countermeasures, rerouting pings, spiking false traffic to dead-end nodes. Each keystroke was a breath steadied by years on the run.
As the data decrypted, a message pinged through her comm, sharp, urgent, pulsing red. A familiar code. Finch.
She muttered a curse, flicked audio on. “Ryder here,” she said, voice flat. “What’s wrong?”
Finch’s voice crackled from the other end, taut with adrenaline. “Something big landed. You listening?”
“I’m listening.”
“High-risk job out of the outlaw sector. They’re moving biotech, Vic. Not your usual contraband. Serious interest from regime black units. Client wants a ghost to move it west, no questions, no leaks.”
Victoria’s gut tightened. “And if I say no?”
Finch hesitated. “Then you never hear from me again. And you run out of credits by next month. The sector’s closing in, Vic. You know it.”
Victoria closed her eyes, counting the dull thud of her heart. “Send details. I’ll review.”
The channel snapped off. Back in the silence, the data on her screen finished unraveling. It was a contract packet. The first page flashed a photo: Max Reed. He looked straight into the camera, something insolent in the curl of his lip, dark eyes flaring with mischief. Beneath the picture, a string of convictions, smuggling, trespass, hacking, assault. The numbers stacked up; the fines, the sentences. But it was the grin in the mugshot that snagged Victoria’s attention, like he knew something nobody else did, like he’d already escaped.
She scrolled further. The contract terms burned bright: Transport the asset. No stops. No comms. No witnesses. Survival imperative. Payment on delivery, credits enough to buy away the static, the hunger, the endless running. Penalty for failure: death. No appeal. No funeral.
Victoria leaned back, pressing heels to the edge of the desk. She glanced at her reflection in the black glass of the terminal, sharp cheekbones, tired eyes, jaw clenched until it ached. This version of her was colder, harder than the girl she remembered. She forced her face into neutral lines, rehearsing the steely detachment she needed to wear.
You can do this, she told herself. You have to.
She slipped her pistol into her belt, checked the charge, safe, ready. Outside, wind lashed the window, rattling the panes. The outlaw sector was a world apart; nobody went there unless they had nothing to lose, or everything to gain. Victoria grabbed her pack and pulled her collar high, locking the loft behind her. She didn’t let herself think about Max Reed, or whatever biotech nightmare was waiting in the smoke-choked alleys. She didn’t look back.
In the corridor, her boots echoed like gunshots, but she kept her stride careful, measured. Every surface glittered with security feeds, little red eyes that never blinked. She ducked her head, slipping into the staccato flow of humanity pouring through the building’s arteries, families, workers, the broken and the desperate. No one looked at her. No one ever did.
Down on the street, the city vibrated with danger. She tasted it in the air, oily and electric. She turned west, walking into the bruise-colored night, toward the sector line, toward the job.
Every step felt heavier than the last, weighted by the knowledge that secrets always cost, and tonight the price would be paid in blood.
The city pressed in around Victoria as she walked, every neon pulse reflected in the slick, rain-polished concrete. The hum of the elevated rails overhead blended with the static whispering through her earpiece, a constant reminder of eyes always watching. She kept to the deeper shadows, where the air tasted of burnt synthfuel and old secrets. Under her coat, the heat of the data drive pressed against her ribs, a lopsided rhythm to her heartbeat.
She crossed a drag strip pulsing with noise and color, weaving past wage slaves in gray coveralls and a pair of joyriders in mirrored masks. There, half-shrouded by a broken sign and the sick glow of a sodium lamp, a young couple tangled together, quiet, lost in each other, their hands locked in a brief, desperate intimacy. Victoria caught herself staring. Their fingers fumbled for connection, all soft laughter and secret promises, and for a moment she wanted nothing more than to reach out, just to feel the warmth of human skin. But longing was a luxury. She pulled her collar up and pressed on.
The alley where the handoff would take place was a scar between two abandoned factories, filled with the scent of rot, ozone, and fear. Her contact waited near a rusted compactor, face hidden beneath a hooded parka, one gloved hand outstretched. Victoria slipped her palm into theirs just long enough for the wireless handshake. The brief proximity sent a shiver through her nerves, more intimate than it should have been, amplified by months of isolation. She scanned the corridor for patrols, nerves taut as piano wire.
“It’s done,” she whispered, voice dry from disuse. “Check the payload, now.”
A faint pulse flickered between their linked palms. The data flowed; a heartbeat later, her contact jerked back, scanning the feed through a tiny lens sewn into their sleeve.
“Clean,” they muttered. “Mostly. You get this from a regime terminal?”
Victoria’s jaw tightened. “I was careful.”
“You’d better hope so,” the contact shot back. “They’re sniffing on every node now. Ghost programs. They say they know when your pulse jumps.”
She stepped back, slipping the data stub deeper into her coat. “I’m not afraid of bedtime stories.”
The contact grunted, passing her a chip, a sliver of plastic and gold she thumbed into her pocket. “You should be.” Their eyes flicked up, scanning the mouth of the alley. “Job’s posted, by the way, on the Night Spiral. Word is it’s you they want.”
Her blood cooled. “What kind of job?”
“High-risk. Outlaw sector. Biotech.” The contact’s face softened, just for a moment. “Walk away, Ryder. You don’t need this kind of heat.”
But she did. She always did.
She ducked back into the current of the city, letting the crowd swallow her up. The walk home was an exercise in blending, never too fast, never too slow, always the right amount of invisible. By the time she reached her building, the ache inside her felt like something with claws. She lived at the edge of the gray zone, just outside the surveillance core but inside the blast radius if anything went wrong. Her loft was nothing but blank walls and faded light from a single window, the city’s glow flickering in through grime.
Victoria secured every lock, peeled off her coat, and sat heavily at the terminal. Her hands hesitated over the old, scarred surface. She’d built her tap rig herself: analog in a world that had gone full neural, burnished with the desperate hope that old tech might slip under the regime’s radar. The loneliness pressed in, a living thing, as she pressed the wet sensor behind her ear.
The interface hissed to life. Midnight code scrolled past her vision in surges; her brain hummed with the familiar edge of risk. She navigated ghost nodes, ducking and weaving between silent watchdogs, dozens of regime sentinels, always a half breath away from springing their traps. Sweat prickled down her spine. Each click, each line of code, was a step on a tightrope over an abyss. But the nodes held, her signal bouncing through blind alleys and echo chambers, untouchable, for now.
She checked the Night Spiral. The job had already gone live, a ping on her private channel, marked urgent.
: Job 239X. Transport UNREGISTERED biotech. Outlaw sector. 48 hours max. Payment: 200,000 creds on delivery. Failure = death. 
Victoria forced her hands to stop shaking as she traced the contract’s metadata. No ordinary runner would touch it. The file loaded, painting her screen in blood and neon: subject, Max Reed. Reputation flagged, three convictions, each one for cracking regime black sites. Dark hair, two-day stubble, a mouth that looked like it belonged in a different century. And a single, inexplicable note in the dossier: ACCESS DENIED.
She zoomed in on Reed’s mugshot. Something in his eyes, amusement, maybe? A hint of a dare? She’d seen that look before, in the mirror, before the city had ground it out of her.
A comm ping cracked through her reverie, pulling her back. The message blinked on her display, terse and final:
Accept or decline. No second call. Touchpoint at Zero Market, 02:00. You know the risks.
Victoria pressed her forehead to her hands, squeezing her eyes shut. This was how it always went: teetering on the edge of something irreversible, listening to the world outside her window as it whispered about the cost of connection. She remembered the couple in the alley, the way they’d reached for each other, no matter the danger. Was she still someone who could do that? Or had she let the job consume everything soft in her?
She pushed herself to her feet and stared at her reflection in the cracked bathroom mirror. Dark circles shadowed her eyes, and her mouth was set in a line so hard it looked like it had been carved from stone. She practiced the mask, lips flattened, chin up, eyes flat and cold. The woman in the glass looked like someone the world couldn’t touch.
She opened her hidden panel and plucked her pistol from its slot, weighting it in her palm. The metal was cold, but reassuring. Old habits. She holstered it beneath her jacket and checked the charge twice, muscle memory working through rehearsed motions.
Her comm vibrated softly, a reminder: 90 minutes until the meeting. She had no idea who would be waiting at Zero Market. Maybe Reed himself, maybe one of the countless enforcers trolling for desperate runners. Maybe a trap. Victoria flexed her fingers until the joints ached, then pulled on her boots, tightening each lace until they bit into her skin.
As she stepped outside, the city’s noise hit her like a wave, sirens in the distance, laughter spliced with coughing, the low, endless hum of machines feeding on dreams. She pulled her coat close, head down, and melted into the crowd. The pistol’s weight was an anchor at her hip. Beneath the criminal detachment she wore like armor, her pulse thudded with something close to hope, or maybe dread. In the glass of a passing shopfront, she caught a glimpse of herself, a ghost flickering through the wires of a world built to keep people apart.
Tonight, she was one step closer to breaking free, or falling for good. The only certainty was that nothing would ever be the same.






  
  Chapter one
The Smuggler’s Threshold


When Fate Knocks
Victoria kept her head down as she slipped into the queue snaking through the West Dock checkpoint, the phosphor wash of neon advertising panels slicing the night into harsh, fractured color. Around her, the air was thick with burned ozone and the sour tang of recycled engine coolant. Men barked orders in clipped, tired voices, scanning the crowd for any excuse to drag someone from line. She felt the telltale bite of a surveillance drone’s raster grid sweep across her shoulders. Her pulse quickened, but outwardly, she matched the blank, cowed expressions of those shuffling forward. That was the trick: not to appear brave, or desperate, but utterly forgettable. 
One by one, travelers passed beneath biometric gates that flickered between static and snatches of regime propaganda. Ahead, an older woman trembled as a pale officer scrutinized the green glow of her identity chip. The officer’s finger hovered over his data slate, then jabbed the override. The woman sagged with relief, clutching her battered polymer case and hurrying away. Victoria’s turn. She offered her wrist in silence.
The officer held it too long, frowning. "State your purpose," he demanded, voice weary but laced with suspicion.
"Medical courier. Cargo for Zone 4. Clearance code on file," Victoria answered, keeping her tone flat. The false credentials she’d bought from the fixer in Lily Market should hold, unless this one decided to get thorough. She steadied her breathing, letting her mind drift cold and blank, the way she’d been trained.
He thumbed her wrist, and the scanner blinked, amber, not green. Her stomach knotted. A glitch, or something worse? The officer’s companion, younger and more eager, leaned over his shoulder, breath misting the screen. A moment’s conference. The older man nodded. "Move on." His voice was clipped, but there was no call for backup. Victoria let out a silent exhale as she slid past, ignoring the jaded stares of those still trapped in line.
She ducked left, weaving through a press of laborers clustered around a hawker selling hot synth-noodles. The haze thickened under the port’s canopy, neon running in rivers through the mist. The checkpoint loomed behind her, watchtowers bristling with auto-cannons and scanners. Another thirty meters, another checkpoint, and then she’d be deep enough to vanish.
Instead, she made for the side street marked by the half-lit sign of the Black Lantern cantina, a place where the air changed, pulsing in time with coded music that thumped from battered speakers. Inside, the stench of old liquor and ozone hit her like a wall. Huddled figures watched her entrance, some with a predator’s interest, more with the wariness of prey.
She kept her stride confident, knowing any sign of hesitation would mark her as vulnerable, and sidestepped a staggering miner. The music shifted, a low, chest-rattling beat woven with melodic signatures only smugglers recognized. The code for a drop night. Her contact would be here.
At the far end of the room, a thickset man leaned against the reclaimed steel bar. Max Reed. He looked broader in person, all granite jaw and watchful eyes, a knot of muscle under a battered flight jacket. He was talking low with two others, but his gaze caught Victoria’s in the bar’s fractured mirror. Wary, assessing, hungry for something she couldn’t read. She forced herself to hold the stare, not too long, not too short, then eased onto a stool three paces down.
Max didn’t react beyond a flicker of his eyes, but she saw his right hand slide closer to his belt, where, she guessed, a concealed pulse-knife waited. Smart. She ordered synth-whiskey in a voice that didn’t invite questions and set her satchel on the bar, careful to keep it between her and the larger half of the room.
The bartender, a cypher in a polarized visor, slid the glass her way. The fixer wasn’t far behind, a wiry woman in a bandolier vest with a stride suggesting old wounds. She held a battered crate insulated in pulse-shielding, its seams humming faintly at the edge of hearing. The cantina’s music shifted again, sharp and abrupt, a warning to regulars that something interesting was about to happen.
The fixer nudged the crate onto the bar with just enough force to announce its weight. "Cargo as promised," she muttered, eyes darting over Victoria’s shoulder. "Packed tight and tight-lipped, just how you like it."
Victoria didn’t smile. She snapped the case’s lock, checked the biometric readout, a healthy blue strobing steady, and closed it fast. "You weren’t followed?"
"Not by anyone who wants to live. Move quick, courier. This zone’s hot now." The fixer’s gaze lingered a second on Max, then she vanished into the murk, leaving only a coil of tension in her wake.
Max had turned to watch the exchange with open suspicion, his crew shifting behind him with the subtlety of men accustomed to violence. Victoria leaned her arm across the satchel, chin up. "Reed, right? You’re late."
He grunted. "You’re early."
"Early means alive." Victoria met his eyes, refusing to blink. "I assume you got the transmission. Tight window, bad routes. How many hands do you trust for this run?"
He looked her up and down, calculating. "My trust’s not cheap."
"You don’t need cheap, Max. You need someone who can get you through three blocks of regime sensors and into the catacombs without a tail." She dropped her voice. "That’s the difference between money in your hand or a bullet in your head."
His jaw flexed, something like a smile threatening his mouth. "And you’re that someone?"
"I haven’t died yet."
The crew, three men and a woman, all marked by the hard edges of the trade, watched the exchange. Victoria let her gaze settle on the youngest, a wiry kid with burn scars climbing his neck. "You," she said, tilting her head, "what’s the first sign your buyer is regime?"
He blinked, surprised. "Wrong ask. Buyers don’t ask. They make you talk."
"Good answer," Victoria allowed, but didn’t look away. "But what if the buyer’s got a regime badge inside his coat?"
The kid’s hand tightened on his drink. "He doesn’t see tomorrow’s sun."
Max barked a laugh, cold and sharp. "Satisfied?" he asked.
"Almost." Victoria’s eyes tracked the doorway. In the shifting gloom, a figure appeared, tall, draped in a street preacher’s ragged cloak. But the eyes were wrong, too clear, too dry. Regime. She watched the figure take a slow meandering path toward the rear booths, the air prickling with unspoken threat.
"One of yours?" she murmured to Max, barely moving her lips.
He shook his head just perceptibly. "Don’t know him."
"Somebody knows us." Victoria held his gaze. "We don’t have time for an introduction. Can your crew move now?"
Max hesitated. She saw the calculation, old alliances, new risks, the fresh stink of fear on a night turning sour. He looked at his people, then back at Victoria. "We move. You watch my back, I watch yours. Any heat comes down, we cut loose fast. No heroics."
"Agreed." Her hand lingered on the crate. "We get this to the drop, payment clears. No stops, no detours."
Sirens shrieked outside, sharp, close, echoing through the steel bones of the port. The preacher at the back straightened, gaze raking the room like a searchlight. The cantina’s music died mid-beat. Every outlaw, hustler, and smuggler froze.
"Time to go," Max growled.
Victoria pushed off the bar, snatching up her cargo. Max’s crew trickled behind, slipping pistols and compact pulse-guns from hidden holsters. As they passed the preacher, Max leaned in close, close enough for the regime man to smell the rotgut on his breath.
"Wrong crowd, friend," he murmured.
The regime’s eyes narrowed, reading the challenge, or the warning. Victoria and Max didn’t wait for a response.
They burst from the cantina into the acid-lit night, air already alight with the wail of sirens and the mechanical whir of drone wings. Down the corridor, port security slammed shutters and herded crowds aside. Max signaled with a flick of two fingers, standard dispersal formation.
Victoria tucked in behind him, heart hammering against her ribs, adrenaline tunneling her vision to the hard neon lines of the alley ahead. She cradled the pulse-shielded crate close, feeling the heat of a half-dozen hostile glances on her back. The first checkpoint had been a warm-up. Now the real chase began.
They sprinted for the convoy waiting in the shadows beyond the exhaust-blasted lot, engines rumbling low and impatient. Victoria caught the eye of the scarred kid from earlier as he vaulted into the lead truck. He grinned at her, wild and reckless, daring the world to follow.
Max climbed into the cab beside her, hands tight on the wheel. "Cut the lights," he snapped. "Fast and quiet until we clear the Greenline. If anyone’s on our tail, "
"We won’t find out by waiting," Victoria cut in.
The convoy roared to life, slipping through the veil of smog and neon out into the city’s pulsing veins. Somewhere behind them, the cantina’s doors slammed open, and regime enforcers spilled into the street, shouting orders, guns raised. But Victoria was already gone, heart pounding to the rhythm of the city’s synthetic night, fate closing its jaws with every passing second.
The first checkpoint loomed over the mouth of Anvil Street, its steel arches punched with glaring cyan floodlights. Rain burned the neon down to a slick gloss over the concrete. Victoria kept her hands loose at her sides, eyes fixed on the uniformed officer in the glassed-in booth, his face a pale blur behind green-tinted plex. She forced herself to breathe slow, the way her father taught her in the back alleys of Riga before the world split open and swallowed him whole.
A drone whirred overhead, its lens glinting as it swept her in ultraviolet. Her wrist implant tingled when they pinged her passcode. Two seconds of quick static in her ear. She fought the urge to look up.
“ID,” the officer called, knuckles rapping the kiosk’s ledge.
Victoria slid her scuffed ID chip across the slot. Her pulse hammered. The fake was good, top shelf, courtesy of a favors-and-blood market in Marseille, but still, the regime’s protocols could sniff out a lie as easily as a scent hound found a bleeding wound. She felt the moment the terminal read her, a pause that ate away five years of her life in a single heartbeat.
A second officer, broad-shouldered and bored, stepped out to watch her. Fingers toyed with the latch on his holster. Victoria swallowed.
The scanner beeped green.
“Move along,” the first officer grunted, shoving her chip back.
She nodded, ducked her chin, and slipped past into the deeper smog. Behind her, the checkpoint hissed shut. Already, the next body slid forward, the city’s endless queue surging against the regime’s gates. Victoria didn’t look back.
Night in the Drowned District was always thick as motor oil. Every color, every flicker, fought for life under the tar-blanket sky. She wound through the labyrinth of back alleys, her boots slicking water over ancient bricks, until the music found her before the door did. A pulse, low and coded. Notes that bent around the rules the way traffickers twisted city borders.
It was called the Erebus, no sign, no menu, only a flicker of red above an unmarked door. Victoria pressed her thumb to a worn brass sensor, heart hammering. The lock clicked. She slipped inside.
The cantina was a riot of shadows and sallow light, bodies pressed close around knotted tables. Music slithered through the haze, each bar a secret handshake, each lyric laced with warnings. The air reeked of cardamom and ozone, the tang of cheap liquor poorly masking burnt plastic. At the bar, a woman with silver tattoos on her knuckles watched Victoria with one lazy, slit-pupiled eye. In the far corner, a chessboard of outlaws and cutthroats surveyed the newcomers with a predator’s patience.
Victoria glanced once, twice, mapping exits, measuring threats. The crate on her shoulder weighed as much as her next three meals. She knew the fixer’s man by the nervous flick of his eyes, cargo runners always moved like they had a drone locked on their backs. He nodded, almost imperceptible, toward a table shadowed by a flickering neon sign.
She came to the table. The man was waiting, his broad frame wrapped in a battered flight jacket, his eyes the color of tired stone. He didn’t rise when she approached. Didn’t smile.
“You’re late,” he said.
“I’m alive,” Victoria replied, sliding the crate to the floor between her boots. She caught the scratch of his knuckles against the table, scarred, dusted with old chemical burns. Not a coward, then. But not a fool, either.
The man’s gaze flicked to the crate, then back to her. “Reed,” he said. “Max Reed.”
She bit back a grin. “Victoria.” She let the name rest, offered nothing more.
He nodded once, as if weighing her bones and finding them acceptable. “That supposed to be what I paid for?”
She leaned in, voice low. “Pulse-shielded, triple-proxy coded. Locked to your key. You know how to handle a containment crate, or do I need to draw you pictures?”
Max’s jaw tensed. “I’ve moved hotter things through tighter holes. But this, ” he glanced again at the crate, voice pitched for her alone “, this isn’t just medicine, is it?”
Victoria let the silence hang, the coded music thrumming around them. “You want out, now’s your chance.”
He shook his head, slow and wary. “Too late for that. You made a lot of noise getting here, you know. Regime’s tripwires are prickling all over this sector.” His eyes scanned her face for a flicker, a tell. She offered him nothing but stillness.
A tall woman with strings of river pearls in her hair appeared beside them, balancing a battered tablet. The fixer’s crew, not Max’s. Her smile was all teeth.
“Drinks?” she asked, voice sweet as synth-honey.
Max waved her off. Victoria took her in, noting the braced stance, the bulge at her hip barely masked by a stained apron. The fixers trusted only their guns.
The woman set a tumbler of brackish gin down anyway. “For luck,” she said, then glided away. Victoria watched the ripples settle in the drink. The music behind her shifted, snaring in a minor key.
Max reached down and tapped the crate with two fingers. “You want to tell me what’s inside, or do I have to guess?” His voice was soft, controlled. But his fingers flexed, restless.
She took a sip of the gin, letting it burn a warning into her gut. “You know as much as you need to know. I’ll ask the questions.” She leaned closer. “How tight is your crew? No leaks? No snitches?”
He gave her a look that might’ve cut steel. “Same four I always use. Two run the rigs. One drives lead, one rides shotgun. None of them talk outside the circle.”
“Maybe.” Victoria flicked her gaze to the far wall, where a man in a torn raincoat nursed a glass of something thick and brown. His eyes gleamed too bright in the light. Regime men never drank, but their handlers frequented cantinas, buying secrets instead of rounds.
She turned back to Max. “Suppose one of them gets offered more than we’re paying. Suppose someone, ” her eyes flicked again, slow and deliberate, to the informant in the raincoat, “gets brave.”
Max studied the crowd, his jaw set. “If someone rats, they don’t live to spend the money.”
Victoria smiled without softness. “Good. Because if this crate ends up in the wrong hands, you’ll wish the regime got you.”
He noticed the way she kept one hand hidden under the table. Not nervous, ready. It was a language he understood.
A sharp burst from the music, discordant, and suddenly the room froze. The fixer’s pearl-haired woman ducked behind the counter. The regime informant stood, tucking his glass aside. Across the tables, hands found weapons or friends, rarely both.
A siren’s wail pierced the night, muffled but unmistakable. The checkpoint grid had gone hot. Victoria felt the temperature in the room drop five degrees.
Max muttered, “Shit, how’d they track us here?”
Victoria scooped up the crate. Max rose at the same instant, knocking his chair aside. “Follow me,” he spat, not looking back.
The cantina erupted into calculated chaos. Two of Max’s crew surged up from a back table, one, a wiry kid with a face full of piercings, another with a tank-like build and an expression that said *I never lose fights, only take breaks.* They formed a wedge around Victoria, shielding her as they slipped through a side door just as regime officers poured into the main room.
Outside, the convoy was already lined up in the alley: three battered cargo trucks, engines purring, windows blacked out. The rain had ramped up, slashing sideways, turning the street to a river of oil and light. Sirens keened, closer now.
Max barked orders, his voice cracking through the night. “Go, go! We ride north, cut the grid at 14th, switch comms every three minutes. Any tail, we scatter, rendezvous at the river choke. *Don’t lose the damn crate!*”
Victoria clambered into the lead truck, the crate wedged between her knees. The driver, a woman whose knuckles were tattooed with broken chains, gave her a nod. “You ever shot a pulse-rifle?”
“Only when I have to,” Victoria replied, gripping the crate tighter.
Max swung into the passenger seat, slamming the door. “You’re sitting on a year’s ransom, you know that?” His breath steamed the window.
“I know what I’m risking,” Victoria said, meeting his gaze in the green-glow dashlight.
He gave her a grim smile, more threat than comfort. “Then hang on.”
The trucks gunned forward as the regime sirens shattered the night, lights slicing through rain and fog. Tires screeched. Somewhere behind them, the cantina’s windows blew out as officers stormed in, too late. Max’s crew moved like they’d rehearsed this a hundred times, each turn a calculation, each radio burst a code.
Victoria braced herself as the city peeled past, fractured towers and burning neon, the bones of a world that had been. The crate hummed low, the pulse-shield pushing back the regime’s eyes. For a heartbeat, she allowed herself a single thought, sharp as a knife’s edge: If they survived this night, the rules of the game would shift forever.
Max watched her as they sped into the darkness, suspicion and something like respect glittering behind his scowl. The uneasy pact between them was sealed now. They were in the storm’s teeth. And nothing, not even the regime, would let them go easy.
Victoria braced herself as the checkpoint lights painted her face in pulsing red and sickly green. Smog swirled in damp currents across the alley, the acrid scent catching at the back of her throat. She kept her hands steady on the handlebars of the battered cycle, no sudden movements, nothing to betray that her heart was windmilling in her chest. Ahead, regime patrolmen studied screens embedded in their chest armor, faces set in bored suspicion.
One guard, all sharp cheekbones and a scar bisecting his brow, waved her forward. “Document, miss.”
She fished the thin, heat-smoothed card from her jacket pocket, praying the stolen datachip embedded in it would survive another scan. The guard fed the card into the slot, eyes flicking first to the worn patch above her heart, Union of Sanctioned Messengers, their emblem half-scraped away, then up to her face. His gaze lingered.
“Bit late for sanctioned deliveries,” he said, words heavy with the challenge.
Victoria summoned a harried smile, letting her shoulders droop, playing the exhausted courier. “Medical. There’s a neonatal unit on the east ring, needs a coolant relay by dawn or those kids don’t stand a chance. If you want to explain the delay to their parents, I’ll wait.”
The guard’s lip curled, but he handed the card back. “Next time, take the main loop. These alleys aren’t safe.”
She nodded, tucking the card away, willing her hands not to shake as she rolled through the checkpoint. Only when his flashlight beam swept away did she exhale.
Neon signs flashed mutely through the haze, script in three languages, none hers. Victoria followed the painted glyphs past tangleweed sprouting through the cracked pavement, past piles of refuse that shivered with things better not seen. She parked the cycle two streets down, yanked her hood up, and slipped into the cantina’s side door.
Inside, the cantina’s pulse gripped her spine. The air pressed in, thick with sweat and sharp with synth-alcohol. Dim, crimson bulbs swung from the ceiling, throwing shadows across the crowd, dockworkers, smugglers in battered coats, a few sallow-faced aristos hiding in plain sight. The music thudded low, all bass and fractured melody: code, if you listened right. Every few beats, a measure would skip, a phrase would invert, a signal for those who knew to listen.
Victoria scanned the room, noting exits, calculating distances. A pair of regime officers laughed too loudly by the bar, ignoring her. From a darkened booth, a man watched her approach, his gaze steady and unblinking.
Max Reed looked nothing like the man in the surveillance file. He was broader in the shoulders, hair shaved close at the sides, a week’s stubble shadowing a jaw built for arguments. He wore the weight of leadership without flair, just a simple black coat, scuffed boots, and eyes that measured everyone in reach.
Their eyes met. For a moment, neither moved.
She felt him reading her: the lines of exhaustion she couldn’t scrub from her face, the set of her mouth. She forced herself not to flinch.
“Name?” he asked, voice low and flat as a gunmetal sky.
She slid into the booth opposite, careful not to let her hands betray her nerves. “Victoria. You’re Reed, I presume.”
He gave a slow, considering nod. “People usually call first.”
She shrugged, keeping her tone easy. “Didn’t want to make it too easy for the regime to listen in. Word is your crew’s discrete.”
“Word’s a cheap thing here.” Max’s eyes flickered, catching the subtle twitch of her fingers as she reached for the glass someone left. Not hers, she stilled, lips tight. “What’re you carrying?”
“Not here.” She glanced at the bar, where the officers’ laughter had dissolved into disinterest. “Your fixer should be here. He’s late.”
“He’s not late. He doesn’t like surprises.” Max leaned forward, elbows on the table, his presence suddenly crowding the space. “You bring a tracker in with you, I’ll have your tongue out before you leave this booth.”
Something about the cold certainty in his voice made her believe it wasn’t a bluff. She met his stare. “No tracker. No heat. Just cargo.”
A wiry shadow materialized at her shoulder, the fixer, eyes darting ever toward the back entrance. He carried a case that hummed with a faint, blue shimmer, pulse shielding, state-of-the-art, the kind usually reserved for regime generals.
He slid the case under the table, the motion practiced and invisible. “You the buyer?” he whispered to Max, knuckles gleaming with sickly green tattoos.
Max’s lips thinned. “I’m the transport. She’s the buyer.”
The fixer looked her up and down, then at Max. “Deal’s with you, not the new girl. She’s not flagged on my contacts.”
“She’s with me,” Max said, not quite a lie. His gaze held hers, unreadable.
Victoria leaned in, her voice sharp as cut glass. “The deal is with whoever can get this crate to Dock 49 unnoticed. If you’d rather negotiate with regime interrogators, by all means, walk out.”
The fixer’s smile had too many teeth. “Wouldn’t dream of it.” He slid back into the gloom.
Victoria looked at Max. “I want to see the cargo.”
He hesitated just a second too long. “Pulse shielding’s intact. You open it, alarms go off.”
She gestured, inviting him to try. “And we both burn. Trust, it’s in short supply.”
Max grunted, then turned to signal his lieutenant over, a woman in her forties, scar running from the corner of her mouth to her ear, eyes that caught every flicker of movement.
“This is Mara,” Max said, “crew chief.” Mara gave Victoria a look, assessing, then nodded, barely.
Victoria let her gaze sweep over the crew clustered in the shadows, two men, one with a prosthetic hand, the other too young to carry himself with any real threat. She took a risk: “Let’s say the regime stops us before Dock 49. Who falls on the sword? Who runs, who fights?” Her tone was casual, but her eyes were knives.
Max stiffened. Mara’s lips twitched, but she answered. “Whoever has the crate runs south, through the old rail tracks. Everyone else stalls.”
Victoria watched their faces. Only the young one glanced at Max, uncertain, a tell. “And if someone cracks under pressure?”
Max’s teeth flashed, more warning than smile. “They won’t. Not with what’s inside.”
Victoria nodded, filing the exchange away. This crew was loyal, but not invincible.
A sudden hush rippled across the cantina. The music skipped, a pair of chords stuttering into silence. All eyes tracked a figure moving near the entrance, too clean, hair perfect, posture military. Regime, trying badly to blend. The man scanned the room, gaze pausing on Victoria for half a beat longer than anyone else.
Mara shifted, fingers drifting toward the grip of her concealed sidearm. Max’s leg pressed against Victoria’s under the table, a silent warning: don’t move.
The regime informant drifted toward the bar, exchanged a few quiet words with the barman. Coins clinked. The barman’s eyes darted to their booth, then away.
Max’s voice was barely more than a breath. “We have a tail.”
“Want me to take him out?” Mara asked, voice cold and eager.
“No.” Victoria’s hand ghosted to her jacket, feeling the reassuring bump of her compact sidearm. “You drop him, regime will swarm this place in minutes. We need to move.”
The fixer reappeared, face pale. “They just called for backup on Channel 9. Three minutes, maybe less.”
Max slid out of the booth, all smooth efficiency. “Mara, with me. Doc, ” he nodded at the younger man, “, help her with the crate.”
Victoria hooked the case’s handle, pulse-shield shimmering cold against her skin. The cantina had erupted into movement, smugglers shoving through the crowd, a heavy-set bouncer locking the front door just a fraction too late.
Sirens wailed outside, the sound worming through the walls. Max caught Victoria’s arm, steering her toward a side exit behind the kitchen. She caught his look, hard, calculating, something like respect blooming in the lines around his eyes.
“You trust me yet?” she asked, keeping pace as they dodged a stack of rotting produce.
Max didn’t bother answering. He keyed a code into a battered panel, the door hissing open to reveal a maze of back alleys lit in pulsing blue. The convoy waited, two armored vans, engines idling, crew tense behind armored glass.
Victoria slid into the passenger seat next to Max, breath ragged. Mara stowed the crate in the van’s hidden compartment, the mechanisms whirring shut.
Max gave the signal. The convoy peeled out, tires clawing for purchase as regime sirens keened louder behind them.
In the rearview mirror, Victoria caught the informant’s face just before the alley disappeared. He was shouting into a comm, eyes locked on their taillights.
Max shifted into a higher gear, darting between abandoned kiosks and piles of debris. “You still sure about Dock 49?” he asked, not glancing over.
She checked the crate, no sign of breach, no flicker in the shielding. “It’s our only shot. If we get split up, make sure that gets to the sub-level. There’s a contact waiting, callsign Sparrow.”
Sirens bounced between the metal walls of the alley, shouts and gunfire echoing through the night.
“First checkpoint in two minutes,” Max called back. His fingers tapped a rhythm on the wheel, every muscle strung tight. “If you’ve got a miracle, now’s the time.”
Victoria’s thoughts spun. “Take the old canal. The regime’s blind there, if you take the left fork after the burn heap.”
Mara nodded, relaying orders into her comm. The convoy veered sharply, plunging into a narrower lane, tires shrieking across wet concrete. Behind them, blue lights flickered and faded, regime vehicles outpaced for the moment.
Max shot her a look, half grudging admiration, half warning. “You’d better be worth the trouble.”
Victoria almost smiled, aware the threshold they’d just crossed could not be uncrossed. “You’ll find out soon enough.”
They barreled into the night, the cargo humming with secrets between them, fate nipping at their heels.
A thick cloudbank of neon haze pressed against the checkpoint gates, painting Victoria’s pale face acid green as she stepped into the scanner’s hungry gaze. Line after line of ragged travelers shuffled ahead, their breath fogging in the night. Victoria’s pulse thudded in her neck, counting seconds, calculating odds. Sweat pooled beneath her collar, but she kept her expression blank, eyes fixed on the red-lit archway, mind awash in contingency plans.
A regime trooper watched her from the booth, pausing over her forged ID chip. "State your business," he grunted.
"Family. North quarter," she replied, the lie sliding from her tongue as if it belonged to her. The man’s eyes flicked up, assessing the sharp line of her jaw and the too-confident set of her shoulders. Victoria willed her heartbeat slower. Behind her, engines idled and someone coughed behind a mask. Above, a digital billboard cycled threat alerts in garish purple and blue: Resistance Activity Punishable by Death.
A second trooper ran a hand-held scanner along her coat. She imagined the slim data drive pressed to her side, its encryption spinning, a prize coveted by every black-market broker within a hundred kilometers. The scanner bleeped, too slow, too thorough. The line twitched forward.
Victoria forced herself not to look away. Her thoughts darted to the crate she’d retrieve tonight, the one that could upend the regime’s entire power structure if it made it past this gauntlet.
“Move,” the trooper said, flicking her ID back. She exhaled, quick and shallow, and stepped out into the chaos beyond the checkpoint, where the city pressed in, shadows and fluorescence, secrets and surveillance.
She kept to the side streets, ducking beneath broken signage and strings of blinking red lanterns. Her nerves sang with every patrol she passed, every flicker of movement at the edge of her vision. At 7th and Volari, she slipped down an alley stinking of burned plastic and old rain, its mouth marked by a guttering holo-sign: LA CASA DE LA NOCHE.
Inside, the cantina crackled with noise: synth beats looped through coded riffs, metal tables crowded with gangers and smugglers, the burnt tang of black-market alcohol drifting over everything. A haze of smoke churned near the ceiling, broken by the rainbow flash of antique slot machines and the flickering strobe of a half-broken dance cube. Victoria’s coat brushed sticky tile as she moved, every eye tracing her steps, weighing threat and opportunity.
At the far edge of the bar, Max Reed watched the entry like a wolf scenting blood. He was broader in the shoulders than she’d expected from the surveillance photos, stubble shadowing a jaw set hard by too many close calls. His left hand tapped the bar, restless, distrustful, while the right cradled a ceramic mug that steamed in the blue light.
He saw her before she saw him. The briefest narrowing of the eyes, an appraisal, ally or assassin. Victoria let her mouth curl into a half-smile and threaded through the crowd, step deliberate. Through the haze, she caught whispers: “That’s her, the new face,” and, softer, “Don’t stare, don’t stare.”
Max barely moved as she reached him, only shifting enough for her to sense the caution in his posture. "You make a habit of walking through checkpoints at rush hour?" he said quietly.
Victoria slid onto the stool beside him. "Only when I want to test how much the regime’s lost their edge." She let her gaze dart over his crew, a wiry woman nursing a bruised cheek, a grizzled old pilot with eyes like cloudy glass, a pair of kids in patched jackets, watching everything. "You’re Max Reed."
"Some days," he replied, voice low and sardonic. "Depends who’s asking."
"Victoria Renn." She flicked her thumb across the bar’s surface, leaving a faint smudge in the grime. "You heard what we’re moving."
Max’s jaw flexed. "Heard plenty. Not enough. Everyone’s jumpy tonight." His eyes swept the room, returning to her with a glint that could be either interest or warning. "You got the goods, or are you just selling hope?"
A shadow flickered near the back room, the fixer, face half-hidden by a hood, beckoning. Victoria just nodded to Max, unsmiling. "Come on," she said. "Time for introductions."
They moved together through the press of bodies, the coded music shifting from defiant to anxious. The fixer’s eyes glinted like cut glass as he produced the crate, a dull gray box encased in a shimmering pulse-shield, humming softly, almost alive. The cantina’s outlaw soundscape swallowed the moment, but Victoria’s senses sharpened, every conversation, every laugh masking the possibility of betrayal.
"You’re late," the fixer chided.
"Had to take the scenic route," Victoria replied, folding her arms. She nodded to Max. "This is the partner."
The fixer eyed Max with no visible warmth. "I trust you know what you’re… babysitting."
Max studied the crate, then Victoria. "You want me to risk my crew for something I haven’t seen? Doesn’t work that way."
Victoria leaned in just enough for only Max to hear. "Open it and you won’t live long enough to regret it. Trust me, it’s better you don’t know."
Max stared at her, weighing, calculating. "You talk like a spook, Renn. I don’t like that."
"And I don’t like trusting strangers," Victoria shot back. Her lips curled in a tight, dangerous smile. "But the job’s too big to run alone, and you’re the only name not crossed off my list."
That landed. The fixer set the crate on the edge of the bar. "Payment’s half now, half on delivery. If you can’t make it past the southern barricades by dawn, don’t bother coming back."
Max glanced at his crew, voice even. "Agreed. But if anything goes sideways, we walk. No heroics."
"Fine," Victoria said, and turned to the crew clustered in the shadows, her eyes hard. "How many of you have lost someone to the regime?"
The wiry woman with the bruised cheek spoke first, voice raw. "Most of us. Some twice." The old pilot nodded, jaw tight.
"And how many of you want to do more than just survive?" Victoria pressed, watching for doubt, for flickers of fear or duplicity.
One of the kids, a boy, barely twenty, eyes darting like a ferret’s, shifted, hesitated
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