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Anamnesis [an-am-NEE-sis] (n): the recollection of the Ideas, which the soul had known in a previous existence, especially by means of reasoning.

—Plato’s dialogues: the Meno & Phaedo

––––––––
[image: ]


Sam startled awake from a bad dream, heart clamoring and throat tight.

The dream had seemed so real. He could still feel the tight grip of a gloved hand on his arm, still smell the unsettling, sweet odor of...something. No, he concluded, that was more than a dream. It had to be. He rolled his tense shoulders, but the action brought him no relief.

He looked around the darkened warehouse. Everyone else was still asleep, their soft snores a cadence drifting through the chill spring air and their bodies pressing together for warmth. Sam detected no movement besides the gentle rustle of slowly rising chests. And yet...the feeling of foreboding did not ease.

“Grant!” he whispered, shoving an elbow into his best friend’s ribs.

Grant’s eyes fluttered open, and he yawned, raising a sleepy eyebrow.

“What the hell, Sam?” he mumbled, pushing up to an elbow. He shivered, spreading out the hoodie he’d been using as a pillow.

“Something’s wrong,” Sam said, keeping his voice to a whisper so he didn’t wake the others. 

“What’s wrong?” Grant looked around. He pulled on the sweatshirt. “Something besides the fact that it’s fucking cold in here?”

“Yeah. Dunno what, but I have a bad feeling.” Sam touched his chest. His frantic heartbeat thumped against his fingertips. A prickle ran across his skin, but it had nothing to do with the cold.

“You’ve had bad feelings before, you know,” Grant chided, words still slurred by sleep. “And they’ve always been false alarms...”

Sam sighed. “I know, but this time it’s—” It’s what? He thought. His head throbbed with each beat of his heart. “It’s different. There’s.... I dunno. Please can you look with me?” He practically whined, begging Grant to believe him. He huffed a ragged breath through his teeth. His eyes unfocused, the world narrowing to a pinpoint.

“Hey,” Grant said, his brow wrinkling in concern. He put one hand atop Sam’s and gripped his chin with the other, forcing Sam to meet his eyes. “It’s okay. If you say there’s something wrong, we’ll check.”

Sam nodded, swallowing past his tight throat, trying to ignore the skepticism in Grant’s tone. Bright moonlight filtered through a high window, turning Grant’s skin a silvery gray that matched his friend’s sparkling eyes. Grant was already handsome, but in this light, he seemed almost other-worldly—like a Sidhe from ancient mythology. Sam wedged his tongue in the corner of his mouth and tore his eyes away from his friend. For a moment, the sense of danger receded and all he could think of was Grant. Then, he shuddered, and the unease returned. His skin pricked as the cold of the warehouse floor seeped through his worn jeans.

“You think I’m crazy?” Sam whispered as he led Grant through the maze of bodies. Sam always led, because he seemed to know the right path to not wake anyone up. 

The words had left Sam’s mouth unsummoned, and if he were being honest with himself, he didn’t really want to know Grant’s answer. Life was hard on the streets of The Sink, a grimy slum-city on a stark, polluted plain. And...everyone else already thought he was crazy. He needed Grant to trust him or, Sam worried, he might stop trusting himself. 

“Of course not,” Grant said, “You’re just not—”

“A savant,” Sam interrupted, his mouth going sour, “like you.”

Sam knew the basics. Savants had an extra sense—an edge normal humans didn’t. Grant had it. So did most of the others. All were descendants of the first genetically modified humans.

And, they wouldn’t let Sam forget it. 

Because Sam only knew the basics. His mother had hated the subject of savants and True Human schools hadn’t bothered to teach beyond the propaganda. Besides, once Sam learned how to disappear, he spent more time gone than in class.

He tried to hide it, but the gaps still showed. Especially around Grant and the others.

Kids used to test him, tossing out trick questions and rumors, waiting to see if he’d trip up. When he’d get it wrong, they laughed it off. 

“Relax, it was a joke!” 

Or they’d exchange looks that said he should have known better. By now, Sam had learned to answer with sarcasm, or not at all.

“That’s not what I meant,” Grant said with a snort. “I was gonna say, ‘You’re not known for your accuracy.’ ...Yet.”

Grant was the only one who’d answer Sam’s questions honestly and as such, Sam had been too embarrassed to ask many. 

“Ass,” Sam muttered, giving his friend a good natured shove. 

They stuck to the edge of the warehouse, looking toward the center. The large room yawned cavernously before them. Sam strained his eyes until they hurt but could only make out the fuzzy dimness and faded letters, M-A-C-H, on a partially-collapsed interior wall.

His toe caught on a piece of concrete, and he tripped, falling toward the rubble. Before hitting the ground, an invisible force stopped him. Grant’s hand worked like a conductor, pushing against the air. Without touching Sam, Grant pulled him to his feet. 

“Careful,” Grant breathed, swiping his hands away from each other. Bits of concrete, dirt, and gravel skittered from the path as if blown by a strong gust of wind, but not even a breeze ruffled Sam’s hair. 

“Thanks.”

“What?” Grant asked, catching Sam’s half-lidded scowl. 

“Do you have to be so fucking perfect?” he sighed. It was usually easy to pretend Grant was just a normal teen like him—albeit charming, strong, and street-smart—until he did something like that. 

“Oh, my Skill. Yeah, sorry. I know you don’t like when I use it, but I’m not just gonna let you fall.” He took Sam’s hand.

And, dammit, he was humble, too.

Sam sighed again. “Don’t be sorry. It’s your Skill. You should be proud of it.”

They circled halfway around the warehouse, so far the scene remained unchanged. Sam’s eyes slid to the side to look at Grant. His strong chin presented a striking profile against the sliver of moonlight striking his cheek. His warm hand in Sam’s was...distracting. Letting his gaze linger a moment too long, Sam ducked his head when Grant flicked him a look. He suppressed a slight cough and swore he could hear Grant...giggling? 

“Almost tripped again,” he muttered, scuffing his foot across the ground. 

He bit his lip, trying to focus on the task again. 

A small red dot caught Sam’s eye, hovering just to the side of the warehouse entrance. At first, he didn’t recognize what was seeing—a fuzzy line growing from the dot, reflected by motes in the dusty darkness. Moonlight glinted off a shiny faceplate.

“Get down!” he hissed, dropping to the floor and pulling Grant with him. A small projectile whistled above their heads to lodge into the half-wall. 

“Tranq dart,” Grant gasped in Sam’s ear. “I’ve seen them in raids before.”

The two crouched on the floor, Grant trembling almost imperceptibly. Sam’s heart resumed its frantic pounding. An electric anticipation filled the air and for a moment, Sam hoped it had all been in his imagination. Then, two more darts zipped across the darkness. Grant brushed them away with a flick of his hand. So much for imagination.

“Raid!” he shouted, popping his head out from behind the wall. 

The warehouse exploded with noise. Teenagers scrambled to their feet with muffled shouts. Tranq darts whizzed through the air. Enforcers in fancy armor burst through the doors.

“Can you tell how many?” Grant gasped under his breath.

Sam stole a glance, but the enforcers all looked the same. Digi-ink glowed on the backs of their suits. “I can’t tell. Who are they?” 

“T-SEC,” Grant hissed. “Shit. This is bad.”

“What’s T-SEC?”

“The Triumvirate’s elite guards,” Grant muttered, fingers working in a quick pattern. Dust rose from the floor, reducing visibility. “The closest the CORPs have to an army.”

“Soldiers?” Sam asked, trembling and pressing himself further into the shadows. “Aren’t they only for war?”

His father had been a soldier, though he’d never met the man. The war that killed him had ended over ten years ago. 

Grant made an exasperated noise. He was now using both hands to pull dirt from the corners of the warehouse, adding to the confusion of screaming kids and stomping boots.

Sam looked again past the wall, trying to keep his frantic breaths quiet. Several made gestures like Grant, pulling guns from the enforcers’ hands with their Skill. One large boy rushed directly toward T-SEC’s leader, his physique muscular, despite their poor diet.

“Where are the cartel thugs? I thought they controlled this city.”

“You wanna tell these guys that?” Grant ground out through clenched teeth, his whole body shaking. A bead of sweat ran down his brow, despite the cool air. “Greysoft knows, the CORPs do whatever they want.”

Several teens convulsed beneath taser nets, glowing red, their bodies twitching under the intermittent electric current. A couple others lay crumpled on the floor, likely casualties of the tranq darts. 

“What are we gonna do?” Sam whispered to Grant. “Do we fight? Or run?”

“I don’t fucking know,” Grant growled through his teeth. He was panting as if he’d just finished a long run. “I don’t think I can keep this up while running.”

He was referring to the dust cloud, which was the only thing keeping them hidden. But, with enforcers now on three sides of the warehouse, even Sam knew it wouldn’t work forever.

Grant’s face was pale, his lips a bloodless line, and Sam realized that he was afraid. Except...Grant wasn’t supposed to be afraid of anything. 

A nearby enforcer adjusted something on his helm, and somehow Sam knew he was adjusting his sight to account for the dust. He motioned in their direction. They were about to be surrounded.

Palms clammy, Sam gripped Grant’s sleeve. “We have to do something!”

Grant didn’t respond, his face frozen in a grim look of concentration. He’d seen the enforcer, too, and was tugging at a large crate stacked atop others.

A tingle ran across Sam’s skin—the building pressure of an electromagnetic pulse. One of the teenage savants stood up from the rubble and threw her arms wide. The EMP fizzled through the warehouse. Tranq guns stopped firing. Suit lights extinguished. And every piece of tech within a ten-foot radius went dead. 

The sudden quiet felt like someone had just shoved cotton in Sam’s ears. He hadn’t realized how noisy tech could be. With only the shafts of moonlight from the high windows, the warehouse grew dark once more.

“Now!” he whispered in Grant’s ear, tugging on his arm.

“Almost got it,” Grant mouthed, pulling the crate from the stack. 

The shattering crash made Sam’s heart jump, his hands shaking more as adrenaline surged through him. A flutter crept across his skin...the enforcers’ backup power banks were already initializing.

“C’mon!” he hissed again, this time also pushing to his feet.

Finally, Grant stood, though his movements were sluggish. He swayed, gripping Sam’s shoulder.

“Which way?” Sam asked.

But they’d wasted precious seconds. Everything blinked back to life. Light—and sound. A lot of sound. The whir of cooling fans. The hum of power banks. The impatient hissing of guns waiting to be fired.

He staggered beneath the flurry of noise. 

Corine, the Spark who’d caused the EMP, swiped blond hair from her eyes and clapped her hands to begin another one. But before she got a chance, the grating buzz of a laser weapon pierced Sam’s hearing, so loud he tried to cover his ears. A taser net engulfed Corine and she fell, gurgling and convulsing, to the dirt-caked warehouse floor.

“You guys just gonna stand there?” someone hissed in his ear. Ryann, a young woman with dark skin and kinky brown hair, was the newest girl in their group. “This way!” She grabbed Sam’s arm and pulled him along. 

Grant, still using Sam as a crutch, stumbled along behind them.

“The south wall’s still clear,” Ryann said, pointing away from Corine.

“How d’you know?” Sam asked. If he squinted, he could just barely make out a rusty ladder bolted against the wall.

She snorted. “No Auras, dummy!”

Oh right. Ryann was a savant, too. One who could see others’ Auras, like glowing halos around their heads.

“Where’s the ladder go?” Grant asked. 

“The roof, I think—”

Another hiss. A net headed at their backs. Sam jerked in Ryann’s grip, but the girl’s hand was no longer tight. While he and Grant staggered sideways, Ryann tumbled under a taser net, immobilized before she even had a chance to scream. Sam shoved Grant into a dark corner, behind a stack of metal drums. 

“That was close,” Grant breathed when Sam joined him. “Thanks.”

“Can you help her?” Sam asked, glancing back toward Ryann.

Grant shook his head. “No,” he panted. “I’m not—I don’t have energy for that. Out of practice.” He flashed Sam an apologetic smile. Kinetics, like all savants with activated Skills, got tired when they used them just like he did from running. “It’s either save her or save you.”

With an aching heart, Sam nodded. He might’ve been able to deactivate the taser net, if given enough light and time, but they had too little of either. Right now, all that would do was make them both vulnerable.

“Get to that ladder,” Grant pointed with a trembling hand. “On the count of three.”

“You’re coming right?”

Grant twisted his hands again, fingers splaying wide. Dust rose from the floor. “One,” he said.

“Grant!” Sam hissed.

He flung the dust toward their pursuing enforcer. “Two.”

Sam grabbed his wrists. “If you don’t come with me, I don’t know...”

“Three!” Grant growled. 

A wall of air and dust slammed into Sam, propelling him from the safety of cover, and into the open warehouse floor. He stumbled and dragged his feet across the ground, but no matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t slow his momentum.

A deep boom reverberated through the cavernous space as one enforcer activated a hand cannon. Glittering powder sprayed into the air, reflecting the moonlight two times over and illuminating the entire warehouse. Even within his cloud of dust, Sam could taste the sharp chemical tang of the powder, as grains of it settled across his lips.

He would have slammed his face into the ladder, and probably ended up with a broken nose, if he had lifted his arms up a millisecond later. As it was, he managed to catch himself and absorb most of the shock with his left side. Stinging pain shot through his arm from elbow to wrist, bringing with it a wave of nausea. 

The dust cloud dropped suddenly, exposing him to the lingering traces of powder that drifted toward the floor. He looked for Grant.

His friend wasn’t running. Instead, he’d slumped down behind a pile of empty oil drums. A moment later, he unfolded himself and raised shaky arms over his head. A drum jumped from the pile and sailed toward their pursuer, shattering the armor’s glass faceplate. The enforcer fell, blood seeping through the cracks of their helmet.

I have to get Grant! Sam thought frantically and took two steps back the way he’d come.

But the footing was uncertain, and Sam skidded on loose dust. He fell, his forehead bouncing off the floor. A bar of black flashed across his vision, followed by sparkling stars of pain. He writhed, arm numb, head spinning.

A hand grabbed him under the arm and hauled him to his feet. Sam whirled to fight the enforcer, but the figure held him tight, shoving a gloved hand over his mouth. They dragged him away from Grant.

“You can’t save him,” came a harsh voice through the suit’s regulator.

Sam couldn’t see the person who spoke, though they smelled of leather and some kind of spice.

“But you can save yourself.”

“Who—?” he asked, but the person just shoved him toward the ladder, then slipped away, their night-black armor blending in with the throng of enforcers.

Thoughts of Grant dissolved.

Compelled to listen to the strange enforcer, Sam placed both hands on the ladder, then a foot, and climbed. Something in the back of his mind screamed at him to stop, and tears ran down his cheeks, but he didn’t stop. He followed the ladder up into the ceiling of the warehouse. Velvety darkness encompassed him and noise of the scuffle faded.

As Sam climbed higher, the compulsion to climb bled away, leaving him cold and empty. Grant. He froze.

He should go back. Had to go back. But, if he did, what could he do? One clumsy, normal street rat was no match for a contingent of armed T-SEC guards.

Grant’s words echoed in his head, “It’s either save her, or save you.” Realization hit Sam like a cold splash of water.

His friend had never intended to make it out of there...

He sagged, a sudden heaviness pushing him down.

I could just let go... he thought to himself despondently, already feeling the weight of being alone. If Grant was gone, was it really worth living?

But he didn’t know if the fall would kill him, and the alternatives—searing pain, a slow death, or getting captured by T-SEC enforcers—were even more terrifying. Besides, if Grant didn’t make it out, someone would have to save him.

Might as well be me, Sam thought, setting his jaw with resolve. 

Climbing again, a plan was already forming in his head. All right, it was only half a plan, but it was enough to keep Sam going. 

A cool draft wafted across his cheek. On one side of the ladder, the grate of a ventilation shaft hung partially ajar, glowing slightly. If he could get access, it might give him a view of the warehouse floor.

He slammed a fist into the grate, pain spiked through his arm. He tried to shake the ache away, then hit it again, with his palm this time. The grate broke free, and Sam managed to catch it before it fell. Once free of its housing, the rust-weakened grate bent easily. Sam stowed it in the dead-end of the shaft, then shoved himself inside, jagged metal tearing at his worn clothing.

Wriggling on his belly and trying not to choke on the thick dust, he slid along until he reached another grate set in the bottom of the shaft. It was also the source of the glow. Through rusty metal, Sam had a good view of the floor below. T-SEC enforcers had brought in large flood lights, illuminating the space and the unmoving lumps of captured teens.

The fight was over. T-SEC enforcers had gathered up the remaining kids, lining them up like packages on a grocery store shelf.

Sam spotted Grant among the chaos, and what he saw turned his blood to ice.

* * * * *
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Grant wasn’t sure where the recent burst of energy had come from—whether it was adrenaline or sheer desperation—but he decided to use it, anyway. He’d surrounded himself in a whirling tornado of debris, broken crates, and steel barrels. He knew it wouldn’t last, but he held the enforcers’ attention anyway.

While he noticed the strange behavior of the enforcer who intercepted Sam, he was too stunned to do anything about it. Either Sam would be doomed like the rest, or he’d manage to get away. When it was clear Sam had a chance, that’s when Grant decided to act.

Something small and fast slammed into Grant’s chest. He reeled, air forced from his lungs. For one fractured instant, he thought he’d been shot.

Then the current hit.

Agony ripped through his shoulder, snapping his arms to his sides, locking every muscle at once.

Right. A taser net.

He clenched his jaw and braced for the next strike, fighting the electricity clawing through his body. The second pin lodged into his right shoulder, a hot sting spreading from the point of impact. A third landed in his left leg, causing his knees to buckle. The sudden realization that he was only seconds away from capture caused Grant’s panic to spike. He growled like a captive animal, flailing with involuntary convulsions. Eventually, the current did its job, reducing Grant to a groaning, writhing ball of pain and exhaustion. 

By the time the dust settled, Grant didn’t have the strength to resist. The taser pins made him feel as if all his muscles were being pulled apart, and he’d exhausted all his energy reserves with the tornado. He should have lost consciousness—wished he had—but the buzzing fear kept him alert, though immobile.

The enforcers dragged him into the center of the room with the rest. Some lay unconscious, others knelt stony-faced and silent. One girl was crying. An enforcer placed a tranq gun at the side of her neck and fired. She crumpled. 

Grant gave a strangled cry but could barely flinch away at the sight.

Where are they taking us? He wondered. What do they want?

A door on the outside of the building opened. The enforcers snapped to attention. From the hurried salutes, Grant guessed the newcomer was the leader. Illuminated by a golden shaft of streetlight from the open door, the man wore armor but no helmet. A shiny plate, crawling with glowing circuitry and a bright blue monocular covered half his face, melding into the skin of his head and a short black mohawk.

The unnatural mosaic of metal and flesh continued down the man’s torso where a combination of plated battle armor and cybernetic modifications intertwined. Grant found it equally fascinating and terrifying that he couldn’t tell where one ended and the other began. A human hand protruded from one arm of his armor, but the other hand was a shiny, gunmetal gray pistol.

Slowly, the pistol slipped back into the man’s arm casing and a blackened hand emerged, looking slightly more (but still not very much) human. 

The man looming over him was a classic mech.

They called savants mutated relics of reckless science. And savants called mechs something worse: the polished offspring of corporate greed, dressed up as progress.

Tech rules supreme.

Better living through modification.

Machines elevate. DNA subjugates.

Mechs dominated the United Corporate Cities of America—privileged in the Triumvirate’s shining hierarchy. Once, only the unaltered chose augmentation. Now even savants were buying in.

And True Humans like Sam? Nearly extinct.

The leader twisted his lips into a grimace. “How many, Agent Six?” 

One of the enforcers lifted his visor to scan the group, a light shining from unnaturally blue eyes. “Twenty-three, Vox Tristan,” he said in a raspy voice. “No...twenty-four.”

“Twenty-four?” the general repeated. “Our heat scans showed at least twenty-nine. Where did the rest go?”

Grant’s heart jumped in his throat. Some had gotten away. Maybe Sam really did have a chance, after all.

“They’ve run off, Sir. This warehouse had more exits than listed in the specs.”

“That is not acceptable, Six,” The Vox said, his voice tense. “The doctor needs them all. What we’re doing here is not remotely legal. We must not have any mistakes.”

“Of course, Sir,” Six said with a sneer. “I planned for this. Tagged them with a traceable chemical that has as slow breakdown rate. We’ll find them.”

“See that you do,” The Vox’s cold voice made Grant’s skin crawl, “or it’ll be your hide on the doctor’s table.”

The Agent chuckled, an equally unpleasant sound. “I’m not worried, Sir,” he said slowly. “I don’t fit in the experiment’s age or DNA demographic range.” He gestured over the captive savants. “But I appreciate the threat. I will personally oversee the hunt.”

The Vox crossed his arms and made a satisfied grunt. “Get the rest loaded up and into holding.”

Worry crept in around the edges of Grant’s exhaustion and if he could move, he’d be trembling. 

The enforcers barked orders at the captives, but Grant allowed himself to be bound and dragged. His head slumped forward, sweat-damp hair falling into his eyes.  A week. That was all the time they had before they were taken—wherever it was they took people like him. His muscles twitched from the fading taser pulses, but his mind wheeled. Sam had made it out. Others, too. That meant there was still hope. Fragile, distant, and shrinking by the second. But hope, nonetheless.

He just had to survive long enough for it to matter.

​
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Three hundred years ago, human bodies were functional. Adequate. They were just as nature designed them. Boring. Then we came in with technology and made them remarkable.

—Jean Mirabel, CEO Mirabel Industries

––––––––
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“Samson Lilly, I presume?”

No one ever called him that.

Except, apparently, the man in the doorway with the handlebar mustache, burgundy waistcoat, and a presence that set Sam’s nerves on edge. He recognized the mustache. It had spoken to him before. But the man behind it always left Sam unsettled. Familiar, but wrong. Each time, Sam had managed to slip away without answering.

Not this time.

He was cornered.

What does he want? Sam thought and raised an eyebrow, giving the man only half his attention. The other half was on the fast food bag in his hand.

He was almost hungry enough to ignore the alarm bells ringing in his head.

The last week had been hell. Living on the streets of The Sink without Grant made everything harder. He could’ve gone home, but what was there for him? A bratty half-sister. A mother who saw him as an obligation. He’d made his choice the moment his shoes hit these cracked sidewalks. The Sink was home now. Grant had been his family.

Grant also had the survival thing down to a science—he knew the best shelters, the diners that gave out free meals, and even the “safe” dumpsters. Sam had gotten so lucky, in some ways, at least. Grant helped Sam learn freedom, even if that freedom came with the pain of hunger and the chill of winter.

But, since losing him, that freedom had turned into hopelessness. A couple times, Sam crossed paths with other runaways, but no one stuck together. Not after what had happened at the MACH warehouse. T-SEC was still out there. Still hunting them. Sam had stayed a step ahead so far, but the others had vanished. It was only a matter of time before he did too.

He had to move faster.

But he’d run out of leads.

Except for Mustache Man.

The guy just kept appearing. No matter how far Sam ran, or how well he hid, the man found him. He watched. Tried to talk but never chased. Never blocked his escape. Maybe he was harmless. But Sam didn’t believe in being harmless anymore. He didn’t trust anyone. 

All he had to do was keep his head down for long enough. Everyone would forget about him eventually, they always did.

But then a spring storm came. Three days of rain flooded the sewers and swamped the underground. It pushed him back aboveground, into the dim corners of cybercafes that reeked of body odor and old tech.

That’s where Mustache Man found him this time.

“Here,” the man said, placing the bag beside Sam’s worn-out DEC, and bringing him back to the present. “Thought you might like this.”

Still, Sam tried to ignore it, but his stomach had other plans, growling loud enough to answer. It had been two days since his last real meal. Even in the leanest months with Grant, they’d managed to find something warm. Now, the thought of food that hadn’t been pulled from a maggoty bin nearly brought tears to his eyes.

He peeked inside.

“Can I trust you?” he asked without looking up.

The man took a seat at the table and met his gaze. He gestured toward the bag. “Everything’s sealed. You decide.”

Sam peered in the bag. The chicken sandwich was still warm, the fries crispy. Greasy. His mouth watered. He tore open the plastic packaging, took one bite, then another. He wolfed down the rest with reckless speed, the man forgotten. Sandwich. Fries. Dried fruit. Every crumb was devoured, every wrapper licked clean.

When he finally looked up, the man was smiling.

“So—”

“Thanks for the meal,” Sam interrupted, snapping his DEC shut and jumping to his feet.

“Wait! I just want to talk!”

But Sam was already halfway to the door, nearly knocking over a stack of plastic chairs as he bolted.

He’d take a stranger’s food. Sure.

But trust them? Never. 

* * * * *
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Three days left, Sam thought, scrolling around on the touchpad of his DEC. He had two days until the end of the month, when the supposed transport would take the kidnapped kids out of The Sink for good. When Grant would slip farther from his reach...  

But his leads had run dry. A pall hung over the city, darker even than the ever-present pollution cloud. The residents—mech and non-mech alike—seemed on edge, ready to fight or run at the slightest disturbance. No one would talk to him.

In desperation, he turned to GlobalNet for information. Digging through the DarkNet, the Global’s seedy underground, was as easy for Sam as breathing, though it was also about as dangerous as confronting a T-SEC guard.

But, hunched in a cheap fiberglass chair in another dingy cybercafé, Sam felt as safe as he could be. And, besides, he needed information. He’d heard the Vox’s words while hiding in a ventilation shaft, high up in the warehouse ceiling. It had almost broken him to watch Grant getting abused by a T-SEC guard, but at least he was alive—and Sam was still free. As long as those two conditions stayed the same, Sam had a chance.

Now, he hacked into any system that he thought would give him info on this mystery experiment the Vox had mentioned. And while his DEC wasn’t top-of-the-line (it was actually cobbled together from stolen parts), it would get the job done. He should know; he built it himself. But, after five hours, his searches hadn’t turned up anything useful. He stared at a blinking red screen: another uncrackable Triumvirate firewall.

“Dammit!” Sam cursed, slamming his hand on the table. Switching windows, he went to check on his side project.

His account read 2,054 CRED, and that was only from running the investment program for three days. Still, he needed some way to get the money out—and a lot more of it, if he planned to make bribes. 

Idly, he watched his program stalk through the security tunnels in CORPs-owned cybernet space. Worming its way through firewalls and into secure shields, it was like a cockroach made of bytes. Scrounging for scraps of cred, it entered them into the virtual market. While Sam grasped the basic principle of the market, he still didn’t understand the ins and outs: Invest. Win. Lose. Win. But since he was playing with stolen money, any net gain was good enough for him.

“I wish you’d go up faster,” he muttered, after watching his account dump three-hundred cred. 

But, he reminded himself, he’d made the program only grab singles for a reason. He couldn’t get caught. CORP prisons scared the hell out of him. He had no idea what they’d do to a non-meched teen criminal, especially one who broke into the consumer market and stole their money, and he didn’t want to find out. There was too much at stake. Grant was counting on him.

Suddenly, the screen flickered blue, and a message scrolled across:

TIME LIMIT EXCEEDED. PAY ATTENDANT 50 CRED PER 15 MINUTES TO CONTINUE.

Slamming his hands on the DEC, he cursed, “Fuck this city!”

A clattering chair startled him. Two large security guards rushed up. “There a problem here, dustboy?” asked the one wearing an ocular implant.

Sam stared at the men in defiance. “The stupid service ended too soon. There’s no way I’m out of time already.”

Ocular Guy just glowered. “Pay the cashier.”

“Well...I don’t—I don’t have it on me,” he stammered (before the crash, his account had dumped another 1.5k cred). “But it’s in there! I just need more time.”

The second guard, a thick woman with more tech than flesh, grabbed the shoulder of Sam’s jacket with a meaty hand. “No cred. No time,” she said. “And no free seats.” She hauled him to his feet.

“All’s good,” Mustache Man said. Sam jumped, squirming in the woman’s grip. The man in question stood in the doorway, like a silent joke. Always appearing when Sam needed him.

“Kid’s with me,” Mustache said. “This should cover him for a while.” He pulled out a tapcard and entered a PIN. Sam’s screen blinked back on.

P4R0DY_1618, YOUR TIME IS EXTENDED UNTIL OCTOBER 2268.

What? Sam thought as the guards released him. The man had just paid Sam’s bandwidth for the next sixteen months. 

The guards nodded. “Thank you for your business...Mr.,” the woman said, casting a curious eye toward Mustache Man’s goofy jacket, then down at the message screen, “Rostbane.”

She let Sam go, and the two ambled back to the bar where they’d left two pints of warm, half-drunk beer.

Then, Mustache Man turned to Sam. His voice was surprisingly gentle. “See? I helped you again. Will you finally talk to me?”

Sam kept his eyes glued to the DEC’s screen. Yes, the man had helped him, but he knew there was a catch. Well-dressed strangers never did anything nice for nothing.

The man waved a hand in front of his face. “Hey!” he snapped, biting off the edge in his tone. He took a breath. “You want this time? If so, you need to talk to me.”

Sighing dramatically, Sam responded, though he still refused to look at the man. “Fine. What can I do for you, Mr. Mustache Man?” 

“Mustache Man?” He laughed. “Not very creative, are you?”

Sam ignored him.

“But you can call me JR, thank you,” the man finished.

“Fine, Jay Arr,” Sam replied, making a point to draw out the two syllables. “Why have you been following me?” He looked up with a glare.

JR took a drag of a long, mud-colored cigarette which smelled of cinnamon. “You’re not easy to keep an eye on. You know that?” 

“That’s on purpose,” Sam snorted. “You would be too if you were me.”

The man copied Sam’s earlier dramatic sigh. “If I were you, I’d be more curious about why a handsome stranger like me wants to talk to you so bad.”

Sam scowled. “Okay. You gonna tell me?”

JR narrowed his eyes in annoyance. “I need someone who’s good with these,” he said, pulling a small, gray chip from his pocket. “You know what this is?”

“Uh...a datachip,” Sam replied with a roll of his eyes. “You put data on it.”

“Good,” the man nodded. “I need more.”

“So...go buy them? There’s a tech shop next door. I’m sure you can afford it.”

JR smacked the heel of his hand into his forehead. “Not chips, you clutterhead! Data! I need data!”

Oh. “What kind of data?”

“Security cam footage from a mall.”

Sam bit his lip. “Not easy to get. That’s cartel territory. I suppose you could try asking, though?”

“If I could’ve done that, I would’ve,” he said blandly. “I need to steal it.”

“Oh. Well, good luck.”

JR rolled his eyes right back at Sam. Seems like this man’s attitude gave Sam’s a run for its money. “Not me. I’m not that good. But I hear you are.”

“Sometimes,” Sam tried to keep his voice impassive. “What’s in it for me?”

JR gestured to the DEC, “More of this. Money. Food. A place to stay.”

“Wha—what?” Sam tried to play it cool, though his hands on the DEC were shaking. 

“I want to hire you.”

“Me? Why?”

The man wound his fingers through his shiny golden curls and grimaced. “Because you’re smart, you little shit!” 

“Uh...” Sam winced. No one but Grant had ever called him smart. “I’m not dumb, I guess.”

“Look,” JR said, placing a hand on Sam’s shoulder. He resisted the urge to shrink away. “You’ve managed to outfox a contingent of T-SEC guards and collect enough money to get out of this hellish city—yes, I know about your Dark ‘Net adventures—yet you’re still here. Why? You’re obviously looking for something, maybe I can help.”

“No thanks,” Sam said, turning away from the man even though the promise of regular food and shelter made his heart ache. “I’ve got it under control.”

JR slammed his DEC shut. “Oh yeah?” he said. “With what cred?”

Sam growled and looked at him sullenly. He wanted to run again, but his curiosity overrode that desire.

“I have it on good intel that the captives are being held at Battery Mall.” JR continued, a tight edge to his voice.

Sam gaped. JR had used the word “the,” implying that he knew exactly what Sam was looking for. A lump formed in his throat.

“Thought you might be interested.”

“I might be,” Sam croaked. “Why are you telling me this?”

JR looked around the café, and Sam followed his gaze. The guards had gone out front to harass a drunk, and now the café was mostly empty, save for a knot of young teens clustered around a far station. Not Sam’s kind of teens, though. This group already had baby mods: silvery earpieces for access to the ‘Net and credit bracelets to purchase bandwidth. One even had partial mech hands, which he used to navigate through vaguely inappropriate holo images.

“I need you to trust me,” JR finally said. “And get me proof of who’s being held there. Then, I’ll get them out.”

Sam bit back a reaction. This man’s proposition seemed too good to be true.

“Maybe I’ll just go rescue them myself.”

“Yeah, right,” JR scoffed, “like you know how to breach a fortified blacksite without getting yourself killed. You didn’t even make it out of the warehouse without help.”

Sam’s breath caught.

The warehouse. The chaos. The smoke.

He’d been crawling, half-conscious, his ears ringing, blood in his mouth, one eye swollen shut.

And then a hand—strong, steady—hauling him to his feet.

He hadn’t seen the face. Just a flash of black combat gear. A voice barking, “Move!”

He’d never figured out who it was. But now, everything made sense. His gaze snapped to JR, stunned. “That was you.”

JR nodded. 

Sam sprang to his feet. “You’re T-SEC!” he gasped, scrambling backward and knocking over a chair. JR grabbed his wrist.

The group of teens looked over, mild curiosity flashing in their dull eyes. 

JR hissed at him to hush and pulled him back toward his station. “I’m not.” 

Sam clenched his teeth, staring down the teens until they blushed and shyly looked away. “How do I know?”

“If I was, wouldn’t I have already turned you over?”

He thought about that. Mustache Man—er, JR—had already found him a number of times, yet never did anything more than try to talk.

“We’re running out of time,” JR added, as if that phrase wasn’t already playing on loop in Sam’s head.

“Fine,” Sam said with reluctance. This could still be a trap, but that wouldn’t change much. Sam was already ready to do anything needed to rescue Grant. “What do I need to do?”

JR held out the chip. “Break into the security office of Battery Mall. Second floor. Download the last three weeks of security footage onto this chip. Then get out...without being caught. You got it?” 

A wave of understanding washed over Sam, replacing his anxiety, and somehow Sam knew the emotion wasn’t entirely his. Even still, he said, “I got it.”

“Good,” JR grinned and the emotion faded, leaving Sam feeling more himself. More worried.

“But, understand,” Sam continued, trying to take back some of his bluster, “I’m not an idiot. If this is a trap—”

He snapped his teeth shut as JR chuckled, realizing he had no idea how to finish that threat.

“I know you’re not. That’s why I want you. This will be trickier than you suspect.” 

“Hacking a mall cam system? That’s bytes. I do stuff like that all the time.”

JR’s mouth creased into a frown. “This is no ordinary system. I have intel that it’s an AI security system. Makes what you’ve been crawling through look like a toddler’s game. This takes Skill.”

“Oh, I got skill,” Sam responded, puffing out his chest. He knew JR’s emphasis on the word “skill” meant he was looking for a savant, but Sam played it cool. The man couldn’t possibly know he was just a True, could he?

Either way, as queasy as this job made him feel, he was sure he could succeed. He had to succeed.

“Any questions?”

“Is there a catch?”

This time, JR’s smile turned sad. “There’s always a catch, Samson,” he sighed. “But in this case, you already know what it is.”

Sam quirked an eyebrow. 

“You’re still being tracked so....” JR sighed again, “good luck, I guess.”

He passed the chip over to Sam, and Sam tapped it against the microcomputer on his wrist—another piece of stolen tech.

A holo popped up with an address: JR. 3120 Blake St. RiNo District.

“Return the chip to the drop box,” JR continued. “Do it quick and I’ll even give you a bonus.”

“Bonus?” Sam asked, a nervous jitter running through him. 

“I can tell you about your father.”

Sam staggered as the man’s trailing whisper hit him like a maglev truck. Robert Lilly. The man Sam dreamed of. The father he never got to meet. 

“Done,” he said, slipping the chip into his pocket. “See you soon.” 

He gathered up his DEC and his bag, while JR watched in silence, and left the cybercafé without another word.
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To the people of The Sink, and the United Corporate Cities of America,

Standing before you, I’m reminded of how extraordinary this country is, and how deeply it suffers under the weight of inequality, corruption, and silence. As a member of Congress, I fought to ease that suffering. I knew the cost would be high. I knew I’d make enemies. But I didn’t know how quickly they’d come for me.

Still, no weight I carry compares to the burden placed on the shoulders of our savant citizens—oppressed, exploited, and cast aside. Now, that same system is turning its cruelty on our most vulnerable: children, the unhoused, the forgotten. They’re being used as leverage, as pawns, to force me into silence.

I am stepping back. Not out of fear, but out of love. Love for my family. Love for the people I’ve sworn to protect. But hear me: this is not surrender. My voice may fall quiet, but my conviction has never been louder. I may leave office, but I will never stop fighting to end the inequality between all our citizens: mech, savant, and True.

We will rise together. And we will build the future we deserve.

—UCCA Congresswoman Borden O’Connor’s last statement (2267)

––––––––
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Mara looked at her watch, 9:00PM, and yet the mall food court buzzed with activity. The rain had dispersed enough for the pollution cloud to rise toward space, allowing the inhabitants of the Sink to escape the controlled environments of their homes and socialize among flashing holographic ads and garishly colored storefronts. The bright fluorescent lights made her eyes water, a stark contrast to the darkened street from which they came.

She followed Clark through the crowd, skirting the edge of the atrium. They passed a store selling top-of-the-line sex toys—the cylindrical outlines of countless male members beckoning anyone brave enough to cross the threshold of their inhibitions. Clark eyed them with amusement, but Mara shoved him past the door, into the alcove of another store where tatted rat-boys hunched over too-white operating tables.

“Hey little lady,” one hissed at her, spittle spraying past his large decorative teeth. He twitched a rodent-like nose. “We got a special on follicle implants, tonight only. And for you, I gotta deal.” His whiskers shivered as he spoke.

Mara didn’t attempt to hide her disgusted gag, though Clark chuckled as he pushed her back into the crowd. 

“Don’t think gray fur would suit you,” he muttered in her ear.

She just snorted in response, wrinkling her nose at the bouquet of aromas that preceded their entry into the food court. The sour scent of old beer overtook the mouth-watering smoke from a nearby pizza kiosk but underlying it all was a heady sweetness that recalled memories of corpse-laded battlefields. 

The roar of conversation filled her ears like cotton, and she tried to focus her vision on the least neon-clad patron in the establishment. Too late, she saw the grotesquely muscular leg of a juicehead kick forward as he belted out the lyrics to some off-color karaoke song, a massive beer stein clenched in his massive fist. She tripped over the leg.

“Hey! Watch where you’re going!” the man shouted, swinging the stein toward her. She ducked. A fountain of foamy beer splattered over her face.

“That one’s free,” the juicehead shouted raucously, as fashion sisters from another table giggled, their frozen smiles and stretched-tight skin the result of too many trips to the laser salon. 

A clutterhead bumped into her. His nose close to her beer-soaked hair, he breathed deep and grabbed a handful of her jacket.

“Got any spare credits, my lady?” he asked with bloodshot eyes. “Maybe junk? Or...Trax?” His breath hung on her with the same sticky-sweet odor. He flashed her a smile of rotten teeth and blood-red gums.

“Get away from me, scummie,” she growled, pushing the drug-addict into the path of a pair of security guards patrolling on one-wheeled scooters, their lurid uniforms thinly disguising mods that pulsed with the synthetic rhythm of black motor oil. 

One of the guards shoved the man to his knees, and a string of curses spewed from the clutterhead’s mouth. He rose quickly with a punch to the guard and Mara sidestepped behind another table. The guard spun around and jumped off his scooter.

“This way,” Clark said in her ear, guiding her up a small set of stairs and ignoring the mini brawl that had erupted between juicehead, guard, and junkie. 

Finally, they reached a mid-level café, settling themselves at a balcony table with a view. Two beers appeared before them, the server slipping away before they could turn them down. 

“You’re too tense, as always,” Clark said to her, making a tsk sound with his tongue. 

She took a sip of the beer from a large mug (surprisingly, it wasn’t bad) and scowled. “That’s because I don’t like this place...or this plan,” she replied, scanning the atrium with suspicion. 

“You never like my plans,” Clark mock-pouted, “but they always work out, right?”

“Sure, el capitán,” she said, her gaze falling upon the mall’s barricaded south wing, the white plaster still marred by the blackened tendrils of an extinguished fire. “Until they don’t.”

“P’shaw,” Clark huffed, swiping foam from his short goatee. He jerked his head toward the rubble. “You know that had nothing to do with me.”

She did. Though, who it had to do with, she still had no idea. Nor did she particularly care. The fewer malls, the better.

Clark checked his reflection in the screen of his handheld computer. “How do I look?”

“Ridiculous,” she said, giving his baby-blue tuxedo a quick once-over.

“Okay, but how do you think other people will think I look? The blue really brings out my eyes, wouldn’t you say?”

Mara shook her head. “I still can’t believe I let you take on this job.”

“Greysoft’s Tits!” Clark grumbled. “We went over this, remember? I’m the captain, not you. This contact is solid.”

“Solid, except that she’s a member of the council. And not just any councilor, but a representative for savants who has at least three open contracts on her. You realize that if anyone finds out we’re helping her, we’re all dead, right? No, we’ll be more than dead. We’ll be brutally tortured, thrown into the games, and then die.” 

Clark shrugged. “Well, I guess we can’t let anyone find out.” 

Mara gave him an exasperated sigh. A receipt holo popped up in the middle of the table and she almost choked on her rapidly warming beer. She downed half of it in three large gulps. It was too expensive to waste. 

“Besides, this is the only plan we’ve got, and we need the money. You know that. We’re two-hundred cred away from being in the negative.”

“And we just spent fifty on these fucking beers,” she growled, though understood Clark’s point. Get pinned with a negative balance and no one would work with you, not even in the underground.

“It’s a small price to pay to get this contract. This’ll be enough to get the cartels off our backs, take care of all our bills, and give us each a tidy savings.”

“I like the savings part...” she grumbled reluctantly. “Just wish I had my anlace.” Her nanorapier had rarely left her side in all the years she’d had it, though she carried it less for protection than for the life it symbolized—the only person she’d ever loved.

Clark snorted. “You know weapons aren’t allowed in here. Hell, I’m surprised they let me get you in, the way you’re dressed.”

Mara furrowed her brow and looked down at her standard outfit: boots, drab military fatigues, and a worn leather motorcycle jacket the shade of an octogenarian’s favorite easy chair. “What’s wrong with the way I’m dressed?”

“Mara, you yourself look like a weapon,” he said, lowering his voice.

“I am a weapon.”

“That’s why I brought you.” 

Mara groaned. “So happy I can be of service,” she retorted in a flat voice, silently wishing once more that she hadn’t been born with the increased strength of a Tank. It’d be nice to not have to play the bodyguard for a change.

The captain waved it off, staring unfocused over the atrium, as if he was just enjoying the scenery. The altercation had been cleaned up and there was no trace of either the junkie or guards. Part of her hoped she hadn’t brought harm to the man, but another part reminded her not to care. He’d made his bed a long time ago with that first whiff of Scum. There was no saving someone like that.

“You sure this isn’t a set-up?” she said, an ad on the large holo-ceiling catching her attention.

Hungry for a taste of the future? Look no further than the Entropita where culinary chaos meets exquisite adventure! Experience the ultimate fusion of ingredients as they defy order and embrace the tantalizing unpredictability of flavor. Let the Entropita disrupt your taste buds, awakening them to a symphony of unexpected sensations. Embrace the delicious disorder at Bröt 790 Sandwich Shop (Second Floor, shop 6B17)!

Her stomach rumbled and she willed it to stop. It had been a long time since she’d had a sandwich claiming to be that good.

“Doubtful,” Clark assured her, a wave of warmth washing over her. “She’ll come. They always do.”

The holo on the ceiling changed, along with all the others, from their typical, garish ads to a tasteless and evocative display of flesh and feces. Clark began to laugh, though Mara just turned away in embarrassment. “What the hell is that?” 

Clark took a full thirty seconds to calm his laughter, eyes glued to the holo. Mara kept her gaze focused on her empty stein, gripping it with both hands.

“Likely some hacker kid’s prank,” he finally said with a snort. “Teens love porn. Actually, who doesn’t?”

“The people in this city are messed up,” Mara muttered. The glass shattered in her hands, the pieces tinkling onto the table.

Another holo-receipt popped up, saying that their account had just been deducted another twenty-five cred for destruction of property. 

“They could’ve at least given me another beer,” Mara growled at the shards, as if it was their fault they became broken.

A softly cleared throat got both their attention. Clark’s residual laughter immediately stopped. Looking up at the woman who now stood beside their table, he put on his best cheesy salesman smile. 

“Ah, Borden O’Connor, how nice it is to see you,” he said.

“Nice to see you, too,” she replied with a nervous smile.

She looks smaller in person, Mara thought. On the HV channels, Councilwoman O’Connor embodied resilience. It emanated from every aspect of her person: from her crisp, fashion-forward attire to the vibrant red hair cascading down her shoulders. Her gaze had always held magnanimous determination. Now, Mara saw only a waif of no more than a hundred pounds, with a messy braid and slight yet unidentifiable accent. Deep bags had formed under her eyes. She watched Mara warily.

“I hear you need to get out of town,” Clark said after a moment of contemplation.

Borden nodded. “I hate to do this, but it’s the best choice for my family.”

“You’re doing the right thing,” Clark reassured her, voice sympathetic. “One person can’t take on the whole Triumvirate.”

He flicked his gaze toward Mara, then back at Borden. While she felt for this woman, truly felt bad for her, she still didn’t let her hard mask drop. The victim act was an all-too-common con these days, and Mara refused to fall for it.

The woman’s green eyes flashed toward Clark. “Sure, but if I could have helped even one of those kids find a home, maybe they wouldn’t have gone missing.”

“You can’t help street kids if you’re dead,” Mara said, tone clipped. “What you tried was admirable, though useless.”

A grimace flashed across Clark’s face, but he screwed his mouth into another fake smile. “Not useless,” he reassured her. “Everything will work out. I know it.” He patted Borden’s hand.

Borden smiled more genuinely, and even Mara found herself smiling. More warm reassurance coursed about her, though she knew this time it was meant for Borden.

“Now, the payment?” Clark asked gently, letting his Aurawave dissolve. The blanket receded, leaving Mara all the more irritated. He held out his hand.

But Borden didn’t seem to notice. “It’s all here,” she said, still smiling. She placed a shining datachip on his palm. “Now what?”

Clark handed her a different datachip. “Your route is mapped on this. Just follow it and you should be out of this city no later than tomorrow night.”

“That’s it?” Borden asked. “It’s that easy?”

“For this kind of payment, my dear,” Clark smiled. “Anything can be that easy.” How Mara wished that were true.
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We don't know if they understand the difference between a weapon and a tool.

—Dr. Louise Banks (Arrival. 2016, 03:13:01)

––––––––
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Battery Mall was a relic—an aging indoor shopping mall where The Sink’s residents came to extract some frivolity from their otherwise drab lives. Mechs, True Humans, and even savants mingled under flickering neon signs, their differences set aside to partake in a mutual love of retail therapy, cheap cocktails, and food court grease.

Weeks ago, an explosion tore through the mall’s south wing. Official reports blamed a fuel leak, but everyone knew it was a bomb. Though it killed twelve people, nobody talked about it—just another message no one understood, from one radical group or another. In The Sink, there were too many to keep track of.

As such, no one cleaned up the mess. The wreckage, albeit closed off with caution tape and rusty barricades, remained.  Battery Mall reopened the next day. Soon, people forgot all about the bombing. They still shopped, went on dates, and made out in the shadows beside ruined storefronts. In The Sink, survival meant learning to live beside the broken parts.

That was one of the many reasons Sam hated this place. The Sink and Battery Mall. In his eyes, they were one and the same. Even before the streets became his home, he never had money for this stuff. The glowing signs only taunted his poverty, and smells of fried food tormented his stomach. He passed like a shadow through glossy mechs flashing mods and fashion icon wannabes with plastic smiles, a temporary blip in the matrix of other people’s lives.

It used to rankle him that no one ever paid attention, but tonight that worked in his favor. Through the mall’s tinny music and glitchy ad projections, he easily slipped past security. A fight broke out in the center of the cafeteria. Sam had to practically dodge the racing guards, ducking beneath a projectile he only later realized was a half sandwich, before he reached the escalator that would take him to the second-floor surveillance office.

The door wasn’t even locked and suspiciously, Sam found the office empty. 

Before he could waste time questioning a good thing, he got straight to work. Jamming the small data chip into the central server, he hacked into the mall’s ad network and uploaded a file containing vintage, yet juvenile, pornography he’d found on the DarkNet. Not only did he find it hilarious, but he knew that enough adults (no matter how often they said otherwise) would feel the same. 

His plan was solid. Quick skim of the feeds from the date range JR gave him, add a custom encryption key just to screw with the guy a little, and then vanish. It was only a shopping mall, not Triumvirate HQ after all.

He just had to move fast—and hope no one saw through the static.

He hadn’t expected the mall’s computer system to be so ancient. If his mini-DEC was old (some parts older than his own mother), then this computer was a relic. Sleek during its time, but long since cataloged in some early twenty-first century museum. Biting his lip, he allowed himself a few precious moments to study the system.

The server room hummed gently, its cool air heavy with sonic vibrations carrying waves of data. Sam could feel these vibrations as easily as he could hear the rush of rainwater in the sewer. Colored LEDs blinked ominously, like so many eyes, watching him. 

He ran his fingers over the old type pad. The keys clicked obnoxiously, grating at his nerves.

*tap* *tap* *tap* *tap* *tap*

Sam hated the sound of old keyboards. Every tap seemed to reverberate past the closed door into the mall’s large atrium, echoing through his skull and breaking his concentration. 

Skills indeed, he thought as he typed delicately, fingers unsure on the wide-spaced keys. He reluctantly admitted that JR might have been right. This bastard was convoluted as hell! No wonder the old man hadn’t wanted to do it himself. Sweat beaded on Sam’s forehead, and his T-shirt grew damp under his arms. 

You’re in over your head, he railed. You’re gonna get caught.

He closed his eyes, taking a few deep breaths and letting the vibrations guide him. You can’t fail, he chanted to himself. Grant needs you.

*tap* *tap* *tap* *tap* *tap*

He opened his eyes. The lines of code taunted him, flashing their glaring green deep into his retinas. They were telling Sam something, but he couldn’t make it out.

*tap* *tap* *tap* *tap* *tap*

JR said the mall used an AI system. Why would a mall have one of those? It’s not like they kept sensitive data here. AIs were designed to mimic human intelligence and anticipate where a hacker moves, though they could only go so far. No scientist, as far as Sam was aware, had ever been able to recreate true human intelligence. Which was probably for the best.

*tap* *tap* *ta—

CREDENTIALS ACCEPTED, the screen read.

That’s it? Sam thought. Artificial Intelligence, my ass, more like Artificial Stupidity. He stuck his tongue out at the ancient computer as files zipped themselves onto his inserted datachip. 

“I showed you, you stupid system,” Sam bragged as bits and bytes flashed by in a whir. He started in on his encryption code, which would force JR to seek Sam’s help to crack the contents. Sure, it was a dirty trick—especially in light of how much JR was paying him—but Sam needed the insurance. He didn’t trust JR to come through with his end of the bargain. Maybe it was paranoid of him, but that same paranoia would keep him alive.

He watched the zeros and ones of his code replicate themselves with the precision of high-speed data. Everything was going according to the plan. He was almost do—

Dizziness overwhelmed him. He gripped onto the edge of the desk to try and steady the sudden feeling of falling. His head pounded. Images flashed in his vision. One stood out: A set of creepy mechanical eyes staring him down. He recognized those eyes. They belonged to the agent who’d captured Grant. 

His gut clenched.

He’d had visions like this before—fragmented flashes that felt like memories, always laced with that same desperate, bone-deep fear.

He shook his head and the image vanished, but the nausea lingered. Just finish, he told himself, swallowing the sharp bile rising in his throat. His clammy hands trembled as the download bar inched forward.

90%.

92%.

95%.

99%.

100%.

His heart leapt. He yanked the chip from the mainframe, its weight suddenly immense in his hand. A solid reminder of the danger JR had warned him about.

The room seemed to tighten around him, the air thick with a sweet-sour scent that prickled at something half-remembered. He looked up.

A man stood in the doorway.

Heavyset. Worn band tee. Meched eyes gleaming in the dim light. The lenses twisted, pupils expanding unnaturally as they adjusted. His face was deeply lined, but Sam guessed he wasn’t as old as he looked.

Sam froze.

For a beat, the only sound was the faint hum of machines. Then the man's lips curled into a slow, predatory grin. A low chuckle rumbled from his chest.

“Ah, there you are, little mouse,” he said, his voice oozing menace. “You thought you could scurry away
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