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CHAPTER 1

It’s impossible to ignore an alarm that’s going off inside your head. Which is probably why Syntex put it there instead of on my bedside table. The blasted thing screams across three different octaves, growing so loud and relentless it rattles the nerves inside my teeth. I curse and throw a pillow over my face, half a second before I remember why that’s a terrible idea.

Too late.

The jolt of electricity surges through my brain. It’s only the tiniest bit of current, barely even a spark. But damn, it hurts. Every single time. You’d think I’d have learned my lesson by now: urgent alerts aren’t optional.

Jarvis has already turned the lights on in my room and their glare is bouncing off the bare, white walls, brighter than is polite for … argh, 4.14 a.m. It’s no wonder I feel like death is tap-dancing inside my skull. Lena and I were drinking until past one.

“Status report,” I bark, because there’s no point wasting words berating the computer in my head. Most of the other Walkers don’t even bother naming their units, but I’ve never liked the term it much, and CIP—short for Cerebral Intelligence Processor—felt too clinical for me. So I named him after the AI bot from this pre-Annihilation movie Dad and I used to watch, back before my decision to join the program drove us apart. I downloaded the actor’s voiceprint and everything, so that they’d sound the same. Peter something, I think. Or maybe it was Paul. In my defense, I was eight at the time, and it seemed like a good idea.

“Incoming mission,” Jarvis tells me. “Confirm clearance code to commence data stream.”

And just like that, I’m fully awake.

“Walker designation W914.” My legs grumble in protest as I slip into a pair of shorts and a loose tee. Technically, no one can see me right now, not unless you count the cameras, which, somehow, I never do. Still, this isn’t the kind of thing I like doing in my underwear. Jondi likes to do it naked, and he likes it more when some unsuspecting soul happens to walk in on him. He’s just that kind of special.

The second my voiceprint is recognized, the screens along the back wall flicker to life. My performance stats on the left, my host’s personnel file on the right, and the mission details in the center. Damn. I shake off the fuzziness as the full scale of his predicament hits. Not only has Lieutenant Cole Risler gotten himself stuck inside a classified server farm, he’s gone and done it on the wrong side of the Demarcation Line. Which is a problem since everything west of Texas and the Dakotas belongs to the totalitarian militia that cleaved the United States in half. Now, we’re divided into the United American State and the Western Block. And yes, they hate the name almost as much as they hate us spying on their technology.

Judging by the information populating my ocular display, Risler’s chances of breaking out of there alone are pretty much non-existent. He’s trapped in a closet, security outnumbers him four to one, his gun’s showing as empty, and it looks as though his on-board computer—a sub-skin unit with a holographic screen in his wrist—has been damaged, so he’s lost access to most of his tactical mods.

He’s out of options, basically.

They usually are when a Walker is tapped.

“Secure channel ready?” I ask, tying my hair back into a messy bun.

“Affirmative. Beginning transmission.”

A familiar click sounds in my ear and then panicked breathing fills my mind.

“This is Captain Sil Sarrah of Walker Division Nine,” I say. “You’ve been recommended for immediate extraction. Please speak your consent to authorize the Meld.”

A pause and then, “Are you defective?” Risler’s words ooze contempt. “I don’t need your help.”

Oh good. He’s not just stuck, he’s in denial.

I mute my transmission for a moment, squeezing the bridge of my nose with two fingers. I’m too hungover for this. “Jarvis, prepare to initiate neural link.”

“I’m sorry, Captain”—he flashes me a giant permissions error—“but the Lieutenant has not yet consented.”

“He will,” I mutter, familiarizing myself with the building. Risler might not want to admit he needs a teenage girl to save his incompetent ass, but he’s going to let me inside his head for the same reason he let Syntex put Meld structures there in the first place. He doesn’t want to die today. And he knows I’m his best chance.

I unmute the line. “Lieutenant, your odds of evading capture are at 14.96% and dropping. Authorize the Meld.”

“Piss off, Junker bitch.”

It’s not the worst thing I’ve been called, but I really hate that word and I’m running out of patience.

“12.47%, Lieutenant.”

“Shit.” The indecision in his voice rings clear, equal parts desperation and disgust. He’s moving towards the inevitable right on schedule. “What are your stats?” he finally asks, because field agents are nothing if not predictable.

We so don’t have time for this. We never have time for this, which is why I know at least three Walkers who flat-out refuse to answer that question. Lena, for one, tells these entitled pricks that her stats are the best they’re going to get so they can either suck it up or die.

But since my record is perfect, I have no reason to hide it.

“I’m at six hundred and fifty-seven missions and a hundred percent,” I say, knowing full well it’ll impress him. No other Walker in the history of the program has ever scored that many wins without a loss—let alone at eighteen. I beat the last guy’s streak over a year ago.

“But we’re fast approaching the point of no return here, Lieutenant,” I add. “Security are headed your way.”

“No. I can’t do it.” Despite my credentials, Risler won’t relinquish control. “Just talk me out of here.”

“You know that’s not how this works.” Sweat beads a chain around my neck, my pulse quickening. Before Syntex perfected neural link technology, Walkers were expected to just talk field agents to safety, which made for a terrible rescue strategy since the idiots refused to trust our judgment and do as they were told. So now we take over completely. That’s what they sign up for when they opt in to melded extractions. And what they promptly forget the moment they’ve messed up bad enough to need one. “Now do I have your permission or not?”

“Screw you.”

“You’ve got five seconds to reconsider that answer, Lieutenant. Once your odds drop below 10%, I get to write off this mission guilt-free.” When the carrot fails, I reach for a lie and a sharp stick. Because there’s no way I’m handing Miles a report that says we’re down an agent thanks to my lack of persuasive skill. And there’s absolutely no way I’m letting Lieutenant Stubborn here single-handedly ruin my stats.

“Four.”

Risler’s breathing intensifies; sharp exhales whistling down the line. An alarm echoes somewhere in the distance, along with faint yelling I can’t yet make out.

“Three.”

He lets out a colorful string of curses. He’s creative; I’ll give him that.

“Two seconds, Lieutenant.”

“Okay, do it. Do it now!”

“I need you to say the words.”

“I give you permission! Christ—” His next curse cuts off as Jarvis initiates the Meld.

All at once, my vision goes dark. I’ve heard other Walkers describe the experience as hurtling through a tunnel filled with bright lights and synthesized sounds, but I think they’re just bigging up the tech for the Reggies, because I’ve never seen jack. The process is quite seamless, actually. One second I’m standing in my room, then the next, I’m in a broom closet, in Lieutenant Risler’s body, looking at the world through his eyes.

It takes me a moment to adjust to my new reality. Risler’s a foot taller than I am, and close to twice as wide, nothing but solid muscle packed under his clothes. Not that his size much matters. Once the neural link connects us, I literally become my hosts, irrespective of their sex or stature. So Risler’s hands become my hands, his arms moving readily at my command, grazing a stack of shelves that’s crammed full of cleaning products. And wow, is Lena gonna flip when she hears about this … I bite back a giggle. This grown-ass man really is hiding in a broom closet.

I quickly take stock of his—sorry, my—condition and supplies. The unit in my wrist ate a bullet, so that’s the bulk of my scanners and audio enhancers out. Weapons-wise, I’m down to the knife sheathed at my ankle and the sedative darts implanted in my thumbs, but those are only helpful in close combat and that’s something I’d like to avoid. The door to the closet is locked, though, and judging by the mass of bodies running past it, security doesn’t know I’m in here, so that’s good news. As is the slim case of nanodots I find in my pocket. Risler brought along enough to hold about ten terabytes of data, and they’re all flashing full.

Not as useless as you look, then … I tuck the case into my boot for safer keeping. Classified server farms are where the militia keeps the good stuff. Records of their military assets, citizen health data, projects in active development … everything our government wants to know about how the other side lives. Helping them spy on the Western Block isn’t just one of Syntex’s most lucrative contracts; it’s how we prioritize our own R&D and beat other tech outfits to market. Being first means being the best and being the best means we’re better placed to influence legislation. 

Which makes the files on these dots every bit as important as Risler.

The Lieutenant keeps quiet for now, but no doubt he’ll start backseat driving in a minute or two, once the shock of the Meld wears off. Why my hosts bother having an opinion, I don’t know. Letting me into his mind has already spiked Risler’s survival odds by a factor of ten, and that number will continue to rise as Jarvis pushes me new information. Blueprints, security feeds, known guard rotations … whatever we have on this facility. Before his wrist unit was damaged, Risler had access to this stuff too, but without a CIP to process and analyze the data in real time, he’s nowhere near as effective.

Hell, if we weren’t so damn valuable, Syntex would probably cut out the middleman altogether and send us into the field, but the reality is, we’re far too scarce a resource. On a good year, only twenty-odd kids test into the program—it takes a specific combination of DNA markers and blood morphology to withstand the Walker-level tech, otherwise the implantation process kills you, or hardware rejection does—so once they make us, they like to keep us close.

Outside the closet, the alarm drones on, a piercing cry that echoes down the neural link. I wait for the survival odds Jarvis is calculating to spike above 85% before stepping into the corridor, treading lightly on my new size thirteens. From here it’s a straight shot down the hall, then two lefts and a right; three entirely deserted corridors according to the cameras. After that, well, things will get trickier.

“You’re heading the wrong way. The closest exit is behind us.” The Lieutenant’s found his voice again.

Super.

“We’re not taking the exit,” I say, pressing my back flush against the wall. Every time I run an op I find myself wishing they’d give us a mute button for the hosts, but the last time Syntex tried that, it almost ended in a mutiny. So I’m stuck with him.

Risler’s outright screaming by the time I make it to the stairwell. What he doesn’t know is there’s an old ventilation shaft on the third floor. And what I don’t want him to know is he’ll be jumping down it. The shaft lets out on top of the dumpsters, so unless they’ve been throwing out old machinery or knives, his body will survive the fall, give or take a few minor injuries. Based on my projections, it’s the escape route with the greatest chance of success. And since I’m steering this ship, it’s the one he’ll be taking.

I leap the stairs three at a time—it’s easy in this body; Risler’s in excellent shape—then pull to a stop behind the door, consulting the camera feeds again. One security guard left on this floor. Armed. I wait for him to disappear around the corner before edging out into the corridor.

The access panel is exactly where the schematics show: snuggled between two rooms, low to the ground and sealed shut by a few rusty screws. In my own body, I’d fit through this shaft comfortably; as Risler, it’ll be a tight squeeze. 

I reach for the knife at his ankle, turning the blade into a makeshift screwdriver. The Lieutenant quiets down once he realizes I have a plan, though I’m sure that’ll change the moment I unhook this grate and he gets a glimpse of what he’s in for. Then he’ll really let me have it.

The first couple of screws give easily, but the last puts up a fight. By the time I tease it free, the guard is halfway through his next sweep of the floor.

“You’re not seriously thinking of jumping?” Risler asks as I poke his head into the shaft. He was probably expecting a network of ducts to crawl through instead of a steep, dark drop. The seemingly endless abyss is a terrifying sight, unless you know what’s waiting at the bottom.

“It’s the safest route out, Lieutenant.”

“Like hell it is! Find a different way!”

I ignore him, throwing a leg over the rim. But before I can compel the other to follow, a sharp pain lances through my skull and my vision blurs at the edges, flickering to black. Then I’m back in my room again, my mind filled only with silence.

For a second I stand there dumbly, watching the words neural link terminated flash across the screens.

Terminated? That doesn’t make any sense. Terminated how? By who?

There are only two ways to terminate a Meld: either I give the order to kill it, or the host I’m melded with dies. But I’d have felt it if Risler bit the dust on my watch. By all accounts, it’s quite the memorable sensation.

Dread chills a path up my spine, seeping into my bones like a nuclear winter. “Lieutenant?” I call out, though I already know Risler can’t hear me. The faint hum I’ve lived with since my CIP was implanted is gone, and without it, I have no idea what to do. When you spend your life filtering out the noise, silence is the true nightmare.

“Jarvis?” I try to reach him too.

No reply.

Shit. I swallow a mouthful of bile. Jarvis can’t ignore a direct command. Even if I’m not actively using him, he’s always there, standing by in case I need something. Which means the problem isn’t on Syntex’s end, it’s with me. My systems are offline.

So get them back. I will myself to action, trying every fix I can think of. The connectivity options on my screens, recalibrating my CIP through the online console, the restart button behind my left ear.

Nothing.

Double shit. That means it’s a power issue, though why my backup hasn’t kicked in, I don’t know, and right now, I can’t spare the time to figure it out. I left Risler with one foot dangling over a three-story drop and a security sweep only seconds from his location. If he dies, my perfect record dies with him. And I’ve worked too damn hard to let that happen. 

I lunge at my desk, throwing open each of the drawers in turn. The few possessions I own crash to the floor, scattering loudly across the cold tiles. “Christ-that-was.” The curse rips from my throat, half whimper, half growl. Where the hell did I put my hard line?

I finally find it hiding at the back of my closet, tucked behind an old box of family holoforms. I must have thrown it in there during one of my cleaning sprees. Mess makes me feel untethered, and it’s not like I expected to need it anytime soon.

I shouldn’t have to need it.

Not yet.

I tear the plastic film open with my teeth, but my hands are shaking so hard it takes a couple of tries to snap the cable into the port at the back of my neck.

Come on, come on, come on. My foot taps a staccato rhythm against the bedframe as I wait for the system to reboot. Seventeen whole seconds go by before the Syntex logo—a double helix forged of bone and metal—dances across my retinas, and then finally—finally—Jarvis breaks the silence.

“My apologies, Captain. I appear to have experienced a temporary shutdown.”

Yes, like I didn’t fucking notice.

“Get me the Lieutenant now!” I scream at him.

“Yes, Captain. Neural bridge will be back online in thirty-eight seconds.”

Argh. This so can’t be happening. I rake both hands through my hair. While I wait, I check the camera feeds from the facility. Tracking shows Risler is still inside, which means the idiot didn’t jump or he’d be halfway to safety. Damn. This one’s on me. I should have told him what was waiting at the bottom of that shaft. Syntex always says transparency is key to getting our hosts to trust us. And sure, I see their point, but given all the abuse the field ops throw our way, can you really blame us for toying with them a little?

“Opening secure channel in five”—Jarvis has always loved a good countdown—“four, three, two, one …”

Risler’s panic fills my mind again, his breaths coming hard and fast. Since security has him on his knees behind the guard station, he can’t give me an earful without also giving away the game—though I very much doubt he wants to. He’s unarmed, surrounded, and his wrist unit is a dead stick. When I ask for his consent he mutters yes without hesitation. He even throws in a please.

The Meld launches me back into his head, and naturally, there’s a gun pointed at it. I don’t stop to offer him an explanation; I simply use his body to incapacitate his captors. Gun or no gun, it’s easy to gain the upper hand when your tech shows you what everyone else is gearing up to do. And when you’ve studied a dozen martial arts since you were eight. And especially when the guy threatening your life is too busy screaming who do you work for? to have noticed the shift behind his prisoner’s eyes.

He’ll definitely have heard of Walkers—every tech outfit in the world has been dying to get its hands on our CIPs since the program first launched—but we’re rare enough that the Reggies never suspect we’re running an extraction until their analysts crunch the numbers after the fact.

We are a myth, basically. Thoroughly modern ghosts.

By the time Gun Man gets off a shot, I’ve already ducked clear of the barrel and the bullet hits one of the control panels instead. Good. A sharp elbow knocks the pistol out of his hand and then I feign left, drawing back in time for two of my captors to slam into each other. While they’re off balance, I take out their legs, sending them both crashing to the ground, their limbs tangled together. The third guard I tackle, pitching a knee to his groin. Given Risler’s size and strength, he won’t be getting up anytime soon. Or having kids. Which just leaves Gun Man, who lunges at me full pelt.

Big mistake. With a pinch of my thumbs, I activate the sedative darts buried beneath Risler’s skin. Then all it takes is a split second of contact and security is down for the count. The entire fight—if you can even call it that—lasted maybe a minute.

“Where the hell did you go?” The instant it’s over, the Lieutenant’s attitude returns.

So much for gratitude.

Dick.

With security on this floor incapacitated, the main door has now become the safest route out, though this extraction is no longer clean. The guards had a body scanner, for one, and they might well have had time to catalogue Risler’s mods, so that’s a bit of a cluster. Keeping proprietary tech out of competitor hands is why Syntex developed the Mindwalking program in the first place. It’s never really been about protecting their agents; they’re more concerned about protecting their IP. Can’t win the game if the other team has your playbook, and you can’t steal theirs if they know which parts of you bite.

The whole tech before people thing used to bother me on some level, but hey, we are saving lives in the process, so I guess it comes out a wash.

Anyway, what’s done is done. Risler is still alive and he’ll be leaving with a devastating amount of data, which means that as far as my stats are concerned, I’m golden.

Assuming, of course, I get him out in one piece.

I take off running, snatching up the guard’s gun on my sprint to the door. Half a clip to the glass does the job of any access chip, then the rest I spend clearing my path to the fence.

“An extraction team will be waiting at your scheduled rendezvous,” I say once I’m safely through the hole Risler cut on his way in. “As long as you stay off the main roads, you shouldn’t encounter any more problems.”

That’s the perk of infiltrating clandestine targets: they never want to admit they’ve been hit, which means they won’t report him. It’ll be days before they pull together a log of the files he stole, and weeks before they come clean to their superiors.

By sunrise, Risler will be a ghost.

I don’t stick with him until the pickup. Melds fare better over short stints, so now that he’s out of danger, a desk jockey will guide him back to the airstrip, five klicks away. 

My part in his story is done.

Risler doesn’t honor me with a thank you—they never do—but at least he doesn’t curse me out of his head. I give Jarvis the command to terminate the neural link, and the next second I’m back in my room, soaked through with sweat.

Only then does the scale of my equipment failure truly sink in, sending me collapsing down to the bed, my body shaking to the bone. Not one, but both of my power systems failed tonight, even though I’ve barely just turned eighteen.

This isn’t supposed to happen yet.

Not like this. Not this badly.

I’m supposed to have more time.




CHAPTER 2

“The good news is, it wasn’t a catastrophic failure,” Lin says, unhooking the scanners from around my temples.

Yeah, no kidding. I grind my teeth as the examination chair rises back into a sitting position. If my CIP had experienced a catastrophic failure, we wouldn’t be having this conversation. Or any conversation, for that matter, seeing how I would be dead. Turns out, grafting electrical components to the human brain ends rather badly when those components implode. Whoever would’ve guessed?

“Then what was it?” I don’t bother moderating my tone for the good doctor. I have been stuck in this infernal chair, cycling through diagnostics for almost three hours. My ass is numb. Every one of my muscles is stiff and screaming. And to top it all off, this unforeseen malfunction—as Lin so astutely called it—has left me with a headache that could level a city block. I am in no mood for her sunny disposition, or answers that tell me nothing I don’t already know.

“An electromagnetic surge,” she says. “It shorted out your power unit.”

“So why didn’t my backup kick in?” I hug my legs to my chest. Isn’t that why Syntex gave me a backup to begin with?

“Because according to these scans, your reserve unit has been non-functional for a couple of days. A battery failure, it looks like.” Lin glances down at the tablet in her hands. For a woman who works exclusively with the most tech-enhanced individuals in the world, Sandria Lin is surprisingly mod free. Almost entirely natural, actually, save for the implants in her eyes which allow her to read the data on the transparent screen—a real curiosity given that company freebies are a perk of the job.

I asked her about it once, why she didn’t have so much as a basic wrist unit installed, or a keypad in her palm.

“Just because we can implant technology doesn’t mean we should,” she told me. 

Like I said, a real curiosity.

“The hell did you miss a battery failure?” I hiss. Twice a week, I spend an entire afternoon in this sterile white room while my systems undergo maintenance. In all that time, how did she not notice an equipment failure this massive? Maybe an extra mod or two would help her do a better job.

“Look, Sil, I know this feels like a big, scary thing”—Lin always talks to me like this. Like I’m still the doe-eyed eight-year-old Syntex recruited—“but batteries fail and the surge was minor. Nothing I’m seeing tells me we should be any more worried than usual at this stage.”

At this stage. She knows exactly what’s been gnawing at my mind, not just since losing Jarvis this morning, but ever since I turned eighteen last month. For everyone else, eighteen means freedom. The freedom to apply for travel permits and move between sectors, to pick whatever mods they want and access the age-restricted items in the vendos. But for Walkers, eighteen means the beginning of the end. Once Syntex puts the tech in our heads, there is no way to get it out again, or stop it degrading. By nineteen, I’ll be lucky to experience only one unforeseen malfunction a day. If I reach my twentieth birthday, I’ll be a walking miracle.

“I did notice your blood alcohol was quite high though,” Lin continues, her gaze boring into mine. “You want to tell me about that?”

“I wasn’t drunk when my mission came in if that’s what you’re—”

“I’m not your commanding officer, Sil.” She sighs. “I’m not here to tell you off.”

Then why does it feel like she’s about to grace me with a Miles-worthy lecture?

“But I am concerned about how you’re handling the transition into your twilight phase.”

Twilight phase. The euphemism never fails to rub me the wrong way. I guess no one wanted to call it what it really is: a death sentence. Not that I get to complain. Syntex has never been anything but forthright about my life expectancy. They gave me all the facts before I chose to join the Mindwalking program. I wasn’t forced into it.

“I’m handling it fine,” I snap. Lin is one of those when life gives you lemons, make lemonade types. Well, sorry, Doc, but even before we irradiated the planet, lemons didn’t grow on this side of the Demarcation Line, and the food synthesizers make anything of the citric variety taste like hand sanitizer, so excuse me if I don’t rush out to drink some. “We were celebrating, that’s all,” I say. Not drowning our sorrows.

“Celebrating what?”

“Lena’s six thousand nine hundred and seventy-ninth day.” After nineteen, we start counting in days, not years. Otherwise the count ends too quickly.

“Sounds like the kind of celebration you might keep repeating.”

Yes, for as long as possible. I jerk away from the hand Lin tries to put on my shoulder. “I don’t need a shrink, okay? I need my systems to work.”

With another sigh, she lets it go, though I can tell she doesn’t want to. If Lin had her way, we’d spend half our lives in this office, dissecting our every thought and feeling. Which would be a huge waste of life, if you ask me. One day soon my tech is going to fail. Jondi’s tech is going to fail. Lena’s is already halfway there. Talking about it won’t make it any less true.

“Well, we can jump-start your CIP for now,” Lin says, “but replacing the reserve unit will have to wait until after tomorrow’s gala; the Director wants you operational for the exhibition. In the meantime, I’ll upgrade your surge protection, that way you shouldn’t experience any more nasty surprises. Lie back for me.”

The chair reclines flat again, two metal pads emerging on either side of the headrest to cup my temples. I flinch at the harsh, mechanical sound, my hands clenching tight against the leather as Lin presses a nanite injector to my neck.

Just think about something else. I start counting the ceiling tiles to distract myself. Lena finds my aversion to nanites hilarious, since—and I quote—getting modded sucks so much worse, and I’ve never had a problem with that.

But nanite shots are different.

Rationally, I know the tiny robots are too small to feel, but I’ve always maintained I can feel them just the same, skittering around my brain as they work to upgrade my systems. I still wake up in a cold sweat sometimes, convinced the wretched things are chewing their way out of my skin. Not as often as I did back when Syntex was prepping my body for the tech, and I had to be injected with a new batch of the creepy critters every day, but enough that the very sound of an injector sets my nerves alight, even a decade on. I guess there are some things you never get used to.

“This next part might sting a little,” Lin says, slipping a rubber guard into my mouth.

So it’s going to hurt then.

Super.

“Ready?”

I don’t bother answering, and Lin doesn’t wait for my reply. We both know this needs to happen. No matter how unpleasant.

The jolt she zaps me with almost arches me off the chair, searing a path from my skull right down to my toes. Son of a … you know what I want? Five minutes alone with the guy who decided sting a little was synonymous with hurt like a motherbitch. Seriously, just give me five minutes inside his head. I could do some real damage.

The electricity is still buzzing hard between my teeth when Lin reaches behind my ear to restart my CIP. I suck in a breath, silently willing the tech to work. Her favorable prognosis has done little to quell the worry festering in my mind, the voices whispering that this was bigger than a minor glitch and a faulty battery. It feels like the start of a downward spiral, and eight classes of Walkers have already shown me exactly where it ends. Once you hit twilight, there is no escaping the dusk.

But then a moment later, Jarvis boots back to life and the relief is so absolute it makes me forget the fear—and the pain. It was totally worth it to feel right again.

I don’t bother going back to my room. Despite the hangover and the early morning, I’m too keyed up to sleep. Plus, I’m starving, so as soon as Lin releases me, I head over to the mess.

“You look like shit.” Lena’s tearing into a grilled cheese sandwich when I join her at our usual table. Comfort food is her thing of late. Then again, so are daily glitches, so I can’t really blame her. I have half a mind to switch my perfectly balanced bowl of oats for something fried and salty myself, though I know I shouldn’t. Healthy body, healthy tech! our nutritionist always says. But hey, maybe that’s just an elaborate ploy to hoard all the good cheese.

“You don’t look so hot either,” I tell Lena, though it isn’t even remotely true. She’s always had a level of control over her aesthetic mods that I could never hope to achieve. It’s not a vanity thing—Lena couldn’t care less if people find her attractive, and she could sweet-talk a miser into leaving her his fortune with little more than a smile—it’s just that she loves manipulating appearance tech in ways no one else would ever think to, making unnatural shapes and colors feel like the most natural thing in the world.

Her hair is gold today. And I don’t mean bright blond, but gold, as if Midas himself reached out from the myths of old and touched it. The color perfectly complements the deep hue of her skin and the warmth of her honeyed irises. If she woke up sweating vodka like I did, then she’s hiding it disgustingly well.

“It’s been a long morning,” I say, leaning over for a bite of her sandwich. 

“Mission?”

“Yeah—holy crap, El, did you put mac ’n’ cheese in this thing?”

“Sure did.”

“I didn’t know the synthesizers let you do that.” I steal another mouthful. Man, that’s good. And everything my hangover’s craving.

“They’re not supposed to.” Lena flashes me a grin. “I guilted Lin into relaxing my dietary parameters after my last glitch. She’s such a sucker for self-pity. How’d your mission go?”

“She got the idiot out. During a CIP failure.” Jondi drops down next to me, a mammoth breakfast plate in hand. By virtue of being a thousand feet tall and 300% muscle, he gets to eat whatever he wants. And since he’s both the best hacker and the biggest gossip in the building, he always knows everything worth knowing.

“You had a CIP failure?” Lena doesn’t take the news quite so casually.

“A surge.” I shrug, avoiding her eyes. “Lin says it was minor. Nothing to worry about.”

Lena doesn’t push it, and for that, I’m grateful. We never really talk about glitch stuff; we talk around it, as if by ignoring the inevitable we can somehow stave it off. A few years ago, we were still the young Walkers, and tech failures seemed so abstract and far away, a problem for the distant future. But two blinks and a heartbeat later, that future is hurtling towards us at full speed, ready and eager to relegate us to the past.

“Well, I can’t believe you glitched and still kept your perfect record.” Jondi fixes me a mock glare. “I think they’re throwing you the easy ones.”

“The hell they are.” I pinch a piece of bacon off his plate. “You just need to spend a little less time in the gym and a little more in the Meld labs.” Like I do, is what I stop myself adding. I study more than any Walker in the program, I run more drills and simulations, and I dissect my past missions for sport. My record is perfect because I’m fighting to keep it perfect. That way, the others won’t forget me when I’m gone. How could they if they’re out chasing my streak?

“Hard pass.” Jondi snatches the bacon back from between my fingers with his teeth. “I’d rather have my abs than your stats.”

“That’s because you’re all pretty and no bright.” I roll my eyes in Lena’s direction. “Was I this insufferable at his age?”

“Nah, you were a mature seventeen.”

“I think the word you’re looking for is grotesquely boring.” Jondi tosses a stray piece of macaroni at her head. 

“That’s two words, genius.” Lena’s gaze flicks up for a moment, a sure sign that her CIP has pushed an alert to her ocular display. A mission, probably. Syntex has agents all over the world, and it’s only breakfast time for a handful of them. Right now, it’s close to midnight in the Pacific Federation and the Unified Chinese Continent, also known as happy hour for corporate espionage, when the bulk of our agents get themselves into trouble.

But if it were a mission, Lena would have already excused herself from the table. We don’t drag our feet on this stuff.

“What is it, El?” I ask as the blood drains from her cheeks. “What’s wrong?”

“It’s the Director. He … he wants to see me.”

“Now?”

She shakes her head, scrubbing both hands over her face. “Tomorrow. After the gala. I’m”—her voice cracks to a whisper, sending my stomach plummeting to my knees—“I think I’m being decommissioned.”

“El, come on, let’s not jump to—” Jondi starts but Lena silences him with a curt, “The hell else could it be?”

And this far into twilight, she’s not wrong.

Ever since his son took over the program, Director Paxton has been what you’d call a hands off kind of boss; we rarely see him outside of the yearly galas and certain milestones in our career. Most notably, the end of them, when he thanks us for our service and pays out our contracts.

“El …” I try—and fail—to come up with something comforting to say. We all knew this was coming, but it makes me want to put my fist through someone just the same. Decommissioning is designed to free up our time once the glitches grow too severe, so we can go back and visit our families before a catastrophic failure burns us out. But we’re Lena’s family; her parents died smuggling her across the border when she was three. The Republic of Canada doesn’t take too kindly to its citizens trying to defect. Neither does the United American State, for that matter. Though we do stop short of shooting them.

I’m still looking for the right words to ease her heartbreak when Jarvis pushes me an alert of my own. Lin must have cleared me to go back in the rotation. “Shit, I’m so sorry, El, I have to—”

“Go.” She rises from the table, shoving what’s left of her breakfast towards Jondi. “Someone has to get the Reggies out of trouble.”

By the time I’m done with my mission, Lena’s nowhere to be found. She skips lunch and our afternoon training session, blows off dinner, and ignores my messages when I ping her CIP. So I leave her to it. This morning, I got a tiny taste of what she’s been living with this past year. If space is what she needs, then I’m happy to give it.

My room is still the mess I left it in this morning, an oh-so-pleasant reminder of my first unforeseen malfunction.

Well, that’s just perfect. I take my time tidying everything away, reorganizing my desk and neatly folding back my uniforms, the tension in my shoulders easing as, bit by bit, I impose order over the chaos. In my haste to find a hard line, I also sent a stack of family holoforms crashing to the floor, and their smiling faces stare up at me as I work.

I tuck the glass cube of Dad back in the closet without hesitation, because no matter how many years pass, his disapproval of me still stings. My siblings go next, but a rare flash of homesickness compels me to keep the cube of Mom out on my bedside table. She always knows what to say when I’m feeling off-center, how to remind me that I’m doing the right thing. Or, at least, she used to. I don’t make time to visit much anymore, and with five other kids to think about, neither does she.

Which is good, I guess. It means the nanites in the water are doing their job, keeping our citizens alive and healthy. Fertile. No small feat considering how close we came to wiping ourselves out a century ago. Our trigger-happy ancestors threw so many nukes at each other they turned the whole damn planet into a doomsday prepper’s wet dream.

Radioactive storms, epidemics, tsunamis, droughts … every worst-case scenario in the book started killing us off. By the time Syntex developed reliable food synthesizers and the immunity boosters that allow our bodies to survive the resulting hotbed of contamination and disease, the global population had dwindled to less than a hundred million. Low enough to turn the race for arms into a race for bodies. Gone are the days of shooing people away at the border; governments are now doing everything in their power to tempt people in. And get them to stay in.

That’s why I’ll never understand Dad’s refusal to back my decision. He’s witnessed first-hand the crucial role Syntex plays in placating the population—hell, he lives in an apartment they pay for and enjoys access to all their best tech. He knows our products are the reason American citizens aren’t defecting en masse in search of a better life elsewhere. No mass defections means fewer government measures designed to contain and control.

It means freedom.

And joining the program made me a part of that.

It made me important.

Once all my things are back in their rightful place, I can finally relax. I crash down to the bed, stripping off my clothes and boots as I go. I try reaching Lena one more time—if only to say goodnight—but when my ping goes unanswered, I give up the fight and curl under my sheets. I don’t care that it’s only gone eight, or that Miles will have my ass tomorrow if I don’t turn in my mission logs; I’m long past ready to leave this cluster of a day behind.

It’s the influx of light that wakes me, shattering what might have otherwise become an excellent dream.

“Jarvis, turn that off,” I mutter, burying my face in my pillow. But the shock my body braces for doesn’t come, and there’s no alarm screeching either. This isn’t an urgent alert. So Jarvis better have a damn good reason for waking me up at stupid o’clock for the second night in a row.

“My apologies, Captain, but it appears you have a visitor,” he says.

I sit up in the bed, blinking the sleep from my eyes. There’s a shadow lurking in my doorway, silhouetted by the brightness streaming in from the corridor.

“El, is that you—” The words catch in my throat as I flick on the main lights.

Lieutenant Cole Risler is even bigger in person than he felt when I commandeered his mind, though he seems shrunken somehow, and frazzled, his hair sticking up at odd angles, a grizzled layer of stubble marking his jaw. He’s softer in the face than the picture in his file suggested, more boy next door than hard-boiled meathead.

But the gun he’s brandishing looks every inch a real gun.

I freeze, pulling the sheets up to my chest, as if this thin piece of synthesized cotton might somehow stop a bullet. I’ve never had a gun pointed at me before. I mean, I have, plenty of times, just not in my own body, where it actually counts.

“Lieutenant—”

“You’re still in my head,” Risler growls, stepping into the room. “I can feel you … digging around in there.” He’s a much bigger mess up close. Dark circles under his eyes, a flush to his cheeks, sweat clinging to his skin. It looks as though he hasn’t slept since I got him out of that server farm. Or washed, for that matter. How he broke into the barracks in this sorry state, I don’t know, though breaking and entering is what our field ops are trained to do. Which makes why hasn’t security spotted him? the better question.

“No, that’s—” I try to swallow down the quiver in my voice. I’m not used to dealing with agents outside of their heads, where I’m in control. “That’s not how this works, Lieutenant. I would never enter your mind without permission. I couldn’t even if I wanted to.”

“Don’t lie to me!” The gun shakes in his hand.

“I’m not lying.” I press myself against the headboard, the metal biting the skin at my back. “I’m here. In this room. With you.”

“Liar!” Risler roars. “Did you think I wouldn’t notice you in there? Did you think I’d let you get away with it?” He rubs his temple with the barrel of the gun, making me flinch. His other hand keeps clenching and unclenching at his side, his nails gouging bloody half-moons into his palm, as though trying to dig their way clean through.

“Lieutenant, I’m not in your head. I can’t be in two minds at once,” I say, edging towards my bedside table, where I keep my own gun. The models we’re issued for personal safety have a setting that’ll leave him incapacitated but not dead. Then he’ll become a problem for psych to solve.

“Don’t you move!” Risler lets off a shot, missing my fingers by an inch. I lurch back, my heart stuttering beneath my ribs. Pissed off agents I can handle—that’s basically their default state—but unhinged is a whole different ballgame.

“Lieutenant, please, let’s talk about this.” I change tack, slowly raising my arms. No way am I letting this lunatic kill me over some insane delusion. If I can keep him distracted a few more seconds, security should arrive. Jarvis triggered an alarm the moment it became clear this visit was unwelcome, and even if he hadn’t, you don’t fire a gun in the Syntex building without drawing attention. “Whatever’s happening to you, we can figure it out, okay? Just put the gun down.”

“I should have never let you in.” Risler’s outright shaking now, his whole body vibrating like a plucked string. “You Junkers … you’re not right. What you do … it’s not right.” 

Footsteps echo behind him, racing up the hall towards us.

“I have to get you out of my head.” Risler clocks them at the same time I do, a manic edge creeping into his words. “I want you out of my head!”

That’s all the warning he gives me. I don’t even have time to scream before he presses the gun to his chin and pulls the trigger, splattering his brain across the ceiling.




CHAPTER 3

Risler’s final act follows me all the way to the gym, haunting my punches as I try to exorcise his ghost. Thunk, thunk, thunk. I show the leather bag no mercy, my bare feet dancing across the mats.

“Jarvis, give me some music,” I growl. The gym is far too quiet at four in the morning. Unnervingly so. And my nerves have already had their fill of nerves today.

“Yes, Captain. What would you like to hear?”

“I don’t care. Just make it loud.” Loud enough to drown out the ringing in my ears and the memory of the gunshot. The sound Risler’s skull made when it burst into a thousand pieces.

Mindjacking. That’s what conspiracists call the rubbish he was ranting about. Or at least, that’s what they used to call it, then someone had some fun changing that j-a to an f-u, because the trolls who frequent anti-tech sites are oh so original.

It’s both illegal and impossible, by the way. Mindjacking. Syntex isn’t some comic book villain; we’re a corporation, and as such, we’re bound by the law. And yes, I’ve tested it. We all try to game the system when we first learn to Meld. Jondi even lost a whole month’s credits to me once, betting he could hack my CIP and take control. It doesn’t work. There are too many protocols in place designed to prevent us forging neural links without consent. The government insists on it.

Thunk, thunk, thunk. The moment Jarvis starts blasting his preferred brand of electrock inside my head—volume cranked to an almost painful level—I attack the bag with renewed vigor, syncing my punches to the beat. Left, right, left. Right, left, right. Over and over until the adrenaline pulsing through my veins is more sweat than grief.

Left, right, left. Right, left, right.

Until the weight eases off my chest.

Left, right, left. Right, left, right.

Until I can think again.

Left, right, left. Right, left, right.

Until a hand lands on my shoulder. 

The hell … I move on instinct, hooking my assailant’s arm and flipping him forward. “Jarvis, kill the music,” I bark as he hits the mat with a resounding thud. As Miles hits the mat, I should say. Since that’s my commanding officer I just assaulted.

“Shit … Miles … I’m sorry.” Technically speaking, I’m supposed to address him as Sir, but he hates answering to that almost as much as he hates us using his full name and rank: Lieutenant General Milford Paxton, heir apparent to Syntex Technologies. Pretty sure the last Walker to call him that is still out running laps.

“Don’t be sorry, that flip was textbook.” With a groan, Miles climbs back to his feet. Despite the early hour, he’s already dressed in his standard uniform of training slacks and a black tee—both crisp and freshly ironed—his blond curls hanging past his ears in that perfectly messy way they always do, as though they’d never graced his pillow.

“Did Lin send you?” I turn back towards the bag, my teeth grinding together.

Security forced me to see her even though Risler never touched me. She draped a blanket around my shoulders despite me telling her I wasn’t cold. She kept saying things like, You’re in shock, Sil, and, This wasn’t your fault. And because I wanted out of her office, I just sat there and nodded, when in reality, every part of me wanted to scream: I’m not in shock, Lin, and I’m definitely not feeling guilty. Pissed off is what I am. I saved Risler’s life, for fuck’s sake, and then he came to my room to make me watch him end it.

“Lin may have nudged me in your direction.” Miles plants himself behind the bag, holding it steady. “To make sure you get some rest.”

Right. Like there’s any chance of that happening.

“They’re cleaning my room.” I shrug, as though it’s the most natural thing in the world. As though I’m waiting for housekeeping to change my sheets instead of a biohazard team to scrape a field agent off my ceiling.

“Plenty of bunks going spare in the barracks,” Miles says.

“Yeah, well, I fancied a workout.”

“And?” He cocks an eyebrow.

“And what?”

“Is it helping?” His gaze could strip the flesh off my bones. Sometimes, when Miles looks at me, his eyes are distant, as though his mind has wandered off elsewhere. But right now, they’re clear and focused, studying me like I’m a broken toy that needs fixing.

“More than sleeping would.” My fists continue terrorizing the leather. Thunk, thunk, thunk. Thunk, thunk, thunk. Until my anger bleeds red through the wrappings on my hands. I didn’t bother gloving up for this impromptu session. I wanted to feel the violence.

“Tell me what happened, Sil.” Miles drops the pretense, finally lending voice to the question he came here to ask.

“A lunatic with a gun happened, Miles. There’s nothing else to tell.” 

“You sure about that?” He taps a quick command into the keypad in his palm and the bag lurches back on its rails. My next punch hits air instead of packed sand.

“Hey, I’m not done!”

“Those bloody knuckles say you are. So let’s talk instead.” A hint of authority creeps into his voice. A reminder, albeit a gentle one, to mind my insubordination. In the two years he’s been my superior, I’ve never known Miles to pull rank on his Walkers—an impressive feat considering that he came to the job young and by way of his father. The words pampered, green, and unqualified got bandied around a lot during his first few months, often within earshot. But instead of chewing us out the way he should have, Miles chose to earn our
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