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Bright red runes covered the black sphere. They pulsed, and at the dimmest part of each pulse one could see the infinite depth of each runic pillar as they stretched forever into the sphere’s core. Arg had never seen such complexity.

Several warning lights were blinking in his peripheral HUD, his body was being pushed to its limit.

He wiped the sweat from his virtual palms—not that it did any good. It was only an unconscious reaction bleeding through from his physical body.

The bug in his role assignments could be discovered any minute. Access to the core of the science vessel’s data would disappear from his world forever, and he would die never knowing what it held.

He had downloaded everything he could spare to a secret, encrypted Data Storage unit he kept at home. The only personal item he had in his memory today was a single, low-resolution picture of Fimbul’s face, smiling at him from the bottom right of his HUD. He looked at it and gave a final smile as it flicked away. All thoughts of the outside world left him—he didn’t have enough space.

Even clearing the meager cache in his active memory, he would never have enough space. No human ever could. “32tc capacity free,” he read in the top right of his display. “Object size: unknown,” he read in the window in front of the cube as he ran his hands along its surface.

He couldn’t investigate it now. Even looking at a single rune could overload his memory and fry him to a pile of ash. But somewhere inside it, there was surely some secret that could unlock the universe for him—a program, a hack, some exploit or trick that could give him a chance to do something amazing.

A final deep breath... the world froze around him as he stopped the visual input stream. Everything went black as he cleared the cache one last time. Not a single unnecessary process or byte of data remained. He knew the sphere was hovering in front of him. All he had to do was reach out his palm... all he had to do...

He reached out. His heart skipped a beat when he didn’t immediately feel it. Panic flashed through his mind for an instant. But then—he made contact.
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"InfEsh peaur stant st"...

..."Ie of sh pse y stn, xt ht i4 muts"...

Arg’s eyes shot open and his whole body was shaking and convulsing against the restraints. The smoke rising from his body hit the icy air streaming in from the open window, which was fighting fiercely to cool the room. He thought he was on fire from all the smoke and panicked—he would have yelled if not for the bite guard in his mouth.

"I'm going to die, I'm dying, I'm on fire, help help," his body screamed at him as it thrashed desperately in the restraints. He tried to analyze the situation. He fought against the panic, and slowly analytical information started to flood in. He was able to control his hands and legs.

..."ora Eofshitase x yo stt extft3 ines"...

Arg fought the panic and the adrenaline. He spat out the mouth guard and shakily reached his tongue out to hit the emergency release he had rigged up above his throne. His tongue flicked and twitched, but with a final push it extended its full length and hit the button. All his restraints opened and he rolled out to the side. His legs and arms didn’t fully respond yet, and he failed to catch himself as he belly-flopped onto the ice-cold floor. It hissed and pinged from the sudden heat of his body, and Arg felt a moment of euphoric clarity as the icy coldness cut through his mind.

..."Informatd hift 2, plee stion, nexift i2 mes"...

Shakily, Arg got to his feet and half-stumbled, half-fell over to the work table. He grabbed for the liquid nitrogen booster he had lying there. His searching hand gripped the familiar handle, and with pure muscle memory he shoved it into the port in his chest and just held down the trigger. They were taught early in their careers that holding down the trigger for more than a second would explode your chest like a meat piñata. After three seconds, Arg let go.

HUD boot sequence: Emergency Mode. Core Bio-Analytics: Online. Network: Offline. Sensory Feed: Minimal.

The overlay flared to life — a cascade of red text:

CORE_TEMP CRITICAL

HEAD_TEMP CRITICAL

MEMORY OVERLOAD

FLUID LEVEL: 3%

BUFFER OVERFLOW

CACHE OVERFLOW

Arg blinked, but the warnings burned sharper against his closed eyelids, searing like afterimages. He hit clear all, and the chaos collapsed into the familiar outline of his office.

Taking a deep breath, he slowly started looking over his diagnostics. He was still running hot, but he was almost out of the danger zone and the temperature was dropping. Memory and storage were simply not rendering, but he knew they were going to be flooded, so he wasn’t concerned. He looked at his hand and tried to make a fist. His hand twitched a little back and forth, but finally he managed it and was confident there was minimal damage, at least for now.

"Information: End of shift 2, please exit your station. Next shift in 1 minute."

"Oh holy fucking shi..." Arg exclaimed as his audio sensory system had fully booted and he was able to parse what was actually being said. He dove over the table to the big bottle of water and squeezed it into his mouth, draining the full 5 liters in a little under 10 seconds. He then grabbed the cleaning cloth and, with speed that caused several of the warnings on his HUD to pop up again, cleaned his chair and wiped down the connection hooks, scraping away the flakes of burned blood that were crusted to them. With a final sweep of the room, he took a deep breath, reached for the door handle, and saw a tiny piece of tape with the words "Blake C-9 F" written on it. He took the tape, balled it up, and threw it with a fast flick into the bin as he strode out of his office just as the next worker arrived for his own shift.

"Wow Arg, working straight to the hilt, eh?" the man said, looking at Arg with surprise.

"Yeah. Project’s got us all running hot, right Blake?" Arg said with a shrug that tried to look casual.

"I hear you man, take care," Blake said as he slunk in through the still-open door.

"Information: Start of shift 3, please enter your station. Work starts in 1 minute," the mechanical voice rang out from the speakers as Arg worked his way down the corridor and toward the exit. His limbs and digits twitched occasionally, but he hid it well under his long neon orange robe as he tried to walk confidently out.

He was scared to death that one of the guard Sentires would spin up its autocannon and blast him to a million pieces. That some scanner might notice his abnormal memory load and eliminate him on nothing but principle. But nothing happened, and he walked unmolested along with the few straggling office drones from shift 2, toward the exit and out into the dark, snowy day.
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Arg walked out of data complex Z-43 and through the first security gate. The dry -10° air bit his skin — a welcome relief. He loosened his cloak just enough to cool without drawing suspicion. The path was lined with snowdrifts several meters high, and occasionally the wind would sweep a whiff of snow swirling over the path, dancing in the lights. He followed the lights set at regular intervals along the path as he shuffled toward security gate C-9. He didn’t need to look at the signs; his muscle memory guided him.

He walked with the other workers through the gates and past the final security sensor. Just outside, he realized everyone was splitting off in their own direction. He stood for a moment, unsure what to do, slight panic urging him to keep moving so as not to look suspicious. A young woman walked up to him—she stood out as the only one moving against the stream of people flowing out into the darkness.

“Hey honey,” she threw herself at him, and he hugged her back, trying hard to control the twitching still occasionally shooting through his limbs.

“Hey, I missed you,” he said as she released her grip and took a step back. He caught a glimpse of the name tag on her chest: Fimbul, it read.

“I like when you let me meet you here,” Fimbul said with a warm smile. “I know you usually like to be alone, but it really is nice to have company home.” She smiled again, a small shiver running through her from the cold air, and just the smallest look of concern crossed her face. “Everything gooch?” she asked, looking questioningly over Arg’s face.

“Optimal. Let’s go home,” he said, taking her arm and waiting just a beat, letting her first step guide the direction home through the paths winding among the snow dunes.

The short walk home was enough for the temperature warning light to stop flashing, especially since Arg had been the only worker to keep his top coat unbuttoned as they walked through the snow. In Arg’s HUD, the remaining warnings were mostly yellow, with only memory and storage showing bright red.

They entered the huge concrete structure that housed the elevator leading down to their hive. H-37 was painted in faded yellow lettering on the outside of the massive concrete wall. The wind stopped suddenly as they entered its shadow, replaced by only the occasional light dusting of snow falling from the structure’s top edge.

“Departure in T-minus 2 minutes,” a mechanical voice droned from the elevator as they stepped in. Fimbul reached out absently and brushed her hand over the ident-lock. The machine gave a soft beep, and number -98 appeared at the bottom of a long list of elevator stops..

A few more dark shadows shuffled in from the snow and gathered at the entrance of the elevator before the huge mechanical doors hissed and slid shut with a loud CLICK, replacing the harsh snowy landscape with the view of grey concrete sliding slowly upward.
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Fimbul leaned into Arg and rested her head on his chest. “You’re still really warm. Hard day?” she asked softly, closing her eyes as she rested against him.

Arg did his best to steel his face, not twitching or letting any emotion shine through. Fimbul’s face was cold against his chest for the first few seconds, but even the tiny amount of insulation it provided quickly made it feel like someone was holding a blowtorch to his skin. He gently put a hand on her face—partly to look into her eyes, partly to move it away from his boiling chest.

“Everyone’s pulling doubles or more. Big data drop with lots of potential. Bonuses on the line.” He nodded gently toward a man leaning against the wall a few meters away, asleep on his feet.

“A few extra E’z this time of year is welcome by everyone, and management has prioritized this data, so everyone’s crunching while they can.” Arg moved his arm around Fimbul’s shoulder as they looked over the throng in the elevator. He spoke as the elevator made its way down, stopping every so often with small jerks, dropping off a few shapes from the front and continuing its descent.

“We haven’t had a good horde like this in a long while. Everyone’s looking for nuggets of gold in the data, and some have already gotten sizable bounties. I’m—I'm—I'm working just as hard as anyone else... just a long day,” he said, embarrassed, as Fimbul looked at him with real concern—she had noticed his voice glitch.

The rest of the elevator ride passed in relative silence. Arg took off his coat and held it casually, trying not to show just how warm he still was. Neither of them could talk much about what they did, especially not in a public place like the elevator. No one in Data Analysis like Arg would ever let slip what exactly they were working on, in case someone tried to snipe their data horde. And everything in the Destructive Device Department—or Triple-D—where Fimbul worked, was classified to hell and back.

Rumors were naturally plentiful. Since only women with the lowest aggression levels were even allowed to work anywhere in TD, the word was they were developing some kind of super drug or combat cyberlink. But nothing was confirmed, and no one had ever heard anything from a direct source.

“I’m thinking PAP for dinner,” Fimbul said, interrupting Arg’s idle thoughts. She had her glasses on and was scrolling through the food hub. Pork-Apple-Pie was a seasonal staple—the salt and sweet flavor mix in a breaded shell was one of Arg’s favorites. He couldn’t actually remember that at the moment; he had no idea what it looked or tasted like. But he could tell from her voice that she thought it was too expensive and wanted him to give her an excuse to dare and spend a little extra.

“I think we’ve earned it,” he said, looking at her with a sly smile, like they were sharing a secret.

“Done!” Fimbul said with a happy grin and took off her glasses, putting them neatly back in her chest pocket.

Thunk.

The elevator stopped with a little jolt. They were the only people left, save for the sleeping guy still standing against the wall.

“Hey D, time to wake up,” Fimbul said gently, pushing the man. He slid to the side and face-planted straight into the floor.

“Holy shit,” Fimbul yelped, quickly leaning down to help him. As she rolled him over to check if he was alive, a small groan escaped his lips. Arg moved over to the elevator control panel and pressed the medic button.

Arg and Fimbul were crouched by the fallen man when the medics came jogging.

"He is breathing but not responding" Fimbul said, looking up at the medics.

The medics quickly took over, thanking the pair for their care and placing the man on a foldable stretcher.

“Will he be okay?” Fimbul asked one of the medics as they prepared to carry the man away.

“Yeah, he’ll be fine,” the medic said, glancing quickly at the monitor on his wrist. “Just a bit overworked and a bruised nose,” he added with an easy smile to comfort her.

They watched the medics trot away with the stretcher until they rounded a corner and disappeared from sight. At
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