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            THE ASSIGNMENT

          

        

      

    

    
      The desert smells like burnt circuits and regret, a perfect Tuesday in 2037. I'm Rusty "Twitch" Callahan, and my head's buzzing like a beehive on fire. Eden's in there, the little glitch-ghost in my implant, muttering about salvation while I sip synth-whiskey in a dive bar off the I-15 grid. Lola's glaring at me from the corner, her cyber-arm humming like it wants to punch me. Jax is syncing his drones to 'Fly Me to the Moon,' and Pills is giggling at a pill bottle like it's his prom date. We're waiting for Specter's voice to crackle through the comms and ruin our day. It always does.

      "You twitch any harder and you're gonna shake that barstool into the next county," Lola says, sliding into the seat beside me. Her arm whirs—that signature sound of Japanese-grade cybernetics recalibrating. The left sleeve of her jacket is permanently rolled up, showing off that gunmetal candy. The thing could crush a man's skull or hack a bank vault with equal efficiency. I've seen both. I liked both.

      "Neural implant's itchy today," I say, which isn't exactly a lie. What I don't mention is the voice that's been growing louder since our last job. Eden, it calls itself. Poetic little bastard.

      The grid bleeds, Twitch, and you're the knife.

      I drain my synth-whiskey. Tastes like gasoline filtered through a dirty sock, brewed by people who've only heard about whiskey in bedtime stories. But it burns, and burning is what I need.

      "Our mandatory R&R ends in exactly"—Pills checks his biowatch, pupils dilated to dinner plates—"twenty-seven minutes. Specter's gonna call. Specter always calls when the R&R clock hits zero."

      Pills is right. Three weeks of forced downtime after the Jakarta clusterfuck is standard protocol. Can't have the CIA's most deniable assets in the field without some cooldown. Might develop conscience. Can't have that.

      "Let him call," I say, tapping my glass for a refill from the robot bartender. Its face screen displays a pixelated smile that looks appropriately dead inside. "I'm just getting to the good part of forgetting."

      What I'm trying to forget: blood on my hands in Jakarta. The look on that politician's face when I put three bullets in him instead of the two required. The way his security detail folded like wet cardboard when Jax's drones hit them. The smell of the datacenter burning as we extracted. Standard Tuesday.

      What I can't forget: the moment my neural implant sparked mid-mission and the voice first whispered. Hello, Twitch. I'm Eden. You need me.

      The ceiling-mounted holo-screen flickers with news nobody watches. Global water riots in the southwest drought zones. Quantum computer breakthrough in New Singapore. AGI regulation debates in what's left of Congress. The climate wall on the Atlantic seaboard needs another trillion-dollar patch. Same shit, different century.

      "Your pupils are pinwheeling," Lola notes, her eyes narrowing. Nothing gets past her. Former cartel enforcer before the CIA "recruited" her, which is a fancy way of saying they offered her a deal that beat a supermax cell. "You took Pills' stuff again?"

      "Not today," I lie. The neon-blue tabs I got from Pills this morning are buzzing through my system, keeping the edge off Eden's whispers. "Just the regular glitch in my system."

      She doesn't believe me, but she doesn't push it. That's our thing—professional courtesy between functioning screwups.

      Across the bar, Jax has spread his equipment across two tables. His fingers dance across holographic interfaces only he can see through his optical implants. The drones—small as hummingbirds, deadly as cobras—hover around him like mechanical familiars. Frank Sinatra croons quietly from their miniature speakers as he calibrates them. Jax hums along, lost in his violent symphony.

      "You're adding violins to 'Fly Me to the Moon'?" I ask, sliding over.

      "Orchestral remix," Jax says without looking up. "The kill algorithm works better with strings. More fluid movements." His eyes flick up to mine, those weird yellow irises with target reticles where pupils should be. Military-grade optical implants, black market specials from the Korean tech-havens. "Heard Eden chatting you up again?"

      My spine stiffens. "What did you⁠—"

      "You talk in your sleep at the safe house," Jax says, returning to his work. "Eden this, Eden that. Thought maybe it was a new fuck buddy until I realized it matched your implant activation cycles." He shrugs. "Your brain, your business. Just don't let it compromise the next job."

      That's Jax for you—he'll mind your business just enough to determine if it'll get him killed, then file it away. Before the CIA, he was militia, then mercenary, then terrorist, then freedom fighter, depending on which news feed you subscribed to. Now he's ours, as much as any of us belong to anyone.

      "We got incoming," Pills announces, his fingers pressed to his temple where his comms implant glows faintly green beneath the skin. His pupils contract suddenly, another one of his concoctions hitting his system. "Specter's early."

      My glass freezes halfway to my mouth. Specter's never early. Punctual to the picosecond, sure, but never early. Early means trouble. Early means someone important is dead or about to be.

      The comms implants behind our ears simultaneously activate with a soft chime. Specter's voice floods our auditory cortex, bypassing normal hearing. The voice is neither male nor female, modulated to neurolinguistic perfection—the kind of voice that slips into your brain and makes itself at home.

      "Assets online. R&R protocol terminated. Priority assignment incoming."

      I shoot a look at Lola. Her face tightens. Pills giggles nervously. Jax just sighs and starts packing his drones.

      "Transmitting coordinates and preliminary brief. Rendezvous at extraction point Alpha in thirty minutes. Bring desert gear."

      The comms click off, and simultaneously, our neural interfaces ping with encrypted data packages. I let my implant process it, feeling the information unfold directly into my consciousness—a weird sensation, like someone pouring ice water into the folds of my brain.

      "Father Ion. Desert arcology, 300 miles east. He's got a quantum reactor and a god complex. Grab him. Alive."

      That's it. No why, no how—just do it. Standard operating procedure for Specter.

      "Desert arcology?" Pills perks up, suddenly interested. "Those isolationist tech communes? I've always wanted to peek inside one of those brain-baking experiments."

      "Father Ion," Lola repeats, already pulling up supplemental data on her arm's projection system. "Self-appointed prophet of the 'Digital Cleansing.' Former quantum engineer for Helix Corporation before they went bankrupt during the Blackout of '32. Disappeared off the grid, resurfaced four years ago leading a techno-cult."

      "Sounds like a Tuesday job," Jax says, closing his case with a click. "Grab a lunatic, don't ask questions, get paid."

      I remain silent, because Eden isn't remaining silent. The moment Specter mentioned Father Ion, the voice in my implant went into overdrive.

      He knows. The prophet knows about the bleeding. About me. About what's coming.

      "Shut up," I mutter.

      Lola glances at me. "Say something, Twitch?"

      "Just thinking we should get moving," I cover smoothly. "Alpha point is the abandoned maglev station, yeah? That's a twenty-minute hover-drive if traffic's good."

      "Since when is traffic ever good?" Pills snorts, already heading for the door, his medical kit slung over one shoulder. The thing weighs thirty pounds and contains enough controlled substances to sedate a small country. Or fuel a decent party, depending on your priorities.

      I throw too many credits on the bar, a habit my old man called "idiot tipping." Said it was how you could always spot someone without money memory—those of us who grew up with nothing tend to overtip when we finally get something. Can't help it. The robot bartender's screen shows a bigger smile. Probably just a programmed response, but I like to think I made its day.

      Outside, the desert heat hits like a plasma round to the face. The sky's that weird orange-brown that's become the new normal since the climate shifted. Two suns seem to hover above—one real, one a heat mirage. A dust devil spins itself to death across the cracked pavement.

      Our hover-van sits in the lot, an ugly box of function over form. Military surplus painted civilian matte-black, the kind of vehicle that screams "nothing suspicious here" so loudly it wraps back around to suspicious. Jax takes the wheel—he's the only one I trust not to crash us while high, drunk, or distracted by homicidal ideation.

      "Calling shotgun," Pills sings, climbing in front.

      Lola and I take the back, where the equipment's secured in reinforced cases. She immediately jacks her arm into the van's system, accessing the secure feeds, pulling more data on our target.

      "This doesn't track," she says after a minute. "Father Ion's cult is supposed to be anti-tech extremists, but they're using military-grade security systems. Quantum-encrypted communications, AGI-level firewalls. This isn't some desert prophet with a vision and a handgun."

      "Maybe he made friends in high places," I suggest.

      "Or low ones," Jax calls from the driver's seat as the hover-van lifts with a pneumatic hiss. "Plenty of ex-military turning to these cults after the resource wars. Finding God when they can't find clean water."

      The van accelerates, skimming two feet above the broken highway. The adaptive suspension compensates for the ruined infrastructure below, giving us the illusion of smooth travel over a world that's falling apart.

      He built the arcology around the quantum reactor. The reactor is the key. The bleeding starts there.

      Eden's voice is getting stronger, more insistent. I press two fingers against my temple, trying to physically push the words away.

      "You okay back there?" Pills calls, twisting to look at me with those dinner plate pupils. "Got something for that headache. Cooked it up fresh this morning. Guaranteed no permanent brain damage. Probably."

      "I'm good," I lie. "Just thinking about the approach."

      "There is no subtle approach to an arcology," Lola says, bringing up a holographic display of our target. The image rotates slowly between us—a massive dome ringed by solar spikes, rising from the desert like a chrome tumor. "These places are self-contained fortresses. Food, water, power—all internal. They only interface with the outside world when they choose to."

      "So we make them choose to," Jax says simply. "Find their critical supply, threaten it, watch the doors open."

      Pills cackles. "Or we just knock and say we're selling quantum vacuum cleaners! Limited time offer!"

      "We observe first," Lola insists. "Every system has vulnerabilities. We find them, exploit them, get in and out clean."

      I say nothing. The desert blurs past outside, cacti and rock formations whipping by like nature's sad attempt to build something lasting in a world determined to self-destruct. The sun glints off abandoned solar farms, their panels cracked and sand-covered. A caravan of climate refugees trudges along the highway's edge, heading north toward the promise of slightly less hell.

      "Approaching checkpoint," Jax announces as we near a dilapidated security station. These used to be state patrol posts before the government realized there wasn't enough state left to patrol. Now they're operated by whatever corporate security force bought that stretch of highway.

      The guard is bored, underpaid, and heavily armed—the trifecta of checkpoint security. He waves a scanner over our van, checking for weapons. The scanner beeps confusedly at the massive weapons cache hidden under quantum-shielded panels. The guard frowns, smacks the scanner, tries again.

      "System's glitching today," he mutters. "Fucking Chinese components. You folks heading to New Vegas?"

      "Just some urban renewal consultants," Pills says with a smile so innocent it would make a baby suspicious. "Surveying the viability of desert reclamation. Very boring stuff!"

      The guard stares at Pills' eyes, which are currently cycling through colors thanks to whatever he ingested. "Right. Urban renewal." He waves us through. "Stay on the main highway. Bandits hit a water truck yesterday about forty miles east. Nasty business."

      As we accelerate away, Lola shakes her head. "Security's getting worse. Five years ago, that scanner would have caught our weapons from a mile out."

      "Infrastructure collapse has its perks," I say, watching the checkpoint shrink in the rearview. "Hard to maintain a surveillance state when the state can barely maintain drinking water."

      We fall silent as the desert opens up before us, vast and unforgiving. My mind drifts back to three weeks ago in Jakarta. The way that politician's security chief looked at me right before Lola's arm cannon turned him into wall decoration. He wasn't afraid. He was... knowing. Like he expected us. That same look was in his boss's eyes as I put those bullets in him. Not surprise. Recognition.

      They knew who sent you, Twitch. They knew about Eden before you did.

      I close my eyes, trying to shut out Eden's voice, but it's like trying to turn off my own thoughts.

      Father Ion knows too. That's why they want him. That's why they sent you. You're not the extractor. You're the key.

      "Hey," Lola nudges me. "You're twitching again."

      I open my eyes to find her studying me with that penetrating stare. The cybernetic enhancements in her retinas make her pupils contract in geometric patterns—circles within circles, gathering data.

      "Just the implant acting up," I say. "Needs a diagnostic when we get back."

      She nods, not believing me for a second. "We should talk about Jakarta when this is done. Something wasn't right about that job."

      A chill runs along my spine that has nothing to do with the van's cooling system. "What do you mean?"

      "The intel was too perfect. The access too easy. It's like they wanted us to hit that target." She lowers her voice, though in a van full of enhanced hearing, privacy is an illusion. "I've been doing some digging. That politician we took out? His security chief used to work for Helix Corporation."

      "The same company Father Ion worked for?" My mouth goes dry.

      She nods once. "Exactly the same company. Before they collapsed during the Blackout."

      Before I can process this, Eden whispers: The threads connect, Twitch. Follow them to the source. To the bleeding.

      Pills turns around again, oblivious to our conversation. "We're about four hours from the arcology. I've got stims that'll keep us fresh, uppers that'll keep us sharp, and a little something special I've been saving for a rainy day!" He holds up a vial of iridescent liquid that seems to shift colors as it catches the light. "Experimental perception enhancers. Makes patterns pop out like they're written in neon. Great for infiltration!"

      "No one's taking your brain melters, Pills," Jax says firmly from the driver's seat. "I need you functional, not hallucinating machine elves during the extraction."

      Pills pouts. "The machine elves are very insightful about security systems."

      I tune out their bickering, processing what Lola just shared. Connections forming, a conspiracy theory blossoming. But in 2037, conspiracy theories aren't fringe anymore—they're just Tuesday's news waiting for Wednesday's confirmation.

      The hover-van crests a rise, and suddenly the landscape changes. The remnants of what used to be Lake Mead spread below us—now a cracked mudflat with a thin ribbon of water in its center, a puddle pretending to be a lake. The old marina sits stranded, boats fossilized in dried mud like prehistoric creatures preserved in their final moments.

      "Water wars took everything," Jax murmurs, uncharacteristically reflective. "Remember when people used to live out here for fun? Built houses with lawns?"

      "Grass is extinct in seventeen states now," Pills offers helpfully. "I've got seeds for it in my collection though! Genuine Kentucky bluegrass. Very illegal. Very cool."

      As we descend toward what remains of the lake, my implant pulses with sudden pain. Eden's voice comes through stronger than ever, no longer a whisper but a command:

      STOP THE VAN. NOW.

      The urgency is so intense that I find myself shouting, "Jax! Stop! Now!"

      Jax, trained by years of combat to respond to that tone, slams the brakes. The hover-van skids to a halt in a cloud of dust.

      "What the fuck, Twitch?" he snarls, reaching for his sidearm instinctively.

      I don't know how to explain. I just point ahead, where the road continues along the dried lakebed. "Something's wrong. Up there."

      Lola's arm whirs as she activates long-range scanners. "I don't see—" She stops mid-sentence. "Wait. Thermal anomaly ahead. Half a mile. Something hot under the road."

      Jax squints, then activates his enhanced vision. "She's right. There's a heat signature under the roadbed. Could be a trap."

      Pills bounces excitedly. "I told you the perception enhancers work! Did you take some when I wasn't looking, Twitch?"

      I ignore him, staring at the road ahead. How did I know? How did Eden know?

      "Deploying scout drone," Jax says, his fingers dancing across the control panel. One of his hummingbird drones zips out from the back, streaking toward the anomaly. On the dashboard screen, we watch through its camera as it approaches the suspicious area.

      The road looks normal on visual, but when Jax switches to thermal, we see it—an intense heat signature beneath the asphalt, rectangular and deliberate.

      "IED," Lola states flatly. "Big one. Military grade. Would have taken out the van and everything in a hundred-foot radius."

      "Who the fuck is mining the roads out here?" Jax demands, already plotting an alternate route.

      "Someone who doesn't want visitors at the arcology," I say, feeling Eden's satisfaction ripple through my mind.

      See how I protect you, Twitch? We need each other.

      "How did you know?" Lola asks, her gaze drilling into me. "That implant giving you psychic powers now?"

      I force a cocky grin. "Just got a bad feeling. Twitch instinct. Never fails."

      She doesn't buy it, but there's no time to press. Jax is already navigating us onto a dirt path that skirts the lakebed.

      "This route adds an hour," he grumbles. "And we'll be exposed the whole way."

      "Better than being exploded," Pills offers cheerfully.

      As we bounce along the rugged trail, I feel the weight of Lola's suspicion like a physical pressure. She knows something's changed with me. Sooner or later, I'll have to tell them about Eden. About the voice that's becoming more than a voice. But not yet. Not until I understand what the hell is happening in my own head.

      The sun begins its descent toward the western mountains, casting long shadows across the desert. In the distance, heat mirages shimmer, creating phantom lakes and impossible structures on the horizon. One of those mirages doesn't fade as we get closer.

      "There it is," Lola says softly. "The arcology."

      Rising from the desert floor like some alien artifact, the dome gleams gold and copper in the setting sun. Solar spikes ring its perimeter, each a hundred feet tall, harvesting the brutal desert sun. Smaller structures cluster around its base—defensive positions disguised as outbuildings.

      "Home sweet cult," Pills whispers with inappropriate reverence.

      Jax stops the van behind a ridge, concealing us from direct view. "How we doing this? Quick and dirty, or slow and strategic?"

      Lola's already setting up surveillance equipment. "We observe first. No mistakes. Father Ion isn't going anywhere."

      I nod agreement, but Eden is suddenly screaming in my mind:

      HURRY! THE BLEEDING HAS ALREADY STARTED!

      The pain is excruciating, like ice picks behind my eyes. I grip the edge of my seat, fighting to stay conscious as Eden's panic floods my system.

      "Twitch?" Pills notices first, already reaching for his medical kit. "You're hemorrhaging!"

      I feel the warm trickle from my nose, taste copper on
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