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      Rain pattered on the corrugated awnings in a relentless drumbeat that merged with the city's electric hum. Each drop snatched neon fragments before exploding against cracked pavement.

      Maia Reyes cut through the humid, glowing air with predatory grace. Her black coat clung like a second skin, rain-soaked and gleaming. Her shoulder-length hair plastered to her skull, and her violet eyes—augmented but natural-looking—swept past vibrant stall menus without focus.

      Savoury steam billowed from a yakitori stand, thick with grilled meat and spices. Her stomach clenched. The vendor's wrist-screens scrolled prices in Portuguese and Japanese—São Paulo's endless fusion made manifest. She pointed at two skewers and slid crumpled scrip across the heat-hazed counter.

      The meat hit the grill with a sharp sizzle that cut through the rain's constant patter. Maia ate standing, her back pressed to graffiti-layered concrete, the wall's coolness seeping through her coat. She chewed deliberately, savouring each bite whilst the city's pulse vibrated through her boot soles. A courier drone whined overhead, rotors disturbing grimy puddles before dropping a matte-black envelope into her palm. It vanished into the downpour before the vendor could glance up.

      Inside lay a razor-slim holocard. She pinched it between finger and thumb; the micro-sensors tingled. Amber glyphs cascaded across her retinal HUD, overlaying the skewered chicken and rain.

      The glyphs crystallised into text.

      PRIMARY OBJECTIVE

      • Extract prototype data chip from Vault 7-B, Umber Industries HQ, 42nd floor.

      • Vault air-gapped; no wireless breach possible.

      • Entry requires Level-9 keycard and biometric handoff.

      SECONDARY

      • Target: Mateo Herrera, Senior Systems Analyst.

      • Obtain and clone physical card.

      • Minimise footprint—no permanent harm, no social trail.

      A thumbnail flickered beneath: a grainy dating-app profile. Mateo stared at the lens like it might attack—olive skin, dark hair at odd angles, eyes wide and hopeful. The kind of man who apologised to ATMs.

      Maia stripped the last meat from her skewer, then flicked the bamboo into a storm drain. The holocard dissolved, leaving only Herrera's nervous smile burned into memory. She wiped rain from her lashes, already calculating.

      Umber Industries Corporate HQ loomed six blocks west, its mirrored façade ablaze with gene therapy advertisements no one here could afford. Inside, air-gapped servers hummed behind steel and glass, and one awkward analyst carried the key.

      She turned her collar up against the wind. Her violet irises brightened—augmentation compensating for the sodium streetlight glare.

      The storm swallowed her confirmation ping. She exhaled, shoulders loosening, and let the city's static wash over her—sirens, neon buzz, and distant club bass.

      

      Polarised film turned the loft's windows into black mirrors, the rain reduced to silver threads hissing against glass. Inside, three wall-mounted screens painted Maia's face in blue light—numbers bleeding into code, code into faces, faces into secrets. She sat cross-legged on a low futon, sleeves pushed to her elbows, micro-sensors in her fingertips drinking in the cool air. The room reeked of burnt circuitry and stale coffee.

      Her fingers danced across the projected keyboard. Each keystroke unravelled another thread of Mateo's digital existence. The micro-sensors in her fingertips registered texture, temperature, and the faint electric hum of the projection. She felt every intercepted packet, every stroked firewall, every peeled lie. Not pleasure exactly, but close—the same held breath, the same low heat, the same edge of dangerous intimacy.

      She forced herself to focus. Inhale, parse, exhale, execute. The rain kept time. The screens pulsed. Somewhere in the city, Mateo Herrera scrolled his phone, unaware she'd already crawled inside his metadata.

      First pass: the corporate directory. Mateo Herrera—Senior Systems Analyst, Level-9 clearance, badge ID ending in 4429. Clean record. His access logs told the story: 07:52 swipe into the secure lift, 12:15 lunch at a local café, 18:07 logout. Habit written in timestamps.

      Second layer: social media. Locked accounts, but metadata leaked. A colleague's birthday photo showed him clutching a plastic cup, shoulders hunched, scanning for exits. No political rants, no gym selfies, no holidays. One public post from three years back: a blurry Voltron figure captioned Finally found you, buddy.

      Third sweep: dating apps. She prowled three platforms with throwaway handles, dissecting his profiles. Username: "Matty_S1989". Photos: a bathroom mirror selfie, action figures arranged like sentinels behind him. Bio: Looking for someone who gets my vibe. Love retro toys, old sci-fi, and quiet nights in. The swipe data showed he rarely initiated, waited for matches to message first, then replied with anxious politeness. Last active: six minutes ago.

      Maia leaned back. The targets she usually hunted carried secrets—fetish, debt, rage, kink—something to twist. But Mateo's digital shadow smelled of microwave meals and unopened group chats. No leverage, no scandal, just a man collecting plastic heroes who hadn't touched another human in months. The realisation sat heavy in her chest.

      She pushed back from the screens and stood, bare feet silent on concrete. The rain's rhythm hadn't changed, but something had shifted inside the investigation. She padded to the kitchen nook, muscle memory guiding her to the coffee machine whilst her mind turned over the problem. No debt to exploit. No secrets to leverage. No digital footprint leading to anything darker than loneliness.

      The espresso hissed and steamed, filling the silence with mechanical comfort. Maia cradled the small cup, letting heat seep through ceramic into her palms. Her usual approaches—blackmail, bribery, intimidation, misdirection—demanded cracks in the target's armour. She'd never encountered someone this clean, this unguarded in his emptiness. It left only one approach, and she'd used it before, though never by choice.

      She stared through the polarised glass at the city's blurred neon, her reflection doubled in the wet surface. Seduction was messier than code or coercion. Bodies remembered things data streams forgot. The risk of complications grew with every shared breath, every manufactured intimacy that might echo later. She preferred the clean brutality of pure information warfare.

      But Mateo Herrera didn't traffic in darkness. He collected light—toys that reminded him of heroes, profiles that hoped for connection, a life so transparently lonely it made her chest ache. And loneliness, she knew, could be weaponised.

      Maia drained the espresso in one bitter gulp and set the cup down with decisive force. Professional necessity, nothing more. She'd done worse for worse reasons.

      She returned to the screens, posture different now—shoulders set, decision made. If no crack existed, she'd build a bridge he'd sprint across. The catfish persona took shape in her mind even as her fingers found the keyboard.

      "Lena"—short for Magdalena, soft consonants, easy to type when nervous. Age: twenty-eight, mature enough to seem real, young enough to flatter. Occupation: junior museum archivist—plausible, nerdy, non-threatening. Close enough to his world to understand, far enough to seem exotic.

      Interests: retro gaming, 80s animation cels, "accidentally" loving the same obscure toy lines he'd posted. She pictured him scrolling past her profile, pausing at the shared M.A.S.K. vehicles, phantom recognition warming his chest.

      Photos next. Maia cycled through her encrypted archives, pulling shots from an old Barcelona job. Violet irises swapped for brown in post, cheekbones warmed with café-window light, a faint lens flare brushing her left cheek. In one frame she cloned a vintage robot shelf, slotting in a Voltron to match Mateo's.

      The bio wrote itself: Museum girl who still believes heroes come in small packages. If you know why Snake Eyes never spoke, we'll get along. Proximity radius: five kilometres around the Umber Industries tower—close enough for serendipity, far enough to avoid questions.

      Upload. Proximity ping. The algorithm churned, sliding her fake profile into Mateo's evening stack. Only the cooling fans and rain against glass broke the silence.

      A red heart popped onscreen—Mateo's profile picture, the same rumpled hair and hopeful eyes. Timestamp: 21:18. Three minutes after upload. He'd been refreshing, thumb hovering like a kid outside a toy shop.

      Maia traced the heart icon with one augmented fingertip, the micro-sensors reading glass texture. Hook and line. The sinker would come later.

      

      The chrome-and-cedar café hummed with lunchtime deals and the espresso machine's hiss. Maia occupied the far corner, back to the wall, eyes narrowed over her untouched latte. She had a clean sightline to Mateo Herrera's table—third from the window, facing the door, same as every Tuesday.

      He hunched over a lacquered bento box, chopsticks fumbling with a salmon roll. His phone lay beside the soy sauce like a loaded weapon. Maia's HUD flickered; she triggered the fake profile with a thought.

      A soft chime cut through the ambient jazz. Mateo froze, the roll halfway to his mouth. He glanced at the screen, blinked twice, and the flush climbed from his collar to his cheeks. His thumbs hovered, hesitant, then danced.

      She let him stew for five seconds before replying.

      Lena: Didn't peg you for the silent type, Matty_S1989. You always this polite, or just saving the good lines for later?

      His shoulders lifted in silent laughter. He typed fast, spine curved defensively.

      Matty: Sorry! Was mid-bite. Didn't want to talk with my mouth full—learned that somewhere between kindergarten and adulthood.

      Maia's lips curved. She watched him glance around—checking if anyone noticed the grin splitting his face—then stab another roll.

      Lena: Manners. Cute. Bet you still alphabetise your action figures.

      Matty: Only the Autobots. Decepticons are chaos.

      A nervous sweating emoji. Maia let the silence stretch, counting heartbeats. He shifted, wiped his mouth, and typed again.

      Matty: So… museum girl. What's the wildest thing you've ever catalogued?

      Lena: A Voltron with battle damage from the 80s. Thought it was pretty cool until I saw your collection. That Snake Eyes figure in your photo—is that an original?

      Matty: 1986 prototype. Mint condition. Found it at an estate sale and nearly had a heart attack. The seller had no idea what they had.

      Lena: Okay, that's… wow. I handle rare toys for a living and I've never even seen one in person. You're officially cooler than me.

      Matty: Really? I mean, your Voltron's still awesome. Battle damage just means it was loved, right?

      Lena: Voltron's still a hero. Just… slightly dented. Like some people I could mention.

      He laughed aloud—soft and startled. A woman at the next table glanced over; he ducked his head, cheeks burning. Maia sipped her lukewarm latte, eyes never leaving him.

      Matty: You free tomorrow night? There's this place—Éclat. Top-floor glass bar, city lights. I mean, if you're into that sort of thing.

      He winced immediately—she saw the self-doubt ripple across his face. Éclat wasn't cheap; the tasting menu cost more than his weekly rent. Maia let the pause linger, watched him chew his lip raw.

      Lena: Big spender, huh? Hope you're not trying to impress me with tiny portions and foam art.

      Matty: Honestly? I just want to see if you're real. And maybe watch you geek out over vintage robots.

      Maia's HUD pinged. She flicked back a winking emoji.

      Lena: Deal. But I get to pick the next spot. Fair?

      Matty: Absolutely. Tomorrow, 8pm?

      Lena: Wear something that doesn't clash with neon.

      He beamed—unguarded joy. Maia felt it like a needle between her ribs. He typed something, deleted it, then pocketed the phone with reverent care.

      Mateo drained his coffee, wiped his mouth, and stood. His reflection in the window looked lighter, shoulders squared like he'd won something. He left twenty on the table—too much, clumsy generosity—and walked into the noon glare, smiling at nothing.

      Maia watched him disappear into the crowd, shoulders still squared with that ridiculous, hopeful bounce. She stared at her reflection, letting the chrome surfaces fracture her face into violet eyes and sharp cheekbones. He was sweet, she realised—the kind of sweetness that made effective marks. Sweet people trusted easily, loved quickly, forgave readily.

      She rapped the table twice, archiving the thread. Another mark down, another silence to fill. The latte had chilled, a thin milk film sealing the surface like scar tissue. She nudged the cup away, rose, and her boot heels clicked in rhythm with the pavement's pulse.
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      The lift climbed in near silence. Glass walls flashed with graffiti glyphs that bled starfruit scent into the recycled air. Maia stared at her reflection—honey-brown contacts dulled the violet fire in her eyes. A chestnut bob framed cheekbones she'd softened with contour cream. The dress clung like liquid mercury, microfilaments rippling from gunmetal to petrol blue as elevator lights strobed overhead. She flexed her wrist. Colour bled to rose-gold.

      Perfect.

      The doors slid apart on Éclat.

      Chrome lounges floated above the city on a trembling pane of smart-glass. Cathedral spires glowed far below like dropped candles, their amber light painting Mateo's knuckles in liquid gold through the transparent surface. He stood at the bar's edge, clutching a Trem-Subida. Carbonation hissed against his thumb.

      The drink bled lime vapour up his wrist. He could taste starfruit on every exhale. His pulse read 112 bpm—HUD tagged it "anxious-excited." Sweat beaded his temples despite the air conditioning. His left nostril twitched.

      Maia glided closer. Heels silent on smart-glass. "You must be Matty."

      He startled. Neon caipirinha sloshed dangerously close to his shirt collar. "Lena—hi. Wow. You look…" His mouth moved a step ahead of his brain. "…older than the profile."

      The words hit the air like dropped glass. Horror widened his eyes. His mouth snapped shut on its own echo. Colour rushed to his face. "I mean—better! Not old, just—" His hands flapped uselessly, as though he could swat the sentence back into silence. "Different. In a good way. A really good way."

      She laughed. Low and warm, letting the sound settle over him. "Older is fair. Filters are cruel mistresses." She leaned in. The scent of diesel rain drifted from her skin. "But you're cuter in person. Less pixels, more blush."

      His ears turned crimson. The tension left his shoulders in a visible rush.

      Maia touched the rim of his glass, guiding it to a nearby table. The floor glowed beneath their feet. She sat, crossing one leg over the other. The dress shifted to match the bar's ambient purple. Mateo's pupils dilated. His breathing quickened.

      "So," she said, tracing condensation on her own glass, "retro toys and fine coffee. Odd combo."

      He laughed nervously. "Toys are… safe. Predictable."

      "Unlike people?" She tilted her head. He mirrored the gesture without realising.

      He exhaled slowly. "Exactly. I mean, look at this place." He gestured at the floating chrome furniture, the trembling glass beneath their feet. "I keep expecting security to tap me on the shoulder and say there's been a mistake."

      Maia let her fingers brush his knuckles. Fleeting, electric.

      "No mistake. You swiped right; I said yes. Simple algorithm." She leaned closer, voice dropping. "Besides, I have a weakness for men who alphabetise their Autobots."

      His laugh cracked. Genuine this time. She watched the last of his nervousness transform into shy pride.

      "Vintage mecha," she murmured, letting her fingers circle the rim of her glass, "the old die-cast ones—they hum when you hold them. Like they remember being
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