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      It’s different.

      It wasn’t her. She still rested on a cot in her room, eyes closed, back straight, and hands clasped on her lap. It was not difficult to envision everything in her mind’s eye.

      It wasn’t the room. The walls were still windowless and grey, composed of reinforced steel meant to detain its occupant, whereas the floor was hard cement. Fluorescent lights still left nowhere to hide, creating a sense of sterility, still turning on and off with the day/night cycle in a boring, rhythmic cadence—though time held no meaning to one not permitted outside.

      Cameras loomed in each corner of the ceiling, the lenses black and ominous, watching her. A light layer of dust covered her cot’s fitted sheet as evidence of its disuse. Across from her, a small bookshelf within arm’s reach. Classics like Sun Tzu’s Art of War and Strategy: A History by Lawrence Freedman lined its shelves alongside other strategy and logic books. All of which she knew by heart. The sink nestled in the corner still leaked as it had since she’d damaged the handles.

      Drip. Drip. Drip.

      Everything was the same, but different.

      Tension.

      Strong enough to set her on edge. Her fingers clenched, strength rippling through her toned muscles as the click-clack of rapid footsteps drew near. She exhaled through her teeth, breath turning to fog from the bitter chill that permeated the room.

      He’s coming.

      That was unexpected.

      She opened her eyes, angled her head toward the door, and waited. Within moments, she glimpsed him peering through the door’s slat. She recognized his gaze—the first she’d ever seen.

      Light flooded the room as the door creaked open. Her eyes narrowed as she snapped to attention like any good soldier would to their commanding officer—arms pinned against her narrow waist, thumbs parallel to the seam of her sweatpants, heels together, and toes apart.

      “Creator... What do you require?” she breathed, analyzing him for any hint of the reason for this abnormal intrusion.

      He stared back at her, lacking a response. Her brows furrowed. He registered as pallid, and the tension on his face indicated...fear?

      Her lips parted, a question rolling off her tongue.

      “... Is something going to transpire?”

      Above, the door exploded inward with a resounding crash. Heavy boots pounded overhead, voices barking orders—closing in, zeroed in on the basement. The lab.

      Her Creator’s expression twisted, fear collapsing into something harder, colder. He closed the distance in two long strides and seized her arm.

      “Project Gemini, run.”

      A sharp sting bloomed at the base of her neck.
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      “Get the hell out of here, Slice!”

      Bullets zinged past Theopold Kraken as he dove behind some debris—what might have been a hover car once. The unkempt man yelling at him belonged to the Metal Vultures, one of the salvage gangs ruling the Junkyard. One Kraken used to run with, though that had been so long ago, he didn’t recognize any familiar faces among his pursuers.

      And, well, breakups are hard.

      That’s why the Vultures put out a hit on him.

      “The Slice thing again?” he called, peering around the debris. “Try something I’ve not heard before.”

      The word caused his stomach to coil. A relic of the divide between Retro Ignis, where people scraped by with outdated tools, and Modernist Ignis, the gleaming Inner Ring. He’d heard it his whole damn life. The insult branded him a traitor, a tool of the privileged—someone who wielded high-tech skills, a betrayer of his own kind—but Retro Ignis was his home. Always had been.

      The Junkyard, in particular, used to be a thriving industrial hub in Scraptown before civil war gutted it. Now, it constituted a patchwork of salvaged materials, old shipping containers, and crumbling buildings lining the broken streets. The city-state of Ignis had tried cleaning it up once, but they’d abandoned the effort when the Inner Ring took priority. Typical.

      A bullet whistled past Kraken, narrowly missing his ear as he threw himself back behind safety. Nope. Still there. Most Vultures were just desperate scavengers trying to scrape together enough to survive. That had been true when Kraken ran with them and after he left. They hadn’t posed a real threat until they stumbled onto an abandoned weapons cache last year, and he had trodden carefully around the Junkyard since.

      This was the situation the supposed leaders of their society left them in—survival mode—so could the Vultures truly be blamed?

      Kraken ran his fingers over his holster but didn’t draw. Rust and oil permeated the thick air, with discarded electronics and machinery scattered across the ground. The place offered ripe pickings for the technologically savvy, like Kraken. The risk was certainly worth the reward. Any tech salvaged would be used to further his group’s goal of removing the corrupted officials of Ignis.

      He considered his options. Where there was one Vulture, more would follow. He could stand his ground against his assailant and hope no others came, or he could make a break toward a row of decaying buildings and try to lose his pursuer in there.

      Run.

      Running seemed the better option here. Standoffs were tedious, and Kraken bore no ill will toward these people. He didn’t want to hurt them.

      With a burst of energy, Kraken raced for the nearest building. He smashed through the door and bounded up the closest stairs three at a time. Behind him, his foe screamed profanities, stumbling to keep pace.

      Kraken reached the top floor and listened. The stomping behind him had multiplied. Great. Three now. He sucked in a sharp breath. “Dammit.”

      The last flight of stairs led to the rooftop. The freezing January wind blasted his face as he skidded to a stop. No ladder. No fire escape. Nothing but a thirty-foot drop. Across from him, another rooftop of the same height. It looked sturdy enough.

      Jumping was an option.

      No biggie, Kraken thought with a dry laugh, lightheaded from exertion. What’s a thirty-foot drop to my doom?

      In truth, such a jump shouldn’t pose a problem to someone like him. His assailants, on the other hand, probably didn’t have the modifications to make such a leap and survive. That didn’t stop him from imagining the possibility of falling. Life just had this habit of trying to fuck him over.

      Kraken inhaled deeply in preparation, sprinting and leaping into the air. The wind howled past his ears before he crashed onto the neighboring roof in a rough roll. Staggering to his feet, pulse hammering, adrenaline thrummed and pushed him forward. Faster. Farther. Shouts rang out behind him, but they grew fainter with each jump.

      Five buildings over, he pushed his way inside an old factory. However, as bad luck would have it, the next step was a literal one. Kraken tumbled down a flight of stairs, letting out an exasperated groan as he lay on the landing with a brand-new, two-inch cut bleeding from his forehead. Fantastic.

      What had he just said about life trying to fuck him?

      “Crap,” he wheezed. 

      He twitched his fingers and toes. Nothing broken. Just bruised and bleeding. He propped himself up and tore a strip from his shirt, tying it around his head to slow the bleeding. With a grunt, he hauled himself up the railing, a cold piece of metal under his grip. Every muscle screamed in protest. The world pulsed with the rhythm of the throbbing behind his eyes.

      Kraken muttered a few choice words as he limped down more stairs, exiting into a short hallway that led to an empty room, save for rubble and debris. This seemed a good place to lie low for a while. Gather himself. With a sigh, he slid down to sit—only to freeze partway.

      A body.

      It lay slumped atop a pile of junk. No decay or smell. It couldn’t be a corpse.

      How did that get here?

      Kraken pushed himself up and approached. Feminine. East Asian features. Silken black hair tied back. Velvety navy-blue robe over a white T-shirt and dark sweats and no shoes. Very odd clothing for anyone, like she’d thrown on the robe quickly to step outside her house and somehow had become lost here. She stood quite tall for a woman—5’8”, at least.

      A sex bot? Maybe.

      His lips curled into a grin. Even better. Only the Inner Ring could produce an android of such caliber. The parts inside would be invaluable for rigging weaponry and repairing old tech—something the Outsiders sorely needed.

      Kraken imagined everything he could jury-rig using its parts as he nudged its stomach. Not too hard, but enough something living would notice.

      The thing jolted to life and sank its teeth into his ankle with a sickening squelch.

      Kraken hollered, wrenching his leg away. He stumbled back, drawing his pistol and pointing it at its gut. It—she?—the woman, or whatever the hell she was, staggered to her feet, blood dripping from her lips. She bared her teeth, eyes wild.

      She lunged. Kraken dodged, but her erratic strikes landed like a flurry he could barely track. Brutally efficient but lacking finesse. She slammed into the wall, clutching it as if in pain. A ragged sound tore from her throat. No android moved like that.

      Kraken put space between them, grimacing as he took a moment to assess his ankle. Could life stop trying to do that thing it tries to do? Her teeth had cleaved clean through his boot. Wonderful... First my head, and now this?

      His eyes narrowed. What the hell was wrong with her? Gene therapy? That would explain the viciousness. Gene therapy of any kind carried risk, but in Retro Ignis—particularly Scraptown—it was worse.

      Her voice sounded husky, yet it dripped with malice. “Get away from me.”

      “Get away from you?” Kraken glanced at the bloodied imprint of her teeth on his boot, his face flushed crimson. Words tumbled from his mouth in quick succession. “It hasn’t escaped my notice that you’re blocking my exit from this room. My leg is severely injured; there’s blood all over the floor. So, where would you want me to go? Through the wall?”

      He sucked in a few deep breaths before raising his gun, wanting her to be aware of its presence. “Not an option, by the way. Please don’t make me shoot you. I will if I have to. You attacked me unprovoked. It’s justified. So, please, calm down before I shoot you at point-blank range.”

      Her brows drew together as her eyes narrowed, giving the impression his rambling annoyed her. Fair. He tended to blather on when flustered. She pressed her palm against the wall as she drew herself up to her full height, which remained a good five inches shorter than him. “Why did you propose that if it is not a viable option?”

      Kraken bit back a groan. Seriously? Of everything he’d said, that was her takeaway? She spoke like one of the holographic AIs in government buildings—all logic, no human connection. And even they had more personality.

      He raised his firearm higher, aiming it at her torso so that there was no mistaking his intentions. “Look,” he began slowly. “You attacked me without provocation and now you’re preventing me from leaving this room.”

      She watched him with a long, quiet stare. Kraken found her expression unsettling. Her lack thereof prompted him to question his earlier conclusion about gene therapy. Nothing alive could look so dead, he thought.

      “That is not correct,” she stated, breaking the tension. “It is simple to deny your claim that I attacked you without provocation. To begin with, you advanced on me while I was in a state of deterioration.”

      “But–”

      “Your intentions were unsavory,” she spoke over him. “Even if they were not, I am still within reason to retaliate because of your initial violation of my boundaries.” Her eyes fervently jumped to his pistol. “You talk about peace, yet you threaten me with a weapon. It is laughable. Humans are the epitome of hypocrisy.”

      Kraken’s jaw clenched. Whatever she was, she thought. She reasoned. And the way she shifted weight, taut and ready, spoke of unnerving speed. A flick of her foot sent a loose brick flying into his hand, knocking his gun away before he could react. His fingers throbbed as she surged forward again, a large glass shard in hand. Kraken barely caught her wrist, feeling the surprising power behind the slender limb, before the jagged edge sliced his throat.

      How did someone who’d just recently undergone gene therapy employ such a tactic? His nostrils flared, and his lips curled into a snarl as he glowered at her. “So, you’re the one with the unsavory intentions now.”

      If biting through his boot hadn’t been the first indication of her strength, the way his enhanced muscles strained just to keep her glass shard at bay served as a sure second. If Kraken weren’t genetically enhanced himself, he’d be dead.

      He shoved her back, the glass shard nicking his cheek as he did, and rolled for his gun. Kraken snatched it, spinning around, pistol aimed at her leg. Not to shoot but simply to threaten her. He settled on his knee before opening his free hand in the ‘Stop’ symbol. “As I was saying. There is a difference between hypocrisy and a fail-safe. Notice how I have not gone on the offense once this entire time?”

      She hesitated, the glass shard frozen above her head like a projectile. Her hesitation allowed him a moment to observe her more clearly. Other than what he’d already observed, he noted her build was lean and slender, aptly built for her strength and agility. An oval-shaped face matched with a small, swooping nose gave her a conventionally cute appearance, completely at odds with her vicious nature. Her eyes caught Kraken’s attention the most—round, prominent, deep like an abyss, exuding confidence.

      I really don’t have time for this. He grimaced. The Vultures could find them at any minute.

      Pulling the trigger and ending it all felt inevitable. If he couldn’t reason with her, he could die. Despite her awkward movements, she carried herself with the discipline of a soldier. Every movement calculated. Always rationing her energy. Even Recombinants like Kraken would fall to her.

      That thought was chilling, given their standoff.

      Kraken took a deep breath to steady himself, refusing to let his emotions get the best of him. Am I taking the wrong approach here?

      “Okay, look, logic girl. I can tell you’re the type to not want to be put at risk.” Kraken lowered his gun. “So, I’m going to cut you a deal. If you put down that blasted piece of glass, I’ll slide my pistol out of the room. We both won’t have weapons and we’ll be genuinely equal. Agree?”

      “Disarm yourself first,” she replied, remaining completely still. “But remember, I do not require this glass weapon for a duel.”

      Yeah, tell me something I don’t know. It was a fair request. The glass shard was meant for close combat, while his pistol gave him the advantage at range. If he didn’t hold up his end of the bargain, she’d be weaponless.

      Still, irritation prickled at him. Not just because he had to go first, but because he was up against someone who knew exactly what they were doing. “Fair enough.”

      Kraken placed the gun on the ground with deliberate care, then stepped back. A sharp kick sent it skidding across the floor and into the hallway, where it struck the wall with a hollow thud. His fingers reflexively brushed against the knife concealed in the inner pocket of his jacket—his contingency plan. His gaze remained locked on her as he gestured toward the glass.

      “Is this enough proof for you?” His voice remained steady, almost coaxing. “I wasn’t trying to hurt you. I wanted to make sure you were alive, to save you.” A partial truth at best. He had intended to use her for scrap, but she didn’t need to know that. “So, are you ready to honor our deal?”

      Her smile was slow, calculated, though it never quite reached her eyes. “My part of the deal... Why would you rely on an opponent to keep their word?” With a flick of her wrist, she sent the glass shard slicing through the air. It embedded itself in the wooden doorframe with a dull thunk. Still within reach. Different from his gun.

      “You’re smart for a human,” she mused, tilting her head. “Though this was a poor deal for you. I will honor it, but only partially. You still have a weapon.”

      Kraken didn’t flinch at the accusation. So, she knew about the knife. What she didn’t know was that a decade of training and genetic enhancements had made him a weapon himself. A slow smirk pulled at his lips as he considered her choice of words. Human. She always said it as if it were something separate from herself. Something lesser. It piqued his interest.

      “I wouldn’t call myself foolish. If you had wanted me dead, you’d have finished it or we’d remain in a stalemate.” Kraken leaned against the wall, arms crossed, one hand absentmindedly brushing the inner pocket of his jacket where the knife lay hidden. He kept his expression composed, despite the sharp sting radiating from his ankle. “I figured let’s skip the theatrics and talk. Mutually assured destruction doesn’t work in a one-on-one impasse. I took a gamble.”

      Some AI units evolved past their initial programming, but she seemed far more advanced than that. A Recombinant remained a possibility, yet her insistence on distancing herself from humanity proved...puzzling.

      “We remain at a stalemate,” she said, her voice measured. “What now?”

      “For starters, we could stop trying to kill each other. Seems like a solid beginning.” Kraken shifted his weight and cast a glance out the window. No sign of movement, but he knew better than to trust an illusion of safety. The distance he had put between the Vultures and himself hadn’t been enough. There was a real chance he’d walk out of here and straight into a trap.

      His gaze flicked back to her. “You’re clearly not in top form,” he observed. “Your stance is off, your movements wilder than calculated. More feral than machine. So, what exactly are you?”

      She tilted her head as if considering him before replying. “I am unlike you.” A pause. Then, with something close to finality, she added, “I am Yin.”

      Kraken noted the subtle shift in her posture—the way her muscles uncoiled when he remained measured, unthreatening. Hostility triggered a defensive instinct in her, much like danger sent adrenaline surging through his own veins. If he wanted to leave without a fight, his best chance involved honesty, or at least the illusion of it.

      He smirked again. “Your defense is impressive, Yin. But you might land better punches if you worked on your balance.”

      If Yin thought Kraken was clueless, all the better. It gave him a slight advantage. Despite being at odds mere moments ago, he bore no grudge. She’d reacted to a perceived threat, and he couldn’t fault her for that. What he could fault her for was blocking his escape. But despite his mounting impatience, the best option remained to keep her talking. Keep her engaged. Help guide her to the conclusion that he no longer posed a threat and to move out of the way of the exit.

      When she remained silent, he pressed on. “I’m Kraken. Don’t ask for any other names. I don’t know much about you besides your ability to fight, but where did you learn? Your technique is advanced, and you improvise weapons like it’s second nature.”

      Yin tilted her head, frowning as if weighing her words. “My fighting technique comes from my place of origin. I learned everything there. Nothing more can be said.”

      Kraken studied her, searching for a crack in her guarded demeanor. Why was she so adamant about being vague? More importantly, what had driven her to play dead in Scraptown? And how could he persuade her to talk?

      Something with her capabilities could be useful.

      The burning in his ankle interrupted his thoughts. With his adrenaline fading, the pain of Yin’s bite settled in. He removed his boot to inspect the full extent of his injury. A dark red stain saturated his sock. The wound appeared jagged and torn, with deep puncture marks where her teeth penetrated the skin. Swelling and inflammation were already present around the wound. Kraken winced at the sight of it. The force of her bite probably damaged underlying tissue and bone. Nothing a plasma patch couldn’t fix. He tugged on his sock to stem the bleeding.

      As if his troubles couldn’t worsen, he heard shouts echoing within the confines of the building. Kraken’s body grew rigid. The shouts were distant but clear. He knew that sound—the low rumble of a hunting pack. Not one voice but many. Reinforcements. They’d waited him out. Their patience was gone. Dammit.

      Yin’s body radiated stillness like an alert hound. She might have heard them more clearly than he did. Her sharp gaze homed in on the doorway, her expression unreadable. But Kraken caught it. The slight shift in her stance, the way her hands curled subtly, preparing for a fight.

      He moved toward the door, only halting when she returned her gaze to him. He raised his hands to show deference.

      “Hear those voices?” Kraken asked, indicating with his head. “Pretty sure they belong to the gangsters who want me, and anyone around me, dead. Cut the logical crap. We have to go. Now.”
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      A drumbeat pounded in his ears, a frantic rhythm set by his pulse. He tore into the hallway, and with each step, hot agony spiked up his leg from the ankle. He gritted his teeth, shoving the pain down, burying it in a cold, dark corner of his mind. No time for weakness.

      His fingers found the familiar weight of his firearm, the cold metal grounding him as he cocked the slide and checked the cartridge. Full. Not enough to wipe them out, but maybe enough to buy him time. He inhaled a deep breath, steadying himself, then pressed his back against the wall. His senses stretched outward, anticipating the threat.

      A silent presence loomed behind him, quiet but unmistakable—Yin.

      “Correction. Logic dictates I accompany you,” she remarked, her tone as detached as ever. “To cease would be irrational.”

      Kraken scarcely spared her a glance. Instead, he edged toward the window and peered outside. No movement or sign of his pursuers. The streets below stretched empty. If he acted fast, he could shatter the glass, jump, and disappear before the Vultures even knew where to look. If Yin was smart, she’d follow.

      Jumping remained safe as long as he nailed the landing, though his ankle might beg to differ in this circumstance. He turned, catching Yin’s gaze. He doubted it’d be an issue for her. Her face remained a blank canvas. No tension, no hesitation, nothing to indicate fear or concern. He couldn’t gauge her thoughts, no matter how hard he tried. And for now, he didn’t have time.

      Survival came first.

      “By the way,” Kraken’s elbow collided with the windowpane. The sound of shattered glass echoed throughout the room. He used his gun to clear any lingering fragments. “Our disarmed deal is off.” He hoisted himself onto the windowsill, straddling it. “Are you coming? ...Yin?”

      The place where she’d stood held an eerie stillness. No sign of her.

      Kraken dropped to the floor with a muffled thud and scanned the room, his boots soft against the floor. A fresh indentation on the doorframe marked the absence of her glass shard. Where did you go?

      “Yin!” he shouted, straining his ears for any signs of movement. His ears, genetically enhanced to detect the faintest sound, heard only silence. Even with my enhanced senses, I can’t track her. What the hell is she?

      A bullet tore through the air, grazing past him with a sharp zing. Kraken’s reflexes kicked in. He slammed his back against the wall, heart pounding with adrenaline. Peering around the edge of the broken window, he spotted his assailant—a young Vulture gangster. Bald, with tattoos scrawled across his face, his eyes narrowed with intent.

      Kraken muttered under his breath, “You’ve got to be kidding me.”

      He reached for the silencer on his belt, screwing it onto his firearm. A small adjustment, but one he should’ve made earlier. Hindsight. He drew a steadying breath, silencing his frustration, and then, with lethal calm, stepped back out into view. A single shot rang out, and the gangster’s face exploded into a spray of red. Kraken had already snapped back behind cover, action preceding thought.

      This was his gift.

      His reflexes functioned as a finely tuned radar that reacted before his mind could catch up. It was more than just physical agility; it was that same lethal calm, an automatic, split-second harmony of mind and body.

      A second Vulture stepped out from behind the debris just as the first body hit the ground. Kraken hissed. Roaches. Kill one and twenty more scuttle out to take its place.

      He reached for his knife. No time to waste. The moment his fingers wrapped around the handle, he moved.

      The cold air rushed past him as he launched out of the window. His landing jarred him, knees bending to absorb the impact, but pain tore through his ankle like a live wire. His vision flared white-hot. Dammit. He held back a cry, locking his jaw as his body buckled. Adrenaline took over, numbing the agony long enough for him to push forward.

      His target had no time to react. Kraken drove the blade into the man’s chest, feeling the resistance of muscle and bone before it yielded. A gurgled breath. A shudder. The Vulture collapsed. Kraken eased the body down, sparing him a brutal fall.

      “Sorry,” he murmured.

      The regret was fleeting, passing through him before vanishing. Gunfire shattered the moment. A crash. Screams.

      His head snapped toward the sound. Is that her?

      Yin had vanished so abruptly before… Had she run? No, that wasn’t it. If those gunshots meant she was in danger, should he cut his losses? Keep moving?

      He exhaled, dragging a hand down his face. No.

      Even if he didn’t fully understand her, he wasn’t about to leave her.

      Sliding the knife back into its sheath, Kraken gripped his gun and moved, skirting the side of the building to the front. As he rounded the corner, three Metal Vultures crossed his path.

      His weapon came up, his aim precise. Three shots. Three bodies dropped. Clean. Methodical.

      The fight had never been fair. He was more than them—enhanced, sharpened by years of hard-won survival. His movements were fluid, lethal. But as he stared at the crumpled bodies, a cold, sour twist started in his gut. Just let me go.

      Why hadn’t they? They all could have walked away. No grudges, no fresh bodies left to rot in the street.

      But they hadn’t. And now, here they were.

      The door groaned as Kraken nudged it open, the business end of his pistol entering the room before him. The scent of blood hit him first—thick, metallic, suffocating.

      Yin stood in the center of the carnage, a halo of bodies sprawled at her feet. Blood slicked her skin, smeared across her clothes in chaotic strokes. A handgun, one she hadn’t entered with, rested in her hand, her fingers curled around it with the ease of someone who knew how to use it. Whether that stemmed from instinct or something else, Kraken didn’t know.

      “Yin?” Kraken hesitated. He raised his hands, nonthreatening. “Are you injured?”

      She turned to him. He noted the beads of sweat dripping from her forehead and the dull look in her eyes. The ongoing impact of whatever was happening to her remained.

      The room was silent except for a single sound: wet, ragged breathing.

      His gaze dropped. Among the bodies, one still clung to life. A man lay on his back, with a jagged shard of glass jutting from his chest. Blood bubbled at his lips as he gurgled, drowning in it.

      Kraken took a deliberate step forward, and recognition hit him like a hammer.

      Markus.

      The leader of the Metal Vultures. The one who put a hit on him. The one who, eleven years ago, had watched him walk away from the gang and vowed he’d never forgive him for it.

      Markus’s eyes fluttered open. They held a dark fire, burning even through the haze of pain, and locked onto Kraken. No pleading. Just the sharp, unforgiving blade of betrayal.

      For a moment, the weight of the past settled on Kraken’s shoulders. The late nights, the scraps they’d fought through, the exhilaration of running jobs together, and Markus’s plans promising them something more. A ghost of their former brotherhood clawed at him. But the gang had crumbled, and when it did, he’d walked away without looking back.

      Markus never could.

      His mouth moved, forming a word—a curse, maybe, or one last bitter insult—but only blood spilled out.

      Kraken’s fingers tightened around his pistol. A pause. A moment where the past threatened to reach up and drag him back. Was this closure? It didn’t feel like it.

      His jaw clenched. No hesitation. No second thoughts.

      He raised the weapon, leveled it at Markus’s head, and pulled the trigger.

      Kraken exhaled, slow and steady. The weight on his chest didn’t lift.

      “Rest in peace,” he murmured, though he didn’t know who the words were for—Markus or himself.

      Beside him, Yin’s chest rose and fell in rapid succession, each breath ragged as she pulled air into her lungs. She straightened, tilting her head.

      “Why did you follow me?” Her voice was flat. “It wasn’t for my well-being. This is your problem, not mine.”

      Kraken exhaled and slid his gun back into its holster after removing the silencer. “That’s an odd way to say thank you,” he retorted, wiping the sweat from his brow. “I couldn’t leave you behind. Whether I like it or not, abandoning someone isn’t in my nature.”

      Yin considered this. “Humans are persistent. And willing to die.”

      Kraken believed it was her way of calling them annoying.

      “How many followed you, Human Kraken?”

      She had a point. He wasn’t sure how many were still on their tail or if the remaining Vultures had retreated.

      “Scraptown gangs rely on intimidation more than strategy,” he explained. “They’ve got numbers, not brains. Kill a few high-ranking members—” He gestured toward Markus’s lifeless body. “—and you become top dog.”

      “Top dog?” Yin wrinkled her nose. “Humans wish to be referred to as canines?”

      An abrupt laugh escaped him. Yeah, she seemed fine.

      Kraken knelt, adjusting his sock where it had loosened during the fight. As he pulled it back over his battered ankle, fresh beads of blood pooled around the torn skin.

      “Well,” he said, casting her a sidelong glance. “You killed their leader. Whether you like it or not, that makes you top dog.” He smirked. “Congratulations.”

      Yin pursed her lips before tossing the gun aside. She regarded the fallen leader of the Metal Vultures, eyes lingering on the lifeless body.

      “You did a merciful thing for him. You ended his dying process early. Why? Was he not your enemy?”

      The question struck deeper than Kraken expected. Did she even understand what mercy entailed? Did it mean anything to her?

      Distant laughter echoed in his mind—two boys racing through trash-littered streets, their worn-out shoes slapping against cracked concrete as they sprinted toward the day’s rations. The exhilaration of opportunity. The warmth of belonging. Then, the sharp sting of betrayal. Hot breath against his face, older now, a voice snarling: Traitor.

      Kraken rubbed his temple and studied the floor. “There was no use in letting him suffer.”

      Yin studied him with piercing focus, her eyes dissecting every conscious and unconscious movement, as if running a diagnostic on him. For a moment, Kraken half-expected her to start beeping or open a port for some kind of software update. Even the most patient person would find her stoicism and manner off-putting.

      Then, to his surprise, she sighed and pinched the bridge of her nose. “You are ruining my peace here.”

      Kraken’s brows shot up. He had braced himself for a detached lecture about how mercy constituted a weakness. But instead, for the first time, she didn’t sound like a machine. She sounded...human.

      And in that one word—peace—he saw her. Had that been what she came here for? Whatever peace meant to someone like her. Instead, he’d barged in, tried to ‘decommission’ her, and dragged dirty laundry from his past along with him.

      “I’m sorry I ruined your...peace, but here we are,” Kraken muttered, cheeks flushing red. Something hot and sticky dripped down his temple. He reached up, fingers brushing against the laceration on his head. Still seeping trickles of blood. How much of his blood painted the earth today?

      “Let’s get out of here before I actually bleed out.”

      “You are dramatic.” Yin pressed her lips together. “And troublesome.”

      Without another word, she turned toward the open door. For a second, Kraken thought she’d finally had enough of his dramatic self and was making a break for it. But then she stopped at the threshold, glancing back at him expectantly.

      He fell into step behind her. “I am not dramatic,” he countered. Per se. “I am more a believer in heightened reality.”

      Even with her back to him, Kraken could practically feel her rolling her eyes. To her, he must’ve been just another clumsy human who struggled to tell left from right. For a moment, he wondered what it would take to actually impress her. He shoved that thought aside.

      They needed a plan.

      Being out in the open made them easy targets. And while Yin was powerful, nobody fared well against a mob.

      Kraken smirked as the perfect escape route formed in his mind. He savored the moment of unveiling his heroic plan when a loud clank cut through his thoughts.

      His gaze snapped to Yin. She was already crouched over a sewer grate, fingers hooked into the metal grooves. With little effort, she pried it free from its sealed foundation and set it aside.

      She’d thought of the same plan.

      Kraken deflated. Had it been that obvious?

      A foul stench curled into the air, and his nose crinkled. The sewers of Retro Ignis were outdated and disgusting—especially in Scraptown. The thought of wading through that sludge churned his stomach, but realistically, it was the safest route. No one would follow them down there. Not willingly.

      Yin was already descending, her voice breaking through his hesitation. “Are you coming? We shall travel this way. No one will follow us.”

      Kraken sighed. “Yeah... Right on your heels.”

      Suppressing every instinct to not climb into the rancid depths of the city, he swung his legs into the hole until his boots found the first rung of the ladder. Twisting onto his stomach, he eased himself down, pulling the heavy grate back into place above him.

      And just like that, he was ready to see what fresh hell awaited his nose.
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      The air in the sewers shrouded the tunnels in a foul, clammy blanket thick with the stench of decay and rot. Faint fluorescent lights shivered in the distance, but the sickly yellow glow did little to dispel the gloom. Every breath was a fresh assault on Kraken’s senses, a reminder of the city’s underbelly. The tunnels thrummed with the slow drip of water and the scurrying of unseen things.

      The rumors of mutant rats large enough to drag away stray cats, he dismissed them. But as he eyed the twisting tunnels ahead, an icy knot of dread settled in his stomach. He wasn’t about to test the theory.

      Thick sludge coursed through the system between the walkways, sloshing toward whatever purification facility would eventually turn it into clean drinking water. Yum.

      Favoring his bad ankle, Kraken eased off the ladder and landed with a grunt. The tunnels stretched endlessly in either direction, branching off into an intricate maze. He raised an arm to shield his nose, blinking against the dim light. The maze of tunnels snapped into focus.

      Yin was waiting.

      She should have kept moving, leaving behind the troublesome, peace-ruining human to catch up on his own. Instead, she held still, regarding him with her usual unreadable expression. A display of loyalty—intentional or not.

      “Your ankle is sore,” Yin observed. Then, after a pause, she added, “Humans apologize when they are showing politeness, is that correct? Even if it lacks genuineness.” Another pause. “I apologize for your soreness, even if I was justified.”

      Kraken barked out a laugh, only for it to cut off into a violent gag as the sewer stench coated his throat. His laughter-turned-choking echoed through the tunnels, bouncing back at him in distorted mockery.

      It was how she said it. That neutral, completely sincere expression paired with a statement so blunt it could’ve been satire. As much as her cold logic could be frustrating, some part of him found it endearing.

      In a world built on deception, Yin was pure—unfiltered, honest, untouched by the corruption that tainted everyone else.

      Her face contorted. “I do not understand the joke.”

      Kraken waved a hand in front of his face, attempting—and failing—to dispel the awful taste from his mouth. He stifled his amusement, about to explain, when Yin crouched at his ankle.

      He twitched as slender fingers wrapped around the back of his foot, lifting it. The unexpected contact jolted him, but the coldness of her touch was oddly relieving against his throbbing injury.

      Kraken exhaled, leaning against the ladder for support. Her fingers examined his ankle with a rigor that forced a question: was she truly just analyzing, or was this her own version of concern?

      “Human Kraken.”

      There it was again. That moniker.

      “This wound will fare poorly in the sewer,” she continued, her tone clinical. “There is a high risk of infection with it exposed. The least we can do is wrap it.” She pointed to the bandage on his head. “Give me that.”

      Kraken sighed but didn’t argue. He peeled the bandage from his forehead and handed it over. The cut wasn’t deep. It would survive the sewer better than his ankle would. There was no telling what bacteria already festered in the wound.

      Yin worked, her fingers tightening the bandage with trained competence. Her movements were precise, methodical. Basic medical care was apparently part of her skillset.

      She was...definitely something. Strange, yes, but not necessarily evil. Kraken still wasn’t sure what to make of her. She was analytical to the point of emotionlessness, yet there was something undeniably human lurking beneath all that cold logic. Up until now, she’d shown complete indifference to the lives of others. But this? This suggested otherwise.

      Yin was a puzzle, and Kraken was starting to think he wanted to solve it.

      Right after he got his ankle properly disinfected.

      As if reading his mind, Yin said, “This will require disinfection when you reach your destination. A plasma patch will hold well.” She stepped back, tucking her hands into her robe pockets. “Where is your destination? I shall escort you.”

      Her entire demeanor had shifted. Gone was the ruthless force of nature who tore through the Metal Vultures without a second thought. Now, she leaned with casual ease, weight shifted onto one foot, posture relaxed.

      If she weren’t drenched in blood and dressed in normal clothes, she might even pass for a regular gal on the street.

      “It’s called a home,” Kraken said. “It’s in Old Town near the Rivera Theater. You don’t have to come along. I can find my way.”

      He hesitated. Reconsidered.

      “Actually, maybe you should come with me. To Old Town.”

      Old Town was the main suburb of Retro Ignis, bordering Modernist Ignis. A towering retaining wall wrapped around its perimeter, separating the two districts. The wall wasn’t meant to keep people out. Travel between the two halves of the city was unrestricted. Officially, the wall was there to maintain ‘harmony.’ To prevent ‘less savory’ individuals from disrupting the order of the city. But every movement was tracked.

      Kraken rubbed the chip implanted beneath the skin of his palm. Medical professionals implanted these chips at birth, carrying a person’s entire identity from their name to their bank account, dispensing one’s credits since paper money became obsolete after the nuclear war of 2026.

      His was a forgery that he’d calibrated himself to avoid being tracked. He looked down at his palm, tightening his fingers into a fist. Classist bullshit.

      ‘Less savory’ was just a polite way of saying poor.

      As they moved through the tunnels, Kraken noticed Yin’s expression shift. Her lips compressed, her gaze distant; he saw her calculating something far beyond numbers. Something he’d said had unsettled her.

      He resisted the urge to reach out, to tap her shoulder, to pry. Her thoughts resisted anything but mechanical equations, whirring and clicking in perfect sequence.

      Then, finally, “I...” Yin’s voice sliced through the damp, echoing silence. “…don’t possess a place like a home. Only a place to exist.”

      Kraken gawked at her. That was something. The first real, personal truth she had given him beyond her name.

      He quickly schooled his expression.

      “I’m sorry you don’t have a home,” he said, his voice soft. “I know how that feels. Until I was eleven, I was a street rat. But I found my place.”

      Kraken’s ‘place’ was an abandoned apartment complex—nothing but a hollowed-out shell until he’d jury-rigged it into something livable. He’d gotten the water running and hijacked nearby electrical lines, making it a fully functional home. Not bad for an eleven-year-old. It wasn’t much, but it was his.

      He recalled the people who had drifted through that space over the years, seeking shelter, a moment of respite. His chest ached. Yin didn’t have that. Didn’t even seem to want it. And somehow, that hurt more than it should have.

      “Listen...” He hesitated. “I have extra space. If you need a place to stay? I promise not to disturb your peace anymore.” His critics’ words deafened him: Your heart is too open. You let your emotions override self-preservation. It’s going to get you killed. He pressed his lips into a thin line, shoving the words back into the dark. He would rather die with a conscience than live without one.

      “Ah...” Ahead of him, Yin faltered mid-step. Just for a second, her eyes widened and brows lifted. Like something he’d said had actually surprised her. Kraken smirked. No sharp retort? No dry remark? He registered that as human of her. He nearly pointed it out, but he held his tongue. If he did, she might retreat behind her usual stoicism, and he wasn’t ready to lose this moment. Still, the hesitation was unusual. He’d never seen her pause like that before.

      “It’s logical, right?” he pressed. “I have a home. You don’t. I offer you one. The logical answer is yes.”

      Yin came to a full stop. Her arms folded tightly over her chest, and she turned slightly away from him.

      Oh no. I broke her.

      “No.” She shook her head, gaze lifting from the ground. “I am unable to do that.” A pause. Then, just barely, her lips curled into something almost gentle. “Besides...you are too troublesome.”

      Kraken blinked. Did she just… Was that…a joke?

      He stared for half a breath, then a laugh pushed past his lips. “Hilarious,” he said, shaking his head. “Nice to see you coming out of your shell.”

      “What? I am not in a shell.” Yin tilted her head, brow slightly furrowed. “I am breaking out of nothing.”

      Kraken scrutinized her, searching for a flicker of amusement. A smirk, a glint in her eye. Something. But no. Her expression had already settled back into blank neutrality. Oh. She was serious.

      He sighed. There was humanity in there somewhere. Maybe he should explain the metaphor, but before he could, his gaze snagged on a single crimson drop—blood. A single drop slipped from her nose and splattered onto the ground.

      Kraken stilled. “You’re bleeding.”

      Yin’s hand darted to her face. She examined her fingertips, now smeared with red, then quickly wiped them clean. “It happens,” she muttered. “It is nothing.”

      “Well, get it checked out.” His hand instinctively reached for her arm but stopped. If he touched her, he feared she might perceive it as a threat. The last thing he wanted was to shatter whatever fragile partnership they’d built. “It could be a blood flow issue. Don’t ignore something like that.”

      “I am fine.” Her voice snapped back with force. She turned away, nose lifted toward the ceiling as if that alone would stop the bleeding. “I know why I bleed. Fixing it is unnecessary right now.”

      “...okay.” The conversation collapsed, leaving an uncomfortable silence.

      Kraken trailed behind her, turning over the conversation in his mind. Everything about her was strange and cryptic. Why was she so hard to figure out? He prided himself on recognizing patterns, solving puzzles, connecting dots others didn’t even see. But Yin? She was a puzzle with missing pieces, an equation that refused to balance.

      Yet he couldn’t stop trying. It was not only out of curiosity, but because of her skill and power. He sensed fragments of himself in her, and he knew that if he could bring someone like her to his side, the possibilities would be endless.

      Whatever. Right now, he wanted nothing more than to collapse into his bed and disappear into oblivion. The thought of soft sheets, of hot water washing away the filth of Scraptown, was the only thing keeping him going. Though reality threatened. He’d gotten his proverbial ass handed to him, and Miriam was going to have words about it. The Metal Vultures would be on high alert. Returning to Scraptown anytime soon wasn’t looking good. His shoulders sagged.

      “We have arrived.”

      Kraken opened his eyes, blinking against the dim light, to find Yin standing beside a ladder that looked similar to the one they’d descended earlier. Above them loomed the Rivera Theater, known for its cheap seats and classic plays. As a child, Kraken used to sneak in, captivated by the performances.

      She knew the city layout, then. Another mystery that would go without an answer.

      “Can your ankle handle it?” Yin’s voice was steady, but something about the low light spilling through small exit holes made her look...lost.

      Kraken sucked in a breath. Could he really leave her behind? He took a step toward the ladder and looked up at the night sky. “I hope so, or else I’m going to lose my nose.” He forced a smile, trying to lighten the tension. “Listen,” he hastened, “I insist you stay with me. You have nowhere else to go. I practically have an entire apartment complex to myself. Hell, you can even sleep in the office, if that’s what you want. Seriously, just stay.”

      Yin shook her head firmly. “No, I cannot. Cease your request. I wish to remain in Scraptown.”

      Another rejection.

      But Kraken wasn’t giving up so easily. They’d gone through hell together today. He followed her up into the fresh night air, its chill causing him to shiver. A sigh of relief escaped him, almost as if he’d forgotten what fresh air even smelled like. It looked like they were only a block from his home.

      “This is where we part,” Yin began.

      “Stay with me,” Kraken cut in. He had to try one last time. “Look, the gangs in Scraptown are getting stronger. You’re a good fighter, and I’m not denying that, but you can’t take them all on. You’ll get killed. I have running water, electricity, AC, and heating. It’ll be safer. You can have a home.”

      At the word home, Yin flinched. He recognized the subtle shift in her weight, the way her clenched fist retreated into her pocket. Her eyes held something inscrutable. Feral, like a dog running wild after escaping its fence, instinctively searching for something it could never fully reclaim. Kraken resisted the impulse to reach out, knowing it would be futile. She’d bite.

      A grin tugged at the corner of Kraken’s lips. His warmth pressed against her cold, distant gaze like a wave crashing against a stone cliff. The day had been anything but ordinary—being shot at by gangsters, fighting a freak, getting wounded twice, and escaping with said freak. Yet here they were.

      “Good-bye, Human Kraken.” Yin’s words were short as she hastened away.

      Three times was the limit. Kraken had to respect her decision. Giving her space and time to consider felt like it might be the way to draw her in. Force certainly wasn’t.

      “Good-bye, Yin. Good luck finding your way back to Scraptown.” He took a few steps, then watched her retreat into the evening. Raising a hand, he called after her, “And thanks for the help. No matter what happened in that building, you’re not a bad person.”

      For a brief moment, he thought he saw a pause in her step.
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