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For my son, Oliver, as you begin your own adventure. Your family will always be here, behind you, beside you, and with you.
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Breathe. Just breathe.
The roar and growl of traffic droned just beyond the thin metal sides of the cargo skiff, making it impossible to hear anything. The inside had been gutted and reconfigured into a makeshift mobile outpost: buckets served as seats and metal shelves were bolted onto the side panels as work surfaces.
Ashiro Taki sat perched in front of his console, one side sloping precariously, his hands hovering over a grimy, backlit keyboard, tired eyes straining through streams of code projected onto a remote terminal glowing before him. A video feed floated in the corner of the screen, flickering and scratchy from a poor transmission.
“That’s still the wrong connection—you’re looking for a red wire with green stripes,” he hissed, the earpiece stuffed into his waxy canal capturing his clipped, nervous speech. He leaned closer to the video feed, as if it would help, trying to identify the colors of wires in an exposed data trunk. Hands on the other end fumbled through the bundle.
They’d been at this for five minutes already, twice the time it should have taken. The driver was circling the block, his impatience turning from annoyance to anger. The skiff braked suddenly, causing Ashiro to grab the sides of his console to keep from toppling over. He readjusted his seat, shooting a dark look toward the driver.
Kenzo Arata, a large, hulking man, hunched on an ammunition crate opposite Ashiro, readjusted his muscled bulk, his head scraping against the low-hanging conduits of data cables strapped along the ceiling.
“This is takin’ too long,” Kenzo growled, wiping at his sweaty brow with thick, dirty fingers, digging along the edges of a large EXO enhancement that covered half his head. His hands were wrapped in filthy tape and gauze, remnants from the last job he and his crew pulled.
“I can see the wire—it’s right beneath the last one you connected to,” growled Ashiro into the mic, trying to ignore Kenzo.
“I don’t see nothin’ but mushy brown and yellow—they all look’s the same.” The exasperated response was scratchy through the headphones.
Ashiro leaned toward the screen. The red and green wires stood out clearly in the bundle, even through the poor feed. Something was wrong—there was no way he couldn’t see it.
“Are you color blind?” He felt a cold shudder run down his spine as he glanced at Kenzo.
The open mic hissed in his headset. “Just tell me which one to clip to.” The voice pitched with panic, or was it anxiety, a tweaker spinning out of control?
“He’s color blind,” said Ashiro, turning to Kenzo.
The hulking brute stared at him with dull eyes. “That’s your problem, isn’t it?” he spat back. “’I can get you in,’ you said.”
“How could I know he’s color blind?” Ashiro questioned. “If he can’t see the color of the wire...” Explaining further was pointless.
“Then get out there and do it yourself,” Kenzo said venomously.
“The mule does the ground work—that’s our deal,” Ashiro pointed out. “I don’t leave the skiff.”
“You get me past the security—that’s our deal,” Kenzo growled.
“Should I make another pass?” the call came from the driver. “Third pass—the building’s AI is gonna pick us up if it hasn’t already.” Kenzo fixed Ashiro with a murderous stare, challenging him. Ashiro looked at the screen. The hands were still fumbling through the bundle. He thought back to the garage before they left on the run—the mule doing the street work standing before him, shaking so badly that Ashiro could barely make the neural connections to his infected brow ports. He’d asked Kenzo if the guy was okay—he shrugged and said he was just nervous. It was more than that; he was strung out, and the drugs had made him color blind. He wasn’t gonna get it.
“Lemme out,” muttered Ashiro. “I’ll do it.”
“We’re gonna drop ’em,” shouted Kenzo to the driver.
The skiff careened to the side, skipping through traffic before jamming on the brakes and sliding to a stop at the curb.
Ashiro leaned against the low ceiling, shrugging his long black simulated leather coat closed and pulling up a hood to hide his face.
“Here,” said Kenzo, thrusting the taped handle of a handgun toward him.
Ashiro looked at the piece and felt his insides tighten. The last time he’d touched one of those, he’d killed someone. He shook his head. “No thanks.”
“Take it,” Kenzo snarled through gritted teeth.
Ashiro grabbed the gun. It felt heavy in his hand, dangerous. He slipped it into his coat pocket. I don’t have to use it, he thought.
Kenzo yanked the door, pushed Ashiro off, and slammed it shut behind him as they sped back into traffic.
The muggy, polluted air of Base City hit Ashiro like a wet slap. The skiff might have been a junker, but at least it had A/C.
He oriented himself on the sidewalk, struggling to see through waves of orange and purple that blurred his vision. His whole life, washes of color had reflected his emotions, tinting his world, alerting his senses. He was half a block from the vault door. The skiff would make another pass around the building—he would only have a few minutes to get this sorted. Ashiro looked up, feeling a light mist on his skin. He stood at the base of a massive building, rising so far into the neon-soaked gloom that the top was lost from view. All the other buildings were similarly tall, forming canyons of darkness regardless of the time of day. The street’s glow and blinding signage provided plenty of light at ground level, creating a multi-spectral, toxic melange of soupy half-lit haze.
The sounds of the street echoed between the buildings—shouting, voices, vehicles, horns blaring; somewhere up the block, a construction project was underway, offering a symphony of jackhammers and heavy machinery.
Ashiro pushed his way through the crowded sidewalk, weaving between half-dressed flesh vendors, tattooed and glowing with fiber-optic hair implants. There were pimps and pushers around too, some wearing heavy boots and sleeveless Lycra tops, showing off their bulging muscles, while others wore long coats woven with glowing threads. Many sported EXO modifications grafted onto the outside of their bodies, giving everything from increased speed and strength to improved vision, memory, and processing power. EXO enhancements had advantages, not the least of which was that they cost a fraction of the internal ones. However, there were drawbacks—they tended to look hideous and could be easily stolen by someone with the stomach for maiming the host.
Ashiro avoided all the peacock flashery, preferring to remain unnoticed and in the shadows. EXO mods had their uses, but they were still beyond his reach. The mule stood before an exposed panel next to the vault door, fingers still sorting wires. Ashiro pushed him roughly aside, drawing a slow curse from the man.
“Hey, I thought you was stay’n in the skiff.” The words were drawn and slurred.
“That was the plan,” muttered Ashiro.
“Yeah,” continued the man, finding a thread. “You said you didn’t like get’n yur hands dirty.” He held up his own grimy stubs, cut and bleeding from tampering with the panel, giggling at his joke.
Ashiro tried to ignore him as he wavered nearby, fetid breath rancid from rotten teeth. He pushed through the wires, quickly locating the red and green, making the connection.
He grabbed the man by the scruff, forcing him to bend over, creating a flat surface. “Don’t move,” he growled over the man’s whine as he set his mobile terminal on the man’s back, opening the cover to expose the glowing keys. His fingers flew as he ran the encryption hack to open the door—a hack he could have run safely from the skiff if this moron had made the simple wire connection.
“Hey—what’ru do’n?” the mule protested, shaking with the effort of holding his position, his head pressed uncomfortably against the stained concrete of the building.
“Shut up,” hissed Ashiro, nervously watching as the hack tunneled through the security sentinels guarding the vault door. One minute, two minutes—this was taking too long.
“What’s the goddamn hold-up?” grating words crackled through the earpiece, right on cue. “Hack’s running, Kenzo—shouldn’t be much longer,” Ashiro said, mostly to reassure himself.
“You said it’d be easy,” came the reply. “If it were easy, anybody could do it—hold still!” The man whined now, pathetic whimpers, his back and legs trembling. “What?” a shout burst from the earpiece, causing Ashiro to cringe.
The sequence was counting down—the hack was getting close.
“We’re on our way,” growled Kenzo over the earpiece before the static cut out.
In a few minutes, the sidewalk would be crowded with EXO thugs, bristling with firepower and drawing plenty of attention. He pounded the keys, as if it would help the hack run faster—he didn’t want to be anywhere near here when they arrived.
“Come on, man, I can’t hold it any longer.” The mule was shaking so badly the screen was hard to read. Ashiro lifted the terminal, and the man sagged against the building. Shouts and commotion from the street—Kenzo and his crew had arrived. The counter clicked over, and a sequence of numbers dialed onto the screen.
Ashiro turned to the vault door, punching in the sequence on the smudged glass panel. The doors slid open, revealing a small, dark interior of a dispensary.
“Lovely,” muttered Kenzo, towering behind Ashiro, his vicious face spread in a grin beneath his EXO skullcap.
The others in the group gathered around the door while one of them entered.
Ashiro snapped the terminal shut, moving to leave.
“Nah, you stay.” He felt a heavy hand on his shoulder.
“The door’s open—I’m done,” protested Ashiro.
“You’re done when we’re done,” Kenzo threatened, nodding toward the door.
One of the crew was already coming out, a black bag bulging with bottles of pills, baggies of powder, and vials of viscous liquid. Another shuffled in, taking their place.
A crowd was gathering on the sidewalk around them, people pointing and voices raised, some waiting for a chance to steal for themselves.
“Come on,” shouted Kenzo to his crew. “We’re out in two.” His focus was on the guys in the vault. Ashiro edged away, trying to put some distance between them.
A shrill alarm echoed from inside the dispensary, growing louder as it increased in pitch.
Kenzo spun toward Ashiro. “Shut that down,” he shouted with uncapped fury.
Ashiro snapped open the terminal. The perimeter alarms were already disabled when he opened the door—they must have tripped something inside.
“I don’t have access,” yelled Ashiro over the piercing sound. He was scanning the airwaves. The area was thick with RF signals; he would never be able to sort through it all. Besides, a secured site like this? It would almost certainly be hardwired, just like the door had been.
Kenzo glared at him with fury, waiting for confirmation. Ashiro shook his head.
More sounds from the street—sirens, pounding feet. A security force was coming.
“This is on you.” Kenzo leaned toward Ashiro, his face distorted with rage. “I’ll deal with you soon enough.” He turned to his gang, pulling them from the doorway. “Time to go.”
A sharp splat against the wall showered Ashiro and the mule in concrete dust and sparks. The security team was shooting at them—rail guns, nearly silent but with enough power to rip a person in half. They weren’t here to take prisoners.
Kenzo and his crew fired back, their gunfire echoing through the canyon of buildings and illuminating the gloom in sharp bursts.
Another shot hit the mule, splitting the top half of the man’s body wide open and spraying the wall behind them with a garish fan of blood.
Kenzo and his crew shuffled along the sidewalk, returning fire with each step as they headed for the skiff.
Bodies littered the ground—some from the crew, a few from the security force, but most were pedestrians.
Ashiro tried to break away from the gang, searching for an opening between volleys. If he managed to get off the sidewalk, Kenzo would kill him once they reached the skiff—he had to get away.
“No, you don’t,” shouted Kenzo, jerking him back by his shoulder.
Several more crew members fell around them. Kenzo turned away, firing in every direction, mindless of who was bystander or security—aiming to cause chaos and confusion.
Ashiro sprinted, weaving through the screaming throng of panic, stumbling over bodies and slipping on blood-slick ground.
One yard turned into a dozen—he was escaping. He risked a quick glance over his shoulder. Kenzo and what remained of the crew were surrounded by security forces, their weapons pressed inward, forcing them to the ground. In the distance, the skiff sped away, abandoning them.
Ashiro slowed. He’d been part of that crew; they had counted on him. The weight of the handgun swinging in his coat pocket reminded him he could do more.
He caught Kenzo’s eye, casting wildly about as his meaty arms were wrestled into restraints, his face ground into the filthy pavement. Kenzo shook with fury, glaring murderously at Ashiro. This wouldn’t be the last he’d hear from Kenzo—he was sure of that.
He turned away, blending into the crowd and disappearing from sight.
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Ashiro hurried along the crowded street, trying to put as much distance as possible between himself and the botched dispensary job. Cool blue bled at the edges of his vision as he fought to control his racing, adrenaline-fueled heartbeat. He did the right thing—breaking away. If he had stayed, he would have been caught along with the rest of the gang. Surely Kenzo would understand that?
No, he wouldn’t. To a man like Kenzo, all that mattered was the job. He would pin this on Ashiro—the alarm from inside, not fighting the security force; it would make it easy to justify retaliation, not that he needed any.
Ashiro sighed as he walked, exhausted from the heist and the mental strain it caused. This had been a job, nothing more: he needed money, and he had the skills. But everything went sideways, and now he had another enemy in Base City. Another reason to look over his shoulder into the shadows and around corners. This city was murder.
The street opened up before him, a wide sidewalk wrapping around a broader boulevard, forming a central corridor through the canyons of buildings. Light shimmered from a million flickering signs, each vying for attention, painting the world with chaotic colors. Families, workers, and singles moved more easily, drifting between food stalls, deciding on their evening meals. The conversations were light, filled with laughter and friendly words.
Ashiro moved through the crowds, leaning closer to friendly groups, imagining himself as part of them. He once had a family, though he couldn’t recall many moments of carefree laughter.
There was a stand in the middle of the block, a permanent oasis in the sea of cracked concrete and chipped asphalt. Inviting stools with worn red fake-leather pads surrounded an open-air counter that wrapped around a small kitchen. He headed toward an opening, finding a spot between a small family and a brooding worker.
He’d been back in Base City for over a year now—though he couldn’t say exactly how long. The days had no shape in a city of perpetual half-light. The smells from the food stalls, cooking dinner instead of breakfast, were the easiest way to track the hours.
An old woman moved gracefully among simmering pots of broth, stirring one and tasting another. She noticed him and offered a welcoming smile. Ashiro watched as she placed several deep, chipped bowls on the counter and began filling them with vegetables and protein sticks before ladling in rich broth, fragrant steam curling up and washing over her shining face. She finished the bowls with pearly eggs scooped from their shells and a dusting of herbs.
Simple yet delicious food, abundant and filling. He hadn’t realized how hungry he was, starved even. This grandmother, with her gentle touch and warm smile, almost made him feel at home.
A man on the other side of the small kitchen noticed him as he served drinks to the other patrons.
“What’ll you have?” He wasn’t a man at all, judging by his baby face and pitched voice, but his size was surprising. He had a fleshgames build, Ashiro decided as he struggled to categorize the boy’s imposing stature. Muscle mingled with fat, and meaty hands made the large bowls of broth and vegetables seem small and manageable.
Ashiro pointed to one of the bowls the grandmother had just finished. “One like that?”
The other nodded. “Egg too?”
He watched as the young man prepared his meal with careful precision, his dexterity contradicting his size. Ashiro’s stomach gurgled with hunger, his mouth watering in anticipation. It had been a day, or maybe longer, since his last meal. The past twenty-four hours with Kenzo’s crew had been chaotic—frantic planning, recon missions, and the hastily built skiff. It had been a well-planned operation; Ashiro was to stay on the sidelines, away from the action—minimal risk.
Why did the interior alarms go off? He hadn’t planned for that. Why should he have? He wasn’t a criminal, and this was his first job. This was Kenzo’s crew, and he’d done this before. How did he miss it? Because he was a criminal: ballsy, but stupid—and they were in the shit now.
Ashiro turned, scanning the crowds around the stand, looking for faces that might be searching for him. It was becoming a troubling habit: looking over his shoulder.
Why had he gotten involved with Kenzo and his gang anyway? He knew the reason but was too ashamed to admit it, even to himself. It was quick money. He had certain skills the gang could use, and they promised him an easy payday.
The job was to raid a dispensary, one of hundreds across the city. Kenzo’s plan was to take the pills, powders, whatever they found, cut them, and sell them on the street at huge profit to the junkies of Base City.
Back on the Moon, he had called his brother Kaito a drug dealer for doing the same thing, and now here he was, doing it himself. He’d lived by principles on the Moon and tried to hold his brother to them—but they weren’t his: he’d had nothing to lose. Not really. His parents provided a home and safety; he didn’t have skin in the game. He hadn’t understood.
Here in Base City, he was on his own: sick, well, where he slept, if he ate. Nobody was watching out for him. It gave him a completely different perspective. He was determined to avoid a life that went nowhere. His brother’s words still haunted him every day: ‘Our father chose a life of honor and hard work. Where did that get him? Penniless, working himself to death. A man old before his time.’
Did that mean being a criminal? No. Maybe? He didn’t know. All he knew for sure was how hungry he was, the gnawing in his stomach that never left, like an uninvited guest.
The large youth placed a fragrant bowl before him on the scarred counter, offering chopsticks.
“Thank you.” Ashiro was already lost in the depths of the broth, deciding on his first bite. He threaded his fingers through the sticks, sorting the drifting morsels. Food on the Moon had been awful: everything processed and chemical, each bite calculated for calories per ounce. In comparison, meals in Base City were a feast. Even simple street vendor fare was delicious. Meat skewered on sticks—he didn’t ask what kind of meat, he knew it came out of a vat—roasted over a coal fire, dusted with herbs and spices, or juices squeezed from fruit he’d never heard of. The choices were endless, and it was cheap, meant for the people who lived and worked there.
It would almost be worth it if it weren’t for everything else that came with the city.
His plan, when he came back, had been to go to the farm. An obvious choice. A place he knew, something familiar.
What he discovered was almost worse than what they had left behind. The entire place had been razed. The fields were plowed under, with charred crops churned beneath the dirt, leaving behind dusty, barren plains. The house was gone too, knocked down and wadded into piles, forgotten. Plants grew between the broken boards and crushed concrete, gently waving in the breeze as light, misty rain fell, coating everything with a foul, brown dampness. Ashiro remembered it like his own skin—it was the first time he’d ever felt the twisted fondness of reflection. He had let himself romanticize their life on the farm, choosing good memories over bad. Whatever this place had been was lost in the fire, and later, with his father’s passing. Now, it was nothing more than ashes and dust, and a memory.
He briefly considered visiting other farms to find work, but that would mean using his old name, Riku Hayashi. That would draw unwanted attention, a risk he probably wouldn’t survive. Besides, the other farmers were just as broke as his father had been.
Base City was his only remaining option. It was difficult at first, with his wandering fueled by memories of visiting with his family and exploring with his brother. While Kaito had loved it, he had not. As he reflected now, he realized he didn’t dislike the city so much as fear it. The hatred came later; as they say, familiarity breeds contempt.
The city was huge, sprawling, and crowded. People living on top of each other, everything worn from heavy use, surfaces scarred and filthy, with trash everywhere. Enormous buildings towered overhead, blocking out the sky and the light, reminding him that there was something better—something beyond all of this that he would never be part of.
Those who lived at the bottom tended to stay there; the system was built that way.
There were things he appreciated about the place: the anonymity and the diversity. So many people, each absorbed in their own lives, too preoccupied to notice him or his worries. It made him feel isolated, alone amidst the crowd. But when he was being hunted, it also brought relief.
Ashiro stared at his bowl, exhausted from his racing mind. He disliked being alone, especially the time spent trapped inside his head, filled with memories of people lost or left behind in a directionless life. He was still young; how would he endure a lifetime of this?
“How is it?”
Ashiro heard a voice and realized it wasn’t the first time the question had been asked. “Uh—good.”
The young man had his elbows propped on the counter, already a mountain of flesh, shifting his weight on tired feet. “Need anything else?”
Ashiro took another bite, self-conscious about being watched, and shook his head.
“It’s been a warm day,” the young man said, wiping his brow with the side of his apron.
“How can you tell?” said Ashiro between slurps. “They all feel about the same to me.”
“You from here?” the young man asked.
Ashiro shook his head.
“Well,” he said, standing at the call of another diner. “After a while, you notice the difference.”
Ashiro finished, his belly swollen with warm soup. Exhaustion pulled at him. He slid a credit stick onto the counter as he hopped up from his seat.
The crowds were beginning to thin as the night wore on. Soon, a different element would be prowling the streets—it was best not to be out then.
Ashiro wandered along the street, orienting himself. He had a storage locker a dozen blocks away with his few belongings. Too far now—better to find a place to sleep for the night.
Balanced on the curb, vehicles rushed past, pushing his long coat in the warm breeze, lights glaring, the noise constant.
As the lights changed, he hurried across the wide street to the far side. A capsule hotel was tucked at the base of a building. He avoided these places whenever possible. They were luxurious and tempting, but he couldn’t afford them. He had needed that job with Kenzo. Soon, he would be begging for food or stealing it.
At the bottom of the room stack, Ashiro scanned his credit stick at a kiosk, unsure if he had enough credits to rent a room. If not, he would have to sleep on the street—he’d done it before. With a satisfying chime, the screen filled with smiling balloons before presenting a range of room upgrades, scented room sprays, cooling pillows, mattresses, and hors d’oeuvres. He swiped past. A wristband printed with a scan code for entry, while a cheerful voice wished him a pleasant stay.
He climbed stairs that crisscrossed along the face of the stack, searching for his level, each floor with rows of identical doors, a number etched on each.
He remembered his brother talking about these small hotels, wanting to try one. They had looked tiny and cramped back then.
He found his hatch and pressed the wristband to the reader. The door whooshed open, and warm, inviting light shone from inside.
He carefully swung inside, using a handle on the ceiling of the capsule. The door slid shut, sealing him in. The padded interior and soft bedding muffled all sounds from outside—disorienting, reminding him of putting on the helmet of a spacesuit back on the Moon. Another advantage of a capsule, perhaps the most important—security. Once closed, pods were nearly impregnable.
He undressed, carefully folding his dirty clothes into a neat pile at the end of the sleeping pallet. The environment within the capsule adjusted around him, alternating between warm and cool currents to create an ideal temperature. He reclined onto the soft mattress, feeling his head sink into a plush pillow. The experience was almost overwhelming in its luxury. He imagined staying here forever, never leaving, not for anything. A safe place beyond worries. He would simply drift into oblivion.
There was one last thing he could do, one final ritual to make it perfect. He propped himself onto his elbow and fished through his folded coat, searching an inner pocket. He felt it there, small, with faceted edges.
He leaned back onto the pillow and held a small pill up to the light.
This was what had brought him to Kenzo in the first place. How many times had he held this in his hand? An inner monologue guided resistance, pointing out the dangers, while an overwhelming craving begged for release. These moments always brought him back to the Moon, to when he’d lost his hand. He’d been given Oxyprol for the pain—it was when he discovered something about himself—something dark and ugly. He was an addict, or at least wired like one. Desire became motivation and then a driving force too great to resist or control.
He rolled the small tab between the fingers of his artificial hand. This was not just a pill; it was the sharp tip of a mountain that ran so deep it had no base, and so steep it could not be climbed once he slipped down its sheer slope.
He’d kept this pill for months, occasionally examining it and flirting with the danger it posed. He wasn’t sure why it fascinated him so. Maybe it gave his life a sense of immediacy and poignancy beyond the routine of just existing.
Not today, he thought, slipping the pill back into its secret pocket where it would rest until he needed it again. For now, he could resist its pull.
Ashiro rolled onto his side, working his body into the soft bedding, breathing deeply, allowing himself to relax completely.
He closed his eyes, praying for sleep. No dreams or anxiety to curl his fears, just the soft darkness of release.
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Thump.
Thump. Thump.
Thump.
Ashiro stirred, his movement causing the pod to glow with dim illumination. He lay still, trying to decide if he was awake or still dreaming. He looked around, taking in the soft surfaces and design accents, remembering where he was.
He’d slept well—better than he had in a long time. He stretched, feeling the relaxation in his muscles and the easing of stiffness from a life mostly on his feet.
Thump.
There it was again, the sound that woke him.
It was something outside. Not against the pod; it was farther away than that.
Thump, thump.
He turned onto his stomach and flicked on the door monitor. Nothing—the open-air hallway outside the pod was empty. There was a timer counting down the hours. He still had time left on his rental. He could stay longer if he wanted. But he felt a pressure in his bladder and a pang of hunger. Some pods had private bathrooms and showers, but that cost extra. There were communal facilities on the bottom floor that came with his rental. He would stop there first and find breakfast afterward.
And then he’d have to deal with the Kenzo problem. If he wasn’t out already, he would be soon. Plus, he probably had people on the streets looking for him already. A gangster like that would want payback.
Ashiro dressed quickly, gathering his belongings.
Thump.
There it was again.
Ashiro opened the door, and a hot rush of foul, muggy air washed over him, wiping away the sweet perfume of the pod’s filtered environment. There was something else—a sharp smell he recognized. Memories of his family’s burning farm assaulted him. Fire, smoke, chemicals. Something big, burning nearby.
He hurried down the stairs, eager to be on the ground in case he had to run.
Smoke billowed across the street ahead. People ran, screaming. Loud noises echoed through the buildings, rumbling bursts of air like a maglift train rushing past his face.
He stumbled forward against the fleeing crowd, the acrid smoke burning his eyes and searing his lungs. At the end of the block, a blinding red glow lit the plumes of smoke like a second sun.
Ashiro rounded the corner. One of the massive megastructures was ablaze. Flames hundreds of meters tall raced up the building’s face with hurricane-force fury. Even from this distance, he could feel the heat pricking his exposed skin. He raised his arm to shield his face.
Pop. Pop, pop.
Gunfire.
Pop.
Another shot from behind. Soldiers spread out before the raging inferno, firing into the fleeing crowds. A man in gray combat fatigues ran past and stumbled as a spray of bullets tore into his back. Ashiro watched him fall, sprawling lifeless on the ground. A gun slipped from the dead man’s hand, sliding across the asphalt.
He should grab it—he needed to defend himself.
Shouting. He could barely hear the words over the screams and raging fire.
“Run!” A half dozen troops, also dressed in gray, were retreating toward him, weapons aimed at the blaze as they returned fire. One slowed down, grabbing the webbing of the fallen man’s combat harness and dragging him along.
The gun remained. He looked to see if anyone noticed.
“You gotta get outta here!” A small but strongly built woman was dragging the body; she shouted again. “Move!”
More people rushed past. He ducked, grabbed the weapon, and turned to join the wave of retreat.
Overhead, hovercraft swarmed toward the burning building, emergency lights blinding, casting flashes of blue, red, and orange across the area. They began spraying the fire with clouds of suppressant. As it hit the flames, toxic plumes erupted, adding to the choking clouds of smoke.
Pop, pop.
More gunfire. More bodies falling.
A battle was erupting around the fleeing crowds. Rival corporations? It had to be; the attackers were too well armed and supplied. Business was war, fought in the boardrooms and on the streets with private armies of enhanced soldiers when necessary. He’d never seen it play out on the streets before. And the building? A trillion-credit asset—someone was making a bold move.
The troops in front of the burning building advanced, laser sights on their rifles piercing the smoke and embers as they chose their next targets.
A green dot flickered across Ashiro, wavering over his chest.
The woman crashed into him, knocking him to the ground as bullets ripped through the air, toppling the person standing behind him.
“You gotta death wish?” she shouted, scrambling to her feet. “Either use that thing”—she gestured to the weapon he was holding—“or get the hell out of here.”
Ashiro raised the gun. It felt heavy in his hands, solid, ceramic and metal. He could return fire; it would be easy. The gun was self-aiming. The woman was watching him. He’d made a promise to himself back on the Moon. He’d killed before—more than once. Each time opening a darkness in his soul, a void he could never fill.
He dropped the weapon, sending it skittering across the ground.
The woman shook her head as she fired her own weapon.
The surge of the crowd carried them up the street, away from the blaze. The woman had left the fallen man to return fire. Ashiro grabbed the harness, keeping pace as best he could.
Further on, at the end of the block, the crowd split, pouring down the streets, a senseless mob desperate to escape.
Soldiers from the woman’s unit sheltered behind a large armored vehicle. Ashiro scrambled for cover, exhausted, his muscles burning with fatigue as the adrenaline drained away.
“I can’t tell if you’re brave or just plain stupid,” the woman breathed, pulling off her helmet and wiping the rivulets of sweat pouring down her face and into her eyes. Cascades of red hair spilled onto her shoulders, matted with sweat.
Ashiro wasn’t sure either; he was too tired to care.
“Thank you,” she offered, nodding to the body at their feet. “He was a good man—he’d have appreciated it.”
She pushed the helmet back on, securing the chin straps. “Now get to fighting or get the hell away.”
Ashiro paused. If he wasn’t going to fight, he would only slow them down. He watched the woman as she recalibrated with the troops around her, planning their next moves. He missed being part of a team, thinking back to Gundy’s crew on the Moon. Before that, he’d worked with his father and the others on the farm. It was the friendship he missed—being needed, being part of something bigger than himself. Since arriving in Base City, he’d been on his own—a lonely way to live. There were people everywhere, but they were strangers; they didn’t see him—lonely in a crowd.
He turned to find the woman. “What’s your name?” She was moving off with her platoon, back into the fight. He slid to the edge of cover and called again. “Hey—what’s your name?”
She turned at the sound of his voice, ducking as a bullet whizzed past. “Miro.” She said something else, looking at him expectantly, but the sound was drowned out as the armored vehicle crawled forward, its engine revving.
Miro? Why did he want to know? He wouldn’t see her again. If she’d asked his name, he would have told her.
Several blocks on, the chaos of the blaze and battle blended into ambient noise, becoming part of the city’s endless drone. He walked aimlessly, relying on an old habit he’d developed back on the Moon. When his mind was spinning, movement helped keep it in check. If he stopped, he would feel the overwhelming grasp of emotion pulling at him, eager to drag him beneath the surface.
First one street, then another, block after block, he kept walking.
He looked around. He didn’t know this place—he’d never been here before. The buildings appeared older, the bases of the megastructures built from massive, interlocking concrete blocks he knew extended deep underground. There were no anti-graffiti countermeasures. The walls had long ago been surrendered. They served as canvases for a thousand artists, tags stacked in layers, one over another—some cramped into corners, others sprawling halfway down the face of a block. Words, images, symbols, designs—records of lived experience. Messages left for anyone who knew how to read them.
He wasn’t an artist himself; that was more his brother’s domain. He remembered the notebooks of sketches Kaito kept when they shared a room as kids—he wondered if he still did—if he had time or interest anymore. He’d lost track of his brother once he landed back in Base City. It was too dangerous—contact with the colonies was monitored by the Corporation. Besides, what would he have to say anyway? He’d accomplished almost nothing since his return, and he knew his brother was building an empire.
The streets were still crowded here, but not as much as in other parts of the city. Merchant stalls were set up along the base of a massive building; temporary lean-tos with dirty tarps pulled over lashed-together steel tubing. Strings of lights looped along the structures, casting a warm, almost festive glow beneath.
Most of the stalls sold used tech: piles of components, old circuit boards, memory modules. Ashiro browsed casually. Some pieces could be useful, but most of it was junk that someone wasn’t ready to throw away, hoping to make a few bucks.
Next to the seller’s row, a man hunched over an old charcoal grill. His face was lined with age, a greasy hat pulled low, and his hands were black from working the grill. Fragrant smoke rose above the coals as he turned sticks pushed through some kind of meat. A small group had gathered, some already eating, while others waited.
Ashiro’s stomach growled at the smell; he’d been on his way to find breakfast when he came upon the fire.
The man saw him lurking and handed him a stick. He brought it to his nose: some kind of protein cake. The smell of char and spice made his mouth water. He took a bite. Soft, a little chewy, and bursting with flavor. Warmth spread from his mouth to his belly as he ate. That was something he would never miss about the Moon. Bland food, and he’d never been colder in his life.
Sweat beaded on his brow as he worked through a second serving, the spices prickling his tongue with a fiery burn.
He paid with a tap of his credit stick, hoping once more that it cleared. The man nodded and turned to the other customers. The place had a certain charm in a rundown slum kind of way. The people seemed to know each other, and many looked like regulars—a true community.
He hadn’t wanted to admit how lonely he’d been these past months. From one day to the next, whether he was there or not, whether he even got out of bed—it didn’t matter to anyone.
Something touched his hand, soft and warm. An old woman sat at a table, wrapped in layers of shawls, pulling him to sit. As he balanced on a small stool, she directed him to lay his hands flat on the table.
The woman’s face was so dark and lined, he could only guess at her age—ancient. She wore glasses fitted with auto-focusing lenses, a technology outdated decades ago by eye augmentation. Rings and lenses shifted as she looked at him, her bloodshot eyes enormous through their refraction.
The table between them was embedded with an old screen, cracked and smudged from years of use. From his position, Ashiro couldn’t see much through the swirls of symbols and digital noise flickering across the surface.
The woman held his hands, her stubby thumbs rubbing circles on his palms. She began to speak; the language only whispered clucks and mutters to his ears. He picked up a rhythm as she chanted; he felt heat from her touch and was surprised to see the tips of her fingers glowing. She increased her grip, squeezing his hands with unexpected strength.
Ashiro felt a stirring at his side, a hand slipping into his coat. He turned and saw a child rummaging through his pockets.
“Hey!” He tried to pull his hands away, but the woman held him tightly, her enhanced hands gripping like vises. He jumped to his feet, knocking the table askew, breaking free as he kicked the stool toward the child. The woman started to wail, her thin voice tinged with anger and accusation as she cursed him.
He stepped back; people were staring. “They were stealing from me,” he protested, scanning for the child, who was nowhere in sight.
The woman was pointing at him, her protests growing louder. Ashiro shuffled away, pushing into the thin crowd. He walked quickly, putting distance between himself and the woman before she caused more trouble. He checked his pockets, making sure nothing was missing. He didn’t have much; he knew better than to keep anything of value in outside pockets.
He reached the corner and waited for the light to change. He checked deeper into his coat, slipping his fingers through the inner pockets. His credit stick was there, thankfully. He stopped, felt a lance of cold shoot through his stomach—that’s what they’d taken. His pill was gone. The last one, the one he swore he’d never take.
It had been his safety net—the one thing he knew could fix things, even if only temporarily, when it all became too overwhelming. Now that was gone too.
As if the world was conspiring to take advantage of the moment, a light drizzle started to fall. The foul mist, thick with pollution, trickled down his sleeves, dripping onto the cracked concrete at his feet.
Ashiro pulled the hood of his jacket over his head and stepped into the street, heading toward the far side. After that, he didn’t know.






  
  Chapter 4
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Austere silence. Several women pushed brooms across polished stone floors, each dressed in simple frocks that reached the ground and covered their heads. They wore open-toe sandals that scraped softly as they moved in unison through the wide hallway, cleaning the already spotless surface. The walls were heavy stone, candles flickering in sconces crusted with drips of wax, offering warm, if dim, illumination.
Other women moved through the halls, hands clasped before them, eyes cast downward. No one spoke; the soft swish of their robes and the scrape of their sandals were the only sounds accompanying the brooms.
A courtyard lay in the center, large enough for a few carved stone benches and a small garden plot, where several sisters knelt, carefully pulling weeds and smoothing rich soil between plant furrows.
A light misting rain fell in the courtyard, creating a glowing haze as light spilled in from the megastructures rising on all sides. The electronic glow of neon and sleek metallic surfaces contrasted with the ancient stone and raw nature of the place.
A woman sat on one of the benches, her wispy stature evident beneath the damp white frock that clung to her body, her stringy hair dragging down her forehead in wet streaks. Base City offered perpetual muggy warmth, but a breeze was blowing, and the woman shivered.
She stared vacantly at the ground, not really seeing, not present at all—a ghost perched unnoticed, barely there.
A woman approached—the Prioress—wrapped in layers of
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