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A sharp pinch pierced Arden’s arm, quickly replaced by a soothing warmth spreading beneath her skin. Her tense muscles relaxed incrementally, and the echoes—those invasive shards of borrowed memories—began to fade, drifting into the dark recesses of her mindlike whispers on the wind.

"That should give you at least a few hours of peace," Lennox murmured softly, stepping back to dispose of the injector cartridge. His voice was tinged with reluctance, an undertone Arden chose to ignore.

"Thanks," Arden breathed, opening her eyes slowly, the world sharpening into focus. She rose unsteadily from the chair, flexing her fingers to chase away lingering numbness.

"Arden," Lennox began, pausing as if weighing his words carefully, "there's something else you should know."

She glanced up sharply, her pulse quickening. "What?"

Lennox hesitated, glancing toward the clinic door as if fearing it might open unexpectedly. "Specs was here earlier. Said there’s someone looking for a courier tonight—someone willing to pay a lot."

Arden's brows knitted suspiciously. "A high-paying job usually means trouble."

"It always means trouble," Lennox agreed grimly. "But trouble’s all we've got left. You’re almost out of time, Arden. If you take this, you might actually buy some of it back."

Arden's gaze flickered back to the numbers glowing coldly on her forearm. Time was always slipping away, relentless and unforgiving. Lennox was right—options were a luxury she couldn't afford.

"Tell Specs I'll meet the contact," she said finally, pushing back the familiar wave of apprehension.

Lennox nodded solemnly, his expression unreadable. "Stay alive, Arden."

"I'm trying," she said quietly, stepping back out into the chaos of The Underside, steeling herself against whatever awaited her in the neon-lit depths of the city.

The night wrapped around Arden like a heavy, electric shroud—too loud, too bright, too fast. The streets screamed with light and motion, digital billboards stuttering in and out above her head as if choking on their own neon breath. 

Noise pulsed through the pavement—sub-bass from hidden speakers, grinding gears from malfunctioning lifts, distant sirens that never seemed to stop wailing. The city wasn't alive. It was over-alive—a feral machine with too many moving parts and no soul.

Arden blinked slowly, pupils dilated, eyes glassy from the aftershock of whatever cocktail Lennox had pumped into her bloodstream earlier—stimulants, neuro-dampeners, mood stabilizers, and probably a few strands of memory suppressants woven in for good measure. 

The buzz was electric, but she was numb beneath it. Detached. Floating in meat-space with the volume turned down.

She looked like hell—and didn’t care. Her black jacket hung open, slightly too large on her now-thinner frame, the collar turned up against the synthetic rain. 

A thin slice of a gray tank top clung to her ribs, streaked with ash from some forgotten fire she’d walked through earlier. Dark cargo pants, torn at one knee, tucked into knee-high matte boots with magnetic seals and rust along the edges. 

Her hair, shaved short on one side and long on the other, was matted from sweat and city grime, dyed a fading blood-red that looked black under the streetlights. 

The faint glimmer of her embedded lifespan tracker blinked dimly beneath her left sleeve—just enough to remind the world she was still alive. Barely.

Her ride waited where she’d left it—leaning against a rusted pillar in a narrow alley just off the main vein of the street. The Scrap-bike was a Frankenstein machine: low-slung, brutal, elegant in the way an apex predator was elegant. 

Matte black plating, exposed wiring, and silent anti-grav stabilizers that hummed when she brushed her hand across the side. She swung a leg over it with practiced ease, fingers slipping into the biometric startup.

The bike lit up in pulses, reacting to her biometric signature. The onboard interface projected a dim, blue arc of HUD across her visor: maps, signals, lifespan ticks, nothing she wanted to see.

She revved the accelerator once, just to feel something vibrate. The motor made no sound—just a hum that buzzed into her spine like a whisper from something mechanical and angry.

The Underside opened in front of her, and she plunged into it like a shadow falling.

The city blurred around her as the Scrap bike glided silently through the arteries of the Underside—elevated lanes and sagging infrastructure that wrapped around each other like diseased veins. 

Arden moved fast, weaving between makeshift market stalls, automated trash collectors dragging bloated sacks of synth-waste, crowds of half-humans, full-bots, and everything in between. Walls were layered in peeling holo-ads and graffiti—rival gangs, anti-corporate slogans, missing persons. All of it screaming.

Above her, the towers loomed—skyscrapers that pierced the clouds like knives, their glass exteriors glowing with soft, gold light from inside. 

That was where the immortals lived. The lifespan elite. The ones who paid to stay young forever while people like her sold their future off in five-year chunks just to eat.

A flicker of motion caught her eye—light bouncing off the low-hanging fog as a towering holo-sign activated above the street, casting a wide, golden glow across the grime-streaked buildings. The ad burst to life in full surround—a corporate beacon rising above the slums.

There he was.

Lucian Vox.

Polished. Smiling. Ageless.

The holo stood thirty feet tall, his figure dressed in a midnight-black executive coat trimmed in platinum, arms spread wide as if embracing the whole damn city. His voice boomed with charismatic warmth, perfectly engineered to cut through despair like synthetic honey.

“Your life is valuable. Your time is currency. Why die poor... when you can live rich?”

Holo-credits rained from the sky in the projection—gold, silver, flickering with embedded Aeon Dominion logos. The crowd below didn’t look up. Most of them didn’t bother anymore. Arden stared anyway.

“At Aeon Dominion, we believe everyone has something to give. Sell five years. Ten. Twenty. The choice is yours. Walk in broke, walk out with your future fully funded.”

Behind Vox’s image, the hologram shifted—a smiling couple stepping out of a clean, white facility, holding hands and beaming as a meter above their heads ticked down their lifespan like a scoreboard. But the number didn’t matter—not when their pockets were full. Fireworks burst behind them. A new apartment. A new car. A new smile.

“Don’t waste time. Trade it!”

Lucian laughed warmly, as if he were offering charity, not chains.

“Aeon Dominion Lifespan Market—

Where Time Becomes Wealth.”

Then the screen cut to the slogan in pulsing white text:

The ad looped again—Lucian Vox’s perfect face, backlit by golden light, that too-white smile flashing as digital confetti rained around him. 

He looked like a prophet made in a lab. A man who never knew hunger, never watched someone he loved trade their years just to keep the lights on.

Arden watched him for a long moment, eyes flat.

The old anger tried to rise—but it couldn’t reach her, not through the fog of the stim still clinging to her veins. 

All she felt was a heavy disgust, low and hollow in her stomach. They made him a god. A salesman of time.

One of the passersby looked up at the screen, face drawn, lips cracked. He stared like maybe—just maybe—he was thinking about it. About walking into one of those clinics and cutting the rest of his life into chunks for a few thousand credits and a ticket to the next week.

Arden turned away.

Let him do it. Let them all do it. That was the system. That was Vox.

And she had no illusions anymore—Lucian Vox wasn’t just a corporate figurehead. He was the smiling executioner. The one they paraded in front of the poor to convince them it was their choice to be harvested.

The contrast made her stomach turn, but it was a dull ache. Detached. She was too far gone in the high to get properly angry.

She didn’t know how long she rode before she pulled into the outer ring of Sector 12—a charge station buried under a collapsed monorail overpass. 

Rusted signs flickered overhead, half-lit letters spelling out PULSEPOINT+, the “+” hanging sideways like a broken promise.

Arden rolled to a stop next to a cracked charging pylon, dust and oil smearing across her boots as she stepped off the bike and jacked the port into the side panel. The cable hissed to life, blue power bleeding into the Scrap-bike’s core.

To her left, a group of men stood in a loose semi-circle, their jackets marked with sigils she didn’t recognize—independent operators, not gang-affiliated. They weren’t watching her. Their attention was locked on something else.

A girl—no older than sixteen—was being pulled from a transport cage by a larger man in polished Synth-guard armor. His corporate colors had been scratched off, but his boots and gloves were unmistakably elite issue. 

He shoved her forward roughly, the girl stumbling in plastic heels, collar blinking red around her neck. Arden recognized it instantly.

Lifespan trade via flesh. A sex-bonded indenture contract. Legal in the upper districts. Laughably unregulated down here.

The others laughed as the girl was dragged behind the station, out of view.

Arden stared straight ahead, watching the numbers blink on her bike’s charging HUD. 24%... 26%...

She didn’t flinch. Didn’t interfere. She was high, empty, tired. If she moved, she’d kill someone. If she didn’t, she might survive the night.

She waited in silence, staring up at the towers that glittered above her like a different planet. Her fingers twitched against her thigh. Not from nerves. From restraint.

She didn't look back.

The Scrap-bike’s charge hit 32%—barely enough to make it across the next few sectors. Arden yanked the port free with one sharp motion, the plug sparking as it disengaged. She holstered it without care, slid back onto the seat, and throttled into motion, wind slicing across her face like cold wires.

The street narrowed as she peeled away from the PULSEPOINT+, threading into the maze of East Verge Loop, where buildings grew closer together and the lights flickered like they were dying of something slow. 

Her head buzzed—the drugs softening the edges of everything, but not in a way that felt good. It was like watching herself through thick glass. A screen. A lag in her own perception.

Slow the hell down. She thought it but didn’t obey. The world outside moved too fast for her to catch—so she kept accelerating.

She passed open-air stalls selling fake IDs, expired neural-ware, counterfeit lifespan certificates that would never pass a scan but could buy someone five days of safety if they flashed it at the right checkpoint. 

She saw a gang of kids scrubbing serial numbers off stolen food drones, one of them wearing a repurposed Collector visor as a helmet.

A group of street preachers screamed at passersby from the mouth of an alley, their robes soaked in gutter water. Their signs blinked glitchy scripture: 

YOUR YEARS ARE NOT YOURS.

One of them locked eyes with Arden as she passed. 

“THE MACHINE EATS SOULS!” he screamed.

She didn’t slow. Didn’t blink.

The city rotted differently depending on where you rode. Near the towers, it looked clean—brushed metal, polished stone, warm lighting that made the pain feel polite. But down here, it was honest in its decay. 

The streets didn’t lie about what they were. Concrete wept rust. Trash fires danced like sentient things. AI-controlled ad boards broke mid-sentence, stuttering the same two words over and over again until someone finally smashed them with a pipe.

She drifted through Sector 9 Loop, one of the oldest parts of The Underside—mostly condemned, half of it sunken from years of tremors and neglect. Rats the size of house cats scurried along crumbling skywalks. A hacked broadcast projected above the avenue, ghosting over the facades of abandoned hotels and brothels:

"LUXEXTEND—Trade One Year. Look Ten Years Younger. Get Noticed." 

The voice was cheerful.

It made her sick.

Arden didn’t stop again until she hit a crosswalk that hadn’t worked in decades. A battered police drone hovered there, its camera dangling like a broken eye, its speaker playing a loop of a forgotten curfew warning in three languages.

She sat there for a second, letting the engine idle, staring up again at the towers.

There it was again—the contrast. The unreachable distance between the bottom and the top. Between the people who sold years of their lives for warm food and the ones who printed decades for fun. There was no ladder to climb. No bootstraps to pull. Just blood on concrete and smiles in the clouds.

She flexed her fingers against the grips, feeling the old scab along her palm split slightly.

She wasn’t going up there to ask for anything anymore.

She turned off the main loop, heading toward a sector she didn’t usually visit when she was in this state—The Verge Spill, a sliver of territory that had once been polished tech district but now mostly served as a buffer between actual civilization and the chaos below it.

That’s where she found the bar. Nestled like a parasite between two corpse buildings, its sign half-lit but defiant:
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