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      I come online to neon-green overlays hissing down my retinas like radioactive icicles. I’m somewhere soft, which means either I overshot the quarterly psych exam and passed out in the debrief chamber, or someone’s gone off-script. A microsecond passes; the first possibility evaporates—no one at Moshimoto gives you a real mattress unless they want something from you.

      The air tastes like filtered lithium, dry and perfectly neutral. Diagnostic readouts splay in lazy half-circles across my visual field: SPLIT CONSCIOUSNESS ALERT: Y/N? Under it is a flickering yellow tag: UN-AUGMENTED. Both pulse at 14 Hz, a frequency calibrated to trigger mild existential nausea in under 30 seconds. The overlays fight with the high-res view through my own eyes, but the external world insists on being the dominant layer. There are floor-to-ceiling windows, and rain falling in algorithmically perfect verticals, reflecting streaks of light across composite basalt floors. The outside is a suggestion. The real is right here, in the way every surface repels fingerprint oil and the smell of human desperation.

      I shift. Muscles protest. Some skin still works. The sheets are colder than expected, hospital-sterile, high-count memory foam that feels like sleeping on the regret of every bad decision I’ve ever made. There’s movement beside me, silk sheets exhaling the signature scent of Moshimoto middle management: vetiver, microdosed Prozac, and a spiced note I always associated with quietly engineered layoffs.

      Émilie. Lying on her side, facing me. She’s not asleep; her breathing is textbook, the practiced simulation of REM. Eyelids flutter in a way that means she’s monitoring my vitals, waiting for the right moment to slide into the conversation. The part of my brain that’s still corporate property recognizes her immediately: Émilie, Neural Acquisitions, Châtelet Institute vintage, unbreakable NDA on file since before she was born. Her arm rests along my shoulder, the skin slightly off—synth, but second-gen, with the kind of tactile feedback that can fake nervousness if she wants it. Her silver-white fingers stroke my jawline, the motion calculated for maximum trust induction.

      “You’re running hot again,” she murmurs, voice precise even as she aims for a low, morning-after warmth. Her accent is regionless, like she spent six months at a European finishing school and then had it edited out at the neural level. “Says here”—she glances at the inset holo that only she can see—“you spiked at two-forty-seven, dropped to ninety, and then stabilized.” Her hand moves to the side of my head, lightly, as if checking for fractures. “Memory event? Or something weirder?”

      I take an inventory. My head aches at the base of the occipital lobe, the precise locus where Moshimoto protocols install their most insidious plug-ins. I try to recall what happened before this, but my memory surfaces only in patches: a six-hour meeting in a glass coffin, the sickly green glare of the Bizarre Bezoar Bazaar, a report I was supposed to file. Then nothing; a jump cut to her bedroom, zero transition. The overlays pulse harder, now flashing a dull magenta behind the “UN-AUGMENTED” tag, as if my own meat is yelling at me.

      “System override?” I say, voice shredded by hours of disuse. “Or did you dose me again?”

      Her smile is a self-repair algorithm—quick, efficient, plausible. “It’s a known bug in the patch they pushed last night. Moshimoto claims to have it under control.” She shifts closer, letting the sheet fall away to bare her synthetic shoulder and collarbone, both designed for seamless display but subtly at odds with the rest of her—too symmetrical, too perfectly smooth, like they were rendered for a product demo instead of actual use. “You blacked out at 22:07 and woke up here. It’s nothing serious, unless you’re trying to unionize your own nervous system.”

      Rain intensifies against the window, each drop lit by street-level advertisements for SKELM CORPS subscriptions and emotional brokerage certificates. The city’s memory-foam sky absorbs most of the sound, but inside it’s so quiet I can almost hear the faint haptic buzz of her fingers against my skin.

      I want to believe her. But the overlays are still there, and now a third tag hovers just above the others: IMPOSTOR SYNDROME DETECTED—CONSCIOUSNESS RESOLUTION PENDING.

      I blink the overlays away, forcing my focus onto her face. It works, but only just. Her eyes meet mine; she holds the gaze a half-second longer than comfort would dictate. Is she scanning my micro-expressions? Probably. I calibrate my own face into deadpan. “What day is it?”

      She hesitates, a real pause. “Saturday. Possibly Sunday, depending which hemisphere you’re in.”

      I stare up at the ceiling, running calculations. Last night, I was in Iowa City, prepping for a data transfer that could burn out half the lower-tier neural assets. Then what? The jump to Châtelet’s Residential Stack in Neo-Tokyo-Upon-Iowa shouldn’t be possible, not on this timeline, not with my access level. “I had a meeting,” I say, probing. “They said they needed a final sign-off. Did it happen?”

      Her hand stills. She gives me the smallest shrug, nearly a tic. “They postponed. Said you were showing ‘suboptimal compliance metrics.’ Ordered you to report here for debrief. You don’t remember?”

      I could push. But her touch is warm, her demeanor perfectly unthreatening, the kind of calculated intimacy that’s harder to refuse than any overt manipulation. I roll to my side, away from her, and stare at the window. Rain and neon streak the city in vertical smears; every tenth floor has its own color scheme, and somewhere down there I see the Moshimoto logo repeated like a virus.

      I open the internal diagnostic panel in my neural interface, carefully. The “split consciousness” alert won’t resolve, but it gives me admin access to system logs—something a normal black-out would never permit. I scroll through the last twelve hours of visual history: time codes, geolocation, encrypted meta tags. Most of it’s noise, but at 03:09 there’s a ten-minute blackout, followed by a burst of outbound traffic through a private Moshimoto relay. My eyes narrow. The log shows “User: D. Skelm”—my own credentials, except I never consented to the transfer. The destination is a classified server in the Reticulated Reality Reticulum, accessible only to those level three plus.

      I run the security footage in split view. There I am—or someone running my exact neural patterns—sitting at a console, fingers moving at inhuman speed, cycling through locked files. The overlays analyze the footage: 99.7% identity match. At the end, the figure looks up at the camera. There’s a pause, then the screen goes black.

      I let my jaw set, grinding teeth so hard I taste iron. My fingers drum a silent alarm into the mattress, even as I pretend not to care. Émilie leans in, her synthetic arm now curled against my back, the gesture so expert I barely notice the subtext: reassurance, containment, surveillance.

      “You’re safe,” she says, almost convincing. “Whatever happened, Moshimoto will fix it. It’s what they do.”

      I nod, and let her pull me close. But my eyes stay open, watching the rain, watching the city watch me.

      “Want breakfast?” she asks, bright and casual, as if the world hasn’t just collapsed into probability hell. Her smile is a limited-time coupon for trust. “I have a new batch of void gel, imported from the Bizarre Bezoar Bazaar. Supposed to be good for split-consciousness resets.”

      She moves to get up, and I study the way her vertebrae segment under flawless synth-skin. She wears nothing but the ghost of yesterday’s perfume. I watch for even the smallest deviation—a stumble, a micro-tremor, anything human—but her movements are factory-perfect, as if her every muscle is QA-checked and overclocked.

      I let her walk out, let her think she’s in control. Then I tap the overlays again, this time going deeper. System logs report three failed password attempts to my own cranial vault, all in the ten-minute blackout. There’s also an anomalous ping from the “Department of Recursive Redundancy Department”—a meta-joke among bureaucratic saboteurs, usually the sign of a root-level exploit.

      I wipe the sweat from my palms onto the sheets, the gesture hidden under the covers. My heartbeat is up, not that the overlays miss it. “UN-AUGMENTED” now glows a nervous pink, as if even my own interface is doubting me.

      By the time Émilie returns with two mugs of nutrient sludge and a plate of corporate-grade fruit, I’ve already mapped the apartment’s internal sensors, noted the lack of actual physical locks on the doors, and run three silent simulations of escape.

      She sets the tray beside me and sits cross-legged on the edge of the bed. The fruit is sliced into perfect hexagons, each piece stamped with the Moshimoto “N” like it’s a sacrament. I eat, because refusing would be a confession. She watches, amused. “Feeling better?” she asks, though she already knows.

      “Better,” I lie. “But I think the patch didn’t take.”

      She smirks, swirling her finger in the air to call up a holo. “Typical. The whole city’s running on beta code. Maybe that’s the point—keeps us adaptive.” She leans forward, fixing me with a look that’s supposed to be earnest, but her eyes shine with the faintest blue light of a subdermal HUD. “Do you ever wish you could just … unplug?”

      I swallow. It’s a trap, but I walk in anyway. “No,” I say, too fast. “Not anymore.”

      She lets it hang for a moment, then touches my face again, this time with the soft pad of her real thumb—if “real” means anything now. “Me neither,” she says, and I almost believe her. Almost.

      We finish breakfast in silence, the overlays slowly resolving into a dull background hum. I watch her watch me, waiting for the next patch, the next glitch, the next betrayal. Somewhere in the city, another Darby Skelm is running the same protocol, or maybe it’s just me, over and over, getting a little less human each time.

      Yes, I share a name with the corporation that made me. No, it’s not a coincidence. It’s a leash they never managed to cut.

      The rain never lets up.

      

      By 07:30, Émilie has evaporated into the shower, her presence trailing a fine mist of citrus and subdermal opioids. I lie flat for another thirty seconds—long enough to let the full spectrum of paranoia reach room temperature—then peel the sheets off and move to the window.

      The glass is triple-paned and polarized to reflect interior heat signatures. I study the city through its filter; every neon billboard and streetlight are rendered in hostile gradients. My overlays pulse, edges fuzzy with static, the split-consciousness alert refusing to go dormant. I bring up the diagnostics again, this time requesting root access.

      Denied.

      Which is impossible. Or supposed to be. I tap the override, brute-forcing my way in with the old admin key—buried in a Trojan subroutine I designed back before Moshimoto’s neural net divisions went full closed-source. The override hits, and for a moment, I see the full audit trail: a patchwork of patch notes, failed login attempts, and a handful of pings from nodes I recognize as black ops staging grounds. Someone’s been in here, scrubbing logs, but they left enough residue to be useful.

      I run the most basic check—time-stamped sequences from my own memory stack, cross-referenced with known event markers. The overlay spatters the results in acidic orange: three blocks of memory are flagged as corrupted, and one is just missing, a void with a start time but no end. Last night, the ten minutes after three a.m. I leave the diagnostic open, raw data cascading in the periphery of my vision, and make a slow circuit of the apartment.

      Her place is minimalism weaponized: hard surfaces, low furniture, nothing above eye level. Even the artwork—two black rectangles and a single chromed orb suspended from fishing line—looks like a dare. The kitchen counter is clean enough for surgery. I run my palm along it, checking for micro-scratch patterns or pressure points. Nothing, but I tag the location in memory anyway.

      Each step leaves a faint footprint in the sound-absorbent polymer flooring. I move barefoot, as quiet as the synthetic cats that prowl the Memory Foreclosure districts, ears tuned for subtle resonance. On the far side of the main room, I find the workstation: one chair, one screen, no visible keyboard. The interface is projected, responding only to authorized neural signals. I slip into the seat, noting the slight indentation—used often, always by someone heavier than Émilie.

      I slide my wrist under the interface node and let the station sample my cranial pattern. There’s a click, and a faint tremor as the workstation confirms my identity. Not hers—mine. My own access clears the security, which means either she wanted me to find this, or someone else did the last twelve hours of dirty work.

      The desktop opens to a single window: Moshimoto Internal News, today’s date. The lead story is an HR blast about a new line of SentiSnack™ in the executive vending machines, and an ad for “Emotion Brokerage Certificates” as the next hot investment. I swipe it away, revealing a hidden folder beneath. It’s named “_D Skelm.”

      Subtle.

      I tap it open. Inside are logs, voice memos, and raw security feeds. I drag them into my neural HUD for quick analysis. The overlays project a timeline, slotting events into a neat, clinical schema. 02:40—arrival at Châtelet Stack. 02:55—entry into this apartment. 03:00—log blackout. 03:13—workstation login under my own name, ten minutes after blackout ends. 03:17—seventy-two terabytes transferred via untraceable relay to the Moshimoto sub-basement.

      What the hell did I move?

      The answer sits in the last file, marked “PRIVATE—FINAL.” I play it, sound only, the overlays suppressing voiceprint recognition to protect the source. It’s my own voice, monotone, stripped of affect. “Transfer complete. System integrity degraded. Awaiting next instruction.”

      I scrub the file, searching for telltale click-backs or spliced-in segments. There are three. The longest is twelve seconds, an absence filled by white noise and the hint of whispered French, a language I only know from having it force-fed in corporate onboarding modules. I glance toward the bedroom. The shower is still running, thick steam curling out from under the door, the air in the main room dense enough to dull ambient sound. I take the risk: slip out of the workstation, pad to the bedroom, check her open tablet on the nightstand.

      The tablet’s active, running a diagnostics console I’ve only seen in Moshimoto experimental divisions. The header reads “SPLIT AGENT INTEGRATION: CASE STUDY #7.” The log trail lists updates every fifteen minutes, the latest at 07:08: “Subject shows improved compliance. Recommending next patch at 08:00.”

      I screenshot it to my own interface, careful to mask the transmission. The overlays chew through the log, highlighting every instance of my own name, each time cross-linked to reports of neural desynchronization. She’s studying me. Or studying what’s left of me.

      The shower cuts out, a sudden absence of white noise. I glide back to the kitchen, pour two cups of grey tea from the dispenser, and position myself at the island just as she emerges, towel wrapped like a uniform, hair not even wet. She stops when she sees me. Her smile is an equation, balanced perfectly between sympathy and dominance. “Didn’t mean to take so long,” she says, peeling the towel away in one continuous motion, body as clean and inhumanly precise as the furniture. “I lose track of time.”

      “You always were good at that,” I say, gesturing with the tea. “Got a moment?”

      She accepts the cup, careful not to let our fingers touch. “I’m already late. They want me to brief the Data Integrity board on the new security protocol.” Her eyes flick up, registering the overlays. “Yours is still glitched.”

      I tap the side of my head. “Getting worse, actually. Memory gaps, overlays refusing to clear. Is it the patch, or something else?”

      She shrugs, sipping her tea. “Your neural patterns show typical split-consciousness artifacts. Nothing to worry about. Moshimoto R&D is working on a fix.” She studies me, clinical, then lowers her gaze, as if the intimacy is too much.

      “It wasn’t like this before,” I say, and let the accusation float in the space between us.

      She rolls her eyes, expertly done, then softens her voice. “They said this might happen. It’s a side effect of using unaugmented hosts.” Her synthetic hand covers mine, cold and smooth. “If you want, I can schedule a flush. You’ll lose a few hours, but it’s safer.”

      I pull my hand away, just enough to make the point. “I want to know what happened during the blackout.”

      She leans back against the counter, crossing her legs at the ankle, towel barely holding on. The way she positions herself is so perfectly calculated it must be intentional—a distraction, a power play, maybe both.

      “I told you. You blacked out. The patch didn’t take, then they brought you here for observation. I watched you the entire time.”

      A lie, because the logs show her out of the apartment from 02:45 to 03:12. “Where were you during the blackout?” I ask, deadpan.

      She blinks, a real stutter this time. “I stepped out for a call. They needed an update on your status.”

      “And when you got back?”

      “You were asleep.” She says it like an accusation.

      I process. The overlays flag her heartbeat as steady, but micro-tremors in the hand suggest she’s running higher than baseline. “Why not leave me at Moshimoto? Why bring me here?”

      She moves closer, hips against the counter, voice now barely above a whisper. “They didn’t trust you,” she says, “but I do.” She lets the sentence hang, and the way she stares makes me want to believe her, even as every diagnostic screams otherwise. I turn away, scanning the apartment one last time, overlays highlighting every possible exit. She’s blocking the most obvious path. “Are you going to report me?” she asks, the question loaded.

      “Depends,” I say. “On what you’re hiding.”

      She grins, a slow reveal of perfect teeth, each one a micro-antenna tuned to detect deception. “We’re all hiding something, Darby. Some of us just get paid better for it.” She steps aside, towel dropping to the floor, and walks into the bedroom to dress. I watch her go, knowing she expects me to follow, that her every move is mapped three steps ahead. I stay where I am, overlay in silent mode, running recursive simulations of escape, betrayal, and every possible endpoint. I let the tension coil, ready for the next move. In the hallway, her voice carries. “You coming? Or are you going to stand there all day, watching the world watch you?”

      The overlays pulse: UN-AUGMENTED. SPLIT CONSCIOUSNESS. And now a third line: USER: D. SKELM—ERROR. FILE NOT FOUND.

      I smile, and follow her into the next disaster.

      

      Émilie leaves for her urgent Moshimoto meeting at 08:13 sharp, schedule ironed to the minute. She wears tailored graphite pants and a spectral-white blouse, the kind that costs more than my quarterly paycheck. Her scent lingers after the front door seals with a wet click. She doesn’t look back, doesn’t say goodbye—just a soft “Stay, rest, recover” thrown over her synth-shoulder, and then she’s gone.

      My hands hover over the cooling teacup, unsure what to do with the leftover heat. I let it slide off my fingertips and wander to the bedroom. The overlays whine at sub-audible frequencies, split-consciousness alert mutating into something new: SENSE OF SELF DEGRADATION—IMMINENT. I palm the message away and stare at the closet. There’s nothing remarkable about it—two meters wide, matte-black finish, handles perfectly flush with the doors.

      But now the scene feels wrong. A single, invisible fuck-you from the universe, stashed among her precisely arranged wardrobe. I run a finger along the panel edge. The texture is maybe .0003 microns rougher than the rest, but it stands out like a gunshot to me. The overlays map the door in ghostly blue, a semi-transparent schematic forming over real space. There—a discontinuity, a rectangle offset by three millimeters, enough to hide a panel, a safe, or something far less legal.

      I hesitate. The overlays feed in silent warnings: UNAUTHORIZED ACCESS DETECTED. LOGGING INITIATED. They want to scare me off, but that part of my brain was burned out back in the Moshimoto internment camps, when I was nine and already outdated.

      I press the panel at the seam. It yields with a hiss, sliding open to reveal a low-lit alcove packed with hardware: racks of neural tangle, two palm-sized psycho-scalpels humming at a barely contained frequency, and a squat black box with its own medusa of braided wire. Above it all is a stack of clearpoly storage trays, each with a single labeled chip, tags inked in Émilie’s crisp, upmarket handwriting: D. Skelm. G01. D. Skelm. G02. And on and on, at least sixteen in total.

      I reach for the nearest chip, fingers numb. The overlays flicker as the RFID pings the system: MATCH: 99.999%—SUBJECT: D. Skelm. These are memory extraction modules, proprietary to Moshimoto R&D, only legal in three out of eight post-collapse continents. Each chip is a neatly-wrapped biopsy of my own consciousness, harvested at intervals regular enough to qualify as ritual murder.

      I slot one into the black box and run the interface. The box boots with a purr, its surface warming under my hand, overlays auto-projecting a UI straight onto the backs of my retinas. I skim through the log: timestamps, access markers, “COMPLIANT MEMORY SEGMENTS” and “SUPPRESSED AFFECTIVE RESPONSE” reports. The first entry is dated seven months ago, in this very apartment.

      My mouth dries out, tongue turning into a salt lick. My hands shake—harder than I want to admit. For a second, I think I’m going to drop the chip, but I get it back into the tray and close the panel. I sit on the edge of the bed, overlays pulsing with error codes I can’t process. My stomach knots. My vision tunnels.

      It’s not the violation, not even the betrayal; it’s the precision of the thing. The logs show every extraction, every moment of compliance, each one perfectly timed to occur during sleep or micro-blackouts, zero trauma to the subject, absolute plausible deniability. Émilie didn’t just sabotage me—she wrote a user manual on how to dissect my selfhood and make it look like maintenance.

      I dig my nails into my palm, desperate for something analog. Pain filters in, distant but present. The overlays offer a “PAIN KILL” toggle; I ignore it. I want to feel this. There’s a final log, timestamped three days ago. The header reads: FINAL SEQUENCE. SUBJECT: D. Skelm. STATUS: FULLY RESOLVED.

      I can’t open it. I won’t. I power down the box, bury the chip back in the tray, and close the panel with a trembling slap. My vision blurs. The overlays try to comfort me, but I shut them off completely, darkness crawling in from the edges. I fall back onto the mattress, the same cold sheet from this morning now hot and suffocating. My back slides down the wall, legs giving way, arms useless. I think I might scream, but all that comes out is a strangled half-breath, recycled air hissing through clenched teeth.

      Bile rises. I make it to the bathroom sink and splatter pink-tinged saliva across the porcelain. I grip the edges until my knuckles bleach out, try to focus on the steady drone of the city beyond the window, the endless rain, the indifferent sky. I stare at my reflection in the mirror, overlays dead, no filters, just the raw animal staring back. I look older. I look erased.

      I remember a training module from my first year at Moshimoto: “Trust no one who smiles with both their eyes and their mouth.” It seemed like a joke at the time. Now it just echoes, hollow and precise, in the empty spaces of my brain. I drift back to the bedroom. The panel in the closet is closed, but now it’s all I can see. I drop to the floor, back against the wall, knees to chest.

      I count the seconds, waiting for her to come home.
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      It takes four hours for the fear to crystallize into anger. Then I make myself stand. My legs are nothing but rubber and guilt. The overlays persist—shoving “SPLIT CONSCIOUSNESS ALERT” up and down my visual field like a warning no one can hear but me. I’m not waiting for Émilie anymore. I’m waiting for myself, and whoever that is, he’s going to do something dumb.

      The air in her apartment is so clean it hurts. I let it slice up my nasal cavities as I cross back to the bedroom, the sheets still twisted where I’d collapsed, the ghost of my outline visible on the high-count memory foam. The overlays ping the closet panel like a shark after blood. My hand goes to the seam before I’m aware of it.

      The secret panel gives with less resistance than a polite door. No sound except a thin rush of cold air, recirculated and ozonated. Inside: not one rack but three, stacked with hardware modules, neural tangles, and microtome scalpels in zippered foam slots. Nothing left to chance, every cable coiled in geometric perfection, so precise it would make a C-suite archivist weep.

      It is organized by a mind that knows what it wants, and for months, what it wanted was me.

      I reach for the top tray. It’s heavy, denser than it should be for its size. The labels on the chips are laser-etched in bone-white: D. Skelm G01, D. Skelm G02. The increments are regular, as if I’m just another item in a procurement line. Even now, my name looks foreign in her handwriting—sterile, almost pretty, the kind you’d see on corporate Christmas cards or lawsuit subpoenas.

      The overlays go apeshit as I slot the first chip into the black diagnostic box. My field of view shatters into nested windows: timestamps, capture logs, biometric overlays—all calibrated to my unique neural patterns. The chip boots, and with it, an animated sequence of my own memory events—sleep cycles, micro-blackouts, forced compliance states—every one cross-referenced and color-coded in nauseating clarity.

      The logs begin seven months ago, exactly as the apartment logs predicted. Every patch update, every “maintenance” session. All of it timed for sleep, or the aftermath of sexual compliance when my threat response is at its most pliable. “Minimum trauma. Maximum yield.” It’s not just a violation—it’s a product line.

      I force myself to look at the usage report. Neural harvests are transferred in three-minute blocks, always off-peak, always masked under standard home automation traffic. The recipient address is a Moshimoto sub-basement, but sometimes it’s rerouted: Bizarre Bezoar Bazaar, Iowa City server farms, a few outliers with encrypted quantum tags. She’s not just mining me for Moshimoto. She’s open-sourcing my selfhood to every bidder who has a finger on the consciousness market.

      There’s a note appended to the last transfer, written in her private deadpan:

      Subject: D. Skelm

      Extraction Protocol: Ongoing, no resistance.

      Recalibration at next event.

      I can’t feel my fingers anymore. The overlays want to offer suggestions for emotional stabilization, but I block them, watching the warnings flicker up the inside of my skull: SELF INTEGRITY DEGRADATION—CRITICAL. HOST INCOMPATIBLE. And my favorite, PROTOCOL INDOCTRINATION: PENDING.

      I slot the second chip. The data ramps in, doubling the size of the harvest log. There are two hundred and thirty-seven extraction events, each with a full stack of my memory, my preferences, my pain. She took everything. Even the dreams I thought were too broken to matter—they’re here, mapped in exquisite detail, labeled, and sorted for resale.

      The smell of her perfume, always a comfort, now stabs the roof of my mouth. It’s the only thing in the closet not designed to kill me. The overlays stutter, a magenta halo that flickers at exactly 14 Hz, the same frequency as the lab where they used to study mass-induced existential terror.

      I pull out a random chip from the bottom tray, praying it might contain someone else’s life, maybe even hers, but the label is a joke: D. Skelm G12, Raw. I slide it in. The system lags for a full two seconds before the data renders.

      It’s my birth—or the closest approximation the chip could muster. A fragment of a memory I never had, scrubbed clean and polished until it’s no longer trauma but content. They’re making movies out of my misery, running highlight reels in boardrooms, trading my identity like a zero-interest loan. My stomach seizes. For a second, I can’t tell if I’m going to scream or throw up.

      Instead, I drop the chip. It bounces once on the memory foam and rolls to a stop by my foot. I let it lie there. I look at my hand, not sure it’s mine, and see the overlay’s last gasp: CONSCIOUSNESS OVERLOAD—SYSTEM RESTART SUGGESTED. I kneel in the closet, the cold perfumed air like a punch to the solar plexus, and I try to imagine what kind of person could do this to someone they loved. I don’t come up with an answer, but for the first time in months, I remember what it’s like to feel alive.

      I reach up, take the tray of chips, and tip them all into my pockets. The hum of the neural tangle is louder now, the closet’s hidden fans working overtime to keep the system from overheating. I shut the panel. It seals perfectly, not even a line to show it was ever open. I wipe the sweat from my palms, steady my breathing, and stagger to my feet. The overlays flicker. My body is a failure, but it’s still mine—for now.

      I drag myself to the shower, set the cold water to maximum, and let the pulse hammer me back into a shape that can walk. My brain whines at every temperature differential, but I ignore it. I want to feel the shock, the numbness, the ridiculous hope that something in me can still resist this machine.

      When the water runs clear, I towel off and sit cross-legged in the hallway, the chips heavy in my lap. The overlays have given up, replaced by raw input—the way I used to see the world, before Moshimoto, before Émilie, before every memory had a price. The apartment is silent except for the whisper of the neural tangle, always harvesting, never done.

      I stare at the bedroom door and wait for her to come back, rehearsing every question I’ll never have the courage to ask. Outside, the rain keeps falling, as if the sky has nothing better to do but mourn.

      

      I give the overlays five minutes before the error messages subside. When they come back online, it’s with the nervous energy of a rat in a demolition zone—scared, shuddering, but compelled to keep moving forward. I stare at the chips, and the chips stare back. I want to smash them, burn the contents, but it’s not enough to erase the evidence. I need to understand it.

      The chips hum with their own sick logic; all I have to do is let the black diagnostic box handshake with my cranial vault, and it walks me straight into the backend of Émilie’s file system. Her workstation boots to life in the next room, probably triggered by a proximity script. I carry the chips over, ignore the warning about “EXTERNAL MEDIA DETECTED—MALWARE RISK,” and pop the tray into her workstation’s main reader.

      The interface lights up, overlays sluicing the data into my periphery: personal logs, research protocols, dozens of high-clearance Moshimoto Corp memos. Most of it is encrypted with a custom obfuscator, but the chips—brilliant, malicious, clever—carry a digest of my own wetware, and that gives the system just enough doubt to let me in as “Authorized User: D. Skelm.” The overlays whisper “PROTOCOL ELEVATION: ADMIN,” and for the first time, I get to see the world from Émilie’s side of the glass.

      I open her secure inbox. The top message is flagged “RED,” the highest possible urgency in Moshimoto color theory. The subject line is an anhedonic joke: “Final Disposition—READABLE SLAVE PROTOCOL—CHILDREN.” I click. It unfolds as a corporate epic: sanitized, clinical, and perfectly monstrous.

      TO: Émilie, Neural Acquisitions

      FROM: C. Merrow, SVP Human Factors

      SUBJECT: Final Disposition—READABLE SLAVE PROTOCOL—CHILDREN

      Summary:

      Per latest directive, all child subjects exhibiting incomplete protocol adherence (“readable slaves”) are to be transitioned to Observation Pool or, in cases of demonstrable value, repurposed for conscious analyst testing. See attached for operational timeline and disposal protocols. DO NOT UNDER ANY CIRCUMSTANCE permit subject to interface with external networks without prior authorization from Moshimoto Legal.

      My eyes dart to the attachment. It’s a PDF, but it boots in the overlays as a 3D model: cross-sections of human brains, each with neural scarring highlighted in deep indigo. I rotate the model, see where the scars run—a lattice of crosslinked trauma, woven through the hippocampus and up into the frontal cortex. The legend is a horror show: STANDARD DAMAGE ZONE, ENHANCED OBEDIENCE REGION, EXPERIMENTAL LOYALTY BAND. In the margin, a note: D. Skelm—Unique unaugmented signature. Retain for further study.

      My hands start to shake. I want to tell myself it’s just fatigue, but the overlays log microtremors and amp up their own stability software. I don’t remember ever having a nervous system that wanted to save itself this bad.

      I scroll down. The procurement manifests are worse than the diagrams. Moshimoto Corp maintains a running inventory of “suitable subjects.” Each name comes with a purchase order, shipping route, and current location in the company’s infrastructure. A thousand children—maybe more—sorted into cohorts, their fates cross-tabbed against extraction schedules and revenue projections. My name is on there, alongside a note: Subject demonstrated high-level analytical skills. Monitor for noncompliance. The overlays translate the line into what it really means: Don’t kill the golden goose until you’re sure it can’t lay any more eggs.

      I drag a hand across my face and feel the sweat on my upper lip, cold and sour. For a second, my vision swims with afterimages: the labs, the isolation chambers, the promises they made before they took everything from me. It wasn’t random. It was a production line, and I was just a run of particularly valuable code.

      There’s more. I click through the technical specs: Optimal Neural Scarring for Compliance, Accelerated Amnesia via Retrograde Protocol, Emotional Inhibition Algorithms for Host Integration. Each white paper comes with citations, most from the Châtelet Institute. Her alma mater. Where they breed them smarter, and less likely to revolt.

      My mouth tastes of copper, like I’ve been biting my own tongue for hours. The overlays say my cortisol is spiking, but they’re programmed never to let it go lethal. Can’t risk asset loss. I find a folder marked “Testimonial Logs.” Against my better judgement, I open the first one. It’s a video. The overlays render it as a hologram over the workstation: a young boy—ten, maybe—brown hair buzzed short, his Moshimoto uniform too big for him. He’s plugged in, wires curling from behind each ear like the tentacles of a dying jellyfish. He reads from a script.

      “My name is”—the overlays mute the name—“and I am a Readable Slave, Class III. I like puzzles and animals. Sometimes I remember my mom, but not all the time. They say if I get better, I can go to a new home. I hope it is nice there.” The video ends, replaced by a progress chart: COMPLIANCE IMPROVEMENT: 37%. RECOMMEND: Continue Protocol.

      I scroll through hundreds more: kids smiling through dead eyes, each one evidence of how much damage Moshimoto can do to a soul before it stops being marketable. I try to keep it impersonal, analyst’s distance, but the overlays keep nudging me to flag any file that “feels relevant.” They don’t know how close I am to flagging the whole fucking company for deletion.

      The bile finally comes up. I stagger to the bathroom, puke into the sink, and wipe my mouth with the back of my hand. The overlays try to pop a wellness tip, but I smash it out of my visual field. I crawl back to the workstation and keep reading. The last memo in the folder is from Émilie herself. It’s addressed to the same SVP, time-stamped two hours before my last memory blackout.

      TO: C. Merrow

      FROM: Émilie, Neural Acquisitions

      SUBJECT: Progress Update—D. Skelm

      Skelm shows increased protocol compliance with recent calibration. Secondary benefits: unique neural structure allows for more stable data throughput, and reduced external memory bleed. Potential for escalation to Analyst Tier is significant. Recommend: Continue integration. If behavioral anomalies persist, schedule a full flush and transition to observation.

      The line that kills me is at the end, buried in the small print:

      P.S. He never really had a chance.

      I stare at that line until the overlays grey out, fade to static, and then go dead.

      I’m not crying. There’s no time for that. I’m too busy calculating, weighing options, and mapping every possible angle of attack against the machine that made me. I replay the testimonial logs, searching for flaws in the system, holes in the compliance protocol, backdoors I can use to make it hurt. The world is small now: me, the chips, the workstation, the rain. The air in the apartment is so cold it makes my teeth ache. I think of all the other kids, all the other “products” they made and broke, and I swear—not as a promise, but as a hypothesis—I will burn this place down if it’s the last thing I do.

      The overlays flicker back on, tentative, like an abused animal. There’s no more error message, only a quiet question: USER: D. Skelm. INSTRUCTION?

      I whisper back, “Kill switch.”

      I wait for the overlays to figure out how.

      

      The overlays process my last command with the kind of devotion only a corporate slave could muster. They run a full scan of every chip, every message, and every snippet of memory Émilie ever took from me. They copy, segment, catalog—each file hashed and checked, nothing left behind. I can’t bear to sit, so I pace the apartment, room to room, as the overlays keep up a whispery feed of transfer status:

      MEMORY SEGMENT—UPLOADING: 23%

      TESTIMONIAL LOGS—ARCHIVING: 72%

      INTERNAL CORRESPONDENCE—BACKUP COMPLETE

      The air tastes sharper now, more metallic, like I’m breathing in the fallout of a disaster and not just watching from the sidelines. My head aches but I force myself to stay lucid. There’s no room left for panic or self-pity. My training takes over, mercenary and precise. I hunt for a secure drive. Of course Émilie has a stash of them: a fireproof envelope under the cutlery tray, three cold-storage cubes taped to the underside of her desk. I grab them all. Redundancy is god.

      With every byte transferred, the overlays grow steadier. I set up the three drives on her workstation, start a recursive mirror, then crosslink them through a logic chain so deranged only someone with my exact neural flaws could unlock it. For once, my brain’s “unique unaugmented signature” is good for something.

      It takes thirty-six minutes for the entire archive to duplicate. I walk in circles while I wait, and every time I pass the open closet, I notice something new: a patch of worn plastic on the diagnostic box, the dull metal of a heat sink smeared with nail polish. But it’s the chip trays that catch me. There are faint scratch marks along the bottom edges—evidence of frequent use. Some of the chips are slightly bent, scuffed, even blood-specked from hasty swaps. None of this is the work of a detached scientist. It’s the work of someone who did it often, fast, and under pressure.

      I run a cross-check on the chip labels against the time stamps in the logs. The alignment is sickening: every “memory harvest” matches up to a blackout in my personal overlay logs. Sometimes the gaps are as short as five minutes, sometimes two hours. Once, a whole day. All those times I “lost myself,” I woke up in strange places, or felt like reality had skipped ahead, like a bad edit—those were extractions. Product updates. Scheduled maintenance. I almost laugh. Then I almost cry.

      The data archive finishes. The overlays pop up a summary:

      EVIDENCE PACKAGE—SIZE: 1.6 PETABYTES

      CONTENTS:

      - Readable Slave Protocol documentation

      - Child procurement manifests

      - Neural scarring specs

      - Analyst performance logs

      - Internal memos (Émilie: 49 unique, 71 copies)

      - Testimonial logs (Children: 1,802)

      - Executive correspondence (Merrow, etc.)

      - Marketing collateral: ‘Consciousness. Reimagined.’

      - Blackout event traces (D. Skelm: 237 unique)

      ENCRYPTION: custom, one-way

      REDUNDANCY: 3x

      INSTRUCTION?

      I stare at the screen. There are a thousand options, but really, only one. “Distribute,” I say aloud.

      The overlays do not hesitate. The first copy goes to my own cold storage cube, now cradled in my palm. The second is prepped for courier drop at the Bizarre Bezoar Bazaar, where all manner of black-market chaos festers. The third goes to the only contact I trust—my old handler at DARN, back when sabotage was a dirty hobby and not a full-time career. The overlays add a failsafe: if any drive goes offline, the next in chain activates, dumping the whole archive to the wilds of the dark net and a half-dozen corporate rivals.

      The overlays seem almost pleased with themselves, like they want to impress me. Maybe they’re learning. Maybe I’m finally training them. I wipe my palms on my pants, the sweat gone clammy and cold. There’s nothing left to copy, so I take a last look at the closet. I slide the trays back into their racks, one by one, but not before pocketing three chips at random. I don’t know if I’ll need them. But I want to keep a piece of myself, for whatever’s next.

      As I reach for the last tray, I notice a tiny sticker on the underside: Property of Châtelet Institute. The overlays dig up a registry number, cross-referencing it with the archives. The chip belonged to another child, not me—a girl named Issa, deceased age nine. Her testimonial log is short, just three files, but the overlays flag one as “emotionally significant.” I download it and try to listen, but my ears fill with static, my throat locks up, and all I can hear is my own pulse.

      I snap the tray shut, maybe a little too hard, and the closet panel slams into place with a sound like a bullet in a crime drama. That’s when I see the final memo. It’s an auto-forward from Émilie, flagged “Priority: Lethal.” It hit the Moshimoto servers exactly ninety seconds before I woke up in her bed this morning.

      TO: Moshimoto Neural Acquisitions Board

      FROM: Émilie

      SUBJECT: Acquisition Complete—D. Skelm

      Team,

      Phase One extraction concluded. Subject demonstrates exceptional neural resilience, unprecedented self-diagnostic abilities, and superior memory retention (see attached logs). Subject is suitable for advanced test scenarios or repurposing at Board discretion.

      Recommend: immediate transition to secondary exploitation, with direct Board oversight.

      Note: Subject is displaying signs of emergent anti-corporate behavior. Consider full flush as a containment measure.

      —E

      P.S. There are no more loyal assets. Only survivors.

      I read it three times, just to savor the audacity. Then I erase the file, overwrite the space, and encrypt it under a random hash. I zip my jacket, slide the three cold storage cubes into the lining, and pocket the chips. The overlays go quiet, almost reverent. There’s nothing more they can say.

      At the front door, I hesitate. The city is still there, waiting, rain turning the streets into mirrored rivers. In the distance, the Moshimoto building glows like a wound, pink neon pulsing in time with my own heart. For a second, I remember every kindness Émilie ever showed me. Then I remember every file, every scar, every testimony. The rage isn’t even personal anymore. It’s too big for that.

      I leave the apartment and close the door behind me, gentle, like I’m tucking someone in for the last time. The rain hits me square in the face, and for the first time in years, I let it. The overlays ask if I want to archive the sensation, but I say no. I want to remember this.
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      The overlays wake me at 02:17, shoving a wall of red across my retinas: IMMEDIATE PHYSICAL THREAT—EVICTION PENDING. The old jokes weren’t wrong—every eviction is terminal. And this isn’t a social worker or even a repo drone. It’s a kill team, and they’re burning latency just to savor the anticipation.

      A microsecond later, the soundproof glass of Émilie’s apartment shatters with the precision of a surgical incision. The first bullet is through the memory foam mattress before the kinetic signature even reaches my inner ear. The second round is a lazy ricochet, meant to herd, not kill. The third one’s real; it tags the headboard an inch from my left eye.

      Overlays flood my field: threat vectors, trajectory estimations, projected splash radius of the wall’s ceramic foam. I roll under the bed, a move as much muscle memory as intent, and the next two bullets cut air where my brain case was. My own diagnostic feed refuses to settle. CONSCIOUSNESS INTEGRITY: 61%—DROPPING. I force a cognitive blink, letting the overlays slide off priority and into instinct.

      Above me, a single black boot lands in the splinters, followed by another, and another, each perfectly spaced for intimidation. I count three before the room floods with the synth-ozone stench of crowd-control gas. There are two ways out. The closet, or the service crawl behind the shower. The closet panel is slow, too obvious. The crawl is closer, but I haven’t mapped it.

      I decide, not with logic but with the ruined animal between my lungs. The overlays approve. SURVIVAL PROBABILITY: 18%—ADJUSTED. I exhale, hard, empty my lungs for a smaller target profile, and slide toward the bathroom as a fresh volley erases the mattress behind me. Shrapnel slices the tip of my right ear, pain hitting the nerves with a taste like electrocuted lemon. I let it power me through the glass shower door, crashing it with both feet first.

      Behind the rain glass, I’m momentarily invisible. The crawl’s access hatch is right where I hoped, hiding behind a wall tile the exact shade of synthetic ash. I jam my thumb against the release; it doesn’t recognize my print, but enough skin comes away to let the biometric reader taste the blood.

      The hatch swings open. I dive in, arms first, ignoring the way the metal ribs skin my knuckles. There’s enough room for a child, maybe a maintenance bot; for a grown man, it’s a birth canal lined with knives. Someone shouts from the bedroom, language scrambled by an imported accent. I catch only “alive” and “bring him,” followed by the sound of three bodies converging at maximum threat velocity.

      The crawl is ten meters of hell, then an elbow turn, then another hatch to the auxiliary utility corridor. The overlays dim as I go, sensors having to guess instead of verify. Every six inches, I set off a micro-tremor alarm, which is probably by design. But the attackers are slow—either they expect me dead, or they want a clean extraction.

      Halfway through, I lose feeling in my left hand. It flops behind me, dead weight, blood from the hatch pooling at my elbow. The overlays offer a quick diagnostic: SEVERED RADIAL NERVE—CRITICAL, BUT NON-LETHAL. I blink it away, the world tunneling into a bright dot at the end of the pipe.

      A gunshot from the far side makes the tunnel jump in my grip, then another and another, each one closer, more urgent. I have six seconds, maybe five. At the exit hatch, I punch the release with my ruined hand, pain triggering a phosphene burst that, for a moment, whites out the overlays and the world. It opens. I fall out and land face-first on the utility corridor’s composite, shins ablaze from the friction. I scramble to my feet, half-blind, half-corpse, and run.

      Behind me, the first of the kill team slams into the crawl exit, helmeted head crabbing sideways as it tries to free itself. I keep moving, hands and knees, tearing open every old scar on my body. At the end of the corridor is the high-security recycling chute, built for waste but big enough for a desperate analyst. I don’t think. I jump.

      The chute drops for nine meters, spinning and bouncing me off the sides, every bounce a new diagnostic warning: FRACTURE—LEFT RADIUS, LACERATION—RIGHT THIGH, LOSS OF TOOTH: #13. I count each one, as if they matter. The world ends with a deafening clang as I hit the chute’s termination grille, mesh bending under the force, but not enough to break. The overlays fade for a second, reboot, and when I come back, the only thing I see is the taste of copper and the sound of my own pulse, impossibly loud.

      I look up. The ceiling panel is thin, cheap, meant for cleaning bots, not humans. I put my whole body into one upward punch and shatter through it, coming up into a janitorial closet full of dirty linens and plastic buckets. I’m in the service sublevel, three stories down from Émilie’s apartment. There’s no time to plan. I wipe blood from my eyes, shove a hand towel against the gash in my arm, and stagger for the door.

      As I limp through the silent service corridor, I do the math. Moshimoto sent three, probably four kill teams. Émilie’s security would never have allowed it unless she was gone, or she’d been the one to pull the trigger. My head throbs, neural extraction scars lighting up every time I flex my jaw. I picture her face, ashen with anger or guilt or both, the last moment before I left her bed. Was it a lie, the whole thing? Or did she play me because the only other option was worse? The overlays suggest: ANALYSIS IRRELEVANT. FOCUS: ESCAPE.

      I laugh, raw and ugly. Even my own subroutines know I’m an idiot.

      I stagger up the emergency stairwell, footprints making a map of failure behind me. At every floor, I scan for movement, for heat signatures, anything that says the kill team is ahead or behind. Nothing but the slow, even hum of a corporate building in off-hours. I hit the ground floor and step into a lobby so bright it blinds. The cleaning drones have polished every surface to a weaponized sheen, and the only sign of life is a single security guard behind a quartz desk. His eyes don’t lift from the screen. He’s not expecting a naked, bleeding analyst at three in the morning.

      I cross the lobby, hunched, trying to blend into the geometry of the place. As I reach the revolving doors, a second kill team enters the far side—two men and a woman, all dressed in Moshimoto black, faces hidden by filter masks. They see me instantly, and the woman raises a palm, projecting a warning shot that vaporizes the air above my head. I drop, roll, and bolt for the staff elevator. The overlays shout “NO EXIT,” but there’s a chance, however stupid. The elevator is still old enough for a manual override; I slap the panel and the doors open with a groan.

      Inside, I punch the “roof access” button and kill the override. As the doors close, a round punches through the steel, slicing my ribs, but not deep enough to stop me. Ascent is slow, torturous. My blood turns the floor of the elevator into a murder scene. I stuff my fingers into the wound, scream into the walls, and count the floors in binary.

      At the roof, I stagger out. The night is cold, but the rain is hotter than blood, pounding the city in horizontal lines. Neon from the next tower over slashes the world into color channels: pink, blue, and dead white. The overlays ping—there’s a drone overhead, waiting, lazy. Not a kill team drone, a standard comms repeater, but it will have eyes, and those eyes will betray me.

      I scan the edge of the roof. There is only one way down: the thirty-meter drop to the building next door. Between here and there is nothing but wind and advertising light. My ribs scream. My right arm is dead, my left leg a tangle of meat. But the overlays give me a number: SURVIVAL PROBABILITY: 2%.

      I’ll take it.

      Behind me, the elevator doors scream open and the kill team bursts out, guns drawn, voices flat with kill protocol. I hear the whine of a targeting laser against my shoulder. I hear a command: “Skelm, surrender!”

      I run.

      Three steps. Four. Five. The world contracts into a single moment, every muscle a live wire. I picture Émilie, the last real thing in my life, and use that as fuel. I leap. For a moment, the city is all light and noise and possibility, and my overlays are silent. Then I fall.

      The wind tears the sound from my lungs. The rain flays my skin raw. Thirty meters becomes thirty years, the seconds stretched into eternity. I hit the next roof like a sack of broken glass. Pain floods the world—real pain, not the abstracted simulation of trauma I’ve known all my life.

      The overlays pop a message in my blood-blind vision: USER: D. SKELM. INSTRUCTION?

      I crawl to my knees, laugh until I spit blood, and say, “Run.”

      And then, like a goddamn miracle, I do.

      
      The overlays don’t bother with color anymore. Warnings scroll as blind white, strobing like an epileptic’s funeral: LIMBIC INTEGRITY—CRITICAL, BLEEDOUT WINDOW: 8 MINUTES, MOTION DEGRADATION: IRREVERSIBLE.”

      I run anyway.

      The roof slopes down toward the market below, slick with moss and windborne trash. I catch maybe two seconds of deceleration before the composite gives way, and I drop clean through an overhang of digital-plastic awnings. A pop, a snap, and then I’m falling, time dilating for just long enough to make me hate gravity even more than I hate myself. I hit an old man’s fruit cart, breaking its back and my own fall. Hardlight pears scatter everywhere, dissolving into bio-bright slurry that stains my bare chest blue. The man yells, but the overlays are already mapping the next three threats:

      1. Heat spike from the kill team’s re-entry path, thirty meters due west.

      2. Local PD beacon, converging from below.

      3. Drone flight path, time to contact: 16 seconds and dropping.

      I sprint, weaving through the smog of steamed noodles and burned sugar, every step a new catastrophic diagnostic. My right ankle stops reporting; my left ear is useless, nothing but a siren wail. The crowd in the market is thick, bodies dense as pixels, every face rendered with the slapdash economy of a meat printer. They ignore me, or maybe they see only what they’re paid to see.

      I push into a tunnel of heat, a corridor between vendor stalls. The air is a vaporized cocktail of pork, wet cardboard, and ozone, dense enough to coat my lungs in greasy aftertaste. My feet skid over oil and more fruit. The overlays try to warn me about “CARDIAC OVERLOAD,” but the words blur and double, then fall away.

      Above, the drone makes contact. It’s a Kestrel unit, seven rotors, bristling with chems and kill sticks. The paint job is Moshimoto black, but the stenciling is custom: a smiling cartoon wolf eating a cartoon sheep. The crowd is cover, up to a point. I duck behind a stall selling knockoff SentiSnacks™ and snag a blade from the vendor’s array. The woman behind the counter doesn’t react; her overlays must filter out anything not marked as purchase intent.

      The drone tracks me, heat sensors working overtime. I look up, making eye contact with the primary camera. A red laser dot dances on my collarbone, then shifts to my sternum, settling for optimal organ disruption. I get a quarter-second to act.

      I throw the knife, wild and stupid. The blade spins end-over-end and, miracle of miracles, lodges in the drone’s lower intake. There’s a squeal, then a judder as the rotor alignment warps. It spits a burst of tranquilizer darts, four of them, all wide of target as the drone tries to right itself. It plummets into a stack of market crates, smashing half a metric ton of counterfeit citrus and a kid’s toy kiosk.

      I don’t get to celebrate. Behind me, two corporate goons in debt collector uniforms shoulder their way through the crowd, guns held high, eyes glassy with the pleasure of sanctioned violence. Their overlays are probably showing a live feed of my vitals, maybe even my thoughts. I duck under a noodle cart and upend it into the legs of the first goon. He goes down, face-first, a bouquet of instant ramen sticking to his mask. The second goon swings wide, trying to cut me off at the mouth of the alley.

      He yells something about “asset recovery,” but my ears are ringing too hard to care. I put my head down and charge, body lowered for impact. I hit him just above the knees, a move stolen from playground football, and he folds with a satisfying crunch. I keep going. The alley twists left, then right, then opens onto a loading dock behind a closed department store. There’s a delivery van idling, its side hatch open, the smell of wet cardboard and canned despair radiating off it in waves.

      I consider hiding, but the overlays tell me my heat signature would light up the whole block. No point. I climb the van, using it as a ramp to the fire escape above. My hands are bloody, slippery, but adrenaline glues me to the metal. I hear shouts below as the kill team regroups, boots stomping through the market slop.

      At the top of the fire escape, I’m twelve stories up, city open in every direction. The rain is horizontal now, pushed by crosswinds into perfect slashing lines. Every building surface is a screen, every screen a new ad for SKELM CORPS or the latest flavor of Emotion Brokerage Certificate. I want to keep running, but my legs have other ideas. I stagger, then collapse against the railing. Blood from my ribs leaks down my side, pooling in my waistband. I try to slow my heart, but it’s not listening.

      The overlays fade, then flare, then come back with a single new message: USER: D. SKELM. FINAL WARNING. For a moment, I think of stopping, just letting it happen. Let the kill teams do their job, or the blood loss, or even the rain. But something stubborn in me wants to finish. Maybe it’s the leftover analyst training, maybe it’s the rage, or maybe I’m just too stupid to die right.

      I look down. The kill team is at the base of the fire escape, debating the value of a direct pursuit. They know I’m bleeding out. One of them shouts, “Skelm! This can end easy!” as if anyone in this city believes in easy. I climb. Each rung is a confession of pain. By the top, my vision is dark around the edges, the world shrinking to a keyhole view. The roof is flat, nothing but wet gravel and the occasional maintenance dome. I run for the edge, hoping for a miracle. Behind me, the first of the kill team crests the ladder, gun in hand. He doesn’t bother aiming; he just fires.

      The round catches me in the back, not a bullet but a micro-flechette. It stings, burns, then numbs. The overlays tell me “MOTOR FUNCTION COMPROMISED,” but my body is still moving, still fighting. I hit the edge of the roof and jump, land ugly on the adjacent building, my left leg folding beneath me with a sound like crushed ice. I scream, but there’s no time for agony. I crawl, then limp, then shuffle forward, every step draining more red onto the rooftop.

      The next roof is three meters higher. I can’t make it. I know I can’t. But I try.

      I catch the lip with both hands, pull, feel the skin tear open on my palms. I get halfway up, then my arms betray me. I hang there, suspended, the city swirling below. The overlays try to help, but there’s nothing left to analyze. For the first time since Moshimoto ran my brain through a compliance protocol, I understand that calculation is useless when the only options are to die or die later.

      I let go.

      I hit the rooftop two floors below, my body rolling, arms and legs akimbo. I taste gravel and blood and rain. I can’t move. Above me, the kill team scans the roofline, not seeing where I’ve fallen. For a moment, I’m invisible. The overlays go dark. I look up at the sky, the rain still falling, and I realize I have no more moves. I wonder if Émilie is watching. I wonder if she ever cared. I wonder if it matters.

      There’s a sound—rotors, heavy, close. Another drone, bigger this time, searching for me. Its searchlight cuts the rooftop, blinding white. I close my eyes and pretend it’s daylight, the real kind, the kind I barely remember. The overlays spark one last message: ANALYSIS INSUFFICIENT. INSTRUCTION?

      I want to say, “Surprise me,” but I don’t have the breath.

      The world goes very small, and then it goes away.

      
      The world returns as a boot error. I’m back on the roof, face pressed to gravel, rain in my mouth, lungs refusing to move air. The overlays are gone—no HUD, no prompts, just raw input. For the first time in years, I see without the filter. It’s terrifying. It’s beautiful.

      A shadow moves in the neon, skimming the rooftop with a purpose I haven’t seen since the war. It leaps from vent to vent, weightless, silent. The drone above swings its searchlight, searching, but the shadow isn’t there, not until it is. There’s a glint of metal, the hiss of pressure, and then the drone drops like a dead bird. The shadow follows, landing on the corpse with the grace of a dancer.

      She stands up. The rain slicks her hair to her head, rivulets painting her face with black streaks. She’s small, lean, too young to carry this much violence, but her eyes flash with an animal focus that makes my heart stutter. In one hand, she holds a splintered rotor blade. In the other, a fistful of my own hair. She crouches over me and checks my pulse. Satisfied, she slaps my face until I cough up a lungful of water and try to scream.

      “Talk to me,” she says, voice flat and ancient. Her language is old, fossilized, but my brain parses it like a mother tongue. The words make my teeth ache. “You Skelm?” I try to nod. My body won’t listen. She huffs, annoyed. “Name or death, quick as ever.”

      “Skelm,” I manage to say, each consonant chewing the inside of my cheek. “D. Skelm. Who⁠—”

      She flicks water from her eyes. “No time for origin stories, old man. He said you’d need help.” I want to ask who “he” is, but she’s already hauling me up by the collar, an absurd feat of strength in her tiny frame. The world lurches as she drags me across the roof, avoiding the pools of blood with the practiced steps of a predator. I try to protest, but the best I can do is vomit on my own knees.

      Behind us, voices—three, maybe four—shout into the wind. The kill team’s found our trail. She mutters, “They move slow, think they got you dead. Dumb.” She drops me behind an HVAC unit and peeks over the edge. “They bring drones. You run?”

      I don’t run; I crawl. I hate myself, but I crawl. She follows, hand at my back, keeping me low. She leads me to a service ladder, its top guarded by a security mesh. She snaps the lock with a tool I don’t see, then shoves me through. We descend four stories, each step a lesson in pain. At the bottom, the alley is half-flooded with rainwater and old engine oil. She splashes in without hesitation.

      The overlays are still dead. I try to remember how to walk, how to see, how to live. She doesn’t wait. We cut through alleys and loading docks, her pace always one step ahead of my ability. At every turn, she checks for watchers, sniffs the air, then moves. Her route is chaos: never straight, always zigzag, always just beyond the edge of probability. At a dead end, she stops and points to a trash skip
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