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        INSIDE THE MOSAIC SERVER FARM COMPLEX

        KILIMANJARO NATIONAL RESERVE PARK

        TANZANIA

        NOW

      

      

      The four teenagers—three humans (one Black, two white) and an ork (white)—ran down the fluorescent-lit gray corridor, chased by a flying security drone. All of them wore colorful business clothing that wouldn’t be out of place in any corporate setting, but seemed odd on the panting, fleeing teenagers. Each one had a trendy, pseudo-leather briefcase satchel thrown haphazardly across their bodies, wrinkling their suit jackets in undignified ways. Even though it was old and ailing, the drone fired in regular, three-round bursts that kept them moving.

      Charlotte and Liana were in the lead, testing the closed doors in the underground complex as they went, looking for a place to hide or an escape route. Amahle, the tallest of the humans, her hair in long black twists, paused behind Landon just long enough to fire two more shots. Her aim was close enough to force the older security drone to evade and take cover.

      “Why the hell...do you have...flying security drones?” Landon asked as they rounded the corner.

      “It seemed like a good idea at the time,” BlotterBabe said in their heads.

      Three of the four teenagers had implanted commlinks. The fourth, Charlotte, the ork, wore the latest and greatest AR glasses and heard her through its earpieces, asked, “Saw it in a trideo, did you?” She wasn’t panting like the rest, though her breath came fast.

      Liana looked around the corner and asked, “What?”

      Charlotte shrugged. “It’s true. She designed her security on old trideos. I recognize some of it. Decades old.”

      “Does that mean we have clues to beat them?” Liana pointed her question at Charlotte, but the question was for BlotterBabe.

      “I doubt it,” Charlotte said. “Probably took cues from the heroes on how to shore up defenses.”

      “Now is not the time for this,” BlotterBabe chided.

      “No?”

      “No. Keep moving. The door at the end on the left has a security pad. You can use it to escape. The drone won’t destroy the door, nor go through it.”

      “Are you sure?” Landon panted, looking over his shoulder to see where the security drone had gone.

      “Yes. I’ve locked down that part of its security protocols. The corporate hacker is busy with the IC I left them. Should keep them occupied for a bit.”

      Landon shifted their most precious cargo, the quantum server they’d been hired to steal, the Pulse Qyube, into a more secure hold in his crossbody bag. The experimental server, made of a dull, silver metal, was about five centimeters tall and twenty centimeters square. Three white lights on the top pulsed in slow unison. It was ironic that they were trying to steal the thing from BlotterBabe’s server farm at her request when he and Liana, his twin sister, had stolen this exact server from an abandoned DARPA complex for BlotterBabe just a few months back. Liana had almost died during that run. Unfortunately, things weren’t looking good for the home team today either.

      “Card!” Liana shouted as she reached the security door BlotterBabe had indicated. It was a heavy metal door with a push bar and a smooth security pad to its right. No passcode needed. Liana had the same red hair as her brother, but wore hers long while he kept his short. She turned, using her smartlink to aim and fire at the drone that dodged, using the corner of the hallway as cover, as she waited for the requested card.

      Both Amahle and Landon pulled out the two security cards they had left. Landon took the lead and raised the card high for Liana. He wasn’t going to throw it, but he wanted to make it as easy as he could for his sister to grab it from him.

      Two steps from handing the card off to Liana, the world exploded in pain like he’d never known—even the car accident that had left both him and his sister orphans, and him with an artificial eye and more headware than a teenager normally had—hadn’t hurt this bad. What was left of his forearm, wrist, and hand tumbled to the ground in a spatter of ruined flesh and blood. Landon tumbled after it, gasping in agony.

      Amahle grabbed the security card—too valuable of a resource to lose at this stage of the busted operation—from the floor as Liana grabbed her brother, still keening in pain and clutching his ruined arm, around the waist and pulled him to his feet. Charlotte put herself between the three of them and fired several shots at the security drone, striking it and driving it back for a few moments.

      Amahle got the door open and the four of them scrambled into relative safety.

      The room looked like a small cafeteria or kitted-out breakroom that had seen better days. Tables were pushed to one side, and dust covered what had once been a line kitchen. Long dormant overhead light fixtures struggled into action with irregular humming, flickering light, and the faint scent of electrified dust.

      Liana pulled Landon to the tables and set him down behind cover. He no longer screamed his pain. Instead, he panted in shock and stared at Liana with wide, dilated eyes. “I got you,” she said, rummaging through her briefcase and coming up with a medkit. She pulled out a slap patch and pressed it to his neck before diving back into the medkit for something to staunch his bleeding arm.

      As she got the tourniquet on, Charlotte asked, “Do we need to call in back-up?”

      Grimacing, Landon shook his head. “No. Not yet. They’re our escape. If Sartorial and Kintsugi come in, we’ll need to find another way out.” His next words were lost in a groan.

      “How bad is it?” BlotterBabe asked.

      Liana gritted her teeth as she pulled the torniquet tight. “Real fraggin’ bad. He’s gonna need a new arm if we survive this.”

      “If none of you survives, all of this will have been for naught. Amahle?”

      The three of them turned to the tall Black teenager. She was their defacto leader in this entire operation. She gazed back at them, meeting each of their eyes, Landon’s last, before she glanced at his satchel and its most precious cargo. Landon shook his head, then bit back a shout as Liana bandaged up the stump of his forearm.

      Eyes still on Landon and Liana, Amahle shook her head. “We don’t call in back-up yet. We still have a chance to get out the way we planned.”

      “Then get a move on. This intruder is better than I thought, and has activated some of the traps.”

      Amahle grimaced. “The traps. Of course. Why not add to the fun?”

      Charlotte took a breath and nodded. “Let’s go.” She paused and looked between the two siblings. “Can he walk?”

      Landon answered by letting his sister pull him to his feet. He was unsteady but moving. Liana nodded. “We’re okay.”

      “Right. If you need it, you let me know,” Charlotte said. “I can carry him. I’m stronger than I look.”

      The twins gazed at each other, communicating in their silent sibling speak of looks, half-smiles, and nods.

      Amahle gestured toward the line kitchen. “Back corridors. I would say less security, but I don’t know about traps.”

      “I will let you know as they come up if I get a chance. But things are moving all over the server farm.”

      The four of them moved at a much slower pace as they passed through the back of the line kitchen through another heavy metal door into the “back corridors” of the underground complex. Unlike the blue-white light of the front hallways and offices, or the muted white light of the actual server room, the back corridors had the grungy, muted yellow light of a place where dirty work happened. The walls and floor were the gray uniform look of utility without any sense of comfort.

      Had this been a normal server farm, the back corridors might not have looked so disreputable, but the general lack of personnel until recently had allowed these hallways—and many other places—to gain an otherworldly, liminal sense to them. As such, their steps echoed, their breaths amplified, and whispered words seemed like muffled shouts.

      After four eternal hallways with three turns that seemed like there would be no end to the warren maze of the complex’s back hallways, BlotterBabe spoke. “Beep. You’re going to have to duck into one of the storage rooms. A patrol is coming. I’m not sure how they managed to get this far so quickly.”

      BlotterBabe’s words over their commlinks did not startle as they once had. She’d gained the habit of saying “Beep” in a soft tone to warn everyone that she was about to speak after a long time of silence. Especially if no one had spoken in a while.

      Her words got Landon’s attention. He realized he hadn’t been thinking or planning, just letting his sister pull him along. It took more out of him to put one foot in front of the other than he knew it should. With great reluctance, he admitted, “Good, I could use the rest.”

      Amahle opened the next storage room door they came to, the light flashing on as the door opened. The room was filled with a random assortment of boxes and supplies. Liana pulled Landon into the room and Charlotte closed the door after them.

      As Landon sat down on the floor, his back to one of the boxes, the other three looked around the room they’d found themselves in.

      “What’s stored in here?” Liana asked.

      “I don’t know. I’m cut off from that part of...off from that information.”

      BlotterBabe’s stark words dropped into the room like a feral animal, wide-eyed and on the verge of panic.

      Liana lifted her chin. “Well then, let’s see if there’s anything here we can use.”

      “Quietly,” Amahle whispered.

      Liana nodded. Then she, Charlotte, and Amahle looked at the sides of the boxes and opened them to peer inside.

      As they did that, Landon remained where he was and looked around, knowing if there was something they could use, his sister would figure it out. He knew Charlotte was more face and muscle. Amahle was the one who knew the underground complex the best, and also knew the big picture of BlotterBabe’s plans. Liana had more practical skills in this kind of situation. While he scanned the room, he noted there was another door opposite the one they’d come through. It was probably secondary storage...but it might be a second way out.

      He looked at the throbbing stump of his arm, not really seeing the ruined flesh under the bloody bandage, but remembering flashes of what it looked like, then closed his eyes. The stump wasn’t still screaming in pain from torn and ruptured flesh because of the meds. But he could feel the nerves gathering their voice to shout their pain as soon as the meds wore off even a little.

      Landon took a breath and looked around again. He should get up. He should do something other than sit here and bleed. He should...

      “ColumboCowboy, I need to show you something. Meet you in your VR space?”

      It was BlotterBabe. From the quietness of her voice in his ear and the lack of even a glance from his sister, Landon knew the message had only been for him. He closed his eyes again and jumped into his VR room.

      Immediately, the relief from his throbbing arm was palpable. He hadn’t realized just how much his body still hurt, despite the painkillers coursing through him, until he got some respite.

      “I’m here,” he said. In his VR room, he took on the guise of a dark-haired man with a mustache who looked decades older than he was, wearing a trench coat and a cowboy hat. He’d learned a long time ago never to reveal anything true about himself in the Matrix. While most people were fine, there were plenty of black hats out there looking to take advantage of the naïve and the unwary—especially if they thought you were young and dumb.

      The room itself was one part nostalgia, one part geek-o-sphere, and one part stage setting. The nostalgia part looked a bit like the “studio room” Liana and he’d had when they lived with their aunt and uncle before it became too dangerous for them to have the “Right2RepairRigger” set-up in a domestic setting. That had gotten their guardians arrested and the twins had almost gotten killed. Still, he had recreated the wardrobe setting where they’d recorded all of their Matrix shows, along with the lights, chairs, and filing cabinets.

      The geek-o-sphere was part of his workstation, where he did his hacking and editing. Animated figures from favorite Matrix shows and trideos floated in a grid around it in a formation that changed randomly from time to time for his amusement. The third section was set up like an interview show where the interviewer, him, could sit or stand behind a trendy desk. The stage was complete with a bookcase of knick-knacks, books, and other decorations.

      Of course, every single item in his VR room had more than one function—including the Irish terrier dog that appeared to be sleeping on one of the chairs in the studio section.

      BlotterBabe appeared in all her iconic, yellow smiling-face glory. He remembered when he’d first met her, he wondered how in the name of the big blue room she could express any emotions through that avatar. Not only was it two-dimensional, it was barely even a face, just two eyes and a black line for a mouth. Then, as he got to know her and she expressed more of herself, he saw that that face flickered through a myriad of “smiling,” “frowning,” and every expression in-between. Despite being only 2D, the flat expressions were surprisingly effective.

      Not only that, if she felt the need to gesture, disembodied white-gloved hands would appear to do the gesturing for her. Even though she didn’t have arms per se, they were there. When she shrugged, you didn’t see shoulders move, you intuited it, and that was neat. It had something to do with the mind’s need and ability to create patterns where there were none. For a smiley face with no body and no traditional “micro-expressions,” BlotterBabe made herself non-verbally clear through her body language and intuitive movement. Her default body language was to bob gently in place—much like an NPC in a video game.

      While she bobbed, BlotterBabe was not smiling now. Though, she wasn’t frowning either. She looked him up and down. “How are you? Really?”

      “I think I’m gonna have to charge you hazard pay.” He held up his left hand—whole and intact in the virtual world of the Matrix. “Or charge you for a whole new arm. I’ll need the best if I’m gonna keep working with you.” Part of him wanted to rail at the idea of losing yet another part of his body without his prior consent, but life had a way of doing that to a guy.

      She grimaced briefly, all teeth, before she nodded. “Guess so. I’m sorry. I thought we could get in and get out. It was so easy to get the server in, it didn’t occur to me it would be so much harder to get it out. I mean, it did, but I thought I’d still have control of things. I didn’t realize...”

      Landon waved her words away. He understood she was sorry, and she hadn’t meant for this to happen, but it had. He was going to have to deal with it, and really didn’t feel like soothing someone else right now. “As much as I appreciate the break from the real world, you needed to show me—and just me—something?”

      “Yes. You can tell the rest after this, but I don’t want to distract them and you, your body, needs the rest. Plus, Rusila found something that’s got her excited.”

      “What’s that?”

      “An old drone I forgot was there,” BlotterBabe said as she opened a floating screen in the middle of the stage. “It might be able to help you with what’s coming.”

      Landon shrugged off his automatic hurt at hearing the maker name Liana used when they were at the Makerspace. He still missed that place and his own guise of “Eidoloni.” He’d left that name in the annals of history and nostalgia because he was much more established as ColumboCowboy in the Matrix. His sister hadn’t left her old handle behind—something she needed to do, but that was a fight for another day. He focused on the floating screen, wondering what fresh hell was headed their way.

      The screen was split into four separate security feeds. There were eight security people—a mixture of humans and metahumans—all wearing black and gray SpinGlobal uniforms. Three screens showed pairs of security people searching the complex: testing doors, covering corners, reporting in. The fourth screen grew large and showed the last pair of corpsec personnel. One of them, a Black woman with short cropped kinky hair, kept track of the three moving teams. The other, a Black man with eyes focused on something only he could see, mouth moving as he spoke subvocally to someone offsite.

      A transcript of the conversation appeared and scrolled as Landon watched. He noticed the words didn’t match the shapes the man’s mouth made, and guessed he spoke a non-English language. Probably Kiswahili, what the majority of the people of Tanzania spoke. Although he had the linguasoft for the language installed, BlotterBabe automatically translated it into English for him.

      
        
        King: “...How could you have lost them? You have control of the entire complex.”

        Issa: “I’m sorry, ma’am, but our cybersecurity specialist has been busy fighting the intruder’s hacker. They’re good enough to lock him out from time to time. We don’t have control of the security feeds. We’ll get them back shortly.”

        King: “But you’re certain the intruders are still onsite?”

        Issa: “Yes, ma’am.”

        King: “Let me think...” <pause.> “You have new orders. Don’t try to capture the intruders, just pin them down. My team is on the way. Do you understand?”

        Issa: “Yes, ma’am. But⁠—”

        King: “No ‘buts’! Just do as you’re told. I want as many of them alive as possible for questioning. They have answers I want. Keep them there. Do not allow them to leave.”

        Issa: “Yes, ma’am.”

        King: “I’ll link you to my team. Alpha will be your point of contact. Once his team arrives, he’s in charge.”

        Issa: “Alpha. Got it.”

        King: “One last thing, Mr. Issa. Don’t disappoint me if you know what’s good for you and your career.”

        Issa: “Yes, ma’am.”

      

      

      The fourth screen shrank again to match the other three screens. Landon saw Officer Issa turn to his partner. They spoke for a moment before the woman got on her commlink and the other three pairs of corpsec guards paused to listen to what she had to say. As BlotterBabe hadn’t provided a transcript, Landon guessed she was repeating what “King” had just ordered.

      “Who’s King?” he asked.

      “Miranda King, our big problem. She’s in charge of all illicit operations for Spinrad Global. She used to work for NeoNet back when that was a thing. Now she works for SpinGlobal. She’s the one Katie Brooks called in when she discovered the Mosaic Server Farm existed.”

      “Katie Brooks?”

      “Head of SpinGlobal North America.”

      Landon blinked at her. “Awfully high up in a huge megacorp to be looking into a server farm on another continent, don’t you think?”

      BlotterBabe bounced up and down in slow motion for a moment before replying. “You have a point. Once my home was endangered, I went on the defensive. I still don’t know how it came to her attention...much less Gabrielle Spinrad’s attention. I wonder if...” She paused, her iconic avatar shivering, as if shaking off a bad dream. “It doesn’t matter how they know. Once we get out of here, I’ll dedicate the time to look into it. Right now, we need to focus on escaping.”

      “Are you going to be able to keep fighting off the hacker? I could help you⁠—”

      “You have one job, and that’s to keep my home safe and to escape with it and the rest of the team.”

      He couldn’t resist a smirk as he poked, “That’s two jobs.”

      BlotterBabe smiled and winked. “Cheeky. But yes, that’s two jobs. Besides, I’ve twinned myself. One of me is fighting off the hacker. The other of me is here with you, your team, and my team.” She paused. “It’s a failsafe. If the enemy hacker gets the better of me, the other me, she’s going to slag the computer system and take everything with it.”

      “Twinned yourself...?” Realizing what she meant and all that that encompassed, Landon shook his head. It was something he hadn’t expected, though part of him had pondered this for a long time in the back of his mind. “Frag. How did we get here?”

      “Well,” BlotterBabe said, “I guess we’ve got a little time, since your sister is building and your body is resting, you can get a peek behind the curtain. Did you know that SpinGlobal’s World Headquarters is in Lisbon?”

      “No. Maybe. I’m sure I read about it somewhere, but I didn’t care. I guess I need to care now?”

      “That’s where this production actually started.”

      
      
        
        LISBON LIBERDADE BOUTIQUE HOTEL

        LISBON

        PORTUGAL

        THREE MONTHS EARLIER

      

      

      “Are you prepared? This is an important job. Jobs. Both of them need to be completed. A lot rides on your success.”

      Ridley Ruiz, the owner of Three Mice Running Couriers, glanced at her partner, Luis Capell, and rolled her eyes as she replied, “Yes, BlotterBabe. We’re ready. You hired us for a reason.”

      She and Luis sat at the dining table in the huge hotel suite the client, BlotterBabe, had rented for them for the trip. It was on the second floor of the Lisbon Liberdade Boutique Hotel. The room was almost as big as her family’s entire apartment back in Sant Andreu de Palomar. There was a separate bedroom with two large beds and a dresser. The living area included a desk and chair, a dining room area, a kitchenette, and a sitting area with a couch, trideo, and a semi-comfortable comfy chair. All in all, it was bland, functional, and perfectly adequate for their needs.

      BlotterBabe’s neutral icon turned into a frowning yellow face. It bounced in the upper lefthand corner of both of their smart glasses. “I hired you. You chose your team. XifratX, tell me the plan.”

      Ridley matched her frown, irritation flaring at BlotterBabe’s attitude and the implication that Luis wasn’t a good member of her team. It was Luis who introduced them when she’d needed the help. “Wait a min⁠—”

      Luis held up a hand, “I got this, Terrapin. It’s important.” He smiled a patient smile at her.

      She had seen that smile before, and it always melted her heart a little. More than that, he’d used her runner name, which meant he was all business at the moment. Personal feelings couldn’t come into it, and she had to let the implied insult go. She gestured for him to go ahead.

      Focusing on the icon in his smart glasses, Luis held up a hand and ticked points off on each finger as he spoke. “First, we go to the Info-santé Hospital to pick up the biomedical sample kit from Dr. Alonso. From there, we go to SpinGlobal Headquarters and take the sample kit to Miss Elizabeth Quintal. She then needs to go get a sample...whatever that means. While Miss Quintal is occupied, Terrapin slots the datachip you gave her into the nearest computer terminal. It doesn’t need to be unlocked. We need five minutes for the information to be distributed and returned. Retrieve the datachip. After that, we return the biomedical sample to Doctor Alonso within sixty minutes of procurement for whatever medical testing or program thing it is needed for. We get paid twice. Easy.”

      “Easy? You think getting into and out of Spinrad Global HQ is going to be easy?” BlotterBabe asked, her voice soft and curious.

      Luis shrugged. “Why wouldn’t it be? It’s not like we haven’t done this kind of thing before. I mean, the biomedical sample transport, legitimately. It’s standard for those who are too ill, too immobile, or too rich to go to the hospital themselves to give the sample. In this case, I’m going to guess too busy and too rich. Besides, we have references from all over Spain.”

      “Perhaps. Why would they just let you leave with your sample? Why won’t they search you?”

      Ridley cleared her throat. It was time for her to step in. “Because we are doing a legitimate job in and around the illegal one. Corporations are run and staffed by normal people, BlotterBabe. You know that. They have no reason to think that this is a set up.” She paused, then asked, “Unless this is a fake courier job?”

      “No. It’s real. I’ve been waiting for something like this to come up. Dr. Alonso and I are...friends. He contacted me as soon as the sample order came through with the private retrieval request. I guess I am seeing enemies where there are none.”

      “No,” Luis said. “You’re right. There will be enemies everywhere. But they won’t know they are enemies. It’s like, no one knows they’re in a horror story until they do...and often, it’s too late. Most people live their lives day-to-day without the thought that anything is different than what they see on the surface. And why should they? They have the privilege of being ignorant. Those that look for trouble and deception are trained to look at the world through a suspicious lens.”

      BlotterBabe’s face shifted back to something neutral—a tiny, polite smile that was the icon’s default state, and said nothing of the attitude of the person behind the avatar. After several long moments of silence, she said, “Complacency is an enemy to us all. It is what will bring down the best of us.”

      Luis glanced at Ridley and mouthed, “She’s nervous.”

      Ridley nodded as she answered, “I promise, BlotterBabe, this really is going to be a milk run. Also, I’m not the baby runner you rescued from the Mafia all those months ago. We’re on top of this. We know what we’re doing. In any case, you’ll be with both of us from start to finish. You’ll know if something goes wrong before we do.”

      “All those months ago and all grown up, eh? That quick? All right, I will trust you. Any questions?” Although BlotterBabe’s words were mocking, her tone was kind and playful.

      Chuckling, Ridley pointed out, “I thought runners weren’t supposed to ask questions. But since you asked, why does this have to happen at SpinGlobal HQ? There’s a Spinrad Global back on my side of the country. Just across the bridge in the business area. Hell, it would’ve been cheaper all the way around.”

      “Closed system. Everything I need to get access to is within a walled garden that can only be accessed onsite. Once I get what I need placed within it, I’ll be able to access the system from offsite and from other locations that will mean less travel and less expense. Besides, it’s good to get inside a secured corporate HQ system. That’s where they keep all the interesting stuff.”

      “Makes sense.” Ridley looked at her chrono. “10:15. Need to get going. We’re on the clock.”

      “Good luck.”

      Luis stood and considered the air. “Luck is for those who don’t plan. But thank you for the sentiment.”
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        * * *

      

      Doctor Alonso’s “office” at the Info-santé Hospital turned out to be one of those very fancy biomedical research labs for personalized medical care where genomes were sequenced, grafts and organs were grown, and custom cures were created for people willing and able to pay for it. Based on the signage, while they would work with non-organic body parts, their specialty was to “Renew You from the Inside Out.”

      Every surface was spotless and gleaming. The staff wore crisp, tailored, white and green uniforms. Even the waiting visitors had an air of expense and expectation. All of them glanced at the couriers as they entered, then turned away because “hired help was always invisible.”

      Ridley took the lead, knowing places like this made Luis uncomfortable. She’d done enough medical transfers that the too-clean, sterile environment no longer bothered her. Also, one didn’t bluff Mafia dons or face down corporate secretaries who didn’t think you should exist without growing a thick skin. Besides, her long, dark hair was neatly braided, her own uniform—subtle in its simplicity—was also clean and neat. She held her chin high, and knew that Luis did as she did, comfortable in mimicking her attitude rather than pretending to belong in such a place.

      She walked up to the reception desk, nodded to the man sitting there, and glanced at his nametag. “Hello, Mr. Komba. Three Mice Running Couriers here for pick up from Dr. Alonso.”

      He gave her a perfunctory smile in greeting. “Of course. Please scan your ID.” He gestured to the kiosk to the left of the desk and turned back to his screen.

      Ridley did as requested. It was a biometric retinal eye scanner with a SIN reader. She typed in her full name, including her business name and ID. Scanned her commlink with her public SIN and leaned forward to put her eye to the eye scanner. While the scent of sanitizer assaulted her nose, it did not burn her eyes. That was a relief. Some places had caustic-smelling cleaning agents, but that was better than the ones that didn’t have self-cleaning scanners.

      Once the light turned green, she returned to the desk and Mr. Komba. Again, that perfunctory smile. “Thank you, Miss Ruiz. I’ve let Dr. Alonso know you are here.” He paused and added, “Your companion will need to wait in the waiting room.”

      “Of course.” Ridley was not surprised. Medical facilities were picky about who got behind their closed doors, but they also expected sensitive courier packages to have more security than normal. That meant extra personnel.

      The two of them sat in the waiting room until a harried medtech, an elf woman, appeared and asked, “Miss Ruiz?” Ridley stood, and the medtech smiled. “Dr. Alonso will see you now.”

      Following the medtech, Ridley didn’t get a chance to see the woman’s name tag before she was whisked down a long hallway filled with doors that opened into exam rooms and offices occasionally broken up by nurse stations. For the most part, they walked in a straight line to the back of the hospital wing, where all of the doors opened on offices or labs. The hallways were adorned with signs and advertisements for the latest and greatest medical rejuvenation procedures.

      “Three Mice Running Couriers,” the medtech announced as they reached the last door on the right, then left Ridley there, standing in the doorway of Dr. Alonso’s office.

      Dr. Alonso was a short human with tan skin and salt-and-pepper hair. Clean-shaven, he wore a white hospital coat over a maroon button-up with a Mandarin-style collar and black pants. Everything about him screamed “successful corporate doctor.”

      He turned from his computer, automatically locking the screen before standing. “Yes. Right. Three Mice Running...ah, yes. Miss Quintal. Let me get you the...” Turning from her, he looked around the office before stepping to the door and calling across the hall, “I need the Quintal sample retrieval kit.” He whirled back to her and asked, “You understand there is a time limit once the sample has been retrieved, yes?”

      Ridley was familiar with this part of the routine. In the beginning, it was insulting. Now, it was procedure. “Yes, sir. Sixty minutes.”

      “That’s sixty minutes already here in my hands. Think of it as fifty-five minutes for you. A second late, and you’ll have to do it again, and I’m not paying a second time.”

      “I understand.”

      A human woman appeared behind her. “The Quintal sample kit.” She held it up and gave Ridley an expectant nod. The sample kit looked like a small cooler. It was red on the bottom and white on the top. It included an easy-to-carry handle, but no logos at all.

      Taking it by the handle, she nodded to the woman, then asked, “The recipient knows what they are supposed to do? I’m not going to have to explain anything?”

      Dr. Alonso nodded. “You won’t be held accountable for that. Just the timing. And the timer,” he pointed at the top of the sample kit, “will keep everyone honest. Biometric lock, private AR ID that needs to be scanned at close range. Miss Quintal will need to open it and it will automatically lock when it is closed.”

      “All right. I’ll see you fifty-five minutes after the client gives me this back.”

      “Tell the receptionist when you arrive this is a ‘Code Red-19’, understand?”

      “Got it. Code Red-19.”

      He peered at her. “You know your way out? You need an escort?”

      A walking map appeared in one of the screens of her smart glasses. “I’m good. I will see you soon.”

      While Ridley appreciated what BlotterBabe was doing, it wasn’t needed. She’d already memorized the way they’d come. Then again, Luis was right...BlotterBabe was really nervous about this job. A nervous fixer was never a good sign. She wondered why, but she knew better than to ask. At least, not until after the job—both jobs—were done.

      Luis stood as soon as she entered the waiting lobby. She had no doubt he’d kept track of how far away she was from him as he waited. Protocol for sensitive assignments. The two of them walked together out of the hospital and headed to their mopeds. After securing the medical cooler inside one of her cargo containers, Ridley mounted her moped and the two of them headed to SpinGlobal World Headquarters.

      Ridley kept an eye on the time as they went. She calculated that from door to door, it was about twenty minutes in normal traffic. Depending on how hard getting out of SpinGlobal would be due to security, getting parked, and then back into Info-santé Hospital, it was an absolutely doable job. But there would be zero time to waste. Especially if something went wrong.

      Much of the city of Lisbon was filled with white or pastel-colored buildings with terracotta tiled roofs only four or five stories tall. Its architecture still reflected its history of ornate stone buildings and narrow streets. However, the closer you got to the water’s edge, the more modern and sleek the city became, shucking its older style like an out-of-fashion garment in favor of newer, taller buildings, wider streets, and brightly lit businesses. Skyscrapers of glass and steel dominated the waterfront with shopping towers, hotels, apartment complexes, and businesses. All of it had a great view of the Ponte 25 de Abril suspension bridge built in the same iconic style that had made the Golden Gate Bridge famous more than a century-and-a-half ago.

      Standing proudly a block from the waterfront was the Spinrad Global skyscraper. More stories than Ridley could estimate in a glance, it was a marvel of modern technology. On one side of the building was an even taller observation tower connected to the city’s gondola lift tours that floated over the city and entertained the tourists. She wondered if she’d get a chance to take a tour after the job was done. She wanted to. This was the first time she’d visited Lisbon, and she didn’t know when she’d get the chance to come back.

      Business first.

      Once she navigated through traffic enough to find the service parking and entrance to the business around the right-hand side of the building, she and Luis parked their mopeds in the same parking slot. Ridley keyed her commlink to the parking meter for a thirty-minute delivery. After that, she would be charged an obscene amount of money for every ten minutes she went over. Of course, the charge would be reversed as long as someone inside the building validated the parking app.

      Entering through the side entrance, Ridley and Luis did everything needed to keep moving. The fact that the medical sample kit had its own AR identification, when the receptionist asked, helped move things along. The dwarf woman in a smart suit at the reception desk nodded to security as they both went through the various SIN identification routines.

      Once that was done, she pointed down the hallway, “Second bank of elevators on the left. Thirty-third floor. Right hallway. Miss Quintal’s office is marked.” She paused, then added, “Please do not deviate from your course.”

      Ridley glanced at Luis. “We understand. Thank you. Be aware we’ll be moving quickly as we leave.” Pointing to the timer on the top of the unmarked sample kit, she shrugged. “Time sensitive package.”

      “Thank you for letting me know, Miss Ruiz.” the receptionist made a note on her computer and gave her a professional smile.

      With a nod, they headed down the hallway to the indicated elevator bank. This part of the building was standard—metal elevator shafts, tile floors, walls painted a neutral gray-beige color. Corporate and as functional as corporate got.

      The elevator itself was another matter. What looked like real wooden walls with inset mirrored panels and a real marble floor greeted them. The world grew quiet as the hum of electronics disappeared when the elevator doors shut. Even the light from above had a pleasant, diffused look to it.

      “Going up,” a melodious female voice announced. There was no sign of the security cameras that had to be there.

      “Swanky,” Luis murmured as they felt the pressure of the elevator rising at a rapid pace.

      “Very. I like it.” Ridley kept her voice as low as his, but knew whoever was watching could probably hear them as well.

      Within thirty seconds, the elevator slowed to a halt and announced, “Floor thirty-three.”

      Ridley glanced up at the elevator ceiling and said, “Thank you,” as she exited. She couldn’t help herself. This was a place that demanded her best behavior, even if it was politeness to a disembodied electronic voice that didn’t care if she was rude or not.

      Once she entered the elevator lobby, it was clear this level was for middle- or upper-level management. Beautiful blue carpet with a subtle burn-out design of the Spinrad Global logo lay underfoot and muffled their steps. It was complemented by ivory white walls. The hallway was adorned with Spinrad Global subsidiary logos framed in black. Each section of the hallway seemed to host its own category of offices.

      The beginnings of the left hallway had financial institutions like CNI and Chalmers & Cole Associates, while the other side had Matrix institutions. Ridley could see logos for Asia Online, Europe Online, Lusiada Telecom, and Trompe L’oeil. Turning to the right hallway—the hallway they were allowed to continue down—the left side had logos for media conglomerates: Regency Megamedia, Sol Media, Spin Public Relations, Spinrad Media, and Trideo Monte Carlo. The righthand had sports teams, most of whom she hadn’t heard of or didn’t care about. Then again, there were logos for Sport Lisboa e Benfica and Clube de Futebol Os Belenenses, both of which her parents had a great fondness for.

      These artistically framed logos led them straight to Miss Quintal’s office. It was huge. One half of the office contained a sitting area centered around a trideo player. The other half held a large desk with all the usual things on it—pictures, an air purifier, and other sorts of workplace items. Two comfortable-looking brown armchairs sat in front of the desk. The walls were adorned with tasteful pictures of landscapes, but none could hold a candle to the gorgeous view of the waterfront the wall of windows displayed.

      Behind the desk sat a young woman with blond hair and blue eyes. She did not smile as she took off her smart glasses and asked, “Yes?”

      Ridley and Luis walked into the office. “Three Mice Running Couriers, ma’am. For Miss Quintal.” As she spoke, Ridley realized why Miss Quintal had not come down to the hospital for the samples. She sat in a sleek wheelchair.

      “I’m Miss Quintal.” The woman eyed the couriers, her eyes lingering on Luis for a moment before coming to rest on Ridley.

      Hoping she was reading the room correctly, Ridley glanced over her shoulder and said, “Step outside, Luis.”

      To his credit, he didn’t even make a face. He nodded, turned, and walked out the door. There, he stood with his back to the glass, hands in his pockets. She knew he could still hear everything, but the illusion of privacy seemed important at this point.

      Ridley stepped up to the desk. “This is the biomedical sample kit from Dr. Alonso.” She held up the medical cooler. “It’s biometrically locked to you. Once you close it again, it will be locked, and I will have sixty minutes to get it back to the hospital.”

      Miss Quintal wheeled herself out from behind the desk. “I see. You may stay to wait for me.” She took the sample kit from Ridley and placed it on her lap. “I don’t think it will take long.”

      “Yes ma’am. Take as long as you require. My timer doesn’t start until that one does.”

      Miss Quintal turned and wheeled herself to the edge of her desk. She pressed a barely-seen button there and a hidden door in the back wall of the office opened, revealing a private washroom. Once the woman wheeled herself through the door, it closed behind her, becoming nearly invisible once more.

      Ridley could see the door now that she knew it was there, but it was a subtle marvel of building architecture, designed to be functional and useful, but not present. Stepping back to look at the desk itself, Ridley saw there was no obvious computer hardware to be seen, but knew that it had to be built into the desk itself—Miss Quintal clearly worked with AR or VR and the desk’s smart surface. After a couple of uncomfortable moments of growing concern, she finally saw several discrete spots to slot a datachip built into the leg of the desk at the height of someone sitting in one of the armchairs to lean forward and access. However, glancing around, and taking a moment to pretend to study one of the landscape paintings of what appeared to be the Spanish countryside, she also saw the camera dome in the corner of the room.

      Subvocally, she said, “XifratX, make sure no one comes in.” Turning to the window overlooking the water, she said, “We’ve got cameras.”

      “Working on it. She left her smart glasses on the desk. Hacking them now. Just a moment. Go sit in one of the chairs in front of the desk.”

      Ridley did as commanded. From her spot, she could see another set of data slots for another deck Miss Quintal had built into her desk—how many decks did one person need? She could almost slot the datachip into it without moving from the seat. That’s what she decided to do when she had the chance.

      “Got it. Inside the system.”

      “Do we need to do more?” Ridley asked under her breath.

      “Yes. Surface system. Not where I need to go.” A few seconds later... “Got it. Looped the camera to show you sitting.”

      Ridley didn’t waste
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