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After the Cataclysm nearly wiped out humanity, the remnants of humanity survived in Havens: city-sized constructs built to reboot society and usher in a new age of humankind.




However, the new age was not the type the architects had envisioned. The same greed and lust for power that existed before the Cataclysm resurfaced, and the Havens quickly became quagmires of political and economic conflict, threatening to destroy the future envisioned by their founders.




This is the world of a pair of troubled individuals: Specter: a thief and hustler addicted to digital existence and targeted by government task forces and corporate watchdogs because of his extrasensory abilities. And Enigma: a former rebel turned slave soldier for Cyber Corp, an agency specializing in tracking down the most dangerous threats in the world. They have little in common, but their paths lead to the same destination. A place where their talents can be utilized for good or completely turned against them. 





Welcome to
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Chapter 1: 5P3CT3R
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Tonight, I dine with the enemy.

Enigma sits beside me in the sushi bar. Brightly lit, crowded with the lunchtime rush of customers. Orders are placed via an interactive interface and delivered on a tiny conveyor to the appropriate customer at the counter. I picked the place because I don't trust her. There's less chance of things getting violent in such a public atmosphere.

"You're a hard man to find."

My order arrives. Spider and dragon rolls. Appropriate in the presence of predators.

I remove the tray from the conveyor and bite into a spider roll, savoring the taste of soft-shell crab, cucumber, and avocado. "Yeah. Well, when you're in the crosshairs of the HSSC and mega-corporations like Maximillian Industries, you tend to take the necessary precautions."

Enigma has an angular face and silvery-white shoulder-length hair. Gray eyes glimmer her from sooty lashes like dirty ice. She sips water with lemon and ignores the rainbow roll on the tray in front of her, studying me with a nearly unnerving intensity.

"You're a symbiont. A man possessing abilities that normal people don't. People fear what they don't understand."

"Sometimes they have good reason to."

Sunglasses hide my eyes, but I'm wearing them for more than the cool factor. They operate as scanners and threat detectors. I know Enigma is unarmed. I know she registers as human, not a synoid. I see no one else in the bar who identifies as a hazard. Which means she came alone as promised.

I still can't shake the feeling that something is wrong. I take another bite and try to appear casual. Just a man enjoying a meal with a beautiful stranger.

"What do you know about symbionts?"

She leans so that her face is only inches away, lowering her to a near whisper in my ear.

"I know that at any given moment, there are upwards of fifty million synthetic humanoids operating in the United Havens and surrounding Territories, only distinguishable from humans by an identifying scan. They can do anything we can do but faster and more efficiently. Their only restrictions are unbreakable parameters that prevent them from physically hurting humans or allowing them to be hurt."

I give her a sidelong glance. The freckles on her face are barely visible up close, like raindrops on a pane of glass. For some reason, the imperfections make her look more attractive. There's a sensual curve to her lips when she smiles.

"And people like you can hijack them."

I take a sip of ginger beer, unable to stop the wry grin that spreads across my face. "There aren't any people like me."

"Not many, anyway." Enigma leans back, studying me with a finger tapping her chin. Her nails are uneven. I suspect she bites them.

"You're one of the estimated .005 percent of humans that have the potential for extrasensory talents. Most go their entire lives without realizing their advantage. Others use their abilities subconsciously, developing the uncanny skill of 'reading' other people, guessing what's on the minds of others. They use their limited skills to better themselves, staying a step ahead of whatever pursuits they're engaging in. But in the end, they attribute their gifts to simply paying more than average attention, being skilled at anticipating the thoughts of people around them."

"Congrats. You've done your homework."

She smiles. "Then, there's you. A true symbiont. How do you do it?"

I nearly break into an explanation when I catch myself. Enigma is good at disarming conversation, and there's the bonus of her being startlingly beautiful. She almost had me.

"Why don't we just cut to the chase, Enigma? We set this meeting up because you said you had a job for me."

Disappointment flashes across her face so quickly that I'm unsure if I actually saw it. She recovers just as fast.

"Look—I have to know if you're the real deal. A lot is riding on this. The stakes are astronomical, especially if we fail. I need to be sure that you're the man for the job."

"What do you want, a demonstration?"

"That's exactly what I want."

"Where?"

"Here."

I glance around. The bar is full to bursting with patrons eating, talking, laughing. Not one of them registers as anything but human.

Enigma follows my gaze. "Maximillian Industries just produced their latest models of synoids. Nexus 10. Completely undetectable by common scanners."

My eyes widen. "Wait a minute—you're saying that some of these people are synoids? No way."

"No. Not some." Enigma raises her arm, smiles at me, then snaps her fingers.

Everyone in the room stops in mid-motion. Expressions frozen, bodies stiff. The bar goes eerily silent. I can't believe my eyes. Just like that, I walked into a trap.

I leap to my feet, backing away from Enigma. "Who the hell are you?"

She raises her hands, showing me the cy-gear strapped to her palm. Her face is composed, her voice soothing. "It's a hack. A program I wrote myself. Calm down. I'm not a threat to you, Dean."

My heart nearly explodes from my chest. "How do you know that name? Are you an Agent? You're HSSC, aren't you?"

"Try not to panic, Specter. That's the name you prefer, isn't it? The answer is no; I'm not an Agent. I don't work for any agency trying to hunt you down. But I have been trying to find you for a long time."

I whirl around, looking for the armored stormtroopers or suited Agents. Outside the sushi bar, life continues undisturbed. People outside walk by, oblivious. Talk to friends, adjust their holovisors, sit on benches in the plaza, and eat lunch.

"You see, Specter? We're alone here. No one is coming to get you. I just want to talk."

I turn to her, a smile tugging at the corner of my mouth. My fingers clench into fists. "You want to see what I can do? I'll show you."

And as I speak, I core-jack the nearest synoid. There is a rush of white noise and blue light, then I achieve symbiosis and gaze out from my new host. My original body freezes in place next to Enigma; eyes rolled back in the skull. I lift my dainty little fingers and clamber out of my chair in the form of a nine-year-old Chinese girl. Enigma stares at me in shock.

I place my hands on my hips and speak in my little girl voice. "There are other symbionts, but I'm better than most. I've sharpened my skills so that I can project my consciousness into the brain core of any synoid in the vicinity."

The girl freezes when I switch to an elderly man by the window. I turn to Enigma, exposing my dentures in a wide grin. My voice wheezes when I talk. "Their synthetic brains are constructed as near-exact replicas of our own. The fact that they're artificial is what makes core-jacking possible."

I swap cores again, this time into a muscular man in gym clothes. Standing up, I walk toward Enigma. "The human mind has automatic defenses, subconsciously resisting if an attempt is made to intrude. But the synoid brain lacks the intuitive instinct to resist a psionic takeover. And once I'm inside, I can do anything I want. Override their directives so that they can harm humans."

My hand shoots out, seizing Enigma by the throat. "Even take a life, if you force me to."

She stares at me, making no move to resist. I can feel the pulse in her neck, the quickening of her heart. She's afraid. With a synoid's superior strength, I can snap her bones with ease, and she knows it. The fear shimmers in her eyes, but she only clenches her jaw in determination.

"Are you going to kill me, Specter? Without even knowing why I called you here?"

I cast myself from the synoid into my original body, steadying myself as a wave of dizziness follows. I shake my head, dispelling the queasiness. 

Enigma realizes what happens and moves to pry the fingers still latched to her throat. "Wait, Specter. Don't run. You'll only make it harder on yourself."

I pause just long enough to shoot her a scornful glance. "I knew I couldn't trust you. You're too damn pretty."

Whirling around, I vault over a table and run out the door, bumping into a pair of giggling teenagers. I shove them aside and run across the plaza, ignoring their angry shouts. I'm more concerned when a squad of black suits dashes around the corner. They have identical haircuts and sunglasses. A tall, slender Sentry leads them. Dressed in all-black, he is shaved bald, cybernetics winking from his head and the visor covering his eyes. His skin is chalk-white, his lips blood red. Sentries all have that vampire look, and it creeps me out every time. He points a black-gloved hand in my direction.

"Take him."

I skid to a stop, turn, and run in the other direction. The plaza is just a blur—brightly lit boutique signs, neatly arranged food court tables, tiny park squares with cloned foliage. People stop and stare or leap out the way as I dart past with my pursuers hot on my heels.

The exit door at the far end bursts open, admitting a squad of black-armored troopers. I don't hesitate. Turning, I race across the plaza center, leaping across a marble fountain. I see Enigma emerge out of the sushi shop from the corner of my eye. She says something, but I ignore her. Running at top speed, I leap toward the massive windows on the other side. The plaza is on the one hundred fifty-first floor of the Grand Center Tower, but I don't think about that when I launch myself at the glass. If I were flesh and blood, I would rebound off the gleaming surface without so much of a crack.

But I'm better.

With an explosive boom, I smash through like a rock thrown through a mirror. A million glittering shards shower down as the sheer volume of the world outside the building swallows me. The lights are insanely bright—neon everywhere, holographic advertisements, news, and information scrolling across towering giants of glass and alloy. Flying traffic whirs by so fast that the vehicles look like laser lights. I'm a speck in a city that blazes too bright to notice, a meteor falling unnoticed across a sky blinded by light pollution.

Fifteen seconds later, my body explodes against concrete.
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THE CONNECTION SEVERS. I blink and sit up in the sensory tub, removing the virtual goggles and oxygen mask while transparent fluid receptors drip from my body. Exiting the tub, I step into the vacuum shower, where the remaining liquid sensors lift from my skin and plaster onto the glass walls. They slide down, pool onto the floor, and whirl into the floor drain to be recycled back into the tub.

I slip into my clothes as I step out of the vacuum shower into my ultra-luxury suite.

Interactive globe bed in one corner. Polished dark teak floors, coffee shelving, marigold furnishings. Black granite soaking tub in the marble-tiled bathroom to the side. Floor-to-ceiling windows display a magnificent view of the city: soaring towers, neon lights, art deco architecture blurring the lines between past and present. Fully loaded tech nook in another corner, projecting a holographic display of the latest news and info into the center of the room. I walked through the projection, canceling the feed. A massive mirror faces me from the opposite side of the room. A tall, well-built man reflects from the glass. Hair like a faded shadow, chiseled cheekbones, strong jawline, piercing brown eyes. My lie. My illusion.

"Did something go wrong?"

Hel lounges on a velvet chaise in a clinging lingerie, raven hair shimmering, a flute of champagne in hand. Anticipating a victory, she's dressed for the occasion.

I quickly pass her, going to the tech nook. "It was a setup. Cyber Corp was there."

She leaps to her feet, clothing changing in a snap. Now she's in blue and black tactical armor, a flak helmet on her head. "Cyber Corp? Are you sure?"

"A Sentry was on the grounds, Hel—a Sentry. You know what that means. Cyber Corp is on to me."

"What about your host?"

I type a coding sequence into the computer. "I couldn't save it. Jumped out a building, but they still might be able to salvage something. I'm scrubbing this safehouse. Transfer everything to the next one."

"I told you I should have been there to watch your back." 

"And I told you that wasn't an option. I'm the only one who can core-jack."

She joins me in the hub, opening the transfer program on the other computer. "Where are we going?"

"Final Falls."

"Wouldn't it be better to go underground?"

"We're already underground. The whole point of being an Immerser is going anywhere you want."

"Except here."

"I can't take the risk of being tagged. They’re probably running a trace right now."

"Well, if that's the case, you have to reboot completely."

I sigh. "Yeah. Gotta face the real world."

She pats my cheek. "It will only be for a little while. I'll have everything set up when you get back."

"Good." I open the interface on the holoband on my wrist, projecting the memory feed from my previous host. Freezing the frame on Enigma's face, I tap the projection and slide it over to Hel.

"Find out who she is."

Hel purses her lips. "She's beautiful. Should I be jealous?"

"She's with Cyber Corp. She knew my name, Hel. My real name. I don't know how, but I need to turn the tables and find out everything about her."

Hel's outfit transforms into ninja garb, an all-black stealth suit equipped with swords and other killing blades. Her eyes narrow. "I'll get on it."

"Thanks. I'll see you soon."

She grabs my face and kisses me fiercely. I surrender to her aggression, my arms wrapped tightly around her waist.

She's smiling when she pulls away. "Love you with everything, Dean."

"Love you too. With everything."

I tap the confirmation code, and everything vanishes. The entire penthouse dissipates like a dream, and Hel along with it. I'm left in a void of endless white, where nothing exists but me. A washout of suffocating isolation that unnerves me every time. I'm relieved when my holoband flashes and a voice speaks through the datcom in my ear.

"Syncing with the master host in three...two...one."

The world goes dark.
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I BLINK MY EYES OPEN, wincing from the harsh blades of light that slash my corneas. My skin explodes with the awakening, goosebumps prickling from the refrigerated air. I gasp out gusts of vapor, clouding the viewport in front of my face. Lifting my trembling, emaciated arm, I tap the green button on the side of the Deep Sleep pod. The door hisses open, creating billows of steam when the frigid air meets the humidity outside.

The sensory jack is unplugged from the port behind my ear, and the endotracheal hose extracts from my mouth, setting my throat on fire and inducing a gag reflex. For a few desperate minutes, all I can do is cough repeatedly. When the heaving finally subsides, a whip-thin medical robot removes the feeding tube from my stomach. I close my eyes as I'm sewn up, nearly overwhelmed by a massive headache, severe nausea, and a bad case of the chills. The robotic nurse finishes its examination, throws a tattered blanket around me, and declares me fit for social integration. Leaving a worn yellow jumpsuit on a rusty tabletop, it wheels away.

Shuddering, I step out of the vertical pod. My legs give way immediately, and I crash to the metal grating, puking my guts out. There isn’t much to vomit, but I feel slightly better after sitting up. Leaning back against the pod, I wrap the blanket around my shoulders and shiver uncontrollably.

The facility is dim and noisy. Loud clanging sounds echo in the massive warehouse, hissing emits from the thousands of pods like a den of angry snakes, expelling vapor in the air that creates a permanent haze. Condensation drips from the overheads, creating water tracks on the floor, dropping through the rusty grating.

Deep Sleep pods surround me. Left and right, above and below, directly opposite the narrow corridor. Spotted with wet grime, dents, and scratches, they house my neighboring hibernators. My community. Twenty-two thousand people like me who chose a virtual life to a physical one. Unlike me, they continue their blissful existence undisturbed. Willfully ignorant, so long as the rental fee gets paid.

I taste copper whenever I take a deep breath, and the air stabs my lungs like daggers. Sweat drips down my face and chest from the unforgiving humidity. The scent of rust and sewage nearly clogs my nostrils, and the violent clanging and hissing never end. It's an assault that's almost unbearable, pushing me to the fringes of a massive panic attack.

I wrap my arms around my head, and like every time I awaken from Immersion, I start to cry.
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Chapter 2: 3N16MA
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My eyes practically steam with anger. I feel the pulse beating in my veins, blinding hot, burning inside like violence waiting to unleash.

The anger is more at myself than anyone else. Four months of tracking Specter down only to have him slip through my fingers. With him being physically inoperable, it took a lot to lure him from his synthetic wonderland. I should have been able to contain him. But I underestimated the swiftness of his paranoia. His mind is trained to make snap decisions from years of experience. There is no hesitation, no second-guessing with him. In his synoid host, he has no fear of death. He is free to do anything, including leap from one-hundred-and-fifty story buildings.

Android Forensic Units are already on the scene. White jumpsuits over skeleton framework, oval-shaped heads like hardboiled eggs. Emergency lights flash on their backs, painting the vicinity red and blue. I tap the nearest one on the shoulder. "Any luck?"

Its round eyes flash when it scans my face and processes my authorization. "It's a mess. Air traffic automatically diverted when the body fell, and public safety androids were deployed to corral people away in the few seconds it took for the synoid to go from air to ground. The rest is what you see here." He gestures to the remains. 

I kneel, frowning. The impact destroyed the unit, spattering synthetic blood and body parts everywhere. What remains is a ruined, broken wreck that somewhat resembles a human body.

Residents of Haven Angeles stream by the scene in their sleek designer chic outfits like living fashion mannequins, paying the scene no attention. I doubt anyone notices the blood is blue instead of red. Synoid suicide isn't enough to warrant extra attention in a city where not caring has been mastered into an art form.

"Any chance of tracing the synoid?"

"Looks like a standard S1 model. The trace will lead to a stolen synoid report, but that won't get you any closer to the guy who jacked it."

"Run the trace anyway. When we get the locale of the theft, then we can canvas the area with surveillance. Our guy could be a locale. Might get lucky."

"You got it. I'll send you the results."

Agent Rogers approaches me with a scowl that seems permanently etched into his face. Dark-haired, neatly-cut hair and goatee, eyes covered by tactical shades: every inch the government agent. He wears the long gray coat of an HSSC squad commander and moves with the restless energy of a caged wolf. "This is on you. My men did their jobs."

I glance up, trying not to let my derision show. "What's with the attitude, Rogers? You've had that sour expression ever since you joined this op."

"Call me crazy, but I don't like rubbing shoulders with ex-cons. You're a Scyther, which means Cyber Corp forced you to work for them. So how can I trust you or your crew, Enigma? What kind of a name is that, anyway? I don't even know who you really are. Top brass lends my unit to you like you're in charge. You should be behind bars, not running point on an AIB joint operation."

I turn my attention back to the synoid remains. The head is nearly unrecognizable, synthetic flesh pulped. One eye stares accusingly from its crumpled face. Sighing, I stand up and signal the AFUs to continue their work.

"Well, you know what they say, Agent. It takes a crook to catch a crook."

"Yeah. That's what they say. I know the things you did. I'm keeping my eye on you."

"You and everyone else. Now, if you excuse me, I have better things to do."

I approach Kage, who lurks in the shadows with his pale face and black clothes like a creature of the night. He appears to stare at nothing, but I know he's focused on the things ordinary people can't see. With his cybernetic enhancements, the Sentry's perception is entirely different. The studs on his bald head blink with flashing lights, and the visor over his eyes glow crimson, casting his pale face in a blush of red light.

I try not to sweat in his presence. Hiding my nervousness, I keep my voice as casual as possible. "Looking into the fifth dimension, Kage?"

His cherry lips curve in a thin smile. "You might say that."

"What do you see?"

"Data. I see the invisible streams that go unnoticed by your eyes. Endless numbers and characters, public and encrypted, personal and irrelevant. Information, Enigma. A neverending flow of information."

"Sounds like a massive headache."

He cocks his head, finally focusing a fraction of his attention on me. "Is there something you want to ask, or is this some attempt at small talk?"

"With you? Not likely. I need to know if you can trace back to Specter's origin point. He has to be somewhere in the area. We should be canvassing everything within five miles of here."

He gives a tiny, frustrated shake of his head. "Specter didn't get his moniker from being easy to trace. He's a ghost in the system. His unique ability to core-jack synoids with his mind makes him nearly impossible to track. The fact that he can perform the task from cyber-immersion is unheard of."

"You're saying he's a Sleeper core-jacking from the infosphere? That's impossible."

"Just because you haven't seen it before doesn't mean it's not possible."

"How can you be so sure?"

"If he were anywhere in the area, I'd sense the ping when he severed the connection and returned to his body. In this case, there was nothing. No digital fingerprints, nothing to trace. He's a Sleeper, all right. Somehow, he can project his consciousness from the digital world into the real one. It's not that hard to imagine. We link with network connections all the time. In a way, he's doing the same thing."

"Except he somehow does it using nothing but his brain."

"Yes. Fortunately, he doesn't seem to be able to hack any system. And he can't replicate the process with human minds, or we'd be in real trouble. No, synoid brain cores are his specialty. Linked remotely, he can control any model he chooses."

"Well, it's highly unlikely I'll ever get an opportunity like this again. Guess it's back to groundwork."

"Yes." He fixes his eerie gaze on me. "You spooked him, you know. When you said his real name, you showed your hand and let him know he was in danger. That was a terrible lapse of judgment."

"I thought it would settle him down. My mistake."

"I hope it was a mistake, Scyther. I would hate for you to have startled him on purpose."

"What? Why would I do that?"

He grins, white teeth flashing from crimson lips. "Deceit is in your nature. That's why your leash is so tight around your neck."

I repress a shudder, hand drifting to the back of my head unconsciously. "Well, I didn't tip him off if that's what you're thinking."

"I don't think anything. I run the data. And there's a forty-eight-point seven percent chance you're lying right now."

I force a tight smile in return. "That only means there's an over fifty percent chance I'm not."

"Yes. That's the only reason you're not in excruciating pain." He turns and walks into the alleyway, blending with the darkness until he's nearly a part of it. "I'll be in touch when I have new orders. You continue your work here and follow up on any leads. I'll be watching."

Of course he'll be watching. He's the perfect warden. Always processing information, tied into every surveillance feed in the area. He can trace my every movement even without the tracker embedded in my spinal cord. I catch myself reaching up to feel for it and settle for chewing on a fingernail instead.

"That's a disgusting habit, you know."

Zen sidles up beside me, lips twisted in disgust as she makes sure Kage is gone. "Man, bioroids give me the creeps."

"They don't like being called bioroids."

"I don’t care. You can't get all those ugly implants and not expect someone to slap a label on you." Folding her arms, she slumps against the alloyed surface of the Grand Center building. 

Short and petite, she compensates by dressing in aggressive cyber-bondage gear, complete with a skull-embossed corset and endless buckles and straps. Her hair is dyed a loud blue color, shaved on one side, and enhanced with cyber-dreads by a metallic headband. A complicated series of tattoos start at her neck and cover her entire left arm. She completes the look with thick eyeliner and black-widow lip gloss. I can't tell her that her attempt at rebellious fashion makes her look like a cute little cyber-pixie. She'd punch me in the face if I did.

"You've got implants, Zen."

"Yeah, practical ones. Optics, audio, and data port. Who doesn't? I'm talking about going full Frankenstein to become a living computer like your pal Kage there."

I shake my head. "He's not my pal. And you know Frankenstein was the creator, not the monster, right?"

Confusion flashes across her face. "Wait. Frankenstein was a real dude?"

"Never mind." I motion to Agent Rogers, who stands a few yards away, practically ready to combust with impatience. "We're done here. Let's assemble at HQ in the morning."

"Fine." He barks orders at his suits, who fall back from their posts and immediately blend with the crowds passing by. Pausing to give me one last suspicious look, he slides into a waiting all-black skimmer. The door hisses shut, and the vehicle silently joins the heavy traffic.

Zen sticks a finger in her mouth and makes a gagging sound. "What a bunch of asshats. Remind me why we're doing this?"

"Because we don't have a choice."

"Right. Like I can forget." She gives me an empathetic look. "Still can't believe they implanted that minder in you."

I shrug it off. "Nothing I can do about it. Just focused on finishing the mission."

"Finishing? It's been close to a year, and we're still no closer to this guy. Now we're back at ground zero."

"No. I sat face-to-face with Specter. Saw firsthand what he could do. That's progress."

"Yeah, he progressed himself out of a skyscraper window. Not exactly the response you were looking for."

"It's something. In fact, it might be everything."

"How's that?"

"He took the meeting, indicating he needs money right now. Which means he'll be working for someone very soon."

"Plenty of ways to make money, Enigma. Too many to track."

"Not for him. He'll go back to jacking synoids. I'm sure of it. I need you to compile a list of every known black-market synoid dealer. Focus on anyone we know he's previously worked with. Cross-reference the search with the locale of the stolen report for the model he just used. At the very least, it will give us a starting point for our search."

She nodded. "I'm on it."

"Good. Get back to me when you come up with something. I'll be in my room."

She rolls her eyes. "Your room? How long have we been in Haven Angeles? The City of Angels, baby. A lot of people would gladly saw off their hands and feet for a chance to even visit here, and you still won't go a block outside your hotel unless someone orders you to. C'mon, girl. Take a night off. Do a little exploring.  Who knows? You might even accidentally enjoy yourself."

I shake my head. "This isn't a vacation. It's an assignment. I'm a Scyther, Zen. No amount of distraction is going to change that. I'll be in my room."

Her face turns stubborn, eyes defiant. "We'll find a way to change that, Enigma."

I put a finger to my lips. "He's listening."

"Kage? Screw that bioroid."

"Don't push it, Zen. He tolerates you because you help me out, but he can pull the plug on our arrangement like that." I snap my fingers for emphasis.

Zen has sense enough to look chagrined. "I know. Sorry."

"Look, I'll be fine. Just get that search done for me, okay?"

"Yeah, yeah. I said I’m on it." She waves bye as she heads toward the Skytram depot. I watch her until a towering figure separates from the crowd and follows on her heels. Brutus doesn't talk much, but he's always nearby. I don't have to worry about Zen when he's watching over her. 

I turn and head in the other direction, walking against the flow of foot traffic. Crowds of people flow past me, most staring into space as their vid-lenses display news, entertainment, and calls from friends and family. They dress in the latest styles: black and white contrasts, intricate silver and stainless enhancements, asymmetrical cuts. My grunge biker jacket, simple tank top and jeans mark me as an obvious standout, worthy of a curious glance or two from the rare resident who doesn't have their vid-lenses activated.

My gunmetal rumble bike remotely drives from the parking garage conveyor. I hop on, zipping into the busy traffic lanes. Sleek, aerodynamic vehicles hum quietly alongside, fusion thrusters keeping them hovering over the surface of the road. My bike's tires squeal as I weave back and forth between the nearly gridlocked lanes as I head toward my beautiful prison in the downtown sector.

Hazy light diffuses through the barrier shield of the Haven as if trying to imitate the pre-Cataclysm smog that used to suffocate the city, turning the silhouettes of structures and towering buildings murky in the distance. Flying traffic cruises back and forth on digitally-controlled airlanes overhead, taking residents to the upper sections of the city, where the wealthier residents live. The shadows of the massive skyscrapers smother the streets, casting the lower sectors in gloom that requires illumination even in daylight. Fortunately, the city is never short of brightly-lit street signs and storefronts, multi-language characters blinking and flashing endlessly. Together with the enormous advertising holograms and billboards plastered on nearly every building, the lower city glows in various shades of electric hues.
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