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1: Less Than Scraping By


Three weeks. It had been three weeks since I’d landed a run. My account had been empty for two, and I ran out of food and water six days ago. The last purchase I tried to make—at Nadina’s Foodstuffs—was a single-serve, just-add-water block of ramen. Came up a few kay short. I begged and pleaded, which was an utterly humiliating experience, but old Nadina wouldn’t budge.


“I don’t run a charity,” she drawled. “Full price or nothing.”

Needless to say, I might have needed a new face before I could go back there again because I grabbed the plastic packet and bolted. Dry spells have come and gone before, but stealing freeze-dried instant noodles was a new low for me. Maybe I could volunteer some of my ample free time to repay her for the trouble. I had no idea. Every time I’d walked past the place since then she gave me a death glare that probably had a fatality count at closer ranges. I might be dead before I got the chance to work my way back into her good graces. Nope, that was a nonstarter. All I could do now was ignore the ache in my stomach and hunch over the black-blue display of my terminal, hoping my bid for work was enticing enough to overlook my contract history.

	
ID: FA4348802
Runner for hire. Reliable, punctual, loyal. Will gladly work for discounted rates!






I hadn’t gotten any bites from potential employers in days, so I wasn’t optimistic that today was going to be any different. As I sat there, staring holes in my screen, a pink column of light strobed across my face through a mirror behind the bar, blinding me momentarily and leaving colored spots echoing in my eyes. It was as if the strip club I was currently squatting in—The Velvet Cadaver—was trying to get my attention. Well, when I really thought about it, wasn’t that kind of the point of a strip club? To that end, the place had an ensemble that could raise the dead. Colors clashed everywhere. Strobe lights flashed out of sync with one another. To top it all off, the bass-heavy music thudded drunkenly against your lungs like someone who doesn’t know how to do chest compressions.


Over on the stage, a man and woman were dressed in matching outfits, top hats, and faux tuxedos that wrapped around their torsos like corsets, showing off plenty of oiled muscle and supple curve. The two danced together to the rhythm, pushing their outfits to the limits. Every time it seemed like the fabric might rip free, they would gyrate in a different direction to applause, catcalls, and surely plenty of tips.

While some part of me wanted to get a seat right in front of the stage to take in—and fall victim to—the ancient, primal display, I reminded myself that I wasn’t there to take in the sights. Hell, I wasn’t even there to look for jobs on the boards. I was there to beg someone I knew for help, and maybe score a free drink or two while I was at it.


I let out a long breath and forced myself to lean away from the terminal. Pushing my thoughts to the back of my mind, I watched the main entrance with pensive determination; like I was willing the right person to come walking through the doors. Plenty of people came and went, swirling around one another like bloatflies on a corpse, but in their midst, a young man sauntered in like he owned the place. Jin, as I knew him, was a well-off and friendly acquaintance who made his way in life as a dancer and top-tier escort. Even in this day and age, where everything could exist in your mind—in the dreamscape—there remained a demand for physical performers of all sorts. Some people still have a thing for analog, be it books, film, or people. He was lean, with sunken features that might call his health into question. Today, he’d strolled in covered in strips of white body tape and a top that might have been more fishing net than fishnet. It was all surrounded by an opulent red-maned coat of living fur that clung precariously to his shoulders. It didn’t leave much to the imagination, while also managing to be mysterious. He must have been seeing a client later. Jin gave me a subtle wave when he spotted me, and altered his course to take the open seat on my left.


He motioned at the bartender for two drinks and gave me a cheery smile, “Ciao. Looking for work?”

There’s the free drink. Off to a good start.

He continued without waiting for my answer. “Wanna get in on my next gig? This particular client loves surprises. You’d just have to get all that hair out of your face. Off your face, too. It is such a crime that you hide that killer jawline of yours.”

Yeah, that sharp, angular bone structure that had been gifted to me by my randomly selected donor-parents. I’d hated it for as long as I could remember. Kids used to come up with all sorts of ‘clever’ nicknames for me. I’d had a poorly groomed beard, of sorts, for as long as I could grow facial hair, just to hide that chiseled thing that underlined my face.

I rolled my eyes, and Jin replied with a wink and a knowing smile before turning around to lean back on the bar to watch the dancers. Now there were two men in thongs and tiny cowboy hats. I turned back to my terminal in time to see the bartender slide two frosted glasses across the digital marble countertop.

“I mean it,” Jin said, sliding one of the glasses in my direction. “As long as you don’t have a micropenis—a little elbow grease and I can probably get you in anywhere.”

He took a sip and savored it. Didn’t matter what his poison was, Jin insisted on never imbibing alone. He’d often buy the nearest person a drink just to have some company, and when he did, there was no sense in arguing with him. Because of that, I’d made a point of being the nearest person more often than not. Tipping the donated glass to my lips, the dark amber liquid smelled of oak and peat moss and a few other things I couldn’t exactly place. It burned my throat a little as I swallowed it down, but the drink was smooth, smoky, and warm. God, Jin had good taste. I would have preferred to take the money it cost instead, but damn it was good.

I put the glass down, deciding to pace myself, “I’m pretending to look for work. Bullshitting mostly. No goddamn point in it.”

Jin scrunched up his eyebrows, “That last job you had sounded like a pretty good deal. Something go wrong?”

“I got ganked. Not sure if the client reneged or a third party got their hands on the details,” I answered, taking another sip. “But I wound up taking a tumble from a rooftop and planted my face onto the side of a passing taxi. Needed to get a new face, too.”

Jin flinched like he’d just seen it happen, “Oh, Jesus, I’m sorry. That wasn't something that lab-made body of yours could recover from?”

“Thanks, and no,” I said, drinking some more. “I may be a vatbrat—diseases, cuts, and bruises are no problem—but all that engineered resilience doesn't count for much at terminal velocity. Might have made it worse, actually, because I didn't lose consciousness afterward. I felt all of it.”

“Fuck,” Jin breathed out into his glass, “And here I thought your kind was next to impervious.”

“Nope,” I answered, with no particular inflection. As the word left my mouth, I felt my face twitch with a familiar but unprompted motion.

He raised a curious eyebrow, “Uhhh, did you just wink at me?”

I sighed and tried to look frustrated; no easy feat when half of your face is blinking like a traffic light. “No, not on purpose. This damn faceplate is such a piece of shit. No flexible restructuring and an incompatible HUD version to boot. I’ve been trying to live with it, but it keeps malfunctioning.”

Jin motioned at me, glass in hand, “How long have we known each other?”

I started to answer, but he held a finger to my lips. He set his glass down and started counting on his fingers. If it weren’t for the music, I probably could have heard him whispering the numbers to himself.

“Three years, five months, and...” He paused again. He touched each of the fingers on his right hand to his thumb. “Twenty-two days. You remember how?”

I shrugged, “Sure, it was on the elevator, as it goes for everyone in this building.”

He almost looked hurt at my lack of specificity. “You sauntered into the lift, all dark and brooding. As you do—” he mimicked my behavior as he continued “—and you didn’t say a word, just stood there with that dead-eyed stare of yours. I asked you what floor you were on, and you said—”

“That I didn’t have one,” I droned. “What’s your point?”

He poked my shoulder with a well-manicured finger. “Not only that, but right after you said it, you hauled yourself through the maintenance hatch, stopping the car halfway between forty-two and forty-three, and just disappeared,” he explained.

None of this was untrue. He was one of the first people I had met when I moved here. Most people keep to themselves when sharing elevator cars. You never know when a stray syllable might send the person next to you off the edge and into that week’s news-breaking killing spree. Jin dared to tempt fate that day and not only greeted me but introduced himself. I had no idea where he was going with this, so gave him a skeptical look, hoping he’d move the story along.

Jin took a deep breath, evidently mustering the kind of patience typically reserved for children, “The point is that you are used to living life on the in-betweens. In between floors, constantly in-between one-time contracts, and you even live in a box, halfway to homeless.”

“Hey,” I protested. “It’s not a box. I put a lot of work into that place.”

He put a hand on my shoulder, clearly pitying me, “It’s a box. But that isn’t the point either. You accept half-measures. You look around at the world and figure if you don’t wind up with your guts in the gutter, you’re doing an okay job at living. Could be worse, right?”

“Yeah,” I said, almost proudly. “It could be worse.”

Jin took another sip and continued his soapboxing, “The problem with that is you’re not actually living. That’s surviving, and you have to want for more than that. Fuck, you’re a half-decent person. You deserve better than that. That’s why I offer to bring you in on ride-alongs so often.”

He wasn’t wrong—not entirely, anyway. I did have a tendency to settle. Part of my childhood programming, maybe. He was absolutely wrong about my home, though. It may not look like much, but I worked my ass off to repurpose that decommed heating unit into something most people would call livable. Made a lot of special modifications myself, as they say.

“Regardless, you’re going to want to get your face fixed,” he said after a moment. “I can get away with winking at people because I’m me, but some of the circles you travel in...”

“I’ll have you know that you’re part of those circles,” I countered. “Asshole.”

Jin chucked me on the arm, “Look, just be careful. That’s all I’m saying. Don’t want that being the reason you miss out on the next job.”

That’s when a gravelly voice erupted from behind us, “There isn’t going to be a next job.”

This was who I was really waiting for. A scarred but steady hand the size of a shovel settled on my shoulder and gave a gentle squeeze. It wasn’t a friendly or reassuring gesture. It was his way of setting the stage. A reminder of what could happen if I jerked him around or wasted his time.

I swiveled on my barstool, to offer the newcomer my hand, “Vallis, glad you could make it.”

“I come here every day, kid. Wasn’t really that far out the way for me,” he drawled.

He took a seat at the bar, a couple seats down from me, and shot Jin a sideways glance before turning to the bartender and ordering two drinks. Both for himself. The man was built like a concrete pylon, and while he didn’t quite take up two seats, he came pretty close. I watched as he downed both glasses in short order. He got two more and made a clumsy swirl in the air with one finger that roughly meant to keep them coming. The bartender nodded.

He wiped his mouth with his forearm. “So, what do you want?”

“Vallis, buddy. We’ve had more than a few drinks together over the years. What merits that kind of response, huh?” I said, trying for jovial, but probably coming off as sarcastic.

He swirled his glass around, “Oh, I dunno. Last time we had a drink together you got pissed about something and tried to stab me.”

“Let’s not get bogged down in the details,” I said, perhaps a little quieter than I’d intended.


He just glowered at me, finished off another glass, and set it down firmly on the bar, “Cut the bullshit, omo. What do you want?”


I straightened my posture and cleared my throat, “I need your help. I need a—”

“Like I said, there’s no next job,” he said, cutting me off.

Well, shit. If he didn’t drop me a line, I’d be well and truly fucked. My shoulders slumped a little and I almost sunk into what remained of the drink Jin had bought me. There had to be something; we may not have been on the best of terms—I did try to stab him after all, he didn’t make that up—but he had to have some opportunity for me. I just had to think about something to say, then try it.

“Oh c’mon, Val. You’ve gotta have something?” Jin argued.

“Have you seen his rep?” Vallis shot back.

“I’m right here between the two of you. I can hear everything you’re saying,” I protested, turning to Vallis. “My rep isn’t that bad. I’ve been trying to improve it, just kept getting shit work is all.”

“Oh yeah?” Vallis asked with a smug look on his face. “Go on, why don’t you tell us what your rep looks like these days.”

Gods, that was embarrassing. Our reputation was tied to almost everything. The higher it was, the better. Eight or nine hundred was pristine, and a rep like that could make you eligible for better housing, transportation, clothing, and even better quality food and water. I’d been in the mid-six hundreds when I’d bombed my last job, but trending up. Now, well, thinking about it was more painful than putting my face to a hot stove.

“It’s under two hundred,” I finally answered, shrinking a little more into my barstool.

Jin instinctively shifted away from me as if I’d had an infectious disease.

My mouth started running, trying like hell to salvage this, “Not as if you’re one to judge, Val. Everyone goes through rough patches. Even you—and you’ve devolved into a bit of a drunken, brawling death wish.”

His mouth closed firmly, his lips forming a line. “You know as well as I do that a reputation as low as yours low means you’re a risk. But keep going; feel free to crawl into that hole you’re diggin’.”

“I’m not criticizing your methods,” I said and held up my hands. “I mean, the headlines practically write themselves.” I attempted the tone and cadence of a virtual news anchor, “Distraught addict pushes tech executive down flight of stairs, breaks neck. More at twenty-one-hundred.”

Vallis grabbed his next glass and scratched at his beard. I watched him, hoping to catch just a small sign that he might change his mind.

I decided to press just a bit further, “Look, the work you do is effective. The messes that tend to follow in your wake have spawned their own economy. I have to imagine a cleaner. Rider. Someone needs a runner for something.”

He took a swig and swished it around in his mouth for a moment. Then he swallowed and looked me dead in the eye.


“Not a chance in hell,” he growled. “You’re a pain in the ass, but I like you, omo. And, when you’re not trying to stab me, you do good work. But I can’t help you.”


I ground my teeth. “Can’t or won’t?“

”Both,” he answered. “You know how rep is averaged between everyone on a job. I can’t stick my neck out that far for you, and I won’t risk losing my clients.”

Jin protested, “Jesus Christ, Val. You have to—”

“Drop it. Right now, or else some names get added to my pro bono list,” Vallis interrupted.

All conversation from that point died, leaving the three of us drinking at the bar in a frustrated silence. Jin really didn’t have to go to bat for me but I appreciated having him in my corner, even if I didn’t get any work out of it. He looked really upset. Like he might flip the next table that got in his way. It was clear that Val wasn’t going to be of any help, and I still had some liquor left, so I decided to change the subject.

‘What’s that you got on your shoulders there?” I asked. “Looks fancy.”

“You like it?” he asked, deftly shifting out of the awkward silence, back into his usual cheery self.

“I dunno yet, what is it?” I asked.

Jin groaned and rolled his eyes enough to knock the tilt of the earth off by a degree or two, “Ugh, you’re such a Philistine. This is the newest model of fauxhides being released by Animold. It’s warm, purrs on command—which, let me tell you, is like getting a massage—and it eats next to nothing. Just hook it up to a nutrient drip, and you’re done.” He leaned close and shifted his tone lower, “It also hasn’t been released yet.”

My eyebrows shot up in surprise and Jin smiled back. It was an act; I was forcing my interest. Though, on a normal day, it would have been legitimate. But we all do that from time to time to help keep our lives stable, and I needed as much stability as I could get.

I whistled. “Damn, you and your connections. Where’d you snag it?”

“I’ve told you about Juura and his wives, right?” Jin started, more than excited to share the story.

“One of your net diver clients, right?” I asked before taking another sip.

Jin nodded eagerly, “Yeah, my top client, actually. Well, he and Caeda—his second wife—made a bet that I couldn’t finish the two of them off at the same time. Well, I took that bet, and it was their loss, because just a few days before I went and saw that lovely friend of yours, Eshe, and finally got my double dee. I won the bet by fucking the both of them at once, literally back to back.” Jin made a pose like he was a storefront mannequin. “This was my prize.”

“Weren’t you having some heart issues a while back? You sure you can take that?” I asked.

“Oh, I don’t want to hear it. You don’t get to deflect away from your very real problems. Not this time,” Jin shot back. “With rep like yours, I’m not sure I could even help you.”

Vallis jumped back into the conversation with a grunt in agreement. “Mine has even dropped a few points just talking to you. Even if I could take you on without getting dropped myself, I’ve already signed on with Kohut for transport.”

I ground my teeth again. I’d been doing that a lot lately. Both for being an apparent black hole for reputation and because of the name that just got dropped. Kohut Abner came from the east side of my area, and the guy had a serious chip on his shoulder that always rubbed me the wrong way. Even though we were both from the Barrel, his was the nicer side of it, and we’d been butting heads for years. I stared down into my nearly empty glass at the thin puddle of diluted liquor that was little more than a pale shade of its former self.

“Kohut’s wasting your time,” I argued, drinking the last of my free booze. “He’s not a runner. He’s just a guy who takes packages on the magway in a private car. The one time someone decides to make a move on him, he’s toast.”

Vallis let out a low chuckle and ordered two more drinks. He shifted his eyes toward me and raised an eyebrow in challenge. He clearly didn’t disagree with me and might have been dropping a hint that finding Kohut was my way out of this mess.

So I tried to double down, “Mahdi vouches for me. You know what his word is worth.”

Vallis feigned surprise and looked around the room frantically, “Yeah? Shit, let’s get him over here right away. Oh right, the guy dropped off the map weeks ago and nobody’s heard from him since.”

“Oh, wait. Mahdi isn’t here right now, is he?” Vallis shot back, slamming his glass down on the bar, eliciting a wince from the bartender.

I bit back a whole lot of things that wouldn’t really help me at all, and instead took the rejection without incident. I had half a mind to take Val’s hint and track Kohut down, maybe even kill him, just to prove my point. If it wasn’t for the magway making me motion sick. Besides, knowing my luck, that lazy bastard would have a botnet in place to rep-bomb anyone who accosted him. Sure, they weren’t normally a death sentence, but in my condition any more deductions from my rep might as well be.

I remembered my earlier bid and focused on my terminal again, ignoring Jin and Vallis as they got into an argument about the new dancer on stage. No luck. I put in a few more bids and mindlessly browsed local headlines and trending threads. Ban on tank-grown supersoldiers? Old news. Never going to happen. Next. Wartorn trenches of Europe? That place has been burning for the last fifty years. Also old news. What else? Most of what remained fluctuated between celebrity gossip and speculation surrounding the mysterious offlining of several cities across the Midwest. Those got my attention. I suppose I couldn’t help but doomscroll. Probably made me feel better. Denver and Chicago were the most recent to digitally vanish. The common prevailing theory suggested a new computer virus propagating along the major highways that connected each metropolis to the next. It made the most sense, though I couldn’t help but feel a little bit of paranoia that it was something more sinister.

That was the least of my concerns. Talking to Vallis was my last best shot, and he’d shut the door in my face. My frustration grew to the point where every stray sound irritated me. Every bass drop made me clench my jaw until my teeth creaked. I couldn’t take it anymore.

“I need some air,” I said, quickly slamming my terminal lid and stepping away from the bar. “Happy hunting, guys.”

Jin tried to stop me, but I pushed past him and made for the front door.


2: Generosity, in This Economy?

The Velvet Cadaver was one of many businesses lining the first-floor lobby-slash-arena of my building, Orchard Tower Estates. In spite of all its attempts to the contrary, the building’s name didn’t fool anybody. Lower-income housing always got names to make people feel as if they were on their way up and out, rather than stuck at the bottom. If one devoted the minimum amount of logic, it was easy to assume that, if there was an Orchard Tower Estates, there must be dozens of worse-off places like Murder Row Shithouse or Overdose Acres. At least I wasn’t in one of those shitholes. That's what most people remind themselves.

Me, cynical? Not a day in my life.

If I was being honest, there were actually worse places, but they never pretended to be better than they were. Despite the pretentious name, however, I’d been calling this place my home for several years and had gotten pretty comfortable. I really had no reason to be bitter, other than an inexplicable need to fill my bitching quota.

Besides the Velvet Cadaver, the lobby hosted a few hundred businesses of all kinds. You could find cafes, butchers of questionable repute, gaudy law offices, pawn shops, and plenty of others. It wasn’t a major bazaar or anything, but it was convenient, and every shop owner charged a premium for that. At the lobby's center lay a massive fountain that had long since been shut down. Its three dried-up bowls held outstretched by three pairs of scarred hands had been coated in sheet after sheet of warring graffiti tags. It was like someone had found and defaced an altar to the gods of architecture. They were a reminder that time—aided by people—eventually destroys the beauty of everything. Popup stalls surrounded the fountain and conversation flooded the spaces in between in a wash of Asian dialects, African tongues, English, and the modern incarnation of sign language known as Roko. Here amongst the verbal cacophony and fluttering hand signs, a person could trade secrets, strike a political deal, gamble away a fortune, or settle a score. This place was a melting pot where the people living their lives in the building met the outside world. Sure, it had its share of dangers, like any place, but it was still safer than everything out there.

I slid through the throngs of people and eventually came to a stop near one of the fountain's three bowls, which had been converted into a fighting arena. I never asked, but I think the drain at the bottom came in handy. I stayed and watched the current bout for a few minutes before moving on. The matchboard said that the two fighters had been former lovers and were settling a dispute over who got full custody of their cat. As funny as that may sound, it was probably a more equitable process than renting a judge.

When the victor was thoroughly decided, I kept moving and made my way steadily from there to the building’s main entrance. With places like this, there was no real security. It was generally assumed that most people inside would violently annihilate any ill-meaning intruders. It worked for the most part. Just us and the bank of glass doors separating us from the outside world of the Barrel.

Supposedly, the name came from the old expression, 'scraping the bottom of the barrel.' It sits closest to the earth's actual surface on the North American continent and is the lowest official layer of the heavily stratified Corporate States of America. Unofficially, there was one layer below us, generally referred to as the compost layer. Generations and generations of garbage and urban decay slowly dissolving in a pool of its own rot. All our collective sewage has to go somewhere. From here, though, the further you got from the Barrel, the better off you were. Better air quality, better access to food, water, shelter, and so on. The discrepancy was pretty drastic. If you talked to any of the thousands of people down here in the lobby, you would eventually hear it referred to as Hell on Earth. It didn’t take much to see the grain of truth behind the hyperbole. There really weren't a lot of available statistics, but there's a common phrase used down here. You can feel free to decide if it fits the bill.

"You gotta survive on more than just money. Abduction at thirteen, murder by twenty."

I didn't know about abduction, but I murdered a kid when I was the ripe old age of seven. That must have made me some kind of prodigy. Assuming you made it to adulthood, it was something you were accustomed to. None of it was pretty. None of it was nice. You either joined a gang, became a corporate wage slave, or wound up being loner scum like me. No matter what you picked, you'd never climb any higher, and the odds were never in your favor. You became part of the Barrel, as much a part of these streets as the blood and shit that oozed through the gutters. You either came to grips with it, or you got eaten up.

Sometimes literally. 

Leaving the relative safety of the Orchard Tower Estates and taking a few steps outside, my lungs filled with a pungent infusion of iron, gunpowder, and engine exhaust. It was a comforting aroma, and even though my situation hadn’t improved, for a brief moment I felt a world away. Temporarily removed from the flaming shit show that was my life.

I love the great outdoors.

I wasn’t out there for any particular reason, so there were plenty of places I could go. The bedrock quarries to the north, or maybe the Shiv to the east. As I considered my options, my stomach growled at me. Yeah, that was probably the best place to start. Even if they were just scraps, I needed to find something to eat, so I went west, roughly in the direction of the Armory Bazaar. I started down a nearby alleyway when a familiar voice called out behind me.

I half-turned, and groaned. “Look, I don’t have any money, and I’d really prefer not to waste my energy trying to fight you. Just—”

I stopped short when I finally looked at the person behind me. They were average height and build, bald by choice, with a scar running up the left side of their face. I knew them as Rohch. They were a lesser-known independent investigator who occasionally found their byline in the big corporate feeds. At some point a few years ago, they’d somehow tracked me down after a particularly disastrous job to get the lowdown.

I didn’t want that particular story published unless I was dead, so the two of us had settled on trading information from time to time instead. They’d keep me in the loop on developing stories that hadn’t hit the feeds yet, and I’d let a few client details slip from time to time. Only after the job was done, of course.

“Wow, you look terrible,” they said, following close behind me down the alley.

I scoffed. “Thanks. You, too.”

As the two of us emerged out of the alley into a container yard, Rohch fell into step next to me. They dressed like some bizarre mix of old-style neon-gothic and a classic news reporter. Slacks, suspenders, trenchcoat, even a bowler. All in black with lacey light strips showing off bits of skin here and there. I consistently felt both envy and annoyance at their wardrobe choices.

“So, I know you’ve been out of work for a little bit, but I wanted to check in and see if you’d heard anything about all the cities going dark across the country,” they explained, getting right down to business.

I didn’t turn to acknowledge them. “What makes you think I know anything?”

Rohch shrugged. “I know you’ve traveled with some people who may be in the know.”

“Haven’t heard from any of them in a little bit,” I said, letting out an annoyed breath. “Even my best friend went dark a few weeks ago; haven’t heard from him either.”

“Yeah, I know,” they said.

At that, I stopped and finally shot them a look.

“What?” They shrugged. “I talked to Mahdi first. He’s much nicer and much more open than you are.”

I started walking again. “Uh-huh. Look, I don’t know anything, and even if I did, I have a few other priorities at the moment. Not unless you have a paying job for me.”

“Sorry, no,” they admitted. “Did you hear about what happened over at the quarry? How it’s gone.”

I crouched through a hole in a chain link fence and stepped out onto a main road. “Gone? How?”

“You’d know if you got out of that box of yours more often,” Rohch jabbed before scurrying through the fence after me. “The people upstairs just came down and took it all. Now it’s just a giant hole for collecting sewage, garbage, and bodies.”

I stopped as they caught up and jabbed a finger at them. “I don’t know what it is with everyone today, but my home is not a box.”

They just grinned at me like an adult listening to a child babble.

I shoved my hands further into my coat pockets and decided to move on. “So the uppers just took shit that didn’t belong to them. What else is new?”

“Well nothing,” Rohch admitted. “You know me, I’d rather be covering other stories, but the speculation and hot takes drive traffic and pay the bills. As a frequent patient, you should know that Chaurrie’s charity ambulance isn’t about to be making kay any time soon.”

“Yeah, I guess I can’t really give you much shit, can I?” I conceded.

“Well, you can,” they said, “but that would make you an asshole.”

I let out a harsh laugh and shook my head. “Got any odd jobs I could snag?”

Rohch laughed in a similar fashion and stopped to take a call. “Like I said, you’re barking up the wrong tree there, friend. I’m not the one running the charity.”

As I left them behind, I felt my heart sink a little lower. Not even the conspiracy-peddling blogger had something for me. Fuck me, their rep was probably better than mine, too.

Leaving that little encounter behind, I pressed on until I emerged onto the sidewalks of the main road that bisected this part of the district between north and south. People kept a brisk pace along the sidewalks on either side and over the ped-bridges that crossed any major intersections. Cars and small box trucks moved in a similar fashion through the middle of the avenue, only occasionally yielding to the suggestions of the traffic lights. Horns blared, people shouted, brakes screeched followed by the crunch of glass and metal. The living pulse of any megacity. Even though I lived in a small, nearly forgotten corner of New York, this place was just as alive and vibrant as any other.

The buildings looming over me connected the ground to the next layer of the city, two or three hundred stories up. Sometimes less, sometimes more. A dim glow cast itself down between them, emanating from the simulated sky overhead. It was bright and blue and, where there weren’t dead display panels, I could see the occasional streak of cloud cover. Rain was coming. There were always a few panels that would glitch out and shut down right before a downpour.

I should probably hurry up.

Several minutes of walking—and protecting my pockets—later I made it to the clot of humanity that always seems to clog up around the Armory’s grand entrance. It was not a place I liked squeezing through, in or out, but none of the entrances were particularly good. Ancient stone archways passed over me as I competed for open space to move forward. The structures were testaments to a long-forgotten time, before it was defaced with strobing tube-lighting and mounted advertising displays. Every time I came here, my eyes were drawn to the shadows cast by these upgrades, to the carved symbols that adorned several of the untouched bricks. They were markers of the people who built this place, and I sometimes wondered what they would think of their creation in its current state.

As we collectively birthed ourselves on the other side of the entrance, the concentration of people around me started to thin. Precarious-looking stairways jutted up from the mezzanine running left, right, and across the massive space, creating a collection of ad-hoc floors. All of it was repurposed construction scaffolding, and it was not uncommon for a part of it to come loose or tumble down on innocent bystanders below. Rather than going up, I headed down the main stairs—the ones that actually came with the building—and made my way around the outside edge of the Armory’s interior.

The whole place was an assault on the senses, like old pictures of Las Vegas, but all packed into a space barely the size of a city block. Lights bathed every square centimeter of the place. It had everything, from advertising displays to holographic projectors, and enough diode-based neon substitutes to actually keep the whole space fairly warm on its own. And that was when it was empty, before it got filled with thousands of warm bodies.

Vendor stalls were set up anywhere they could fit, and each one had something different to offer. I passed through the maze, between the shouts of people hawking their wares, and through miniaturized marketing mascots as they all tried to sell me on the ‘best they had to offer.’ I was headed to the opposite side of the building, near the Armory’s rear entrance, past some of the mainstay shops like Armory Armaments and Moore’s Law.

Tracing along the outer edge, I finally came to a stop in front of my favorite restaurant, a little hibachi place called Wok the Line, which was my usual respite from all the chaos out in the world. It was relatively clean and organized, all black paneling and glass edges. Powerful lights dangled over the establishment, casting all of it in a heartless shade of pale white. Given that my accounts were empty, I had no real reason to be there, except for the simple fact that I’d seen the owner, a guy named Tyhek, give away food to people in need.

As I approached, a patron got up from his barstool, leaving behind a few dirty dishes and a half-empty beer. I took the seat immediately. The abandoned beverage was warm and I wasn’t sure exactly how much of it was beer. On any other day it would have been disgusting, but today, it tasted like heaven. Calories, sweet calories. I savored it for as long as I could and gawked at the food. Tyhek was preparing an algae wrap with tube-grown protein, mushrooms from the reprocessing plant, bamboo shoots, and teriyaki. My mouth watered. Tyhek caught me in his peripheral ogling over his work and gave me a brief nod.

On a desperate whim, I spoke up: "Hey Ty, what do I gotta do for some leftovers?"

Several of the other patrons chuckled, and he let loose a broad, beaming smile.

"What you got for me, freeloader?" he asked.

That was the phrase I’d heard him use before. The times I’d seen it happen, the other person went on to do something small to earn a meagre meal. We lived in a transactional society, after all. Not even charity was free. God, the smell of the grill smoke from here was so incredible I almost couldn’t think. I needed to come up with something.

Tyhek looked at me and I looked at him. He inclined his head as if to say, ‘Go on, dance, give us a trick.’ My nutrient-starved brain went over what I knew about him. He was a self-made man who owned and operated his restaurant with moderate success. I couldn’t see it from here, but he had a nasty scar on the right side of his face from an oil burn he got when he was a kid. Messed up his ear pretty bad, and he’d gotten it replaced at some point. His mother disowned him for it because she’s an Untarnished Deacon. An important figure in a local cult.

The patrons at the bar turned to cast their drunken looks at me and a little grin crept up onto my face.

"Well,” I said, “I know how much you love the church. I'll take you over to the Chapel of the Divine and Unaugmented Virgin, and we'll get married. How about that?"

He leaned down over the grill and reached underneath to unscrew something from the bottom. Whatever it was, he slipped it onto his ring finger and held it out for the other patrons to marvel at, fanning himself with his metal spatula. They gasped with amazement and played along for a moment before the whole group, Tyhek included, broke out into raucous laughter.

He gathered some of his composure a moment later. "That's a pretty nice offer."

"Yeah, I thought so too. Get me another beer," I said, holding up the empty, abandoned bottle. "And not only that, but we can cuddle up at the foot of the virgin and give each other piercings and tattoos. Give your mother a real reason to kick you out."

His eyebrows shot up in surprise, and the whole establishment was consumed in another uproar. Tyhek walked over in front of my seat and offered me an elbow over the glass divider. I bumped it.

"You're a funny son-of-a-bitch when you wanna be, and I love me some blasphemy every now and then," he said, still chuckling to himself.

“Yeah?” I asked with a tinge of hope in my voice.

He nodded. "Sit tight. I got something for you."

He took small slices off each of the meals he was preparing for the paying customers and moved the collection to a small plastic bowl. He put a half-scoop of rice in and drizzled on some teriyaki. God, watching it come together, such a pitiful meal any other day, was awe-inspiring. He slid it to me under the glass, followed by a small plastic cup of water.

"If you're in dire straits," he said, "water's better."

My eyes delighted at the sight as I thanked him and the others. A couple of them raised their bottles to me, grinning and halfway drunk. I wasted no time, tilting the bowl of food into my mouth and shoving it all in with the help of one hand. Indescribable. My job prospects might be fucked, but at least I got to have a last meal.

I pounded the cup of water next, chewing on ice between gulps. I was nearly done when gunfire ripped through the marketplace, sending everyone running or scattering for cover. I ducked around behind the corner of the bar and scanned the area. I couldn’t spot the gunmen from where I was, just a slowly drifting mist of blood and other debris. Dozens of people littered the ground. Many were groaning and clutching at injuries, while others were completely still.

Once everything seemed to quiet down, someone burst out of the Go parlor next door, ran maybe a dozen yards, and then dove behind an overturned table. I caught a glimpse of their face and sucked in a breath. I knew him. Mahdi Bilal had been my best friend ever since, well, forever. We were assigned to the same bunk back at the Eggbasket® memory hacking clinic that made us. We’d followed one another into the same corner of New York as well as the same profession. He was probably the best runner I’d ever known. It had been months since I heard from him. Rumor had it he’d gone off the grid for a black bag run, but details were more than scarce.

Whatever he’d gotten himself into, he could probably use a hand. So, without much thought, I broke from my own cover and followed after him. Bullets chased me as I lunged over the table, and I came face to face with the muzzle of Mahdi’s sawed-off shotgun. I let out a choked sound and contorted myself in midair to get out of his line of fire. All it accomplished was me landing in a heap on the ground next to him.

"Woah, easy there," I blurted.

"Gods, you really do jump before you think don’t you?" he spat and pulled his finger away from the trigger.

“Hey now, I’m not pulling a bunch of gunmen into a crowded marketplace,” I protested. “It’s against the rules.”

“I’m not really in the mood for a lecture,” he said, peeking over the edge of the table.

“Yeah, well I have a captive audience,” I shot back.

“Look, can we talk about this at your place?” Mahdi asked, “These guys have been following me since I took this job, and it’s only gotten worse since Chicago. I’d really like to get off the street.”

I shrugged. “Of course, mi casa es tu casa. Got a plan to get out of here?”

I was looking around the Armory, back toward the main entrance, trying to pick out points of potential cover. It took me a moment for my malnourished brain to process his last few words, and when they did, my attention snapped back to him.

“Wait,” I said, “you know what’s going on out there? Why all those cities have been going dark?”

Mahdi’s lips drew a grim line and he nodded. “Like I said, I’ll fill you in later.”

He peeked over the edge of the table and reached into his bag to withdraw a pair of nearly perfect spheres that had been decorated in layer after layer of spray paint. He pulled the pins, counted to three, and lobbed each grenade out to either side of us. They began billowing bright, multicolored smoke. Glitter, light, and sound, all mixed with a cocktail of aerosolized party drugs added to the mix. Ravebombs, as they were called, were typically used as their name implied, but they wound up being pretty handy in a fight, too. Anybody walking through the plume unmasked would get so high they’d likely forget who or where they were. Mahdi and I got up immediately, before the pastel cloud could engulf us, and bolted for the main entrance. Gunfire called out behind us, but without a good view of anything past the smoke the shots dwindled to nothing.

With almost everyone taking cover, getting to the Armory’s entrance didn’t take long at all. Plenty of people on the outside were just arriving and were entirely unaware of what had just happened. Those ravebombs may have given us a head start, but with all the people pouring down the street ahead of us, that lead was quickly wearing thin. Mahdi and I needed to think of something, and fast.


3: Just Another Day at the Office

Maybe a hundred yards from the Armory’s entrance, I heard a few startled screams followed by shouting behind me. I dared a glance over my shoulder to see the crowd parting to give something a wide berth. Mahdi was a little bit ahead of me, slipping into openings between people where he could find them. Once the commotion broke out, though, he didn’t even look, just started pushing more forcefully through the throngs of people. Arms and elbows slammed into me over and over again like I was running some kind of gauntlet, but I pushed through to follow. Finally, on the edge of the crowds, where traffic was lightest, I was able to catch up with Mahdi.

"We need to get off the street!" Mahdi shouted.

"Yeah, no shit,” I answered.

The two of us looked around, building mental maps in our heads of paths, roads, alleys, and rooftops. This area was part of our own turf. We could probably play cat and mouse among the warehouses and megastructures in the surrounding twenty or so blocks. Hell, the place Mahdi and I grew up in wasn’t too far; could disappear there and never be seen again.

I leaned in close to Mahdi so I didn’t have to shout. “Okay here’s the plan: we split up, take separate routes back to my place. From there, if we haven’t lost them, we head back to the Shiv. Duck in with Eshe until we figure out the next plan.”

Mahdi nodded and started moving immediately. “Great, I’ll meet you at the palisade.”

I started to protest, but he was gone and out of earshot. The palisade was a really terrible idea, but there wasn’t a ton I could do about it now. I checked back behind me again. The part in the crowd was getting closer. Like a shark passing through a school of much smaller fish.

“I’m gonna kill him,” I spat before turning the opposite direction and taking off.

My own path away from the Armory and into the larger city around it was risky, to say the least. It took me back, towards the advancing group of gunmen, and up the front steps of a small legal office. The front doors were barred, but it was done in such a way that it felt more like a decorative statement than a security feature. Pulling the doors open and rushing inside brought me into the reception area that took up the center of the building. A half-circle counter waited in front of me, followed by a small bank of elevators. To either side of the desk were a pair of curved stairs. Each step was constructed from a slab of illuminated glass, which in turn led to a row of glass-lined offices that took up most of the second floor.

People were pacing back and forth between office and meeting spaces, talking in hushed tones about who knows what. Lawyers, clerks, and the occasional harried support tech buzzed around the space like a swarm. Pacing quickly through the lobby, drew the attention of the receptionist and the nearby security guard.

“Sir?” she asked, “How can I help you?”

I waved my hand dismissively. “I have a follow-up appointment, I know where I’m going.”

The woman leaned into her professionalism. “I can understand the time-sensitive nature of your appointment, however, I must ask that you sign in so I can call ahead for you.”

She had just used corporate speak to tell me to sit the fuck down. On any other day, I could respect it and sign in like she wanted, but today wasn’t it. So, I pushed past her and started up the steps before the guard could intercept to stop me. I took the stairs up to the second floor two at a time and, once I was at the top, turned back to see both of them shooting me dirty looks. It seems I wasn’t worth much more than that, though, because the guard returned to his post—or was about to when a pair of sharply dressed individuals stalked into the building. I couldn’t make out their faces past the dark visors that covered their eyes, but judging how they didn’t stow their weapons on the way in, they weren’t planning on using a light touch.

I took off at once and my movement drew their attention immediately. Hurried footsteps on glass followed close behind as someone called me in over their personal com unit. Even as I ran down the hall, toward the back of the building, something about the shouting sounded odd, like a collection of mismatched recordings. The hall took an abrupt turn around a pair of large conference rooms before finally arriving at a staff cafe area. Just like the entry foyer, it too was buzzing with activity. People sat chit-chatting on benches or shared meals with their colleagues around large circular tables. Immediately to my right was a bank of vending machines, and across from them, on the opposite wall was a bank of windows. With no emergency exit.

“Shit,” I muttered beneath heavy breathing.

I had maybe a couple of seconds before my pursuers caught up with me. Given how eager they were to gun down people in a marketplace, they would have no qualms about putting down a bunch of corporate attorneys who got in the way. With no other options, I paced into the gathering of potential victims. A couple of lines had formed for a pair of automated restaurants, and I pushed through them to the sound of disgruntled employees. That’s all the fight they could muster though, and let me pass through them without issue. Reaching the back of the cafe, I made for the nearest window. Along the way, I grabbed an empty chair and lifted it in both hands over one shoulder. I wound up my swing with an awkward step forward and threw the chair through the window.

Everyone was on their feet at once staring at me, the person wrecking their office cafeteria. It was probably cathartic for some of them, but clearly, not everyone, as a few others ran out to go get security. I couldn’t help the sideways grin from crawling up my face as I climbed up the windowsill and gauged my jump.

I turned myself around to hang off the outside ledge, when my two pursuers stormed the room, shooting before even looking for me. People fell and scattered just like they had in the Armory. I lowered myself down quickly, then pushed off the wall to launch myself out into the alley behind the office. I tucked my knees into my chest when my feet hit the pavement and I rolled forward. Maintaining that momentum, I pushed myself up and into a dead sprint from the law office. Just in time for the two gunmen to take a few potshots at me from the window. They chewed up some asphalt, but aside from that, completely missed me as I broke line of sight.

Now to catch up with Mahdi.

I cut through a few tight alleyways, vaulting over dumpsters and around the handful of vagrants that occupied them. Finally, with the rendezvous point not far away, I burst through the front door of a mixed-use building. It was cluttered with a mix of small, low-rent apartments and businesses all packed in next to each other with no rhyme or reason. I called out ahead of me for people to move, and most of them were quick enough to get out of the way. My shoulder collided with the side of an open doorway as I narrowly avoided crashing into an elderly woman with a hip-mounted walker. As I spun around her, I rammed an exit door with my hip, slamming the crash bar with such force that the door flew open and chipped the brick facade of the outer wall.

I’d arrived at the top of a wrought iron fire escape. Apparently, it was just another entrance, because small groups of people were ascending the narrow stairs and filtering out to their respective floors. A couple of people gave me oblique glances as they slipped past me through the door I had just burst out of. I didn't have time for this. If I tried to force my way down the stairs and through them, their sheer obstinate stubbornness might kick in. The last thing I wanted was to be tangling with a bunch of pissed-off New Yorkers.

Like I said, no time for that, not with gunmen hot on my heels. Instead, I leapt over the railing and executed another roll. Approaching the local landmark known as the palisade, I caught sight of Mahdi hopping over the roofline of a small, four-story building. He made his way down to the pavement, controlling his descent by grabbing a few window sills as he dropped.

"I was followed," I got out between breaths.

Mahdi nodded, hands on his knees, breathing as hard as I was. “It’s been like this all the way across the country.”

I grimaced and wanted nothing more than to sit down and catch my breath. But I couldn’t—we couldn’t. Not yet. The two of us pushed ourselves forward into a jog toward our final obstacle. It was a low-lying brick wall that ran the length of the alley, connecting each of the buildings on the other side. This spot in particular spanned the short gap between my building and the adjacent warehouse. At some point, it had been lovingly ‘improved’ by some practical jokers to include dozens of sharpened rebar spikes that jutted out of the wall at odd angles. As long as I’d lived there, people have called it the palisade.

“Why the hell did you pick this place?” I asked.

“Oh, c’mon where’s your sense of fun?” Mahdi shot back.

“What is this fun you speak of? Sounds expensive,” I said.

No sooner had the words left my mouth than bullets whizzed down the street from both directions, tearing up chunks of asphalt and concrete around us. They were just spraying ammunition indiscriminately, using the chaos to stall and corral us. Not about to let that happen, I ran to the wall, made a long leap over the spikes, and grabbed onto an empty space where a brick had fallen out or been removed. Getting my feet under me, I pushed off the wall and lunged up, reaching for a pair of spikes that had been embedded about two-and-a-half meters up. As my hands gripped the cold metal, a sharp pain cut into my side, between my ribs. I cried out through gritted teeth but tightened my grip before moving upward through the remaining spikes and hauling myself atop the wall.

"Here, take this!" Mahdi shouted, tossing me his satchel before making his ascent.

I caught the bag, securing it over my shoulder, and reached down to offer my hand. We grasped each other's wrists as Mahdi pushed off the wall. Between his jumping and my pulling, he had enough momentum to arc up and over the remaining spikes. That was when I heard the oscillating hum of a Gauss cannon and three hollow, muted thuds.

My muscles tensed, and I fell backward off the wall, hoping to pull Mahdi over, using the weight of my body to pull him out of harm's way. The first slug whizzed down the alley, missing by more than a meter. The second came a near instant later and tore through his hips, shattering his pelvis, and spraying the adjacent building with blood and bits of bone.

Mahdi's eyes went wide. The pain of it probably hadn't even registered yet. When his eyes found mine, all I saw was fear and regret. Then the third and final slug came a near-instant later and blew out his abdominal cavity. We hit the ground on the other side with a stomach-churning splatter. I've said it before, if you live down here in the Barrel long enough, you've seen and done a lot of shit. Wearing my best friend's innards was definitely not something I had on my bingo board.

The sensation of it was too much. The hot and slightly sticky texture of blood and viscera. The smell that came with it. The last trembling squeeze of my best friend’s hand in mine. My body went into shock as I tried to register all of what was happening and what had already happened. Now Mahdi's empty corpse was half atop me in a heap. My head ached. I hit it pretty good in the fall, and my vision was some combination of hazy and spinning. My stomach heaved, but somehow I managed to hold it at bay. Pushing what remained of his body off of me, I pulled a knife from my jacket and knelt over him. Shuddering and unsteady, I placed the weapon to his throat and pressed it into his neck.

“I’m sorry about this, buddy.”

I don’t remember if I said it or thought it, but what followed was a blur.


4: Blackout

I limped to the elevator in a bit of a daze. Spots danced in my periphery, and I had no recollection of how I'd gotten there. There was a growing ache in my side and at the back of my head. My muscles felt sore, especially my left arm, and my whole body had stiffened. Something bounced against my leg, and I looked down to find my fingers holding onto Mahdi's head and a length of his spine by a handful of his hair. I barely registered the sound of his vertebrae grinding against the rough texture of the concrete floor, drawing a slick red line behind me. Startled, I dropped him and he fell to the floor with a wet thud. Slowly returning to my senses, I began looking around the lobby. The silence was deafening as all conversation ceased, and I could feel thousands of eyes turn to watch me.

I quickly picked up Mahdi's severed head, jabbed the elevator's call button with one knuckle, and waited. I stared up at the display for what felt like hours, counting down from floor seventy-three. I turned slightly to glance at all the people staring at me. I gave them an awkward wave with my free hand. Somewhere among all those people, I could hear someone throwing up. Finally, the elevator chimed its arrival, and the doors dragged themselves open. I drifted in and pressed the buttons for forty-two and forty-three.

Suddenly there was a flash of movement, and the lobby erupted as seven or eight men and women in uniforms matching the ones I’d seen at the law office burst through the front doors of the building, guns trained on the people surrounding the fountain. The elevator sounded to close, causing them to turn in unison and unleashed a barrage of bullets in my direction. I dove into the corner closest to the instrument panel and crouched down. The gunfire lasted only a fraction of a second, but before the doors closed, it had chewed sizable holes into the wall behind me. The elevator began to rise a moment later. I didn't get up at first. Just sat there, knees huddled to my chest, gripping Mahdi's head tightly.

When I finally managed a standing position, my stomach heaved, and I threw up on the floor of the car. The beer and teriyaki may have tasted heavenly going down but did not make for a pleasant concoction on their way back up. I wiped my face with the back of my hand, which did little more than just smear more blood on my face, then proceeded to press the button for every floor above forty-three, then all the floors I'd already passed. There were nearly a dozen other elevators and a couple of emergency stairwells running through the lower half of the building, so hitting all those buttons wouldn't likely slow them down. Instead, the hope was that it would obfuscate where I actually stopped.

My body shook uncontrollably as the adrenaline faded from my system, and my mind raced with questions. As grotesque as it was, I was glad to have subconsciously grabbed Mahdi's head. I wasn't sure what sort of tech he was running but I hoped some of it had survived in enough pieces to provide answers about what had just happened and who these people following him were. Regardless, some deeply rooted part of me was resolved to see this through, whatever it was.

Between forty-two and forty-three, I stopped the elevator car and climbed through its maintenance hatch. There wasn’t much light here but, fortunately, muscle memory helped me take a couple of quick steps off the rearmost edge. I found the small balcony that I'd welded in place, and I hauled my front door open. The elevator resumed its tedious ascent, and I dragged the door shut behind me. I set Mahdi's satchel down on the floor and immediately went to my workbench. Like everything else I owned, it was cobbled together from spare parts and served multiple purposes. A few weeks back I would have been using the tabletop to prepare and cook food, but now it was covered in a disorganized clutter of tools and scrap metal. I swept a space clean with my free arm and several tools and small electronics clattered to the floor.

I laid Mahdi's head down, and it was the first time I'd noticed his face since the slugs hit him. His eyes were completely empty, which was unsettling as hell, and his facial muscles were beginning to slacken. I wanted to burst into tears right there on the spot, but I held it in. Most of it anyway. A few tears spilled down my cheeks as I took Mahdi’s head in my hands. I ran my thumbs gently down his face, pulling his eyelids shut and holding them closed. I stared up at the corrugated metal ceiling for a moment and blinked the rest of the water from my eyes before finally letting go and taking a step back.

I was not at all prepared to see his eyelids slowly drift open again. It was as if he was insisting on watching what was coming next. I tried to close his eyes a few more times but got the same unsettling result each time.

"Goddamnit, Mahdi, let me close your eyes," I pleaded while slamming my fist on the table.

It was evident that I wasn't going to have my way. One of his mods could have been responsible. Leftover electricity in his system just randomly triggering the muscles in his face. But I really had no idea what I was talking about. Over the years I’d picked up some basic understanding of the human body, but bio-mechanics was a mystery. So, instead of fighting with him anymore, I turned his head around so he wouldn't be staring at me. Then I reached up to the pegboard behind the counter and retrieved a hacksaw that dangled on a hook beside a few other tools.

I took a deep breath, gripped the section of Mahdi’s spine protruding from his neck, and applied pressure, pushing the edge of the blade forward across the side of his head, just above his eyeline. The first pass was rough, and what little blood remained trickled out through the cut. Eventually, the saw's teeth bit into bone and carved a shallow channel that held the blade in place. With each pass, my hesitation vanished.

"Sorry about this, buddy," I said, trying to console myself more than him, "If it were me, I hope you'd do the same thing."

Progress was slow at first. The human skull is no joke without enhancements. Reinforced, it would only be more physically demanding and exhausting. Eventually, though, I could feel the resistance give way, and I was able to shear off the rest of his skull relatively quickly. Splatters of coagulated bone dust and blood were everywhere, and attempting to wipe them off my pants only managed to smear it.

I peeled the ragged flaps of skin and clumps of hair away from the opening and took a deep breath before reaching inside. The soft, sticky warmth of his brain made my stomach retch, but I gritted my teeth and held it at bay until I had what I needed.

My fingertips found several ribbon cables and drew them out carefully, trying not to damage anything in the process. I set each piece out on an anti-static mat and once I thought I had everything, I rummaged around on the lower shelf of my workbench until I found a plastic jug of medical alcohol. I shook it and noticed that I only had perhaps a couple of handfuls left.

"Dammit," I spat, kicking one leg of my workbench, "What aren't I running out of?"

I used what was left sparingly and was able to stretch it out a lot further than I’d expected. When I finally took stock of everything, I whistled. As it turned out, Mahdi had been decked to the nines. He had suites in place that enhanced his sight and hearing. GPS constantly fed him location data so he would always just know where places were. All of that fed into an intracranial server cluster that probably included things like personality buffers, web servers, and offline storage. Last but not least was a neurocrypt that would allow him to lock any part of his system behind a memory-based encryption.

It would have taken me years of work with top-tier clients to get my hands on even a portion of what he had here. Sure, Mahdi had always found more consistent work than I did, but this was even out of reach for him. Or so I thought. All the tech I’d just pulled out of his head would hold the answers to that and more, but I didn’t have the equipment I’d need to do that here. Someone who installed these sorts of things would have everything I was looking for. Yeah, I knew someone, but I didn’t like the thought of it considering she’d grown up with Mahdi and me.

In spite of that, I was going to pack them up anyway, so I wrapped each piece up in anti-static bags. Using an old grease and oil-stained shirt, I cleaned off my hands with the last drops of alcohol. It hung in the air and stung my nose. Kind of like sniffing vinegar, but a thousand times worse.

Once everything—myself included—was as clean as it was going to get, I pulled my own pack from a hook next to my cot. I paced around the small room, running through a list in my head of all the junk I'd accumulated over the years, then paring it down to only things that were life-saving or necessary. An extra pair of clothes, some medical supplies, and a couple of keepsakes I couldn't bear to part with. Just in case.

I stowed Mahdi's gear in my pack's interior pocket, then pulled his satchel from the floor and dumped its contents out on the bed. His wallet, a couple of shrink-wrapped protein strips, some empty wrappers, some actual paper takeout menus, and an oblong chrome capsule a little larger than my fist. I grabbed one of the protein strips and greedily started munching. After that, it was the paper that caught my attention. As far as I could tell, it was real wood fiber. Nobody in their right mind makes anything with wood anymore; not down here, anyway. Everyone used either printed plastic sheets or bamboo paper. Most remaining trees were corporate property of one sort or another, and anything made from them was sold as a luxury item with a luxury price tag. 

"Mahdi," I muttered, mouth full of food, "what the hell were you up to?"

I packed all of it, save for the empty wrappers, and picked up the capsule. It was small enough to hold in one hand, polished to a mirror sheen, and cold to the touch. Whatever the device was, it didn't have any discernible markings or openings, giving me no hope of identifying it. The one thing I knew for sure was that this had to be the McGuffin that got Mahdi killed. Whatever it was, the logical assumption was that the people who were after him were going to be after me now. I had no intention of handing it over without getting some answers first, or at least without putting up a hell of a fight.

I slid the capsule into my pack and paced the room, scanning all of the surfaces to make sure I had everything I thought I'd need. I would never be satisfied with what I was bringing with me. There would always be one sentimental trinket or another that needed to come with me, but what I'd gathered would have to be good enough.

I was about to head out, when I caught myself, spun around, and knelt down next to my workbench. I reached over the middle shelf, past half-filled bottles, jars, and bits of scrap metal to a small raised panel in the wall, disguised to look like an electrical junction box. Without needing to look, I found a small handle on the panel’s face and gave it a firm tug. The piece of sheet metal came off with a satisfying pop, and I dropped it to reach for the small black box about the size of a cigarette lighter. Pulling it out, I glanced at it and the crooked sticker of a purple squid that wrapped around one side, before stuffing it in my pack with everything else I’d collected.

I set the bag on my workbench, next to what was left of Mahdi, and pushed myself up. From there I reached for my other jacket. The one I wore when I knew to expect a fight. It had, for several months, been my most prized possession. Constructed from interwoven strands of glossy white silk and matte black carbon, it was breathable, flexible, and tough as hell when it came to knife strikes. Not terribly great with bullets, though. But to quote a really smart guy I’d heard in a vid once, I made a lot of special modifications myself. In this case, that meant polymer-ceramic strike patches stitched between the layers of fabric. The interior was lightly padded and bore an electromagnetic harness used to hold tools, inside or out. In this case, those tools took the form of half a dozen knives. I threw it around me, almost rolling it on my shoulder, then sliding into the sleeves with a satisfying shrug. I was no street samurai or master swordsman, but I'd been in dozens of knife fights and knew my way around a blade. If they were going to kill me, whoever they were, I had every intention of taking a few of them with me.
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