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Glossary

	Bliss: An illegal synthetic drug. 

	Bravo: Tough guy.

	Burro: Smuggler.

	Chipper: Hacker.

	Clipper: Assassin.

	Clocker: Wage worker.

	Dex: A handheld data exchange communicator.

	Doppy: Derogatory nickname for public security officers.

	Dozer: A person hooked on the popular drug Bliss.

	DPS: Division of Public Security.

	Escort: Sex worker.

	Hover: Flying car.

	Migo: Friend.

	Plugger: Drug dealer.

	Roller: Car.

	Strig: A violent zombie under the control of a corrupted neuro-chip.

	Unc (Unified Nations Currency): Money. Sometimes referred to as “uncles.”

	Workstation: A personal computer capable of augmented reality.

	Yalma: Romantic partner.

	 


 

	For my fellow cyber cowboys, neuromancers, and ghosts—shelled or otherwise, who dare to dream in this brave new world whose future remains uncertain. 
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	Nothing compares to the feeling of hopelessness that comes with being the lone driver on an unlit road. My name is Jackson Cole, and I am a professional gun-for-hire, or “clipper.” And what was I doing out there on that long stretch of blackness driving away from the city? Angelo Petros, a pro-athlete, had gotten indebted to a gang called the Reapers. When he refused to pay what he owed, I pulled the contract to clip someone he loved.

	As the endless road stretched on into nothingness, I went to that frozen plateau inside my mind. Silence was the way before a murder, all calls muted, and my mind made numb from the Felicity in my blood. Everything is timing, and drugs were a means of removing the human error guaranteed despite hours of training our muscle memory, speed, and reactions. Felicity—a strain of Bliss—was my drug of choice, but only on a job; I was no dozer and didn’t plan to become one. 

	The moon was a hooded eye, barely visible, and a mist hung over everything like a shroud. On the dash of my Mamba Savant, GPS showed that my destination was close. Against the dark horizon, I saw evidence of lights, a rare sign of life against a backdrop of nothingness. 

	No one lived out here typically, not unless they were a wanted criminal, an unchipped immigrant, cultist, or exile living off the grid. In the case of Angelo Petros, the pro-athlete, the outskirts would be a means of escape. Poor bastard. One bad malfunction and he now belonged to the Reapers, who greenlit this contract on his friend. 

	Turning the Mamba off the road, I drove over a scattering of loose rocks and sand onto the property of what was once a settlement for refugees seeking entrance into Case City. The burned-out husks of their rollers, trailers, and tents remained a reminder of their eventual fate. Skeletal trees added to the horror, but I paid no mind as I kept on driving until I found my destination, a hill overlooking the road and the property of Angelo Petros. 

	I started my ritual with the lights on within the cockpit. With the seat shifted back to allow me free movement. I stared at my reflection in the mirror and took a breath. 

	“Everyone dies. I am a weapon. Nothing more and nothing less,” I recited, still not believing what I was saying. The most significant blow this country ever dealt outlaws was the legalization and regulation of vice. But the outlaw always finds a way, and killing is always big business, regardless of where you live. So here I sat, the purveyor of sadness, a sentient gun that traveled to anyone unlucky enough to be marked, speaking words into the air to help slow the near-complete corruption of my heart.

	The feelings remained as ever at that moment. I was ready to work but dreading the aftermath, where I would retain the memory and eventual guilt. If anyone was to tell you that clipping was easy, they are either liars or ignorant of what it takes. Me, I saw myself as a desperate hustler led to clipping after one unfortunate incident. Once you’re in this game, you’re in for the long run, so I embraced it as best I could. Perhaps I could be something better in another lifetime.

	I stripped down to my underwear, pulled on an all-black skinsuit, gloves, and soft-soled shoes to match. The final item was my Zhurov Tactical headgear, an open-framed mask that distorted my face to cameras and onlookers. 

	A clipper can never have too many weapons. I holstered my guns and pulled on my backpack. Checking the time before exiting, it was a little past midnight, and when the door retracted to allow me egress, I could make out stars despite the night’s foggy haze.

	It was all so quiet and lonely out there in the wilderness. I felt like the last remaining person in the world. The moon, though obstructed, gave enough illumination for me to make my way back to the road, where I followed it for a time, keeping to the rocks and bushes for cover. The shadows were sketchy, and the brush clumped together had the appearance of ghouls and my past victims back to frighten me from adding to their number. 

	Sparse trees and dry brush spanned the expanse of the terrain, and I eventually came upon the ruins of a gas station. While the building itself remained intact, the glass from its windows was scattered like ice all around it, forcing me to take a wide berth so as not to step on it. The pumps showed the signs of someone’s failed attempt to blow them up with bullets and grenades, but the shrapnel remained. 

	Feeling exposed, I hurried past the station and back onto the road, half running and walking until I finally saw the lights coming from Petros’s home. Luckily for me, the road remained empty, sparing me anyone seeing me sprint across it to climb another rocky hill. The house turned out to be an impressive two-level residence, resplendent in glass, where, instead of walls, its remoteness granted it privacy. 

	Built on a rocky outcropping jutting out over the sea, the lights on the outside revealed a foundation comprised of thick stone columns jutting out from an infinite pool, bordered with stones to form a natural facade. Several stairs led up to the second floor, where all the rooms were dark but for one, which looked to be the kitchen. 

	This should be easy, I thought. Bypass security, and the mark won’t see me coming. A quick scan of the skies revealed no surveillance, not from drones, cam-mounted towers, nothing. Switching my lens to infrared, I scanned the place, and still, there appeared to be nothing. Suddenly, my heads-up display picked up on movement by two hovering sentries patrolling the perimeter. 

	Sentries were never alone, and from experience, this told me the property was covered in cameras forming a grid that the central defensive matrix would be monitoring. My simple stop-and-pop job had now become an assault operation with no preparation. 

	I considered turning around and returning to my roller. But with all the driving I had done to get here, it made sense to move forward with the mission, allowing for a few modifications to get past the building’s defenses. 

	Staying low among the large rocks and brushes, I crept up to within a few yards of the perimeter. There stood a 15ft tall fence made of steel pickets spaced out enough to render them invisible at a distance. Now that I saw them, I could see there was no getting over them by climbing. They were likely rigged with electricity to fry any unwanted visitors or animals prowling. 

	I walked up to the cliffside overlooking the Pacific Ocean, staying well below the rocky overhang to avoid the cameras on the building’s exterior. The ground remained level for the most part until I neared the drop-off, where the fencing ran to the edge of the cliff. Through the gaps in the fence, I saw the infinity pool running to the edge of the drop-off, a cosmetic enhancement that presented a convenient way for me to get in.

	Easing myself down over the edge, the loud waves below me lapped as if warning me that if I fell, there would be no recovery. It had been ages since I climbed anything, and at that late hour, my muscles were screaming. Still, I managed to work my way over past the fence. Rock by rock, I climbed up over the glass and into the deep end of the pool.

	When I had chosen to wear the skinsuit, I hadn’t anticipated getting wet beyond the rain. That was sheer luck, which I acknowledged as I stayed below the surface to gain a dark wall corner below the staircase. The stairs being mesh was another stroke of good fortune to mask my wet footprints as I made my way up them slowly, ears piqued and head on a swivel, a pistol in hand just in case.

	As soon as my head poked above the second floor, scanning for movement, a sentry buzzed past me, forcing me to duck to avoid detection. Everything was dark on this side, which was why I chose it, but I could make out a camera mounted on the inside through the glass walls. It followed the snooper, oscillating enough to give me a window long enough to slip past the deck chairs and a bin for towels, where I crouched to catch my breath and decide on my next steps. 

	The camera looked advanced, making me suspect it too was a part of the network and able to talk to the sentries. Powering it down could set off the alarms, so getting around it was the move, and I was already out of time. Quickly climbing over the balcony, I perched out of sight as the snooper returned, then shimmied around to the camera’s blindside. 

	My poor arms were on fire, but this was nothing compared to the lengths I had gone through to get at marks more protected than this man. Scrambling back up onto the balcony’s edge, I leaned up against the transparent wall of what appeared to be a bar, complete with powered-down televisions on every wall. The snooper was heading away from my location, but there was no way I could get inside the building with the camera active. 

	My only recourse was to push my 32-year-old body that hadn’t had a decent night of sleep in nearly two weeks before this job. A deep crouch and a pumping of the arms led to me executing a jump, reinforced by my augmented joints, granted me the lift necessary to grip the edge of the overhang and pull myself up. Beyond fatigued, I lay still for a time, sucking in air and staring up at the night sky, listening for any signs of having been detected by the sentries or camera. 

	When it all seemed well, I got up and tiptoed across the rooftop until I found a quad of recessed glass hatches. These were skylights positioned above four separate rooms: the master bedroom—vacant, though the bed was in disarray—a spa, laundry room, and a closet with more shoes than I had ever seen in one place. The spa was my choice. The door was closed, and I suspected the snooper wouldn’t have it programmed into its patrolling. 

	It didn’t take much to shove the edge of my knife between the casing and glass to coax the lock out of its housing, granting me access. Inside, the television was louder than I anticipated, and the change in volume from the opening I cracked was enough to alert the drones on the property's exterior. Recognizing the danger in this change, I reached inside and found the button to extend a ladder to the floor, which I promptly pressed, and pulled the hatch shut behind me after climbing down a step.

	Knife in my offhand—in case the snooper was on the prowl—I climbed down and crept past the sauna towards the door. A noise pulled me up short, and I tiptoed backward to look for a hiding place. The spa wasn’t a big room. Besides the sauna occupying one wall, there was a shower and massage table in the rear. I took advantage of a curve to the wall linked to the shower by placing my back against its surface.

	“The hell?” someone let out suddenly, sounding surprised. “This damn house and all of its strange noises. I swear,” he complained, and the lights of the spa suddenly came on. “Hello?” he called from the doorway, but I remained crouched, closing my eyes to steady my breathing, as I heard his bare feet on the tile, coming in closer and closer. As soon as he was near me, I stepped out into him with my gloved hand on his throat, silencing his objections.

	He stood about a foot shorter than I was but felt athletic and strong. The smell of cinnamon and whiskey violated my nostrils, followed by the release of his bowels when he realized that it was the end. Using my free hand, I reached back to my backpack, pulled out my baton, shoved him off, and swung it hard against his exposed, naked chest. Where the baton made contact, electric blue tendrils spread out beneath his pale flesh, and he collapsed from the voltage, instantly unconscious.

	Paranoia started to rise as the Bliss in my blood ran out. I glanced about quickly, looking for any cameras that could have been missed. Time was ticking, so I crouched over his body, examining his face to see if it matched the image provided by my handler, Dalton Leger. He was younger than I expected, early twenties—if even that, with short brown hair and a clean-shaved face. I reached inside my pack to fish out my dex. Switching it to photo mode, I focused it on my victim’s face, snapped a quick picture, and sent it to Dalton to confirm the kill.

	The spa was clear, but the door remained open from when the young man had come investigating earlier. The jimmied hatch would be a problem when the investigators tore the house apart looking for evidence. I considered leaving him face down inside the sauna while I made my escape. The thought would be that he partied a little too hard, passed out while relaxing, and drowned with no one around to help.

	Searching for an alternative, the sight of the ladder gave me an idea of how to cover my tracks. Leaving him slumped against the wall, I crept to the door and pulled it shut, just in case one of the sentries became curious. I wasn’t the biggest guy, but I was athletic, and due to this, I was able to bind his hands to the bottom rung and use the hatch’s retraction mechanism to pull him up most of the way.

	Though I wanted to give the spa a once-over to ensure that nothing was left behind to link me or the guild, too much time had passed, and I was worried. Someone could be calling the victim at that hour—someone like Petros, or there could be a pizza in the oven, something pressing, where this man would be missed. I braced my feet against the edge and hoisted the body up to where I could grab him and maneuver him up out the hatch and onto the roof. 

	It took longer than I wanted, but when I finally had him out, I hooked my arms below his armpits, walked him to the edge, and threw him face-first into the pool.
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	The drive back from the outskirts was a white-lined roller coaster of tunnel vision. I couldn’t even recall leaving the house and climbing those rocks to gain the dark abandoned road to find my roller. The Bliss was out of my system, leaving the world feeling unreal and washed out. It felt like the last few hours had been a nightmare, and I had woken up driving top speed down an endless road.

	Thinking back on those sentries floating towards the body, I calculated that they would have reported the death by now. An athlete the caliber of Angelo Petros, with the type of money to have sentries, meant DPS would be on their way to the outskirts. If they saw my roller heading to the city from that end of the border, they would detain me for questioning.

	Time was my enemy, and I opened up the speed on the Mamba Savant, urging her to give me everything she had. When I saw headlights coming at me, my heart sank, thinking of the hoops I would need to jump through to get away if they pursued. I glanced down at my GPS, seeing how close I was to the highway. If I could make it onto the ramp, they would never catch me, but fate was still on my side. The incoming lights turned out to be a regular roller.

	I drove up the ramp and growled in triumph as a line of DPS rollers flew past me, going the opposite way. It was now well after 2:00 a.m., and I was restless and not wishing to take it home to my cube. From the highway, Case City seemed so peaceful, but I knew better. 

	Rania’s bar was located on the second floor of the Ishihara Plaza on the east side, across the Dyson bridge, near a clutch of skyscrapers known as the spires. Since getting my feet wet in the life of professional crime, I aspired to one day live in those buildings. It was the ultimate show of success, and I wanted it. 

	My crimes had afforded me a reputation that made many wary of me, but my home was one of 520 stacked cubes in the Tower Blocks East, a high-rise housing stack well past its expiration date. I had uncs in the bank, to the tune of a quarter of a million, saved from many evil deeds performed throughout my career. 

	Spire access required a net worth of one million uncs, damn near impossible for a street runner with no assets. It also demanded a referral from a current resident, some even requiring a criminal background check. My youth being what it was made this third hurdle a mountain for a clipper, but it still wasn’t a deterrent.

	Remembering then that I had muted my calls and messages, I programmed the GPS to take me to Rania’s, set the Mamba to auto-drive, and leaned back, touching my temple to access my heads-up display. I had two waiting messages—the first from my yalma, Skai Hall, which I opened immediately to read. Instead of a note, sweaty brown cleavage appeared in fine holographic detail, forcing a smile upon my face. It was cold water on the world’s hottest day, and right on time as it managed to pull me up from that dark place inside my head. 

	“Keep that warm until I see you tomorrow, sexy,” I messaged her back, knowing she’d be asleep. Tempted to visit her, but it was too late.

	The second message was from Dalton, the handler, and the time stamp had it at 1:55 a.m. “Just saw the photo,” it read. “Deposit is in, and you can pick it up tomorrow. See you later, migo.” 

	Short and sweet, and he called me migo, which was out of character, even for him. Something tugged at the back of my mind, but I ignored it and exited the highway to make for the downtown strip.

	Outside of Rania’s, the bouncer, Travis Tragic, recognized who I was and shook my hand. He was a beast of a cyborg with a bouffant and leather jacket in a nouveau rockabilly facade, which reminded me of my uncle Lobo who sported the same style. I left two chips worth 25 uncs inside his palm and walked into the steamy blue atmosphere. 

	On the first floor was the typical club setup: tables and chairs arranged on the edges of a circular dance floor, with four mini-bars in each corner of the room. Two large sets of staircases led up to the loft, where escorts fished for lonely men and women to take them back to their private booths where the loud music and a curtain gave enough privacy for them to get off. Fog machines and strobing spotlights gave the otherwise black space an otherworldly ambiance. 

	Rania’s was practically a dozer’s paradise on Earth. For me, it was the best place to hang out while remaining incognito. The bouncers, bartenders, dancers, and escorts knew the code of the streets, and though many of them knew who I was, they respected what would happen to them if they revealed it to outsiders.

	“Jackson Cole,” announced a deep baritone voice, but only loud enough for me to hear over the loud bass and rapid wordplay of Black Dante and the Nuclear Fallout Family. Rania’s always had the best music, and NFF was one of my favorite bands. I followed the voice, already knowing who it belonged to, and touched fists with the bartender, Babu Okeke. 

	Babu was a jacked, cyber-enhanced bruiser from the continent of Africa with more bodies on his conscience than mine. The difference between our clipping was that he had clipped to protect family, while I clipped for uncs. He was in his forties but still looked like a half-metal bull rearing up on his hind legs. 

	His drinks were always on the stiff side, and having him working the bar tonight made me feel more comfortable. It wasn’t that we were close friends—he held no affiliation with the guild—but he was a man I knew would back me in an ambush, not out of loyalty, but out of a code most wouldn’t understand. 

	“Looking for a parlay or you in here to get wet on both ends?” he asked, gesturing with his head toward the end of the bar, where two escorts were having a conversation.

	When a break in the song happened, I heard some of what the older woman was advising. “They all fall in love. Just be a decent looker, and it don’t matter, girl. Just don’t let them kiss—” She looked over and caught the two of us eavesdropping, took her progeny by the hand, and stood up, tossing an unc chip Babu’s way. “Hey there, Jax,” she called, her white teeth cutting through the rainbow haze. 

	When I recognized Delta Spectra, I nearly bolted for the exit. Not this glitch. I closed my eyes to calm my nerves. “I’ll come find you, Delta,” I lied, noticing the more than curious glare coming my way from her younger friend. Delta’s speech about falling in love made me laugh because she was the reason I had avoided Rania’s for as long as I had. We had messed around for a few months until she began to take my visits for a relationship—which made no sense.

	“Couldn’t warn me, motherfucker?” I turned on the African, and he let out a loud, booming laugh in response.

	“Looks like you’re getting triple wet tonight, brother.” He grinned, already mixing me up an old-fashioned. “She knows what’s up, Jax. She’s breaking your balls. Now maybe she can stop asking for you every other night.” He then shouted out randomly, “The man’s right here,” earning him a round of applause and a few drunken jeers.

	A tall, dark figure approached the bar, sat on my right, then turned to face me. Before I met his gaze, I could feel he had a presence of authority. It was all in the way he moved, the way people reacted to that movement, and the stillness that took to his immediate air. He wore a 500 unc suit, was as big as Babu, and upon seeing his bearded, blue-eyed puss, I recognized who he was. Porter Nash, the owner of Rania’s and a former runner for a guild that no longer existed.

	“Bu.” He signaled to our bartender. “Get my migo Jax a double of whatever he’s having. Same for me, brother. Drop a little happiness on the rim. Just a smidge.” With his elbow on the bar, Porter sat on my right, staring me down until I put my glass down and acknowledged him with a head nod. I tolerated Porter. His reputation as a stand-up migo remained intact, and though he was a degenerate gambler, he had been one of us until his guild hung him out to dry. 

	His five o’clock shadow and snow-white Caesar wasn’t fooling anyone that he was younger than his 42 years. The baked-in maturity of a hard life was on his tanned visage, and when he spoke, I saw the lighter lines of his scars. He caught me looking at one of them and reached up unconsciously to rub at the area, threw back his drink, then rapped the counter to let Babu know to top off his glass. 

	“Fuck you looking at?” he asked defensively. He was an original, and it was how we talked on the lower end of Case City, so I took no offense.

	“Cut yourself shaving?” I asked, still eying the line to see how long it would take for him to lose his temper. I was surprised by the extent of the work, not to mention I was tipsy and still coming down from my adventure from earlier.

	“Quit being a glitch, and finish your drink,” he grumbled. “A little birdy told me you’re looking to move up in the world, so I’m here with a proposition if you’re open to it.”

	“Speech is still free in this country the last time I checked, Porter. What’s going on?” A part of me knew he would ask for something ridiculous, so I had the refusal stocked and ready to deploy. 

	I always wondered how much extra I could make breaking guild rules and freelancing outside our handler network. Maria would have my balls, but I intended to hear him out just in case it was worth it. 

	“Let’s go to my office,” he offered, standing to drain his glass. “One of the runners can fetch us more drinks. It’s too loud to talk business here.”

	“Shouldn’t that be a good thing, to make it hard to eavesdrop?” I asked as I slid Babu a 20 unc chip before falling in behind Porter’s hulking form. Just being next to that hard-timer made me feel something of the importance that I craved. People got out of his way, and I loved that. And the ones who didn’t apologized after recognizing that it was him.

	Porter took me down a flight of dusty stairs to a basement, sending my alarms into a frenzy when he unlocked a set of double doors to a room with no lights. The office wasn’t much of an office. Rania’s was on the second floor of a ten-story plaza complex, so I reasoned we were now on the first floor, inside a room meant for storage. It had a desk in the center below a honeycomb of monitors mounted to the ceiling, showing every room from upstairs inside the bar. 

	The place came about as sketchy as I would have expected from a funhouse, despite its owner dressing like any other businessman. When we were fully inside, Porter closed the door and rubbed his mitts together as he led me in. “How’re you doing, migo?” He offered me a foldout chair and then walked back to his desk to lean against it, stalling for what felt like an hour.

	“You tell me, Porter. What’s this about?”

	He shrugged as if I’d asked him about the weather or the latest panic fueled by the news feeds, but I couldn’t let my guard down after he’d gone through the trouble of luring me into this room. I took note of my surroundings out of habit, noting that there were two other doors and a mounted camera above where we’d come in. 

	On the walls were an assortment of posters, reclaimed street signs from the old world, and the images of every variety of escort that I assumed worked there. Five XPerience booths were arranged neatly near one wall, in front of a complex array of wired workstations and projectors. This was a studio where augmented experiences were not only sold but developed, using real people; likely the escorts Porter employed, if I wagered a guess. 

	“You like getting wet, Jax?” he asked, snapping me out of imagining the naive street runners who wound up in this basement. 

	“Nothing beats the real thing, and I get that free,” I replied, letting him see me survey his studio of perverted delights. The liquor had dulled the edge, but it also took my patience. “Porter, your migo’s tired. Can we get to it already?”

	“Yeah, of course,” he muttered, looking uncomfortable as if I’d reacted in a way he hadn’t expected. “I know you’ve been inside.” He pointed to the serial number tattooed over the scar on my neck. “I’ll spare you the lead-up, but when I did a stretch in the Seep, I got in with a caller for the Reapers. Nothing official, but it was enough to have me walk out of there upright with enough uncs to get back to this life. You know how it is.”

	“I do, but I’m still not hearing a question, Porter, and I’m fucking tired,” I reminded him, still taking in the details of the room while my imagination ran wild.

	“Look, Jax, I’m fucked, but you walking in here after all this time … it’s gotta be God bailing me out. Listen, migo, what I’m about to ask is glitched, but I will owe you big, brother. You know I’m good for whatever you ask, not just drinks and dances. Jax, I’m talking uncs, connections, anything you want from me.”

	I was already out of patience and disliked Porter’s setup. I had a soft spot for escorts, but his mention of uncs and connections had me curious.

	He paced around, flexing like a boxer feeling out his opponent. It was cool inside the office, but he was sweating stains into his silk shirt, and it collected on his snowy dome beneath those purple lights. Cocaine residue below his nose exposed his secret energy source. The man was making me nervous. He seemed paranoid and was one of those people who spoke with their hands, making aggressive gestures. 

	“I have someone asking after me. I don’t know who it is, but I think it’s Nevidimyy Russian syndicate,” Porter said. “I owed them some money, but when I repaid, they demanded I give them Rania’s, so I told them to fuck off, and went about my business. Last few nights, I swear I been followed. This past weekend, fucker broke the glass on my roller trying to get me to bite on an ambush under the bridge.”

	“They tried to ambush you, or you think they tried to ambush you?” I asked, trying to establish a window on how long I would have for the favor that was surely coming.

	“I haven’t left the club in days, brother, and I see ghosts in every shadow. I got security working ‘round the clock, and the escorts go out and fetch me what I need.”

	“Careful with the escorts running errands,” I warned him. “A good clipper could pick her off, replicate the face into a mask and show up here with a knife, clipping you when you least expect it.”

	“Well, damn, man. See. This is why I need your help.”

	“But what’re you asking me, Port?” I pressed, still not hearing a job in his sad tale of degenerate gambling.

	“Alright, Jax, listen … Maria can’t know I’m asking you this,” he started to say, and I raised my hand to stop him from continuing.

	“We don't earn without the guild's blessing. You know this the same way I do," I said. “What I can offer is that if I believe in it, I'll try and bring her around on the idea, but if it’s a conflict of interest, you may as well let me finish my drink upstairs.”

	He seemed to think it over, and the expression on his face made it look as if it hurt. “Fuck it, here goes. I’m in deep shit, migo, and we’re not talking gangsters. My red hover, the Astar 5 you loved so much. See, I wasn’t finished paying for it before I gave it to the Russians to cover my debts. The thing is, I bought it legit, so now I’m sort of on the hook. One more slight, and I’m back in the seep. Can’t go back, Jax. Wouldn’t be asking you this if I wasn’t out of options.”

	“Asking me what exactly?” I pressed. “To boost an Astar 5 from some local Russians? Are you insane?”

	“I know you’ve been out of the boosting game for years, migo, but you were the best to ever do it,” he explained, becoming even more animated. “If you can get it back, I have a buyer waiting, and a good chunk of the return would be yours.”

	“So, let me get this straight. You want me to rip off the Russians, who rightfully own that hover because you gambled with them?” It was so absurd, I found myself laughing, but I was thinking of uncs and how Porter’s payout along with the deposit for the earlier clipping would be enough to make a move towards upgrading my role from clipper to handler.

	“Name your price,” he urged. “You’ll never have to spend another unc inside my club, not for booze, not for escorts. Anything you want, Jax. What do you say?” 

	“I want 50,000 uncs deposited now before I leave your bar, and I want your word that once I make handler, you will commit to being my man up here. You have the connections that need lines clipped. Run them through me, and we can make a ton of uncs together.” Porter nodded his agreement a little too quick for my tastes. “I’m going to need to hear you say it, migo.”

	“50,000 uncs,” he complained. “I’ll eat shit and fall in with Maria like you ask, but 50,000 will leave me with nothing.”

	“Yeah, but this is a potential pain in my ass,” I reminded him. “I get caught, I set off a war, and the first head Maria will take will be mine, so take it or leave it. I’m tired, migo. Come with it.”

	“Alright, damn it. You got it,” he quickly rejoined, stepping close to grip my forearm and commit to our agreement. “You bring me my baby, and I’ll be your man. I’ll never forget this.”

	Better not, I thought, breaking off contact to head back to the bar for my drink. 
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	Huxley Avenue, the center of Case City, what the locals called, The Strip. I pulled up to the curb on 8th Avenue and swam out of the Mamba, looking every part the shark in my Kovaci bulletproof blazer and mock snakeskin Mitchell loafers. I waded through the crowd on 8th, past pencil-skirt clocker queens, studded out gang rats, chrome pimps, and the occasional square. 

	Down on the strip, the best bars and restaurants kept the cold-tips risking their lives to walk amongst us killers and druggies. What brought us here was the bazaar, vendors with their kiosks hocking black market wares. Here was where Teresita’s Bar was, the headquarters for my employers, the Salazar Guild.

	Teresita’s, to an outsider, was just another bar, but the Case City homegrown knew precisely what it was. DPS knew as well but had given up on trying to stop us. We had the best lawyers and the Division of Public Security in our pocket. No amount of evidence of our crimes proved enough to shut down the place. On the outside, Teresita’s had the appearance of a relic left over from a past age. 

	It was inside an open plaza, among buildings long abandoned and now repurposed to function as part of the strip. The bazaar ran year-round, and the vendors treated their stalls as miniature storefronts, locking them during the day to open at night, exchanging uncs with Case City residents. 

	This made sense for the type of wares peddled on the strip. If you needed a haircut, you could go to any licensed salon in the city, but if you risked coming to the strip, you could get the same haircut for a quarter of the uncs and half the wait. Down here, what they specialized in was chemical spice, tattoo art, piercings, augments, and cybernetics sold from unlicensed slum doctors. An outsider would have to walk past these aggressive street entrepreneurs to gain the rusty white door of the entrance. 

	At a glance, it looked like any other abandoned building, decorated with paint, weather damage, and bullet holes. As you grew closer, you would notice the cameras and our skull-faced patroness staring out from a wreath of roses spray-painted on the surface of the door. Below her long black hair and crisp white jacket were the words: Teresita’s Bar & Grill. 

	The graffiti and gang tags on the walls stopped well short of the door and artwork. This was more than respect or fear. Everyone knew what Teresita’s dealt in, and that was the business of death. Only the truly insane or suicidal would deface that door. Vandalism? It happened, but the offenders were no longer around to explain the process of losing one’s head playing chicken with the devil.

	Inside I counted eight people. Two were actual customers having a drink at the bar. The majority were other guild members, talking business or taking advantage of the kitchen or open bar.

	I scanned the room for Dalton Leger, who practically lived there, but he didn’t seem to be in attendance this morning. This wasn't very reassuring. I was ready to light into him for not warning me that the mark’s house had DaiTek sentries. Handlers were supposed to give us those sorts of details, and I wanted to embarrass him in front of the guild.

	I made a beeline to a trapdoor leading down to a basement where we clippers collected our pay for completed jobs. Descending the dusty staircase, I bumped into the familiar face of Spencer Nathan. Spencer was a war veteran who was homeless for years until Maria took him into our ranks. In terms of tactics, there was no clipper better. Uncle Sam’s lessons in stealth and reconnaissance were now at the disposal of the guild.

	“Another job well done, shooter?” he asked as we clasped forearms in greeting. Spencer was a menacing character, wiry but strong, low body-fat, enhanced with below-the-skin cybernetics, but what his victims saw was a detailed tattoo of an exposed human skull on his face. Here was a soldier who had been so committed to dealing death, he had become it.

	“Rusher from a dumb-ass sitter too focused on uncs to set it up properly,” I complained. “Got it done though.”

	“Fuck yeah, you did. You’re Jackson ‘Ice’ Cole, and lines get clipped.” He grinned, proud of hearing himself using the made-up moniker “Ice” that he had given me, which never stuck. Thankfully. He gripped my upper arm, squeezing a bicep, which I allowed to happen because this was my guild brother, and him being ex-military, I didn’t know whether to expect a lesson or a snide comment. “You got a good frame on you, brother. Can’t be all-natural. What sort of augs you got under the hood?” 

	I stifled a laugh. Of course, the clipper would ask about augments of all the questions coming out of left field. "I had my hands and arms done to reinforce the grip. It helps my aim, and since I’m always hanging off things to close on marks, figured they’d help my dumb ass from falling. Both optics synced with perma-lenses, though I’m thinking about upgrading to help me navigate the darkness. Auged out both legs as well—”

	“Full kit?” he asked, stepping back to look me over.

	“No, just the knees.”

	“For the hanging and falling,” he finished my thought.

	“My muscles are natty,” I continued, flexing to show him. “I earned those lifting heavy weights with Lobo when he had his old house. Back when I was doing favor runs and earning my stripes. Now I just pop an Ifflex once a week and get in my workouts when I can. I guess it’s working since you noticed.”

	“Ice Cole, baby,” he growled playfully, and jabbed my shoulder. “Keep it up, bro. ‘Salazar clippers must have style in their work,'" he quoted our guild’s vice president, Lucius “Lucky” Liu.

	“Cashing out?” I asked, and he leaned his tall, gaunt frame in to give me his answer. 

	“Double chips for some local trouble.” He winked. “Easy work for your mother. Now I’m ready to get bumped by at least three uptown silkies, and drown out some memories with a strong drink.”

	“A direct contract for Ma? I bet it was one hell of a payout,” I mused. “Good for you, Spence.” Nodding in agreement, he continued up the stairs, practically floating. Spencer had been the last one left when I entered and left me alone to my thoughts in that dusty room of shelves racked with deposit boxes. Taking a breath, I walked the long rows to the end, where my box was waiting. 

	Upon reaching for the handle of my unit, a blue laser scanned my face from top to bottom before fading into nothing, signifying that it recognized my ID. Inside was a mid-sized chip drive that I knew held my deposit. It was the moment I had been waiting for, the final step to moving out of the city. I fumbled it around before picking it up, then exposed the underside of my wrist and placed it on my skin. A window appeared on my heads-up display confirming the deposit of 50,000 uncs into my bank. 

	My eye caught an earlier deposit of the same amount from early in the a.m., which would have been from Porter Nash for our arrangement. Replacing the drive, I locked the drawer, thought about my new total of 325,000 uncs, and breathed a sigh of relief. I looked for Spencer at the bar but didn’t see him, so I sat by myself and ordered a drink. I wasn’t a boozer, but when you pull in a five-figure job, it was almost a crime not to celebrate.

	The bartender was my boss, my mother, and our guild’s namesake, Maria Salazar. She wasn’t the mother I was born from but the one who saved me. She was a middle-aged woman, my Ma, who made a name for herself as a ruthless clipper on the strip. Anyone who was anyone in Case City knew of Maria “Spider” Salazar. She was what most of us aspired to be: successful, connected, and owner of a database with enough dirt on the city’s elite to keep DPS out of most of our business. 

	Even my ma’s appearance told her story. She spoke like us and did a lot of what we did in 1,000 unc clocker suits and expensive local jewelry. Short, curly hair—normally black, but she changed it up quite often—framed the face of my powerful matriarch, who eyed me like a hawk as I approached the bar.

	“Do you have something to tell me, Jackson?” She leaned onto the counter, staring me down as if I had done something wrong. A part of me wondered if somehow she had found out about my deal with Porter Nash. Mothers know everything, somehow.

	“Yeah, pour one of these for yourself and join me in a toast. I just pulled in enough uncles to get me out of that dozer-infested hole I call my house.”

	“That ain’t code for you leaving me, is it, Jackson?” she drawled, unimpressed. “You don’t get to leave me, and you know that.”

	“Leave you and all this? I wouldn’t dream it,” I simpered, raising my hand to stop her from flying into one of her diatribes about my generation and loyalty. “Did you ever get tired of clipping, Ma?” I asked, changing the subject to something real now that I had her attention. “I want to be made into a handler. This last rush job for Dalton, something doesn’t sit right, and I want to move on. I’m over clipping lines for cowards hiding behind their suits and limitless uncs.”

	“Handler, eh? Bien. You would be really good at it, but you need clients to start setting up jobs to be a handler. Do you have any clients, mijo?” she asked, touching her glass to mine before taking a sip. “Enough of this bullshit. Beata, hold the bar. I need to go back to my office,” she called to a tall, pink-haired teenager dressed in a long black tank top draped over purple fishnets. Small combat boots completed her ensemble—a popular shoe choice for runners—along with an empty holster strapped to a leg.

	She was the type of troublemaker that attracted me back when I was too young to know better and too girl crazy to hear reason. But there was something to this girl’s eyes, something that signaled a deep blackness.

	“Ma, I don’t recognize your new assistant,” I said, falling in behind the long stride of Maria.

	“That is Beata. She is off-limits. At least until I say different, so look away.”

	“Girl’s practically a baby, Ma. You don’t have to worry about that,” I assured her, feeling put upon for simply asking. 

	I followed her into the office and made to shut the door when one of our bruisers, Marco Franklin, waved for me to stop as he made his way in.

	“Excuse me, Maria,” he said under his breath. “There is a bootneck here to see you. Claims to be a Doppy.”

	“Wait here, Jackson.” Maria gestured to one of her leather chairs. “Don’t come out until I tell you. Take me to him, Marco, and do as I say. Keep your cool and don’t do nothing stupid.”

	Her warning to stay hidden sent my brain into a frenzy as soon as I was alone in that office. Did I make the bounty list? Was I wanted? Maria getting an interview meant the security force had something on one of us, but that was a guess. Whenever this happened, one of the detectives—on the take—would come out to our bar to cut a deal. If they needed to lock someone up, there was little the guild could do to stop it, and if she wasn’t willing to give someone up, it would mean her getting arrested. 

	Guild presidents, like gang bosses, had a running relationship with the authorities. It was the price of business. However, a crime boss getting arrested would ruffle the feathers of the leaders of the network of gangs. The optics could lead others to question our position as professionals. Maria taken away in handcuffs would create rifts. If I were the one they were after, she would have to give me up. Those were the rules. 

	Clippers don’t get caught. That was the first law in our business of secret contracts, codes, and professional assassination. This was the unwritten code we all swore to when made into clippers for the guild. If you get discovered, you take the fall for the guild. There was nothing ambiguous about it, so I mentally prepared myself to return to the dank, inhumane hole of the Case City Penitentiary, what we termed “the seep.”

	I thought of Porter Nash when he went away for murder. He never mentioned his affiliation on the stand and did his time “standing up,” a term we used which meant he went in with no regrets and faced the consequence. He never broke his code as a professional, which was why he was able to come back with his reputation intact. Though, he could no longer clip for his former guild. That was what bothered me more than a possible prison sentence—the thought of leaving my guild.

	The bar grew eerily silent, but I imagined every clipper in attendance was thinking the same thing I was. One of us was about to be in the blender, and there was no coming back. Beat the case, and you couldn’t be trusted any longer, not as a clipper. The only option was to take it on the chin or go out shooting. I could take the Mamba past the barrens, find a roaming band of exiles, and live out my days as a bounty hunter off the grid.

	I fooled myself into believing this fairy tale to avoid dwelling on the negative, but in reality, Case City was in me, and I couldn’t simply run away from it. All I knew was the streets and siphoning uncs from its corrupt underbelly. The door came open, and Maria walked in alone, slamming it behind her before approaching me as I stood up to hear the bad news.

	“Goddamn you, Jackson,” she spat, shoving me back into the desk. “Of all the fuck-ups doing jobs for our guild, I never thought you would be the one to get us into shit. That was a detective, Patrick Snyder, sent by way of the Reapers to give us a warning that you and Dalton are under investigation for the murder of someone in the government, possibly a politician. This is terrible for business, mijo, and now we have Pepe Rojas playing the big shot.”

	“Reapers worked with Dalton to set everything up, didn’t they? How are they the ones giving us warnings, when it came from them?” I asked, feeling put upon for doing my job. How was I to blame? Rules were rules, but none of this made good sense, and I was still unsure what this meant for me. Maria appeared so calm, but this was usually her mode when scheming. She could tell me she loved me in one breath, and in the next, order me to go to DPS and turn myself in.

	“Of course this was a setup,” she hissed, “and now we’ll have Nacho Huerta up our ass. Every guild, gang, and outfit will feel the heat unless we give him something. Nacho is a gangster, playing at politician. He has more bodies than the two of us combined, I know people who can vouch for it. An arrest won’t be enough for him. Dalton hasn’t been answering his calls, and the timing of this detective is making me think—”

	“Tell me what to do, Ma.”

	“You will need to disappear for a while until we’re in the clear.” She sighed, looking suddenly tired and old as she deflated. “In exchange for this tip, Pepe Rojas has asked for our help, so you’re going to go over there and do as he says. For now, we play ignorant and keep up appearances. Once I know more, I will let you know my decision on this whole thing. You and Dalton brought in the government, mijo, and until things quiet down, you cannot come back here. Do you understand?”

	“I do,” I assured her, though I was still unsure of my fate. “Should I prep to go back inside?”

	“Do you think a mother would ever willingly send her son back to that place?” She looked at me quizzically.

	“Sorry, Ma, but I had to ask.” I shrugged, feeling cornered. “Guess making handler will have to wait, but when it’s my turn, I’ll be ready. Bad Obea from the Nut Bones owes me a favor, and Porter Nash—”

	Maria raised a finger to stop me. “Stay away from that one, Jackson,” she cautioned. “You are in enough trouble already, and Porter is a gambler who can’t cover his debts. I want you to get out of that cube you’ve been living in. You should have enough uncs saved, as busy as you’ve been. Get a nice place somewhere they won’t think to look for you, and I don’t have to remind you to stay away from the strip.”

	“Alright, Ma. I will.”

	I hadn’t expected to get off so easily, but I would have never expected to be forced into clipping for the Reapers with no go-between. It made me wonder if she was telling me everything. Maria was always two steps ahead of the game, and Dalton not being in place meant he was somewhere dead or had fled the city. Now I worried that I had clipped a high-ranking senator and kept thinking back on everyone I had touched and my impression of their surroundings.

	“Go home to your yalma, Jackson,” Maria walked me to the door. “Make love to her one last time, or better yet, take her with you if it means it will keep you out of here. Pack your things and disappear. Once you’ve found your new casa, answer my calls whenever I make them. Don’t make me regret sticking my neck out for you, though you’re worth it.” She smiled with a conspicuous wink.

	“Of course, Ma. Whatever you say,” I replied confidently. “One more clip for the Reapers, and I will make myself scarce.”


4

	Waking up to the alarm screaming inside my skull reminded me that while I had made it to a cube at the top of the Tower Blocks East, I was still a slave to the hustle. The bright fluorescents of the two-room cube hurt my eyes when they opened. My mind remained scrambled, unsure if I had been out for mere minutes or if I’d crashed for fourteen hours again. 

	Lights being on meant my sleep was unplanned, and I began to wonder what I had been doing to feel this tired. The heads-up display of my implanted smart-lens showed the time as 9:13 p.m., and only then did I remember rushing home in the afternoon from Teresita’s to pack my things. So, what was the purpose of the alarm? I wondered. That bit still hadn’t come to me yet. What was I up to before my nap? I hadn’t been drinking, and I wasn’t on Bliss.

	Closing my eyes to clear the cobwebs, I remembered my conversation with Maria and her instructions to leave my old digs. Thinking back on what had brought me to this point, I recalled it all started down on 1st and Huxley, inside the backroom of Alita’s Scrapyard, an underground casino off the pier. Two weeks prior, I had consulted one of the old arcade machines at the rear of Alita’s, whose run of signature high scores gave coded details on available contracts.

	The guild synced old arcade machines through an exploit in the MetaNet and placed them in different locations throughout the city, where DPS had no presence. At Alita’s Scrapyard, I had selected the high-score: CRG 225,500. C was code for a clipping, and R stood for a rushed job that gave little preparation time. 

	Rushed jobs were always dangerous but paid three times that of the average. Due to this, the guild reserved them for established clippers. Newbies need not apply, though it was up to the handler whether or not they would take the chance. The final letter, G stood for, “Guild-sanctioned,” which meant Maria or one of our directors had cosigned the contract. Any clipper who valued his reputation would only take jobs with that G. However, taking that particular rushed job had led me to my current predicament.

	Standing up, I rushed to the bathroom and sniffed at my underarms to see if I needed deodorant. That checked out, so I stared into the mirror, scrutinizing what I had on to see if I would need to change. My gear was on point. I wore a white, long-sleeved shirt with bullet-shaped cufflinks, beneath a black vest with matching slacks, and my steel-toed boots, which were fashionable and suitable for ass-kicking. 

	I never wore a tie with that get-up. The dual-fitted shoulder holster for my handguns was the accessory. Satisfied that I still looked presentable, I washed my face and touched up my low-cut fade. One last look at my cube, and I was out in the hallway, nearly tripping over a sleeping hump’s leg. Annoyed, I kicked him, driving my steel-toe under his knee. “You can’t sleep here, glitch,” I shouted at him so they all could hear. “Someone lives here.”

	The ghoul came up coughing and growled as if he intended to retaliate but backed down when he saw how outclassed he was in height and weight. Pale arms scattered with jailhouse tattoos flexed sinewy muscles beneath pocked, freckled skin. He sat up staring at me, bloodshot bulbs of blue and red searing into my soul, but I felt nothing for him, so I stomped my foot on the concrete to get him moving. 

	Foggy was my brain when I pulled up to the Richard Young Housing Facility on the south side. Here was an area where I often wondered why out of all the armpits in Case City, Skai would choose the one built in a place run by gangs. I parked in the parking lot on the east side, next to a fancy slab of gold and red, a four-seater Servo convertible with a suicide switch installed on the dash.

	Skai’s cube was on the fifth floor, accessible by an external staircase or lift. It was dark everywhere with pitch-black shadows, the darkness so thick here even the street lamps couldn’t tame it. I walked past three trash bins overdue for pickup, spilling onto the asphalt, their stink causing me to put a hand over my mouth. 

	Homeless lean-tos stacked in a neat row on the wall leading up to the staircase, and I ignored them to make the jog up, two steps at a time, craving clean air. Skai had given me the code to her cube to gain access as soon as I found it at the end of the hallway. 

	I walked in and threw my backpack on her sofa, inhaled, and held it, trying to get the dark thoughts out of my head. It was 11:27 p.m., and inside the cube was dark, the way Skai always kept it. However, the bright blue lights from Noir Lenore, the club across the street, provided enough illumination for me to see her sexy silhouette. 

	She looked just as fine as I remembered her the first day I’d set eyes on her at the bank. She had come in to make a deposit and caught me staring but didn’t look away; quite the opposite, she was interested. Those dark, judgmental eyes of hers were unaccustomed to a man staring back into the abyss. Her smooth brown skin, tinted blue in the lowlights of the city, brought back memories of the Aqualibrium and the many dates we spent there, doing our thing.

	Her smiling cat eyes beckoned me closer. She was a knockout, and she knew it. Something about her cocky disposition set her apart from all the others, and there had been many. Just seeing her there, dressing me down in an oversized basketball jersey which came to the knees over a pair of skin-tight shorts which left little to the imagination. I thought of her wearing it while driving her customers around the city and couldn’t help but feel a little jealous.

	“Well, look who it is,” she said without moving. Whatever she was looking at outside the window was apparently too essential for her not to miss. 

	“Just got back?” I asked her, and she took a long drag from her Chill Stick, held it in for a time with her eyes closed, then opened them slightly to regard me as she exhaled a cloud of vapor. Every motion was seduction, the perfect distraction for a mind wanting to run back everything that had occurred in the hours before coming here.

	“Been here an hour, waiting on you, killer,” she teased, winking over that coy smile before returning her attention to the window. However, through her attempt at nonchalance, I could see that she was upset. How could I blame her? After our call, she would have assumed I was coming over directly. 

	At this hour of the night, she would typically be dressed down, asleep, or playing one of her records, something other than standing in the darkness watching the streets. This was a game we played often. Skai was like a kitten whose affection didn’t come easy, and now she was seeing what I would do to earn her attention. 

	I approached her from behind and wrapped my arms around her waist, and to my surprise, she didn’t push me away. She instead leaned her shapely form against my sore, sweat-stained chest. Skai was considered tall, with the muscular physique of a track athlete or gymnast. She was a former exotic dancer, and it was evident by watching how she performed even the most mundane things. 

	Her hair smelled of spices, something sweet that I couldn’t place, and her skin felt cool from the night air, her palms a warm contrast I learned when she reached up to touch my face. She pressed her buttocks into my crotch and moved up and down to tease me. Between her touch and the smell of her hair, my head was spinning with anticipation. 

	Opening my eyes, I saw what had held her attention when I came in. Two human-shaped rats were squabbling over something they must’ve stolen. Both were shirtless and sported black-market cyber limbs, with tattoos covering every inch of their bodies, like skinny canvases caked in dirt and fallout rain. These were bottom-rung vermin, fighting for—who cares? What could be so interesting about an everyday scrap? 

	“How did it go today?” I asked her, my chin still resting on her shoulder blade.

	She rolled her head back, inhaling loudly, a sign that she wasn’t ready to share. “Fresh off a job?” she asked, though she knew very well that I was.

	“Fresh off a job,” I echoed, lying, not wanting to tell her I’d been home the whole time, sleeping through my alarm.

	“Going back out, or do I have you till tomorrow?”

	“No more plans,” I groaned, hating myself for asking questions rather than seducing her, which was the original plan. She wiggled out of my arms and turned away from the window finally, grabbing my hand and pulling me over to the bar. 

	With a wave of the hand, lights came on, revealing the neatness of her cube and its decor. Seeing it reminded me of who she was, and my reflection in the enormous mirror behind the bar reminded me of who I had become. What a pair we made inside that frame. The driver and the clipper, looking to earn our way out of the lower blocks.

	Skai grabbed two glasses from a set, washed them in the sink, dried them with a bit of cloth, and placed them on the bar between herself and the second of three barstools, on which I now sat. 

	“What can I get you?” she asked, playing bartender now. The television with an emergency news feed had come on with the lights and projected an older reporter made up to look half his age. He paced in front of the familiar backdrop of a penthouse. Putting on a mask of concern, the reporter stepped to the side where he vanished as the news drone flew in closer to the crime scene.

	“Breaking news, from the western outskirts,” the reporter began, his face appearing in the left-hand corner of the feed. “Where DPS has responded to a death reported by a DaiTek security unit. The initial report is of a suicide at a remote, beachside residence. DPS is on the scene, but we await official word. What we know so far is that the owner of the home is none other than Angelo Petros, star quarterback for the Case City Battle Angels.”

	“Vodka and Cranberry?” Skai asked, but it took me a moment to process her voice. I stood stunned, watching the reporter kill me softly with the details.

	“Is this live, Skai?” I asked, confused.

	“Mm?” she said, distracted, but then it registered, and she swiped her hand across her face, manipulating a menu on her heads-up display. “Sorry, it’s a recording from earlier. It’s just background noise at this point. I use it to drown out the idiots downstairs. I could turn it off—”

	“No, don’t.” I waved at her, my face still staring at the screen.

	“This just in, from the Central Intelligence Database. The deceased has been identified as Sylvester Huerta, a Case City resident. Mr. Huerta is the son of our mayor, Ignacio Huerta. Our thoughts and prayers go out to Mayor Huerta and his family over this tragic event. Stay tuned for more updates as they come in. Farran Dale, Skyline News, Case City, California.”

	My head was spinning. What was to become of me? I had clipped the son of the mayor, meaning that Dalton had screwed me over or gotten played by the Reapers and was now somewhere dead.

	“What?” I broke free of my trance at the sound of Skai’s voice. Our eyes met, and I feared for her. What if a detective sniffed me out? Skai could get implicated, and though she didn’t know details, she knew enough about me to be dangerous. To think I had driven out to her cube after a brutal clipping that was about to go viral.

	Gangsters I could take—have taken—plenty of times in the past. Dirty security force officers were gangsters as well, and I could clip them into confetti and keep it moving. Politicians and legit security officers were not to be touched. That was one of our oldest rules. It was a common-sense rule, and there I was, stuck in a situation I had avoided from my first day as a professional enforcer.

	“Aww, my baby is tired,” Skai murmured, placing her small hand over mine on the counter. I couldn’t hear her, not with my ears full of cotton from worrying about what was to come. Skai looked up at the feed, which still showed the flashing lights of the security force at the crime scene. “You never talk about your work, Jackson, but I’m not dumb.” She switched the television off and resumed making our drinks. 

	Skai not giving me a lecture gave me pause, and I considered her understanding and what that meant. She came from behind the bar, walking on tiptoes, obviously fatigued but holding it together as she made her approach. Our lips locked, becoming one, and I could taste the cocktail along with the freshness of her breath. She clutched me closely, urging me to take charge. I was hurting inside, and at that moment, all I wanted was to feel her, hold her close and taste her love. 

	We stumbled into the bedroom, peeling off our clothes, only stopping when the back of my knees hit the bed’s edge, and I collapsed onto it, with Skai climbing on top to take what was hers. I had wanted to give her intense pleasure, but the way she took control told me that we were of the same mind. She took hold of me with her left hand and placed her right hand on my throat. The deeper she led me into our union, the tighter she gripped, cutting off my oxygen with her cyber-infused driver’s hands. 
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