
        
            
                
            
        

    
	 

	 

	 

	 

	Titles by Sheri Singerling:

	 

	ALFOM SHARED UNIVERSE

	NOVELS

	Nytho

	Neuen

	Blessed is the Rot

	 

	SHORT STORIES

	The Badge

	Rogue

	To Keep the Non-Euclidean at Bay

	Paper Airplane Poet

	The Seed

	Wireworks

	
[image: Image]

	
 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Copyright © 2025 by Sheri Singerling

	All rights reserved

	 

	The story, all names, characters, and incidents portrayed in this production are fictitious. No identification with actual persons (living or deceased), places, buildings, and products is intended or should be inferred.

	 

	NO AI TRAINING: Without in any way limiting the author’s exclusive rights under copyright, any use of this publication to “train” generative artificial intelligence (AI) technologies to generate text is expressly prohibited. The author reserves all rights to license uses of this work for generative AI training and development of machine learning language models.

	 

	HypIn Publishing

	 

	Visit the author’s website at sherisingerling.com

	
The mark starts our dance off poorly. Operative Medina’s fist slams against the door three times before we hear movement on the other side. There’s the sound of metal on metal then a pair of eyes appear through a slit. They skitter over us—three bodies of differing heights and builds but all united by the AIC seals stitched into our uniforms. I stand out though and not just because I’m the only woman. I also happen to be the only one showing my face. The two men with me are nameless behind their opaque visors. Mine rests in my hand, ready to be donned in an instant.

	“Mr. Morris?” I ask.

	The eyes settle on me.

	“Uh huh?” the voice behind the door says.

	“You’re Mr. Cooper Morris?” I ask.

	“That’s right.”

	“How about you open this door? We’ve got some questions for you.”

	The eyes narrow.

	“And who am I supposed to be talking with then?”

	I take two steps closer. Operatives Medina and Kang move in. They’re tense. They know as well as I do just how wrong things can go at this stage. With my next words, the guy is either going to cave or fight.

	I tap the seal on my chest.

	“AIC,” I say.

	The eyes blink rapidly, and the voice goes from gravelly to stutters.

	“What do you want with me?”

	I lay my hand against the door and tap my fingernails against it. Teal nail polish contrasting with the copper of my skin.

	“Why don’t you take a guess?” I ask. “Three operatives giving you a house call.”

	“This isn’t my house.”

	I frown and move as close to the slit as I can. The mark backs up.

	“Oh, I’m well aware. It was a turn of phrase. Now, stop stalling and open up.”

	I push away from the door and signal my men to get prepped. Shock sticks come out, and fingers hover over the buttons that bring them to life. A lock slides aside, and the door wheezes on its hinges. A skinny man with scraggly gray hair stands in the entryway. He’s wearing a worn polo and faded khakis.

	“Come on in,” he says. “By all means.”

	He throws a scowl at us. We file in after him, me in the lead, Kang between, and Medina shutting the door behind. Slippers flap against the tiled floor as Morris heads down the hallway.

	“Lock it,” he yells back.

	I nod to Medina who slides a plate of steel in place. Morris leads us into what must be his workshop, empty packaging all over, wads of paper on every surface, tools scattered throughout. It’s chaos, maybe ordered but more likely the plain variety. Morris plops onto a high swivel chair. We stand in an arc around him with me at the center. I hand my visor to Medina then smooth my slickened black hair with my hands before putting them on my hips. I straighten my back and widen my stance. Even with the bulk in the two operatives behind me, I can cut an imposing picture when I want to. And I very much want to right now. Morris needs to be a little less non-plussed from a visit by a trio of Artificial Intelligence Containment operatives.
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