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When the clock strikes midnight, will the huntress become the hunted?

With President Koenigin stuck in the form of a changeling miner, Koenigin Corp is in disarray.

A new president has stepped into power, and he’s asked Verdi to trade her role of huntress for that of an ambassador to the Society for Natural Progression.

At first, Verdi is eager to accept. Being an ambassador means she’ll finally have her voice heard. Better yet, she’ll be able to spend more time with Maria Snow, the woman she loves.

But participating in social “balls” isn’t a job she trained for, and certain members of Koenigin Corp are determined to get revenge on those who pushed Koenigin out of power.

When Verdi is framed for murder and placed on house arrest, will she find a way to get to the ball and warn Maria of the rising threat?

Or will she, too, find herself trapped in a changeling body?
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I’ve never been to this part of the building, but I’m thankful Mr. Saito hasn’t moved into my dear president’s office. Granted, it has only been a few hours since her body was destroyed and the remains of her mind implanted into a changeling, but at least he didn’t go straight upstairs.

Maria walks beside me, confidence in her stride. The unmarred side of her face is blank, her blue eye staring straight ahead as her ruby red lips purse in a tight grimace. I can only imagine what she must be thinking. Waking up in a new place... my surprise kiss...

I’m still not sure I should have kissed her. But she kissed me back. Was it a gesture of thanks for saving her, or because she actually likes me?

Hopefully the latter, because I’m terrible at keeping her safe.

Either way, we’re in this together.

A new president, a corporation in chaos, and a favored candidate for the Society of Natural Progression striding hand in hand with a huntress for their rival corporation.

I take a deep breath. How did this all happen? It seems like such a blur.

Since I was out for the majority of the fight, Mr. Saito is the best one to explain everything to Maria. Mr. Saito, who took my dear president’s place—

My chest constricts into a knotted, tangled ball of confusion. My dear president betrayed me and everything she stood for. Her ugliness was made real in the form of her new changeling body, but that’s not her. That’s not my president.

That’s... something else.

“Verdi?” Maria’s soft voice cuts through the silence. She glances at me, her head tilted ever so slightly in concern. The angle is enough to show the pink, twisted scar crawling across her left cheek. The whiteness of her burned eye. The too-smooth, drooping eyelid.

A lump forms in my throat.

I did this to her. I scarred her.

For my president.

All in vain.

I drop my gaze to the plush floor as it sinks beneath each footstep. “It’s nothing,” I murmur.

“It’s never nothing,” Maria protests calmly, but she looks ahead to the dimmed corridor. The time is five in the morning, and the lights are gradually rising to match the sunlight outside—or what would be outside, if not for the smog.

“I suppose not,” I agree, but I can’t bring myself to say anything else. My president is dead, and I helped kill her.

A few more long, silent strides, and we arrive at our destination. I motion to a plain door ahead of me, which is styled to look like mahogany wood with strips of gold down the seams. “This is his office.” I knock. We wait only a moment before the door splits in two as it slides open.

Mr. Saito’s office is roomier than I expect. A screen on the far wall plays recordings of a sunrise over a snowy pine forest. His work station is opposite, comprised of a sleek wooden desk surprisingly clear of clutter. A computer screen has been embedded directly into the desk for the convenience of clients without specific augments, but there’s no other sign of a computer.

Instead, he looks directly ahead, staring at something his eye augments show him. His eyes have a distinct violet hue that stands in stark contrast to his pale skin, and he has short black hair, cut trendy.

Yesterday, he was the head of the marketing division.

Today, he’s the president.

His eyes dart across an invisible screen, and he occasionally gestures to the air, selecting options we can’t see. Finally he glances over at us and the door, realizes we’re both still standing there, and waves to the chairs. “Come in, come in. Please... sorry... I’m trying to navigate the mess Koenigin left behind.”

I flinch. It’s not just Koenigin’s mess. It’s mine. The recordings of the laboratories on the fifth floor of the basement are now public, including the impression rooms and the changeling creation rooms. Since Mr. Saito always deals with cleaning up the corporation’s messes, it’s up to him to help us save face.

If he succeeds, the other board members may elect to keep him as president. If he fails, then I don’t know what will happen. The company will crumble. My home—

“Maria needs to know what happened,” I blurt into the silence. I need a distraction. I need to think of anything else. I can’t think about what’s going to happen if Mr. Saito fails us the way my dear president did.

Mr. Saito glances between the both of us, concerned, and takes a deep breath. Maria merely raises her chin. I’m thankful I’m sitting to her right. I can’t see her scar.

I can’t see my mistake.

“Seeing as how I awoke in a cryogenic chamber,” Maria says, her voice even, “I could very easily press charges of kidnapping.”

My shoulders tighten. I’m the one who kidnapped her. I’m the one who brought her here after I accidently put her in a coma.

Why doesn’t she hate me?

“However,” Maria continues, “trusted sources say I should hear you out. That I should give you a second chance.” She leans forward, concerned. “I’m all for second chances, but I need to know the truth. What happened? Why was I in a coma? What happened to President Koenigin? How come you’re now the president, not one of the other board members?”

Mr. Saito nervously tents his long fingers over the desk before laying them flat. “Please bear with me, Miss Snow. At the moment, I’m not at liberty to tell you everything that happened.” She opens her mouth to protest, but a slight movement of his hand placates her. “However, I can tell you this much. Our company’s former president was... deranged, to put it frankly.” I wince. My dear president certainly didn’t do herself any favors in her last hours. “She wanted to remake you into one of her huntresses, and she intended to have Verdi bring you in. According to my sources, and I suspect they’ll corroborate with yours, Verdi intended to bridge the gap. It was a mistake that you ended up in a coma.”

Maria turns to me, the functional half of her lips twisted into a disapproving frown, the other side unexpressive. “Why did you even have that poison, if you didn’t mean to attack me?”

I shrink under her gaze. “I didn’t know...” My breath catches in my throat. “I didn’t know how to tell my president ‘no.’ But I never meant to use it.”

“A lot of us didn’t know how to say ‘no,’ ” Mr. Saito agrees firmly. Maria turns her scowl on him. “Such is the nature of working at Koenigin Corp. Some of us protested the dealings going on here, especially in the basement. But we couldn’t outright refuse her for fear she would turn her technology on us. She held the reins. Now that she’s gone, I can turn us around. I’ll have a full evaluation of the lab. I’ll see to it that everything that happens here is humane—”

“Will you submit to a full external investigation?” Maria interrupts.

Mr. Saito freezes. There’s something unreadable in his eyes, something I’ve seen numerous times from him whenever he disagreed with something our dear president said. But he lowers his head. “I cannot consent to that, since I am only acting president.”

“Assuming you become the president, what then?”

His jaw tightens. “Then I’ll consider it.”

“The public deserves to know the truth, Mr. Saito,” Maria Snow says sharply. “That’s the only way you’re going to gain their trust.”

“Before I reveal anything, I need to know all the details,” Mr. Saito retorts. “Do you want me to risk falsely implicating an innocent being?”

“An external investigation does not rely on what a single person knows. That’s the point. They’re impartial.”

“My job is to make this company look good.” He raises his chin, haughty. “While I realize plenty has been marred during Koenigin’s time here, I also know that we will turn this around. We can make it better for everyone. For us... and for the SNP. But if I don’t have time to evaluate what has happened, if I’m forced to speak my mind without thinking, I’ll never be able to make a diamond from the ashes. Do you understand?”

Maria narrows her good eye; I don’t think she agrees. “What happened to President Koenigin, Mr. Saito?”

“I’m still looking into that.”

Her fingers curl into small fists. “I want Verdi to be the ambassador for Koenigin Corp. I want her to report to me.”

“Good. Something we can agree on,” Mr. Saito says. “I’ve already talked to her about it.” His expression softens as he turns to me. “I assume this arrangement is still suitable?”

I nod quickly. Of course it is. It’s everything I’ve wanted. To have a voice... to be near Maria...

She requested for me to be her ambassador.

A warmth fills my chest. Maybe we do want the same thing.

Mr. Saito rubs his forehead, brushing back strands of black hair. “Now, if you don’t mind, it’s been a long night for me. I’d like to get some sleep before the rest of the board members wake to the new order.” His gaze settles on Maria. “Please excuse us. I need to talk to Verdi for a few minutes—privately. If you would like, I can arrange transportation for you to return home.”

Maria shakes her head and stands. “I can take care of myself. Is Blanc still here?”

“She’s in the lobby.”

“That will suffice. Thank you.” She glances at me. “I’d like to meet with you again later today.”

My heart skips a beat. “Sure... Yes!” I straighten in my chair and smile. “I would be honored. Where should we meet?”

A hint of a smile curves on the side of her lip. “I’ll have Ebs send you the coordinates.”

She takes her leave, and the door automatically shuts behind her.

Mr. Saito sinks his head into his hands, massaging his temples in exasperation. “This is a mess.”

I’m not sure how he wants me to respond, so I end up nodding. “Yes, sir. But why didn’t you tell Maria what really happened?”

He peeks at me from under his thin eyebrows. “Her enhanced friends more or less killed our former president, who is now stuck in the form of a despicable changeling miner. That’s going to be a long conversation when it comes. And right now, I have less than an hour before the rest of the board finds out that power has changed hands, and that they’re under watch by the company’s NEL.”

I twist my lips. “Do you think they’ll protest your position?”

He scoffs. “I know they’ll protest. Every one of them hoped they might become president if Koenigin retired or somehow fell from grace. Of course, Dr. Johnson is now under house arrest. Her role in attempting to kill Maria Snow means we need to keep a closer eye on her than the others. But she cooperated with bringing Miss Snow back. So, for now, I expect she’ll behave. As for the others, we’ll see. Like I told Miss Snow, we were all acting in accordance to what kept us in good standing, alive, and sapient. That’s the only thing that’s going to acquit us if word gets out about the details of Koenigin’s ‘retirement.’ That includes you, Verdi.” His voice sobers. “Please understand... I’m going to do everything I can to keep this company up and running without the nefarious bits. Until then, don’t tell anyone what happened. Not even Miss Snow.”

“But—”

Faint lines of skin crinkle around his eyes. “You were President Koenigin’s primary huntress. You assaulted Maria Snow with vitriolage and later kidnapped her. You passed along information to the enhanced creatures who did an illegal impression and insertion of a mind into a changeling before destroying the original body. Regardless of your intentions, you will not be seen kindly in the eyes of the law. As such, I need time to evaluate the situation and work out a response. If—when—this gets out, I need to be able to paint us as favorably as possible. If not...” His voice trails off, and a cold shudder runs up my spine. It’s as if I’m in one of those cryogenic chambers, my fingers stuck against the glass.

“I need you to win Miss Snow’s favor,” he continues. “But you can’t tell her what really happened. Do I have your word?”

I swallow hard. I’ve hurt her so much already. “I don’t want to lie to her.”

“Don’t lie. Just omit the truth. Give me time.” A smile wavers on his face. “Please.”

I nod slowly. “Yes, sir.”

Mr. Saito breathes a sigh of relief. “Thank you. Get some rest. You’ll want to be ready for Miss Snow’s meeting this afternoon.”

My heart skips a beat.

I’m going to be meeting with Maria Snow and, for the first time, it won’t be because I’m trying to convince her and my president to work together.

But what if she asks me what really happened last night?

What do I tell her then?
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​CHAPTER 2
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The door to my room is still slightly ajar from last night’s skirmish.

My breath catches in my throat. In all the commotion and worry, I’d forgotten about the fight in my room. My chest tightens. Perhaps I should request a different place to sleep. Though I’ve gotten a couple hours, they were all in uncomfortable chairs. And sleeping in a poison-induced coma before that wasn’t truly restful.

Hesitantly, I push the door open.

My room is a mess. Blood stains the wall and tufts of fur stick out from the carpet. A squeak catches in my throat at the sight of a clump of feathers centered on the floor. Thankfully, someone has already removed the dead falcon. But she didn’t have to die. If Koenigin hadn’t messed with her sapience chip, she would still be alive...

Both my dear president, and the falcon.

I cross the room to my dresser, shift it back into place, and remove a pair of gloves. They’re standard for my job—my former job—and after slipping them on I pick up the remaining feathers and fur as best as I can. Once the mess is in the garbage chute, I grab a towel from the bathroom to clean the blood—

There’s still a pile of wet clothes by the shower. Heat rises to my cheeks. At least I had the Assist bot change Maria. I didn’t want her to catch a cold, so I’d given her one of my dresses. It was too big for her, but it was dry. I scurry from the bathroom and set to work cleaning the mess.

It’s mind numbing, and I don’t have to think too hard...

Except that, because it is a mindless task, my thoughts keep lodging onto the events of yesterday, the need to help Maria, and her kiss.

Does she actually love me?

I scrub the wall harder, but the stain refuses to come out. I’ll need to talk to the janitorial staff. But I don’t want to talk to anyone. I don’t want to know what’s happening downstairs now that the other board members are surely awake. I don’t want to know how Mr. Saito is handling the public, or if a new fight is going to break out when everyone vies for power.

I sink onto the floor, exhaustion settling hard on my shoulders. I want to go to bed and not wake up until Maria comes and kisses me.

Would she have kissed me if I had been the one in the cryogenic chamber?

Would she have rescued me?

Hot tears gather on my eyelashes and I close my eyes. Once I open them again, I realize I fell asleep on the floor. A small form pokes out from underneath my bed.

A nesting doll.

My favorite gift that my dear president gave me. It fell to the floor during the fight. I slip off my gloves, and then reach out and pull it to me, turning the brightly colored doll between my hands. I wish President Koenigin was still here. Not the president who hurt me in the end. The one who wanted to hurt Maria.

I want the president who gave me this gift because she cared for me.

I close my eyes and cradle the doll to my chest. Then I climb into bed, my limbs sore, and finally sink into a dreamless sleep.

* * *
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The afternoon is late before my personal assistant, Agnes, reports that I have a message from Ebs. I bolt awake. Ebs has always been my contact for Maria, so I hope that means he has a meeting place.

“Put him through.” I toss aside the covers and straighten my tunic. I haven’t changed since yesterday. I probably smell terrible. I need to get a shower before our meeting.

Yes, Viridian, Agnes responds through the chip in my head.

I let out a breath as a shimmer of pixels solidifies into the black wolf I know as Ebs. He’s one of the NEL—a neurological enhanced life form—and I’ve known him for most of my life. He’s a company contact, but he’s also my contact for Maria.

At least, until we set up something more personal.

The wolf cocks his head, his thick fur cascading over his shoulders. “You look terrible. How you doing?”

I cough into my hand and push the nesting doll—which I didn’t let go of the entire time I slept—behind me. “Fine,” I lie.

He snorts. It’s a familiar, strangely reassuring sound despite the fact that he knows I’m lying. “You got yourself in a coma, nearly killed Maria—”

I hold up my hands defensively. “We don’t have to go through the list again. Trust me, I already know.”

“Suit yourself. How about I list all the things going wrong for Koenigin Corp instead? Stocks down eighteen percent, new leadership questionable, old sort-of allies checking in to see if their favors are still worth something, conspiracy theories of a NEL takeover—” I glower at him and he smirks. “Being knowledgeable only hurt the idiots who didn’t realize there was more to learn.”

I sigh. “Ebs...”

He shrugs, his tail lazily sweeping the floor wherever he’s currently stationed. “How are you really doing, Huntress?” He strides forward, seemingly walking closer to me, and then sits beside the bed and looks up. “You had a long night.”

I close my eyes, feeling for the nesting doll behind me. “Terrible. I mean... I’m glad Maria’s okay. But now President Koenigin is gone, and I don’t know how Maria feels about me, and I’m supposed to be her ambassador but Mr. Saito doesn’t want me telling her what really happened to Koenigin. I suppose he has a point, but...”

“But?”

I could almost swear there’s a knowing gleam in Ebs’ eyes.

“I don’t want to lie to her. It seems... too close to what President Koenigin told me to do. She kept saying she was doing everything for the good of the company and society, but now look where we’re at.” I wave my arms around me, as if my room contains everything that’s currently wrong. “Koenigin Corp is in shambles, my dear president is more or less dead, and I’m... I don’t know what I’m supposed to be.” I stare at him, running my fingers over the smooth gloss that protects the nesting doll’s paint. “Am I an ambassador or a huntress? Both? And what about Maria? I love her... but I don’t know if she loves me. I don’t know if she should.”

Ebs grunts. “You only ruined half her face and got her biological mother killed... not that she knows the last part.”

“Not helping, Ebs.” I tuck my feet underneath me. The nesting doll is pretty. But real life... real life isn’t this pretty. This perfect.

“I ain’t no fairy godmother,” he growls. “I can’t magically fix things. I’m only pointing out the facts. You did hurt her... and bad. If you didn’t recognize that, then you’d have no business going anywhere near her. But as it is, you now understand that what you did was wrong. You know you made a mistake. Question is, are you going to repeat that same mistake, or are you going to learn from it?”

I peek down at him over the bed. His lips are curled back in a wolfish snarl, and I’m thankful he’s not actually beside me. “I want to learn from it.”

“Don’t tell me you want to learn,” Ebs snaps, “tell me you’re going to learn. Otherwise, you’d better get your little huntress butt back down to Mr. Saito and tell him you’re not fit for the job.” I open my mouth to speak, but Ebs is already on his paws and pacing the room—through my bedpost since the augment isn’t accounting for its placement. “Figure that out, and then you can decide if you’re worthy of being around Maria. In the meantime, you’ve got a job to do. We all do.” He grins at me from over his shoulder. “Lucky for you, Maria wants to give you a second chance. There’s a garden she’s asking you to visit. A little place you’d better keep private, because she doesn’t show just anybody.”

I swallow a gulp. “This is business, right? Not... personal?”

Ebs barks a laugh. “Huntress, you’ve still got much to learn.” His pixels separate and before I have a chance to hop to my feet, his image evaporates. I don’t even have a chance to get him to give me a real answer.

Ebs has provided you with coordinates to your meeting with Maria Snow, Agnes tells me.

“Thank you,” I whisper, my heart thudding recklessly in my chest.

But I’m not sure if I’m preparing for a business call or a date.
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After I shower and get dressed into a classy yellow tunic that gives me flexibility as a huntress but is still meant for formal affairs, I stop by the cafeteria downstairs to find Maria a gift. I’m not actually sure that I’m supposed to bring her a gift, but I’ve seen ambassadors do similar things for company meetings, so I don’t think it could go wrong.

The only downside is that I don’t know if Maria has any food allergies, or if she’ll even eat something that was grown and enhanced in a lab, not a garden. She seems like the kind to appreciate the thought, though, so I gravitate toward a delicious smelling bakery. Cinnamon and ginger spices waft through the air on this side of the lobby cafeteria, and the window display sports hot cinnamon rolls, crisp gingersnaps, and a whole host of various goodies inside.

I linger at the counter, tapping my thumb and biting my lip while a plump barista watches me with an amused smile from behind the counter. Normally I don’t bother stopping here, though the treats have always smelled tasty.

There’s a ding from the oven. The barista excuses herself, and then returns from the back room with a tray of miniature bread loaves. I step on my tippy toes to see them better.

The barista grins at me, tossing aside a curly lock of hair, and points to the confections. “Pumpkin bread. Want to try a sample?”

“Uh... yes, please?” My eyes widen as she slices a small slice from one of the loaves and hands it to me on a napkin.

“It’s hot,” she warns.

She leaves me be and returns to prepping the fresh loaves with a thin glaze. My mouth waters when I try a bite of the crumbly confection. It’s delicious. Kind of burns my tongue a little, but the main thing is that it’s not too sweet, while still delivering a perfect dose of pumpkin.

“One of these,” I say the moment I swallow the bite. I point to the napkin.

“One slice?”

“One loaf,” I clarify. I fish out my card and pass it over.

The barista chuckles, pleased with herself, and then rings up my order before carefully sliding a loaf of cooled pumpkin bread into a white paper bag with such ease that she doesn’t even mess up the frosting.

With my purchase made—though I now wonder if Mr. Saito is going to give me an allowance like President Koenigin did—I start to head down the steps of the lobby, then freeze.

There are gobs of protestors and reporters gathered around the glass doors, held back by a force of yellow barricades and patrolling hunters.

My excitement dissipates faster than the morning dew would if the sun ever came out.

Everyone knows about the laboratories. What if they find out what happened to Koenigin? What’s going to happen to the enhanced who attacked her? What’s going to happen to me?

I shudder, picturing the other companies removing the NELs’ sapience chips or putting them down like a sick pet. What if that happens to Ebs?

I backtrack into the lobby.

I don’t know that Ebs participated in the president’s mind wipe. I don’t know that he had any part in removing Koenigin from power, except to call for backup when I warned him Koenigin was attacking.

But that’s just it... I don’t know what happened. He very easily could have participated. Or his minimal involvement could get him charged for assisting with murder.

My involvement could get me charged.

What if they plant one of those chips in my brain and downgrade me, or make me one of the mangled? It’s happened to other people, in worse case scenarios. Before I realize it, I’m power-walking the other direction and to the steps that lead toward the basement. There’s no way I can face the mob.

For all that I don’t want to go downstairs, I’m going to have to take the back way out.
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Thankfully, no one has found the back entrance, and my motorcycle is still waiting beside the door from my last ride. I zip into the streets, the bright gloom of a foggy afternoon settling over the city and obscuring the upper parts of skyscrapers. Lighted billboards still cut through the fog, as do jarring blue and pink neon lights.

I mentally instruct the Network augment to show the coordinates Ebs gave me. Translucent arrows drop in front of my eyes, allowing me to see the direction I need to go. I cut through traffic easily, steering around cabs stuck in a stand-still and crowds of pedestrians pushing against the damp weather.

For once I wish I had a job in the outer city, out where the smog is thinner and I could enjoy a bit of sunshine. It just seems so... dull here. Crowded. I want to escape. To flee.

I twist the handlebar and accelerate faster, zooming down the streets.

I’m not sure how long it will take for me to reach the garden, but I’m hoping that maybe... just maybe... it’ll have those sun lamps that make everything seem a bit cheerier.

* * *
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I ride my motorcycle a lot longer than I expect. The coordinates take me clear to the other side of the city, where the tall skyscrapers thin into rows of condominiums interspersed with wealthy manors... the kind with silver gates and hidden security cameras within immaculate brick walls. I’m worried there might be a noise ordinance around here, but when I pass a police car sitting at a stoplight, he doesn’t pay me any mind.

Maybe he thinks I’m one of the Fae, a group of heavily-augmented rich people. Some of them are clients of President Koenigin’s changeling system—buying themselves new bodies when they got tired of their old ones. Others fork out insane amounts of credit for verwandlungium nanites. They don’t need bodies now, or what little is left of them is completely encased. They can change themselves on a day to day basis, in minutes, to whatever form they desire. Some say they aren’t even human.

But no one dares try to challenge them in court, like they might challenge a NEL. They’d never have enough credits to win.

I think I spot a Fae strolling down a manicured golden path. She pauses as I pass, and my breath leaves my throat. She’s so pretty, she’s creepy. Her large eyes stare directly into me, as if she knows everything about me in an instant. With her enhancements, she probably does. She’s also tall—many of the Fae don’t bother coming into the city because the buildings aren’t made for them. But she’s beautiful beyond belief. Her skin glows with a pearly sheen and her eyes are gold. Though I don’t get a close look, I think I see traces of golden, shimmering wings flowing out from her back. They’re the translucent kind, the ones you can only see when they’re actually moving.

I push my bike faster. I don’t want to wait around to see what she might do. I’m a huntress, but the Fae...

They’re beyond anything I can comprehend. The next stage of human evolution. My dear president and Dr. Johnson loved to work with them because they could pay for the expensive augments, but even President Koenigin seemed uneasy around them.

So why is Maria Snow meeting me out here?

I peel around the curve and abruptly come to the end of my Network map’s destination. There’s a large manor made of stone, almost castle-like, on the road ahead. Iron gates with decorative spikes on the fence stand out at the front with a pair of old-school security cameras mounted on either side. But the Network map shows the estate with a blinking red warning. There’s a low anti-tech field surrounding the place. It’s not enough to cause irreparable damage, but it’s probably really uncomfortable to the Fae, if not painful, and it would be mildly disorienting to a NEL.

It’ll also block Network communications. The only way to communicate with the outside world will to be use computer tablets or the vintage cell phones a lot of the Society for Natural Progression members have. Not something I have, so I’ll need to keep my stay short, or rely on Maria to pass along additional information. If she wants to come here often, I’ll need to see if Mr. Saito can requisition me a phone and teach me how to use it.
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