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This is advertising.

I built a tabletop RPG once upon a time. As playable as it was, it wasn't manageable by a GM. So I want to make a computer RPG. This book is intended to grab your attention. The story is focused on one main character: Leverage. An older, retrospective version of Jay you're about to meet: he serves as a mentor character, jobs fixer, information broker, and sometimes guest fighter. 

But I'm not happy with asking you to wait for promises. I'm inviting you to a place that already has value.

I've built a community at ClubMosaic.boards.net. I happen to have multiple talents in different areas of artistic communication, so I've tried to build a place that does things differently. I'm not asking you to wait for promises about a game. The community has value now.

Here's how it works:

Replies are turned off. You visit when you want. Check in once a month or whenever. No notifications pulling you back, no FOMO engineering, no manufactured urgency. It's designed for adults with actual lives.

Anarchy done my way. Say what you want. Who can stop you? After all: I hold the hammer and I'll use it for something else.

The topics are adult. Threads on health, wealth, and happiness - the things that actually matter when you're trying to build something sustainable. Story-focused discussions. A tribute to the dining club that once was, for those who remember. Conversation spaces about companionship, self discovery, beauty, and excellence.

The point is the conversation, not who you had it with.

That's the pitch. No hooks, no countdown timers. Just: here's where to find more from who composed this book if you like it.

This book is also made with AI, but I'll talk at length on that in the afterword. 

Now let's get to the story.
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​Chapter 1: The Pranks
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My mentor says I need to walk through this. Start from the beginning, see where I fucked up. He thinks if I review it enough times, I'll stop being the kind of person who gets played. Like the narrow tool I am.

Fine. Let's do this.



Prime City. Six million people stacked on top of each other because the city couldn't go anywhere else. I'd lived there my entire life, so I didn't think about it much, but looking back - the place was built vertical. Corporate towers rising so high you couldn't see the tops most days. Mid-tier residential below that. Undercity below that, which I'd only ever seen from transit pods.

The corporate spires of towers dominated the skyline. Veridian Media & Axiom, ChronoLife Medical Technologies, Aegis & Zenith Securities, and the Ministry of Applied Rationality - the four of the five Megacorporations that ran everything. The smaller towers supporting all of the smaller corps in their shadows. Towers with obsidian and chrome and that polished look that said they had money to burn. The towers caught light and threw it back, and made everything below look grey by comparison.

I lived in mid-tier - south east Three Hill Valley - in a hab unit on the 47th floor of a residential stack that looked exactly like every other residential stack in the district. Every one a climate-controlled box with grey walls. Windows that looked out at someone else's grey wall. It was adequate. It was better than most of the city had it.

The undercity was below us - corroded metal, forgotten infrastructure, the people who fell and didn't climb back up. I didn't know anyone who lived down there. You didn't go to the undercity unless something had gone very wrong. It was said to be a watery apocalypse by pretty much everyone. That's not too far off from what it is.

It rained constantly. Almost every single day, all day. I'd seen Prime City without rain, but that was usually in the snow. The corps said they were working on fixing whatever atmospheric problem caused it, but the rain had been falling my entire life, so I wasn't holding my breath. We just lived with it. Bought waterproof clothes. Learned to ignore the sound of it hitting the windows. Found warm places when you were wet.

The neon was everywhere. Every building, every surface that could hold a sign - advertisements glowing through the rain. Corporate logos on advertisements bigger than hab units. Red and blue and green and purple, all of it bleeding together in the wet. At night, the neon was brighter than the streetlights, and even brighter from the fog. You could navigate by the Veridian ads or the ChronoLife signs or OmniServe's logo.

OmniServe's headquarters were in north Three Hill Valley, but I worked in the branch headquarters in the industrial district. Sixty stories of chrome and plasteel trying to look as good as the megacorp towers and not quite pulling it off. The building was decrepit - you could see where they'd retrofitted it, layered new architecture on top of old. It didn't gleam like VMA or ChronoLife. It looked like what it was: second-tier corpo infrastructure pretending to be first-rate.

But it was massive. OmniServe employed thousands. We didn't make anything - we moved things. Supply chains, resource allocation, infrastructure management. If water flowed in Prime City, if power stayed on, if fabrication sectors got their materials, OmniServe made it happen. That was my job. Junior Logistics Manager, managing the flow of resources across the city.

The sounds were constant. Rain hitting metal and synth-crete, that white noise you stopped hearing after living there long enough. Transit pods humming through the sky-lanes. Hover-vehicles cutting through the air. Advertisements droning in your audio implants - I couldn't afford the premium filter to mute them, so I just learned to tune out the voices trying to sell me things.

At ground level, it was louder. Crowds in the commercial districts. Vendors. Music from bars. The smell of synth-food and too many people crammed into too little space. That chemical tang that hung in the air and got into your clothes.

This was my world. I thought I understood how it worked. I thought I'd figured out the gaps in the system, the places where I could make small corrections without getting caught.

I had no idea I was being watched the entire time.



The alarm went off at 05:30. I didn't need it - my internal clock was set to OmniServe's rhythm after two years - but I kept it running anyway because shutting it off gave me that little moment of control. Like I was choosing to wake up instead of the corpo machine deciding for me.

That mattered to me back then.

My hab unit was standard mid-tier. Twelve meters square, automated climate control, walls that doubled as displays. Everything served a function, nothing wasted space. If you wanted personality you could project it onto the walls for an extra monthly fee.

I didn't pay for the projection package. My walls stayed grey.

The sonic cleanser left my teeth feeling too smooth and my skin tingling. I dressed in my work uniform - charcoal grey synth-weave with silver piping that marked me as junior management. The uniform made everyone look the same, which was the point. Interchangeable cogs in a machine.

I checked my reflection in the smart-mirror. Mid-thirties, hairline starting to recede, face that wouldn't stand out in a crowd, the same brown skin tone and red tinged hair as every working drone, with traces of pale skin from exhaustion and moisture. CE3734. Junior Logistics Manager. Authorized for Levels 1-40.

Nobody special. But I could be Jay; and as Jay, my name was a letter with a cock on it.

Breakfast was nutrient paste from the wall dispenser. Today's flavor: "Sunrise Citrus Blast." It tasted like chemicals pretending to be fruit, with that metallic aftertaste that all the pastes had. I ate it standing at the window, watching rain stream down the plas-glass.

Prime City stretched out below me. Sixty stories of hab units just like mine, stacked on top of each other, reaching up toward the perpetual grey sky. Above us, the corporate towers vanished into clouds - Veridian's ads painting the fog with shifting colors, ChronoLife's clinical spires catching what little light filtered through. Below us, the undercity sprawled in permanent twilight.

I lived in between. Not premium, not bottom-level. Just... adequate.

The transit pod arrived at 06:15, exactly on schedule. I joined the flow of grey suits moving through my building's transit hub, all of us silent, most staring at terminals, everyone performing the ritual of the morning commute. The pod sealed with a soft hiss and launched into the tiered sky-lanes that connected Prime City's corporate sectors.

Rain hammered the pod's windows. It always did. The city was built on top of some flooded old city where the only building to survive is named a space needle, (and I wonder if they were describing my old self as a space needle). And the rain never stopped - some combination of climate shift and atmospheric processing that nobody could fix or maybe just didn't want to. The rain was part of the brand now. Prime City, where it's always raining, where the neon bleeds through the grey, where six million people live stacked on top of each other and pretend this is normal.

I pressed my forehead against the window and watched the city blur past. The transit pod cut through commercial districts where neon signs advertised products I couldn't afford, past residential sectors where people just like me were starting their days, through the fabrication zones where the real work happened.

Somewhere down there, six hundred workers were starting their twelve-hour shift in Sub-level 12, processing recycled synthetics, and OmniServe's algorithm was feeding them just barely enough to keep moving.

I was going to fix that today. Small fix, meaningless in the grand scheme, but it would make their day slightly less terrible.



The transit pod dropped me at OmniServe Sector Gamma at 06:47. Thirteen minutes before morning brief, which meant I had time to handle the thing with Sub-12's food allocation before CA8181 started his daily sermon about efficiency metrics.

The transit hub smelled like ozone and recycled air and about six thousand people who'd rather be anywhere else. I kept my head down, followed the flow toward OmniServe's employee entrance, let the crowd carry me. Look like everyone else, move like everyone else, be so fucking boring that nobody remembered you were there.

I was good at boring.

The security checkpoint scanned my ID chip and waved me through without looking up. Perfect. I grabbed a cup of the motor oil they called coffee from the commissary - black, no sugar, because the sugar cost extra and I was cheap - and headed for the logistics floor.

OmniServe's headquarters was sixty years old and showing it. Newer arcologies went up around us every few years, all chrome and smart-glass and that corporate gleam that said "we're the future." Our building just looked dated. Retrofitted lighting panels casting uneven illumination, obvious renovation work where they'd tried to modernize systems that were never designed for upgrades, that particular smell of old ventilation systems working too hard.

The building reminded you that OmniServe wasn't Veridian or ChronoLife or any of the megacorps that actually mattered. We were second-tier. Legacy infrastructure trying to compete with companies that had better tech, better branding, better everything.

But we paid on time. And the old systems had gaps.

I liked gaps.

Conference Room 7 was already filling up when I arrived. Fifty junior managers cramming into space designed for thirty, all of us clutching coffee and trying to look alert. CA8181 was at the front, setting up his presentation, wearing that expression he always wore - like he was disappointed in us before we even started.

I found a seat in the middle-back, where I wouldn't draw attention but could still see the main display. Pulled out my terminal and started the process of looking busy while actually doing other things.

Kiran taught me this two years ago, right after she recruited me into the Freedom & Liberation party. That's what we called ourselves - dramatic name for what was basically a network of corpo drones who made small corrections to the system. Rerouting supplies. Fixing algorithmic cruelties. Helping the people the megacorps were designed to grind down.

Kiran. Grey eyes. Long brown hair. A uniform that seemed tailor made, even when it was standardized like everything else. She was a woman who acted with precision. Walked with glory. Spoke with a purpose. Even her gaze commanded attention. She was perfect.

She taught me that the party's whole philosophy was that you couldn't beat the system, but you could resist it in small ways. Death by a thousand cuts, except we were the cuts. Every diverted shipment, every corrected allocation, every gap we exploited - it added up. We were fighting back. Making a difference.

I believed that. Completely.

Still want to, if I'm honest.

The terminal interface glowed soft blue in my lap. As CA8181 launched into his opening remarks about quarterly performance and efficiency standards, I navigated to the logistics management system and pulled up Sub-level 12's resource allocation.

Six hundred workers in the fabrication sector. Twelve-hour shifts processing recycled synthetics. The work was physical - sorting, lifting, operating machinery that hadn't been updated in decades because updating cost money. They burned through calories fast.

OmniServe's allocation algorithm gave them exactly enough to maintain baseline productivity. Enough calories to move. Enough protein to function. Nothing extra. No flavor, no variety, no concession to the fact that people work better when they're not slowly starving.

The algorithm worked, technically. People didn't collapse on the job.

They just got slower. Made more mistakes. Got written up for decreased output. Eventually got replaced by someone who was still hungry enough to work through the pain.

I'd been watching their numbers for six months. Productivity had dropped four percent. Error rates were up. Two workers had been terminated for failing to meet quotas.

What a stupid system.

CA8181 was talking about optimization targets and resource efficiency. I pulled up the shipping manifests for today's deliveries and found what I was looking for: three pallets of premium nutri-bars scheduled for delivery to Level 80's executive commissary.

Premium bars. The kind with actual ingredients - real protein, whole grains, natural flavors. Each bar probably cost more than a fabrication worker's daily food allowance. Three pallets meant roughly seven hundred bars, which meant the executives on Level 80 would have premium snacks for the next month while workers on Sub-12 survived on paste.

I opened pallet two's shipping manifest. Destination: Level 80, Executive Commissary. Route: Standard high-priority. Authorization: Automated.

I copied the routing code and pasted it into a new manifest. Changed the destination to Sub-level 12, Break Room 7. Updated the delivery priority to standard. Added a flag: "Clerical correction - previous routing error."

The system thought about it for three seconds - longer than usual, my heart rate spiked a bit - then accepted the change.

ROUTING UPDATED - DELIVERY SCHEDULED FOR 17:30.

Yes. Fuck yes.

One pallet. Seven hundred bars. Enough to give every worker on Sub-12 an actual meal during evening shift change. I'd just beaten OmniServe's algorithm, helped six hundred people, and nobody would ever trace it back to me.

I was good at this. Really good. That's not arrogance - I was genuinely skilled at finding the gaps, making the corrections, covering my tracks. Tactical optimization genius, Kiran called it.

Being good at it is exactly what made me useful.



CA8181 wrapped up his presentation with the usual reminder that OmniServe valued our dedication and expected continued excellence. Translation: work harder or we'll find someone who will. We filed out of the conference room, fifty grey suits dispersing to fifty identical workstations.

I checked my terminal as I walked. The pallet would arrive at Sub-12 at 17:30, right during evening shift change. Perfect timing. Day shift workers heading out, night shift coming in, everyone in the break room at once. They'd see the pallet, figure it was some kind of shipping error, eat the bars anyway because who turns down real food.

OmniServe's automated audit systems would flag the discrepancy in about three days. Someone would review it, see my "clerical correction" note, run a routine investigation, find nothing conclusive, write it off as a system glitch. I'd done this maybe forty times in two years. They'd never traced one back to me.

Kiran taught me the whole game. The trick wasn't being invisible. It was being boring enough that nobody wanted to look closer.

I got to my workstation at 07:15. Sector 7, Row 12, Cubicle 47. Three hundred identical cubicles arranged in precise rows across the logistics floor, three hundred junior managers all doing the same work, all hoping to make senior management someday, most of us just trying to survive another day without getting flagged for termination.

My cubicle looked like everyone else's. Grey walls. Holographic interface projector. Ergonomic chair that stopped being ergonomic after the sixth hour. The only personal item I had was a small plastic plant that Kiran gave me six months ago as a joke.

"Here," she'd said, setting it on my desk. "This will help you breathe."

It was supposed to be funny - a fake plant in an office where the air was already filtered and recycled. But I kept it anyway because it was from her.

My terminal lit up with morning priority alerts. I settled into the chair and started my actual job.

Three atmospheric processors in the waterfront district were showing degraded efficiency. That meant power compensation, which meant energy reallocation, which meant someone's heating was about to get cut to make up the difference. I pulled up the maintenance queue.

The filtration membranes were in stock - twenty units sitting in a warehouse, flagged as "reserve inventory for premium district maintenance."

I read that twice to make sure I wasn't seeing things.

Twenty membranes in stock. Three processors offline. The fix would take maybe two hours. But the membranes were reserved for premium district - for the fancy residential towers where executives lived, just in case one of their processors failed.

So six hundred workers in the waterfront district would spend the next week without heat while twenty membranes sat in a warehouse protecting the possibility that some executive might be inconvenienced.

I filed a requisition override. Reason: "Cascading infrastructure failure risk." Authorization code: J-7 Priority Maintenance.

The system thought about it, longer than I liked, then approved it.

MEMBRANES ALLOCATED - MAINTENANCE SCHEDULED FOR TODAY.

Three processors would be fixed. Six hundred people would have heat tonight.

Got them. Another win. I'd learned the magic words that made the system do what I wanted, and I used them to fix the things the algorithm broke. That's what the Freedom & Liberation party was about - finding the gaps, exploiting them, making the system work for people instead of against them.

Small victories that added up to something.



"Morning, CE3734."

I looked up from my terminal. Kiran - CC2765 - was leaning against my cubicle entrance with two coffee cups. Real coffee, not the commissary motor oil. She must have stopped at one of the boutique places in Three Hill Valley on her way in.

"Morning," I said, and took the cup she offered. The ceramic was warm against my palms. "You're here early." I withheld calling her beautiful. In hindsight: that probably wasn't necessary, but we kept things professional.

"Couldn't sleep." She slid into my cubicle's visitor chair - the one that nobody else ever sat in because nobody else ever visited. "Kept thinking about the Veridian contract audit next week."

My stomach did a small flip. "What about it?"

"They're going deep. Six months of resource allocation records, full review of our efficiency metrics, looking for any discrepancies that might indicate systemic problems." She sipped her coffee, watching me over the rim. "Standard procedure for contract renewal, but still. It's going to be thorough."

"How thorough?"

"Every shipment. Every routing change. Every override authorization." She paused. "Your corrections all look like clerical errors, right?"

"That's the whole point."

"Good." She smiled, and I felt that stupid warm feeling I always felt when she smiled like that. Like I was doing something right. Like she was proud of me. "Just making sure. We've gotten away with this for two years. Would be a shame to get caught now over something sloppy."

Kiran was ten years older than me, one generation up in OmniServe's employment coding. CC-series came from the last infrastructure expansion, back when the company was still trying to look like it cared about employee development. They got training programs, advancement opportunities, the whole career path illusion.

By the time they got to CE-series - my generation - they'd figured out that minimal investment produced acceptable results. We got hired, assigned to workstations, told to optimize efficiency. No training programs. No advancement path. Just work until you burned out or got terminated.

Kiran was my supervisor, officially. I reported to her in the org chart. But that wasn't really what we were.

She was the one who taught me to see the gaps. How to read allocation algorithms and spot where they were being deliberately cruel. How to make corrections that looked boring enough to slip through audits. How to help people without getting caught.

She was also the person I went home with most nights, when we could stop being CC2765 and CE3734 and just be ourselves.

"Got plans tonight?" she asked.

"Depends. What's happening?"

"Three Hill Valley. The team wants to celebrate. Conduit pulled off something clever yesterday - saved about forty people from a supply cutoff. Figured we should acknowledge it." She stood up, checked the time on her terminal. "Eighteen-hundred. Don't be late."

"I'll be there."

She squeezed my shoulder as she left - brief, professional, the kind of touch that could mean anything to anyone watching. But it meant something specific to me.

I watched her walk away through the maze of cubicles, then turned back to my terminal and tried to focus on actual work.



The rest of the morning was routine. I processed shipping manifests, optimized delivery routes, coordinated with the automated transport systems that kept Prime City's infrastructure running. At 09:30 I approved a correction that sent construction materials to a repair crew instead of a warehouse where they'd sit for six months. At 11:15 I rerouted medical supplies from premium district clinics to a community health center that was actually running short.

Small victories. The kind nobody noticed.

Lunch was another nutrient paste - "Savory Umami Fusion" - eaten at my desk while reviewing afternoon priorities. The logistics floor never really stopped. Three hundred terminals glowing, three hundred managers processing data, the soft ambient hum of the system doing its work.

At 13:00, my terminal flashed red.

PRIORITY ALERT: ROUTING ANOMALY DETECTED

SECTOR 12 FABRICATION - PALLET DESTINATION CHANGE

INVESTIGATION REQUIRED - RESPOND WITHIN 30 MINUTES

My stomach dropped.

I pulled up the alert details with hands that were trying very hard not to shake. Someone had flagged this morning's pallet routing. Not the automated systems - those ran on delay and wouldn't catch the discrepancy for days. This was manual review. Someone was looking at today's shipments specifically.

Alert Origin: Sector Security.

Sector Security. Not my supervisor, not the logistics oversight team. The people who investigated theft, fraud, sabotage. The people who terminated employees and filed criminal charges.

They were looking at my correction.

I had thirty minutes to provide an explanation for why a pallet of premium nutri-bars got rerouted from executive commissary to fabrication sector break room. Thirty minutes to convince Security that this was an innocent mistake instead of what it actually was.

My terminal chimed. Private message from CC2765.

I opened it.

Don't panic. This is routine spot-checking. They're not targeting you - they're auditing random shipments to test the system. Give them the standard explanation: clerical error during morning brief processing. You've done this before. Stay calm.

I read it twice. Let my breathing settle. Kiran was right - I had done this before. Not with Security watching, but the principle was the same. Make it boring. Make it look like a mistake.

I drafted my response:

Routing error during morning manifest processing. Pallet destinations were being updated for delivery efficiency optimization when Sub-12 code was incorrectly entered in place of Level 80 code. Standard clerical mistake during bulk processing. Corrective routing has been implemented to redirect pallet to original destination.

I read it three times, checking for anything that sounded defensive or suspicious. It needed to be boring. Bureaucratic. The kind of explanation that made Security's eyes glaze over and move on to something more interesting.

I submitted it.

The terminal showed RESPONSE RECEIVED - UNDER REVIEW.

I waited.

Three minutes felt like three hours. I stared at my terminal, trying to look like I was working while my heart rate did things that probably weren't healthy. Around me, the logistics floor operated normally. Three hundred managers doing their jobs, unaware that one of them was about to get terminated for theft and fraud.

My terminal chimed.

EXPLANATION ACCEPTED - NO FURTHER ACTION REQUIRED

ROUTING CORRECTION VERIFIED - CASE CLOSED

I exhaled.

My hands were shaking slightly. I put them flat on my desk until they stopped.

Kiran's message had appeared exactly when I needed it. Like she knew. Like she was watching.

At the time, I thought that meant she was good at her job. That she had better instincts. That she was protecting me because she cared.



The afternoon was quieter. I processed requisitions, handled routine optimizations, did the actual job I was paid to do. At 16:00, I approved a shipment of repair equipment to the waterfront district. At 16:30, I verified that the atmospheric processor membranes were in transit.

At 17:00, I filed my daily report and shut down my terminal.

The logistics floor was emptying out. Three hundred managers finishing their shifts, heading home or heading to bars or heading wherever corpo drones went when work was done. I cleared my workspace, grabbed my jacket, joined the flow moving toward the transit hub.

The evening commute was always more relaxed than the morning. People talked more, moved slower, the urgent corporate energy replaced by tired relief. I found a spot near the windows and watched Prime City slide past.

Rain hammered the transit pod. The city looked different in the evening - neon signs brighter against the grey, the corporate towers lit up with advertising, the commercial districts coming alive as people spent their wages on products they didn't need.

Somewhere below, workers in Sub-12 were finishing their shifts. The pallet would have arrived by now. Seven hundred premium nutri-bars, distributed to six hundred workers, probably the best meal they'd had in weeks.

I'd done that. Small victory, maybe meaningless in the grand scheme, but real.

I felt good about it.

The transit pod curved through Three Hill Valley - the district wedged between three corporate hills like the name suggested. VMA Beacon Hill to the far south, A&Z to the west, Heart Beat Hill to the east. Three Hill Valley probably used to be something pretty special, judging by the old International District gateways. 

Now it was just where mid-tier corporate workers went to drink and pretend they were more interesting than they were.

I got off at the Three Hill Valley stop and joined the crowd flowing toward the commercial strip. The streets were wet, neon reflecting in puddles, the smell of food vendors and synth-smoke and too many people in too small a space. Above us, the three hills rose with their corporate towers, looking down on the valley like they owned it.

Which they did, technically.

Three Hill Valley Bar & Grill was halfway down the main strip, squeezed between a boutique cyberware clinic and a trendy restaurant that charged twice what the food was worth. The bar's neon sign cast red light across the wet street: a martini glass with three hills behind it, the kind of logo that thought it was clever.

I pushed through the entrance.

The bar was warm, loud, crowded with people trying to forget they'd do this all again tomorrow. Music played from hidden speakers - something with a driving beat that was probably popular six months ago. The air smelled like synth-alcohol and fried food and human bodies packed too close together.

I scanned the crowd, looking for the group in the usual corner booth.

There. Back left corner, structural support column providing cover, sightlines to both entrances. Kiran's spot. She was already there, and the team was with her - I could see them even from here, six people clustered around the booth, drinks already going, that particular energy of people who were off the clock and ready to celebrate.

I started making my way through the crowd.

Someone spotted me. One of the team - Conduit, probably, they were always watching for people. They said something, and heads turned.

Kiran saw me and smiled.

"Jay!" someone called out.

The whole team turned. Six faces grinning at me, waving me over, making room at the booth.

"Jay!" they called again, louder this time, voices warm with that particular welcome that said I belonged here, these were my people, this was my place.

And I felt it. That surge of warmth. That sense of being known, being wanted, being part of something that mattered.

This was my life. My community. My spot.

I grinned back and headed toward the booth, toward my team, toward the people who made the whole corpo grind worth surviving.

I had no idea it was all about to end.
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​Chapter 2: Three Hill Valley
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The corner booth could fit six people comfortably. We'd crammed seven into it, plus drinks, plus the half-eaten plates of synth-food that nobody was really eating because we were too busy talking and laughing and riding the high of another small victory.

This was the team. Kiran's people. My people.

Conduit - ci4170 - was the one who'd spotted me first. They always did. Situational awareness like that was their whole thing, the reason Kiran recruited them two years ago. They sat at the end of the booth nearest the door, back to the wall, eyes constantly tracking the room. Even relaxed, even celebrating, they were working. Feeding data. Processing who was where, who was watching, who mattered.

"Jay!" Conduit raised their glass - something amber, probably whiskey. "Get in here. Kiran was just explaining how I'm a genius."

"You are a genius," Kiran said from her position at the center of the booth. She had the best sightline to both entrances, the structural column at her back. Always positioned right. "Forty people would've gone without heat if you hadn't caught that routing delay."

I slid into the booth next to Hammer - ch5012 - who barely acknowledged me except to shift slightly to make room. Hammer was built like his designation suggested: solid, immovable, the kind of person who made you feel safer just by being in the room. He worked enforcement for OmniServe officially, but off the clock he enforced our operations. Made sure nobody looked too close at what we did.

Security in human form. That's what Hammer was. Two meters tall, shoulders that filled the booth, hands that could probably crush my terminal without effort. He had this way of being completely still that made you aware of exactly how much violence he was choosing not to use. Shaved head, no facial hair, no distinguishing features except for a scar along his jawline that he'd gotten in some enforcement action he never talked about.

"Wasn't that hard," Conduit said, but they were grinning. Conduit was slight, maybe thirty, with the kind of face that didn't stick in your memory unless you were paying attention. Perfect for someone whose job was watching without being watched. Short dark hair, minimal augmentation, clothing that blended into any crowd. "Just noticed the thermal regulation data didn't match the requisition schedule. Somebody'd flagged the heating units as 'non-critical infrastructure.'"

"Forty families," Accord - cd8891 - said, leaning forward with that enthusiastic energy he always had. "That's incredible. That's exactly what we're doing this for."

Accord was the newest member of the team, maybe six months in. Twenty-six, looked younger, had that fresh-faced eager quality that made senior managers think he was harmless. Blond hair cut corporate-standard, blue eyes that lit up when anyone said anything even remotely interesting, the kind of smile that made you want to keep talking just to see it again. He believed everything Kiran told him about the Freedom & Liberation party like it was scripture.

"It's what the work is about," Kiran said. She caught my eye across the table, smiled. "Small corrections that add up. Every gap we find, every fix we make - it matters."

I believed that then. Completely.

Egoist - cf0764 - was watching the whole conversation with that intensity they always had. They sat next to Accord, taking up more space than necessary, one arm draped over the back of the booth. Corporate wear with tribal elements woven in - Primal Warrior aesthetic. Geometric patterns stitched into their jacket shoulders, earned scars running up both forearms on display like they wanted you to see them. Dark skin, close-cropped hair with patterns shaved into the sides.

Seventeen years in the Liberation movement. Egoist had recruited Kiran a decade ago, taught her the work. Now Kiran ran the operations and Egoist backed her calls. That was the deal, unspoken but understood.

"Forty families," Egoist said, leaning forward. Not asking, stating. Making it land. "That's our people. That's resources we took back." They jabbed a finger on the table for emphasis. "That's the whole fucking point. Taking back what they stole from us."

"It's not about statistics," Proc - ce6248 - said quietly. They were sitting next to me, nursing a beer, looking slightly uncomfortable with Egoist's intensity. Proc was my age, newer to the team than most, still figuring out where they fit. Average height, average build, brown hair, features that would disappear in any crowd. That was deliberate. "It's about actual people staying warm tonight."

"That's what I just said." Egoist's voice had an edge. "Our people. The ones the corps are bleeding dry. You think I don't know it's real?" They held up their scarred forearms. "I've been on the streets. I know what cold feels like when the processors fail. That's why we do this."

Proc looked down at their beer. Didn't push back. Nobody really pushed back when Egoist got going.

"You're right," Kiran said, smooth, bringing it back. "The work matters because it helps real people. Conduit just helped forty families. That's worth celebrating."

Egoist settled back, took a drink. The edge dropped from their voice. "Yeah. That's what I'm saying."

A server came by - young woman with facial tattoos that marked her as Lower Three Hills, working her way up. The tattoos were stylized cherry blossoms, expensive work, probably saved for months to afford them. She was pretty in that calculated way people are when they know their appearance is part of the job. She dropped off another round of drinks without being asked, smiled at Kiran like they had an understanding.

Kiran must've ordered ahead. She always did that, anticipated what the team needed before they needed it.

"To Conduit," Kiran raised her glass. "For seeing what the algorithm missed."

"To Conduit!" we echoed, and drank.

The whiskey burned going down. Real alcohol, not synth. Expensive. I could taste the difference - actual grain fermentation instead of chemical approximation. Three Hill Valley Bar & Grill was one of the few places in the district that still served actual ethanol instead of the substitutes most bars used. You paid for it, but it was worth it for moments like this.

The burn spread through my chest, warm and sharp. I let myself feel it. Let myself be present in this moment with these people in this place.

The music shifted - something with a heavy bass line that made the glasses vibrate slightly on the table. The bar was getting louder as more corpo drones filtered in after their shifts. The after-work crowd filled the space around us, their conversations creating a wall of sound that gave us privacy through noise. Someone laughed too loud at a joke near the bar. A group of OmniServe workers I didn't recognize were arguing about quarterly targets. The smell of synth-food being prepared drifted from the kitchen - artificial meat, reconstituted vegetables, spices designed to approximate real cooking.

"How was your day, Jay?" Kiran asked. She had this way of checking in with each person individually even in a group setting. Made everyone feel seen.

"Good," I said. "Handled some atmospheric processor issues in the waterfront district. Got the membranes allocated."

"The reserved ones?" Conduit asked, eyebrows raised.

"Yeah. Twenty units sitting in a warehouse while three processors were offline. Filed an override."

Conduit whistled low. "That's bold. Those are premium district reserves."

"That's the work," Accord said, nodding enthusiastically. "That's exactly the kind of thing that makes a difference. Six hundred people are going to have heat tonight because of you."

Hammer grunted. Might've been approval. With Hammer, it was hard to tell. He communicated mostly in silence and occasionally in single-syllable confirmations. But he raised his glass slightly toward me, which was basically a speech by his standards.

"Any issues with the override?" Kiran asked. Always checking, always making sure we were covered.

"None. Used the 'cascading infrastructure failure' authorization. Went through clean."

"Good." She smiled at me, and I felt that warmth again. Pride, maybe. Or just the satisfaction of doing the work right. Her smile did that - made you feel like you'd accomplished something meaningful even when you'd just filed paperwork correctly.

Egoist slammed their hand on the table - not angry, celebratory. "That's the work right there. Six hundred people with heat because you fought for it. That's how we win. One battle at a time."

"The waterfront district needs it," Conduit added, watching Egoist carefully.

"Needs it?" Egoist laughed, sharp. "They've been robbing the waterfront blind for years. Letting infrastructure fail while they pump everything into premium zones. But we're done asking nicely. We take it back. That's the movement." They looked at me directly. "You did good, Jay. Real warrior shit."

I felt weirdly pleased by that, even though "warrior shit" was just filing an override authorization.

"Which is why we fix it," Kiran said. "One correction at a time."

She said it with such certainty. Like our small acts of defiance were actually building toward something. Like the system cared that we were chipping away at it.

The conversation flowed. We talked about work, about the gaps we'd found that week, about the small victories nobody else would ever know about. Conduit told the full story of catching the heating unit routing delay - how they'd been monitoring thermal regulation data as part of their regular surveillance, noticed the discrepancy, traced it back through three layers of automated scheduling before finding where someone had flagged the units as non-critical.

"The flag was automated," Conduit explained, leaning forward with that intensity they got when talking about their work. "The algorithm assessed the buildings as low-revenue, categorized the heating as non-essential, pushed the maintenance request to the bottom of the queue. Would've been weeks before anyone looked at it manually."

"How'd you catch it?" I asked.

"Pure luck. Was running correlation analysis on infrastructure spending versus thermal efficiency metrics. The buildings showed heat loss but no scheduled maintenance. Anomaly jumped out."

"That's not luck," Accord said. "That's skill. That's exactly the kind of pattern recognition the system can't replicate."

"The system could replicate it," Egoist said. "If someone programmed it to care about thermal efficiency in low-revenue sectors. But they don't. The gap exists by design."

"Good for us," Hammer said. Two words. Practically a monologue.

We laughed. Even Hammer smiled slightly, which was about as animated as he got.

The server came back with food none of us had ordered - probably Kiran's doing again. Plates of synth-meat sliders, reconstituted vegetable chips, some kind of protein appetizer that smelled better than it probably tasted. We ate because it was there and because eating together was part of the ritual.

Proc picked at their food, eating slowly, watching the team. "How long have you all been doing this?" they asked. "The corrections, I mean. The Freedom & Liberation work."

"Eight years for me," I said. "Kiran recruited me about a month after I started at OmniServe."

"Three years," Conduit said. "Kiran pulled me in when she saw I was tracking resource flows for fun."

"Fun," Egoist muttered. "Sure."

"It is fun," Conduit said, grinning. "Watching the system, finding the patterns, seeing where they're vulnerable. It's a game."

"It's not a game," Accord said, serious now. "It's resistance. We're fighting back against a system designed to crush people."

"Can be both," Conduit said with a shrug. "Fighting back can be fun."

Kiran was quiet, watching the conversation with that slight smile she got when the team was debating philosophy. She never shut these conversations down, even when they went in circles. Said it was important for everyone to work through their own reasons for being here.

"What about you?" Proc asked, looking at Kiran. "How long have you been doing this?"

"Eleven years," Kiran said. "Started making corrections before I recruited anyone else. Just me, fixing the things I saw that were broken. Then I realized it would work better as a network. Found Hammer first."

Hammer nodded. "Four years."

"He was doing unofficial enforcement," Kiran continued. "Making sure certain shipments got where they needed to go, looking the other way when routing errors helped the wrong people. I just gave him a framework."

"And you've been building the team since then," Proc said.

"One person at a time." Kiran looked around the table. "Looking for people who saw the gaps. People who cared enough to fix them. People I could trust."

The way she said it made it sound sacred. Like we were part of something important.

Looking back now, I can see what we actually were: a useful network. People with complementary skills, positioned in strategic places, trusting each other enough to coordinate. The Freedom & Liberation party didn't make us revolutionaries. It made us an operational cell that someone smarter could leverage.

But that night, sitting in that booth with my people, I felt like we were changing the world.

"Another round?" Kiran asked.

The team responded with enthusiasm. More drinks appeared. The music got louder - someone had fed credits into the bar's sound system and selected something with aggressive drums and synthesized guitars that made conversation harder but energy higher. The bar filled up with more corpo workers escaping their days. Groups clustered around tables, voices competing, laughter rising and falling in waves.

We sat there in our corner booth, protected by the structural column, with sightlines to both doors, and the noise of the bar washed over us like a tide.

Accord started telling a story about a manager who'd tried to override one of his corrections and gotten caught in his own bureaucracy. The way Accord told it was hilarious - mimicking the manager's confusion, the circular logic of the authorization requests, the way the whole thing collapsed when the manager couldn't explain why they were contesting a correction to their own correction.

We laughed. Real laughter, the kind that comes from genuine amusement and too much whiskey and the relief of being off the clock with people who understood your life.

Egoist was laughing louder than anyone, slapping the table. "That's exactly it! They can't even defend their own bullshit when you make them look at it directly." They took a long drink, grinning. "Back in '28, we pulled something like that. Got a manager so tangled he approved triple rations just to make the paperwork stop." The grin faded slightly. "Lost three people in the blowback though. Didn't plan the exit."

Kiran's expression didn't change but her voice was careful. "Exit planning is everything. The win doesn't matter if you can't walk away."

"Yeah." Egoist raised their glass toward her. "That's why you run it now."

The team got quiet for a second. Egoist didn't say things like that lightly.

"This team," Egoist continued, looking around the booth, "is the best op I've been part of. Seventeen years, and this is the one that's actually working. You all should know that."

The weight of it landed. From someone who'd been there since the beginning, who'd seen operations fail, who'd lost people - that validation meant something.

"Death by a thousand cuts," I said, repeating the Freedom & Liberation party line that Kiran had taught me.

"Exactly." Kiran raised her glass. "To the thousand cuts."

"To the thousand cuts!" we echoed.

The drinks kept coming. The conversation kept flowing. Someone - maybe Accord - suggested we play a drinking game based on how many times we'd successfully gamed the system that week. Hammer actually participated, which was remarkable. He'd apparently rerouted three enforcement actions that would've caught other people's corrections. Each success merited a drink.

We got louder. More animated. The professional masks we wore at work dissolved in the alcohol and the safety of being among our own.

Proc loosened up, started actually contributing to conversations instead of just watching. They told a story about a manager who'd tried to flag them for efficiency violations and how they'd buried the guy in so much procedural documentation that he'd given up and approved everything just to make it stop.

Hammer laughed. Actually fucking laughed. A deep rumbling sound that made the table shake.

Kiran moved through the conversations like a conductor, drawing people out, connecting threads, making sure everyone felt included. This was her leadership - not commanding, just creating space for everyone to be themselves.

And I watched her and felt something that went beyond admiration or attraction. I felt lucky. Lucky to know her, lucky to be part of this, lucky to have found people who gave a shit about the same things I did.

The bar's lighting shifted - dimmer now as evening transitioned into night. The neon from outside bled through the windows, casting everything in shades of red and blue. Someone put on music that was slower, heavier, more bass-driven. The energy in the bar changed from aggressive celebration to something more sustained, more comfortable.

We settled into it. The conversation got quieter, more intimate. Conduit and Egoist were debating optimization theory. Accord was listening to Hammer describe some enforcement action in fragments of sentences. Proc was talking to me about the strange politics of middle management, the way power moved through OmniServe's structure like water finding the path of least resistance.

Kiran caught my eye across the table and smiled. Just smiled. And I felt that connection between us, that understanding that went beyond words.

This was my life. These were my people. This corner booth in this mediocre bar in this failing district - this was where I belonged.

The revelry was real. The joy was genuine. The community mattered.

And none of us had any idea that we were being watched the entire time.

The drinks flowed. The night deepened. And we celebrated our small victories like they were revolutions, never knowing that every word, every connection, every trust we built was information that someone smarter was collecting.

But that knowledge comes later. That night, we were just seven people who believed we were fighting back, having the time of our lives.
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​Chapter 3: The Game
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My hab unit looked better with her in it.

Kiran had kicked off her shoes by the door - corporate flats that she'd been wearing since 06:00, probably killing her feet - and was padding across the grey floor in just socks. She'd stripped off her work jacket, left it draped over the chair by my excuse for a dining table. Just the undershirt now, dark grey synth-weave that made her look softer than the corporate uniform did.

"You're sure about this?" she asked, eyeing the VR headset I was holding out to her. "I'm terrible at games. I've read about hand-eye coordination development and mine is apparently suboptimal."

"That's what makes it fun," I said, grinning. "Watching you die repeatedly. It's very entertaining."

She swatted my arm but took the headset. "You're an asshole."

"You love it."

"Unfortunately." But she was smiling. "There's probably literature on why I tolerate this behavior. Stockholm syndrome, maybe."

"That's not what Stockholm syndrome is."

"I should look it up."

"You should get on the couch."

I settled onto the furniture - standard mid-tier, designed for function not comfort, but I'd had it long enough that it had molded to my shape. Leaned back against the cushions and patted the space in front of me. "Come on. Best seat in the house."

"Your lap is not a seat."

"It absolutely is. Very ergonomic. Rated for extended gaming sessions."
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