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Her touch is poison.

Verdi is a huntress for Koenigin Corp. She’s augmented. Perfect.

Determined to earn her dear president’s favor and finally have her voice heard, Verdi agrees to target Maria Snow, the favored candidate of the Society for Natural Progression, in an acid attack.

After all, once Maria is no longer so lovely, surely she’ll accept the nanite-based technology that can remove her scar—thus branding her as a traitor to her cause.

But when Maria Snow refuses treatment and Verdi catches her secretly meeting with an enhanced, sapient bird, she realizes Snow might be the one woman who can forge an alliance between the technology-loving corporations and the nature-oriented Progressionists.

Forced to choose between loyalty to the corporation who raised her, and falling in love with the woman who could finally unite the two factions, Verdi’s decision will change the face of the city.
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I crouch on the edge of a rooftop, a mere two stories from the ground. This area of the city belongs to the lowlifes, and they haven’t done much in the way of upgrades since disease wiped them out. But that’s fine for me. I’ll be able to move easier along these short houses once I find my target. He’s middle-aged, probably in his late forties or fifties since he’s not augmented. He won’t use anti-aging tech to keep himself looking young. The un-augmented don’t live as long as we do, but it’s their own fault.

Augmentations are available to everybody.

They just have to accept the gift.

I purse my lips. It’s no use worrying about him. He’s taken his fear of augmentations too far. No amount of logical reasoning will change his mind, and he’s a criminal.

According to my feed, he’s got short brown hair, which he trimmed to help him fit in among those who keep up with the latest trends—those who frequent the city’s downtown. He’s also got green eyes, and a fake implant above his left eye.

Too bad it’s fake. If it was real, he wouldn’t be in this mess.

I crawl along the rooftop, scanning for any hint of life. Most of this area has been abandoned. Brick houses and busted street lights. The only hint of life is a rowdy generator that buzzes and kicks, feeding electricity to an old television set—the tall, slim kind that nobody’s used for years because screens in walls and windows are more pleasing to the eye, especially when not in use.

A blur of movement below catches my attention. Is that him? My vision zooms in, cropping out the broken glass windows of the nearby apartment complexes and the half-naked man trying to take a shower, and I focus solely on my suspect.

He has short brown hair. His back’s to me, so I can’t see his face. But he’s talking to somebody else, and that person wears glasses.

I resist the urge to snort. Glasses? Augmentation would make their vision ten times better. No one wears glasses now. It’s not trendy. Not...

Pretty.

Besides, glasses are reflective. They betray the other speaker. I just need to look a little closer at the reflection in their polycarbonate lenses... I tighten my fingers on the edge of the asphalt shingles and spread my feet, adjusting my balance. No need to fall from the roof due to faulty perception. That would be stupidity on my part, and I doubt my dear president would treat me as fondly if I botched this mission because of terrible balance.

Once I’m sure I won’t fall, I look closer. There is a reflection in those glasses, and though I can’t see my suspect’s eye color, I do see the pinpoint of light reflecting off his implant.

Perfect. I’ve found my target.

I blink, allowing my augment to readjust so I can see wide angles, and then I concentrate on what I hear. My hearing implant isn’t as nice as my visual implant. Not as fine-tuned. If I have the volume high to hear private conversations, I have to be mindful that some idiot doesn’t go knocking over a metal can or something, because it’ll register as a painfully loud shriek, might damage my hearing, and worse, blow my cover.

But it’s a risk I have to take. President Koenigin sent me to get this man, and I won’t fail her. So I gradually increase the volume, mentally instructing the implant to focus on human voices. Bit by bit, a man’s voice comes through, and the augment tries hard to fade the sound of the wind, the shuffling of feet, and the sound of my own boots scratching the roof.

“I told you,” the man says, “I haven’t been followed. I’m careful. No one knows I’m here.”

“Agnes—match voice recording,” I whisper. I should really get an internal communication implant so I don’t have to address my personal AI out loud all the time. She can talk to me in my head, but I can’t talk to her.

Maybe I should request one of those augmentations next.

Analyzing voice sample now, Agnes says, her voice comforting.

I hold my breath. It’ll only take a moment, but that moment feels like eternity.

The other man grunts. “Sure, sure. Hope you’re right.” He passes something crinkly to my suspect. “Try not to use it all in one go, okay? I ain’t made of money, and this stuff ain’t cheap.”

What’s he handing over? Drugs? Information chips? Food?

I lean a little bit further over the roof’s edge. It’s a smog-in-the-forecast day, same as every day. With my dark gray suit, I don’t have to worry about standing out. Especially not from this distance.

“I won’t,” my suspect promises. “Just... don’t tell anyone I was here, ’kay?”

“Long as you didn’t bring anyone, my lips are sealed.”

They separate, each going their different ways.

“Agnes...” I can’t risk losing him. “Any luck?”

Analysis eighty-seven percent complete.

Must be a busy day on the Network. Usually she’s faster than this.

I slink forward on the roof, thankful these houses are so close together that I don’t need to jump in order to cross from rooftop to rooftop. Means I’m quieter, and I’m less likely to alert my suspect to the fact I’m following him.

Still, something’s bugging me. Most meetings I’ve seen between informants usually end with some kind of passphrase. Something that lets other Progressionists know they’ve got each other’s backs, and they’re ready to do future business.

They feel like they have to rely on someone, so they choose other delusional misfits.

But if they had the augments, they could rely on technology, which is far more supportive, far more superior. It takes a special relationship to find a human or NEL—neurologically enhanced life form—you can trust.

Most are far from perfect.

Analysis complete. Match confirmed.

My heart skips a beat at the successful ID. I can’t let him slip away.

I have Agnes log the other guy’s face on file, and then I race across the rooftops, tracking my suspect. He’s moving faster now, as if he suspects he’s being followed. He heads into an alley and settles into a small nook. The package he received for his treachery, for his betrayal of confidential information, lays in his lap. He reaches his grimy fingers under the paper flaps. I hold my breath.

Is he really crazy enough to look at secret information here? Sure, we’re not exactly in busiest side of the city, but he’s well in the open—

He extracts a protein bar and ravages it in three bites.

Pitiful. To resort to selling information in return for food...

It’s times like these that I’m disappointed with humans. That I’m reminded of how stupidly reluctant Progressionists can be. If he’d go to Koenigin Corp and accept an augment, he could have everything he needs. He’d be on the Network. He’d be able to get a job anywhere that wants their workers enhanced—which is pretty much any place that isn’t run by a Progressionist. There’s no need for starvation. Koenigin provides to everybody. All they have to do is accept her gifts.

I guess it doesn’t really matter in the long run. He’ll still have to serve his time. If I nab him now, while he’s still hungry, he won’t have the strength to resist.

He’s only a man.

I stand, take a deep breath, and then leap from the building. The cold wind whistles past me, stinging my cheeks. I land on the ground with a loud thump, my skintight suit absorbing most of the impact. Once I register that I’m on solid ground—I don’t have one of those mind-speed enhancements—I dart across the street.

I skid to a halt in front of my target. He squawks, hurriedly stashing the rest of the protein bars into his coat pocket before I yank him from his feet, holding him so his head is above mine. It’s clear I am the one in charge.

He stares at me, his green eyes wide, his body shaking. I think... I think I smell his fear, though I never took the pheromone enhancement implant.

“You are under arrest for passing confidential information to corporate spies,” I say. “As an informant, if you are found guilty, your punishment will be swift.”

The man shakes his head. “You’ve got the wrong guy, I swear!”

“Keep silent,” I snap. “Talking is what got you into this mess.”

“But I—”

“Silence!” I swing my right hand up and grab his throat. Tiny needles embedded in the palm of my hand secrete venom into his blood stream. His eyes roll back. He falls limp, becoming obnoxiously heavier.

I grunt. I need to see if I can enhance my strength implants. My current ones are fine for taking in most people... up until the point those people decide to make themselves a dead weight. Granted, he’s not dead, but he might wish he was if he knew where I am taking him.

No one else is in the alley. I toss him over my shoulder. A few burger wrappers float down a soggy stream near the curb. Someone’s impromptu—and likely illegal—burn barrel sends a whiff of ashy newspaper to my nostrils.

Koenigin Corp would provide for them...

I sigh. It doesn’t matter. Convincing them to accept my dear president’s gifts is not my job. I simply bring in the people she requires, and she takes care of the rest.

Eventually, everyone will be augmented. They’ll be healthy. They’ll be as beautiful as President Koenigin and her workers.

As beautiful as me.

Eventually, they’ll understand how the Society for Natural Progression isn’t progressive at all.
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After a few miles of lugging my unconscious subject down back alleys where no one sees us, I’m relieved to finally reach the entrance to Koenigin Corp’s labs. The plain, gray metal door is set in a cracked brick wall. Unobtrusive, it keeps nosy spies from realizing it’s anything other than a warehouse door. I readjust the man over my shoulders, wrap my fingers around the handle, and pull. There’s a tiny mental beep in my head when the security features affirm that I’m permitted to enter, and then the door unlocks and rotates open.

Welcome, Viridian Huntress. Technician 5870 is expecting you. Please proceed to her station as soon as possible.

I smile. “Thanks, Agnes.” She’s a gentle AI, the reason I chose her voice to acknowledge me whenever I’m dealing with Koenigin tech, not just the Network.

You are most welcome. Have a good day.

“You, too.” I grin, forgetting for a moment how heavy this guy is for someone who’s starving. The door shuts behind me. Blue arrows flash in my vision, pointing me down the stairs toward the next landing, but I mentally shut off that function.

I already know where I’m going.

Several flights later, I come to B5, the fifth floor of the basement. Round bulbs inset into the walls cast a dim, yellow light along the hallway, meant for those who prefer night. Triangular patches of the path fall into shadow, but no part of the long corridor is dark enough to conceal anyone. The smell is persistently musty, like an old forest. No matter how hard the janitors try, they can’t remove the odor. Then again, they might not be trying as hard as they could. The musty odor is better than the solvents used down here, the chemical baths...

I shudder, readjusting the man uneasily to my other shoulder. This is the kind of place no one wants to be unless they’re only going to be here a few minutes. I take a left and hurry, my pace renewed despite my aching limbs. There are numerous doors in this hall, some with windows, some without. I’m careful not to look at the ones with windows—I’ve had nightmares from the few times I’ve escorted a condemned prisoner into one of those rooms.

Once I reach the end of the hall, I find station 5870.

A woman stands on the other side of an acrylic glass window. Her golden hair is wrapped into a loose bun. Her blue eyes have a white pupil, making them look like a wintery snow globe, and both of her arms are covered in a metallic substance, extra protection for when she assists the doctors in their laboratories.

The solvents they use are corrosive to flesh.

“Hello, Viridian,” Technician 5870 notes, her voice dull. She taps something on her computer screen and then examines the man on my shoulder. After a moment of staring at him, her eyes gathering what data they need, she nods curtly. “Good work,” she says, never quite looking me in the eye.

I force a smile. I’m pretty sure Agnes has more life in her than this woman.

“You can set him down now.”

I shrug the man off my shoulders, careful not to bump his head on the floor. He may be under arrest, but until he’s proven guilty, I won’t cause him additional injury.

No need to give the Progressionists a real reason to be mad at us.

“I’ll send a couple NEL to take him to the impression room,” 5870 says. “Do you have another job, or can you stand watch until they arrive?”

I blink. “The impression room?”

The technician stares at me, waiting for an answer.

“Yes... I can wait,” I say quickly. “This was the only job on my roster today.”

“Good. It should only take a few minutes.”

A few minutes...

I hope it’s just a few minutes, because I’m ready to get out of this pit. The fetid smell of mildew and chemicals, the cold chill that never leaves these halls because the technicians are constantly pumping in cold air—

I rub my arms. Though my suit keeps my body warm, it doesn’t repel the cold from its touch on my face. It’s always winter here. I prefer headquarters, where it’s more like spring.

“So...” I hope to break the silence from something other than the computer’s hum. “You said he’s going to the impression room?”

5870 doesn’t respond. She doesn’t even look at me. She’s already back in her own world, doing her required work.

I sigh. It’s hard to talk to anybody around here. I suppose they’re just doing their job, and they couldn’t really talk to me when I’m in the middle of a job, either, but it gets lonely. Still...

I sneak a glance at my prisoner. Drool runs from his lips, a side effect of the poison I used to knock him out. His short hair is in disarray.

Why is he being sent to the impression room?

I was certain my file said he was still waiting on a verdict, but if they’re taking him to the impression room, then his verdict has already been decided. They’ll scan his memories, get a good look at his mind before making sure it’s all installed on a chip in case they need something from his memories, and then they’ll wipe the slate clean.

I take a deep, nervous breath.

If he’s lucky, that’s all they’ll do. They can release his body into the city with a fresh start... a new identity. Augment and release. If he’s not so lucky, if he was a true enemy to the corporation and has criminal ties...

Nope. Not going to think about that.

That’s the process that gives me nightmares.

Thankfully, I don’t have to distract myself longer. A pair of orangutan NELs lumber around the corner. They each stop a few feet away from me. Both have metal implants running around their shoulders, ribs, and down their spine. Extra strength. One of them has an implant above his eye. Both have a vocal box protruding from their throats.

The one with the eye implant gestures a thick, orange finger toward my subject. “This the one?” His voice comes out as a metallic growl.

I nod. “Yeah.”

Without acknowledging me further, they waddle toward me, take the man by the shoulders and feet, and then proceed down the hall to the impression room.

The door slowly shuts behind them.

I shake my head. If only he had accepted augmentation, he wouldn’t have had to sell information for food.

He could have been happy.

I sigh and turn away, my heels heavy. Capturing criminals is a necessary part of Koenigin’s plans to make our city a better place—no, our world a better place—but what if there’s a better way to convince the Progressionists to accept our gifts?

What if there’s a way that doesn’t involve the impression room, or what comes after?
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I fiddle with my eye implant, looking left and right in my lush room, up and down at blinking dots. Every once in a while I have to fine-tune the implant, make sure it’s zooming in conjunction with my mental inputs. I end up nauseous if the device overcompensates and zooms in or out too fast.

After I finish the calibrations, I wander around my room, stretching my arms and legs to stay limber. The bed is a full-sized poster bed. Sheer blue curtains drape overhead, offering some semblance of privacy. A large window on the wall shows me whatever view I want to see of the city, and today I have it set to look over the downtown strip with its skyscrapers and pretty lights. A movie plays on one of the billboards, but I’m not worried about watching it, even if I could get sound. Every once in a while a commercial pops up over the window, advertising Koenigin Corp’s beauty products.

Technically, I could turn off the ads, but I let them stay. They remind me to keep doing my job and, one day, this world will be a better place. Beautiful.

A soft buzzer sounds at the door. I pause in the middle of reaching my fingers to the ceiling. “Agnes?”

President Koenigin is here to see you. Should I let her enter?

My eyes widen. President Koenigin? I quickly straighten my black robes. If I’d known she was coming, I would have worn something more colorful. Black is striking, but there are prettier options in my wardrobe. “Of course! Please let her in.”

As you wish, Viridian.

I smile brightly as the lock whirs. The door swings open. President Koenigin stands in the doorway, poised with her chin up and her shoulders back. She is, as always, gorgeous. Her long, wavy black hair has been pinned at the nape of her neck with a gold barrette. Her skin is pale, almost white, her lips as red as cherries, her cheeks rosy. Her eyes are bright blue. She wears no makeup, but she doesn’t need to. She has technology for that.

I quickly bow at the waist and gesture for her to enter. “To what do I owe the pleasure of this visit?”

President Koenigin laughs, her eyes twinkling. “You don’t need such formalities around me, Verdi.”

I pop back up and tap my fingers together self-consciously. “But you deserve them.”

My dear president chuckles. She sits on the edge of my bed, still poised gracefully. “Always so polite.” 

“That’s how you raised me,” I say, my heart skipping a beat. She took me in when one of ZiilTech’s innovations went from a well-planned product to a deadly virus. Koenigin managed to find a cure, but not before the damage was done. Not before it wiped out most of the lower city. But Koenigin had recently lost her own daughter, so she took a few of the orphans left from the plague and raised them herself. She ensured we were healthy. She ensured we were beautiful.

She smiles at me now. “I must have done well.”

Heat rushes to my cheeks. Everything I do, I do for her. I owe her my life. If it wasn’t for her, I’d be living in the streets, unaugmented, afraid of technology because of one company’s mistake. I might not be alive. I might never have received the vaccination which prevented further outbreaks.

“Thank you, President Koenigin.”

Though I long to call her mother, and though she raised me as her own, I don’t dare. She’s so much more, and I can’t delude myself into thinking she is as base as the parents who died on me, who refused to augment themselves against the virus. She is... President.

She straightens her knee-length skirt—a lovely forest green that shimmers under my bedroom’s bright lights. “Verdi, I came to say how proud I am of your recent accomplishments. You have brought in more of my corporation’s threats than any of the other huntresses, and I hope to see your work continue.”

I puff out my chest, pride flushing through me. She is always willing to acknowledge good work. “Thank you, President Koenigin.”

She claps her hands together, and then presses the tips of her fingers to her rosy lips. “As a reward, I would like you to accompany me to tonight’s board meeting. We will be discussing the future of Koenigin Corp’s operations, and hearing tonight’s matters might benefit you going forward.”

My jaw drops. “Seriously?”

She’s never invited me to the meetings before. I’ve only stood outside the room, keeping watch while a senior hunter or huntress accompanies her. The job is critical. If one of the members turns on her, we have to be ready at a moment’s notice. “I’d love to!” I bow again. “Thank you.”

Beyond the honor of being at the meetings, if the other board members get accustomed to seeing me with President Koenigin, they’ll begin to trust me. I’ll have their ear. Maybe, finally, it’s not what I do that will be important to them.

What I say will be important, too.

“Good.” President Koenigin nods. “Be ready in half an hour, and make sure you’re wearing your finest. Let’s use your debut to make a good impression, shall we?”

“Yes, President.” I smile, my stomach doing backflips.

I have to decide what to wear. It needs to be practical, but stylish. Strong, but not scary.

Beautiful?

Always.
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The board members sit in a semicircle, their faces in rapt attention on the giant screen beside me. They pay me no mind. Though a couple of them glanced my direction when they entered the room, they quickly lost interest. Did I choose the wrong outfit? Have I done something wrong? It’s as if I’m invisible, despite the care I took to do well. I made sure my light brown hair was brushed to a sheen and pulled back in a strict ponytail. I used a clasp with a pin shaped in the symbol for Koenigin Corp—a glossy red apple with a comb sticking out from behind it. My suit is layered with a dark blue tunic and belted with a broad, light blue belt. I instructed my eye implants to make my eyes a matching blue. I carry no weapons at my side, but there’s no need. My touch is dangerous enough.

But perhaps... perhaps I should have at least chosen a baton. Maybe that would have made me look more imposing. Maybe that would have helped me serve my president better—

She enters the room, her eyes briefly meeting mine in acknowledgement. “Thank you for coming.” Her heels click satisfactorily on the floor’s white tiles. She takes a seat below the giant screen and then rests her chin on her knuckles, a coy smile on her lips.

As always, she is beautiful.

She often tells me I am beautiful, too. But if that’s the case, why don’t I get at least get a second glance from the other board members? They seem almost... bored. Bored or calculating. They hardly care that I could dispose of them in under a minute.

I straighten my posture. I just have to keep looking strong. I’ll be ready when my time comes. I’ll be ready when someone finally wants to listen.

“First order of business...” President Koenigin examines her board members, even though the screen flickers and changes to a new image. I can’t see what the slide is from my position in the room’s corner, and neither can she. Instead, she uses one of her tech implants to control the slideshow. “The number of Progressionists is in decline. As you can see, the charts reveal that our philosophies and our sales are in the lead. More clients are coming to us to get their augments, and we should be able to draw crowds from other companies once they see the advantages our technology has to offer.”

A limber man with short black hair and scowling, purple eyes leans back in his chair, his legs stretched out before him. That’s Mr. Saito, the head of the marketing division. Though he was born here, his father was a well-known marketer from Japan. “We have had a spike in new civilian and corporate members, but there is no evidence to back Dr. Johnson’s claims that the conversions actually work. How many subjects have you re-released into the city?”

President Koenigin smiles. “Enough to be significant. They have accepted minor implants, and they’re convincing their friends to do the same. However, this only works with people who have already shown hesitance at remaining with the Progressionists.”

Mr. Saito sniffs. “Then why aren’t you targeting more of those people? You’re putting so much money into the experimental division that you’re selling my division short. I could do much more for you, President. I could have the unaugmented flocking here in droves. Just give me the funding, and give me the word. A small accident is all you need.”

I frown. An accident? An accident would be bad for us. An accident is what happened when ZiilTech’s cure turned deadly. An accident is what happened when some enterprising hacker decided to make the NEL sapient and created a class war.

We don’t need an accident.

Our president smiles, though. She has this under control. “Mr. Saito, you do well with what funding you already have. But the people who convert from your division are weak. They may still change their minds about the implants, and they rarely choose anything major.”

The screen flickers again. From Mr. Saito’s narrowed eyes, our president has proven her point with whatever data she revealed.

“This is why I rely on my huntresses to bring in those who are devoutly against technology,” she continues. “We can only weed out a few of these criminals at a time without arousing suspicion, but we begin by weakening their fear. The Progressionists are too afraid to take the next step, and they prevent others from accepting our gifts.”

Is the man I brought in earlier today one of those criminals? His file hadn’t mentioned anything of the sort, but there’s no other reason for him to be sent for an impression so soon after being apprehended.

Dr. Johnson nods appreciatively. Like everyone else in this room, she’s stunning. Her brown skin is flawless. Her black curls tightly frame her face, refusing to get in her eyes. Her fingers are silver in a glove that goes all the way up to her elbows, an augmentation similar to Technician 5870. The gloves allow her to interact with chemicals directly, no need for other protection. In some ways, I envy that protection. I have a suit made from the same silvery material, but it’s not as useful as having it directly applied. But I can’t use both that and my enhanced touch. The needles I use to apply toxins are incompatible.

No matter. Dr. Johnson is a technician. I am a huntress. I do not need the augments she has, even if she does look beautiful with them. Beautiful... and as deadly. The only people who use those gloves deal with corrosive chemicals and acids.
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