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Chapter 1


The sound of Helia’s pounding heart filled her ears. The tiny hairs on her neck stood at attention, receptors for danger. They helped Helia sense the slightest movement, protecting her from unwanted surprises. This was the first time she had been inside a Norm compound. Over the past few months, Helia studied every map available in the encampment. Despite her familiarity with every nook and cranny of the Norm territory, she couldn’t escape the sinking feeling of doubt. Could she trust their accuracy? Helia hugged the wall as she crept further. She was officially a mole. And she would be exterminated if discovered by the Department of Sanitation. Helia struggled to isolate the noises that swirled around her as she crept through the gloom. The sound, smell, and light could never be replicated in a simulation. Theory never worked as well as practical experience. It was challenging to translate two-dimensional layouts to physical walls that danced with shadows like the bonfires she longed for back home. The phantom shapes jutted out at her, and Helia flinched, showing her anxiety as she reacted to the attacking shadows. 

Helia felt ashamed of her fear. She was a trained Infiltrator sent on a mission to bring down the Norm compound. Phase one of the operation was to pose as a Norm herself and meet her inside contact. It was a fate she was born into; one she had been groomed to fulfill. Helia would have been considered quite beautiful by Norm standards. Her auburn hair flowed like a wild mane. Her slender body was that of a trained mercenary: long, lanky, sinewy muscle ready to attack if the occasion required. Just shy of her nineteenth birthday, Helia wore the typical garb of a childbearing Norm female. Some present, she thought to herself. The long, flowing skirt tugged at her skin and kept getting caught on the imperfections of the cold cement walls. She hated it, longing for her sleek battle suit concealed underneath.

Helia was an expert at Norm infiltration… in theory. By the end of her training, she could complete any of the simulations with her eyes closed. But things were different now. The simulations were just a game. Winning or losing was the extent of the danger. Now, on the inside, her life was at stake. People were counting on her to succeed. People she cared about. If Helia was discovered, everyone in her encampment would be in danger. The sparkling blue of Emily’s eyes seeped into Helia’s consciousness. Their tearful parting. Em’s unborn child. Helia knew the stakes. They formed a mass of apprehension that sat in the pit of her stomach. This was no game.

Helia was to arrive at a mutant-sympathetic establishment. She was equipped with a blade for close combat and a .22 caliber zip gun that held two shots if she needed them. Her fingertips were capped with wax with a small packet of Norm blood under each slender finger. She needed this, just in case she was stopped by a Department of Sanitation Officer or had to pass through a checkpoint that required Norm clearance. Helia was also equipped with a passport and enough currency of the Americas to last her a month. She longed to shed her dress and let her battle suit blanket her under the comfortable cover of the shadows. But Helia forced herself to straighten and walk with the loathsome swagger she had practiced. It was a sickening throwback to the conservative Norm world. The walk was the worst part of her training. The echoes of laughter from her fellow soldiers rang in her ears. Helia smiled at the memory. She hated it at the time. Now she longed for the company of her comrades, but she was alone. The destruction of cellular tech in the early days of the war had completely cut Helia off from her unit.

Passing through the long corridors of alleys, Helia tried to calm her nerves. Take deep breaths, she told herself. The stale air of the domed compound choked her. During her training, Helia was warned that she would need to adjust. She spent hours with Troy, her operator, pouring over lists of preparations. But they were just lists. She often daydreamed while listening to him drone on. Mostly thinking about the different ways she could end his life. But now her mind raced, trying to remember all those things Troy had made her repeat, hoping they were lodged somewhere in her subconscious. The thought of Troy was usually enough to make her blood boil, but now she’d welcome his monotonous voice. Helia looked up at the rounded sky of the Norm compound. The artificial glare of the sun bathed the city in a pallid light, but it lacked the unfiltered warmth she always found comforting back home. Helia had opposed a mid-day infiltration, but Troy convinced her that the city would be more susceptible to an intrusion during a shift change rather than at night when there was heavier security.

Helia emerged from the maze of alleyways. She paused, taking in the entirety of the Norm compound known as Cincuenta Yuno. As one of the wealthiest and most densely populated Norm compounds, it boasted over two million inhabitants, most of whom were Norms. Cincuenta Yuno controlled two-thirds of the total wealth of the Unified Americas. It had the broadest range of classes and was a melting pot for both Mules and Norms. Cincuenta Yuno was the ideal Norm compound to hit. If they could gain control, the rest of the Unified Americas would be considerably weakened — an advantage that would give all Freeborns a sorely needed edge in the ongoing war. Helia studied the street she was on. By digesting the surrounding landmarks, Helia quickly correlated the visual data with the maps stored in her photographic memory. She turned north and walked with purpose toward her destination. She didn’t want to stand out. Tourism was uncommon, and a look of uncertainty would draw the type of attention she wanted to avoid. 

Helia was already concerned that she would have difficulty blending in with the population. Unlike most of its inhabitants, her skin had been touched by the sun's rays. Cincuenta Yuno’s treated dome prevented the harmful agents hidden beneath the sun’s warm rays. The dulling of the sun had drained the color from the faces of its citizens. Every attempt was made to ensure Helia would blend in with the pallid masses. She had to avoid the sun during certain times of the day. Helia looked forward to the passing seasons that promised more freedom and dreaded those that would add to her confinement. The thought of the pre-war era lotions she was forced to lather on made her nauseous. Helia did everything she could to scrub herself free from the sticky saccharine syrup before her mission. But the substance was burned into her nasal cavity. When she licked the nervous perspiration off her lips, she could still taste the medicinal sweetness — as if the lotion had taken up permanent residence in her pores. Helia looked nervously at the pedestrians that littered the street. She tried to read their faces to see whether she stuck out as much as she felt.

The pedestrians of Cincuenta Yuno didn't pay particular attention to Helia. Once she was close enough to steal the eyes of any onlookers, Helia’s ears rang with jeering.

“That’s right. Keep moving, sister.”

“Find your own block; this one’s taken!” 

The onset of The Change affected women deeply. The ability to give birth to Norm babies became a commodity. Surrogate mothering became a business, one that had grown over the decades. If unable to birth a Norm child, most parents could browse catalogs or visit retail locations to choose a surrogate mother. However, freelancers emerged when surrogates realized greater profits could be had without big business taking a stake. It worked both ways. One could cruise the streets of Cincuenta Yuno and find a freelancer at a much cheaper rate, but there were more risks. To put a prospective investor’s mind at ease, freelancers would often carry some credentials. The irony wasn’t lost on Helia. In the Freelands, things weren’t much better for women. Women who didn’t have extraordinary powers were relegated to being concubines for the most powerful soldiers. They were applauded for doing their duty. Women of the Freelands and Cincuenta Yuno were bonded by the same oppression under the mantle of different propaganda. Helia’s mind meandered to the memory of the gentle kick of Em’s unborn. She so wanted to be happy for her. But Em’s pregnancy was the end of their future. Helia had extraordinary talents — it’s why she could remain a soldier. Emily wasn’t as lucky. The thought of Emily performing her duty with Troy made Helia’s veins course with anger. Helia quickly caught herself. She couldn’t let herself be distracted. A wandering mind was dangerous for a soldier. 

Helia kept running the gauntlet of threatening comments, not slowing her pace, lest she give herself away as an outsider. She heard the honks and hollers of passersby looking to make an investment. Helia navigated through the rows of angry, pale faces. She refocused on her mission. She was to arrive at Helena Tavern at twenty hundred hours. Helia was to rendezvous with Hector, a Norm bartender and the owner of the Freeland sympathetic establishment. By her estimates, it was close to sixteen hundred hours. Nonetheless, Helia thought it prudent to locate the establishment early. She briskly strolled through the streets, striding as confidently as possible toward her destination. Her eyes darted about, taking in every detail of the Norm compound.

The streets of Cincuenta Yuno were overcast. Ominous towers engulfed the city in premature darkness. The buildings were faceless monoliths. They stood at attention, guarding the streets below. The opaque veneer made it impossible to detect if any eyes were watching from within. Helia recalled the stories: citizens of Cincuenta Yuno would flock to these monoliths, where they spent day after day imprisoned, forced to perform menial activities that — despite their insignificance — were framed as “integral to the ongoing success of their society.” The brutalist architecture of gray jutting concrete further impressed upon Helia the notion of imprisonment. Cincuenta Yuno was consumed by a constant hum. Helia knew this to be their artificial climate. She would pass vents in the street that blew stale manufactured air into the domed bell jar. Helia had memorized the elaborate network of ducts that ran through Cincuenta Yuno like veins. Despite her eidetic memory, Helia obsessed over the maps. She traced her finger throughout the maze, wanting to learn every nuance of the complex duct system, imagining her passage through them. Helia knew that the ducts would be her only hope of escape if she were discovered.

Helia turned sharply onto the street where Helena Tavern was located. Her eyes darted across the faces of the Cincuenta Yuno pedestrians, looking for anyone suspicious. She wanted to be sure she wasn't being followed. Helia didn't see anything untoward, so she decided to rely on her other senses. She closed her eyes and took a deep breath, letting the stale air fill her nostrils. Helia’s talents included the ability to detect pheromones, allowing her to know when someone was frightened, aroused, enraged, or ready to attack. It was a wonderful defense mechanism, but not without its drawbacks. Of all her abilities, being able to tell when her fellow soldiers — or worse, her commanding officers — got ideas was the most difficult to navigate. With Emily, Helia found herself racked with guilt, having an unfair advantage in their relationship. A smile crossed Helia's lips as she remembered Emily's response to her confession. "I don't care. I have nothing to hide. I want you to know how I feel." It was so different than the cat-and-mouse game Helia had been accustomed to playing. Helia's lips tightened. Any memory of Emily was accompanied with a pang of remorse. She scolded herself for the distraction and lack of focus. She snapped back to the moment. Processing the information her nose had taken in, Helia was confident that no one in the immediate vicinity was on to her. She proceeded confidently down Leuctra Drive.

Leuctra Drive was a portal to another time. A forgotten alley that harkened back to the pre-war era. The buildings weren’t the uniform monoliths that towered over Cincuenta Yuno. It was a collage of architecture. The buildings were woven together. All different shapes and sizes, colorful and unique. Despite their vibrance, Helia could tell that these buildings were neglected by comparison. The sanitary coolness of the Norm towers would never abide the visible wear, filth, and signs of life. Helia knew she was in a Mule district.

Mules were the result of Mutant/Norm interbreeding. They were sterile and did not have as long a life expectancy as either Mutants or Norms. Helia's studies taught her that Mules were responsible for the majority of manual labor required to run Cincuenta Yuno. Norms tended to revile Mules. They considered them a servant class. Mules were provided segregated living quarters, which rejuvenated the pre-war districts. 

Mules didn’t possess any Mutant abilities, but they tended to be stronger than the average Norm. For this reason, Mules had a place in Norm society. They were not exiled like Mutants. They were not the enemy. They were not a threat. Norms employed Mules to perform labor that required physical strength or put the worker in significant physical danger. Mules were required to wear fluorescent orange jumpsuits that were standard government issue. They were not educated and were considered expendable by the Norms. Mules often suffered from substance abuse and had a high rate of suicide. The rendezvous in the Mule district was by design. There would be less Norm traffic, and Mules wouldn’t care who she was. The site was ideal for their purpose. It mitigated the mountain of risk that loomed over the operation.

Helia admired the character they had infused into their little alley of the Norm compound. The Mules compensated for the monotony of their existence by adding life to their surroundings. The storefronts were warmly decorated with relics from the pre-war era. Anything with an opaque surface was colorfully painted. Walls were bright and cheerful, while roofs tended to be deeper contrasting colors. Slogans like “Drink till you Drop” and “Feel Supa Walkin’ Down Leuctra” were posted in store windows to entice patronage from passersby. Helia was impressed by how the Mules created a feeling of warmth in the most impassive places. 

Helia counted the numbers of each building, stopping abruptly as she neared her destination. Helena’s Tavern was boarded up with a sign reading, “Closed by the Department of Sanitation.” Helia tried to suppress a gasp as she approached the quarantined establishment. Her heart began to race at the prospect of what it could mean to her mission. The Department of Sanitation must have discovered that it was a Freeland-sympathetic establishment. Helia forgot her training. She panicked. Her mission was compromised, and she was shaken by the uncertainty. Her training would have told her to stay on the move, remain composed, and find a safe spot to regroup. She knew that the compromised location may be under surveillance. She was right, although she didn’t know it yet. Eyes were watching Helena Tavern, and judging by Helia’s actions, they had just found what they had been looking for.

***

Francis had been on the Department of Sanitation force for just six months. He was a wide-eyed rookie who wanted to make a difference. He still had idealism. A pride that had him polishing the embossed Department of Sanitation emblem on his poly-carbonite armor after every shift. The clenched fist surrounded by a wheel had meant a lot to Francis. His father had worked for the Department of Sanitation, and his father’s father was an officer in the pre-war era. When Francis looked at the polished emblem, he imagined it was his fist. His might that kept the wheels of justice turning.

Like most rookies, Francis was relegated to beat duty. He would cruise the streets to ensure the freelancers were registered, not being abused, or not with child and continuing to work. The Norm future depended on a constant supply of Norm babies. After the horrible cloning experiments, surrogates had become the most reliable method of rearing Norm children. His mission was to protect Norms and ensure that any Mutie filth was exterminated. This surveillance assignment was his first chance to prove that he was Seeker material. Seekers were responsible for covert operations in the Freelands. They hunted down Mutie communities and “sanitized” them. The Mutie terror had to be eliminated. 

It was Francis’ first stakeout. A few weeks back, Helena Tavern had been busted for Mutant-sympathetic activities. The owner and bartender, Hector, had been brought in for interrogation — he didn’t survive. Under the duress of torture, Hector had confessed to his Mutie sympathies. Francis heard that Hector had a Mutie uncle or something to that effect. He was scheduled to meet an Infiltrator in the coming weeks. Thinking of Norms like Hector made Francis sick to his stomach. To sell out one’s own people for some idealistic Mutie propaganda was enough to make him puke.

Francis had been put on the op with his lazy partner, John. John had been on the force for the past ten years; he was a seasoned veteran. He was in his late thirties, and his jet-black hair had practically disappeared. He was overweight, and his polycarbonate armor creaked under his carriage. Francis wasn’t fond of John. He didn’t trust him. Anyone who wasn’t serious enough to keep in shape couldn’t be counted on in the line of fire. The department heads must have realized the same thing since John had never performed any Seeker duties and remained an officer. Francis listened to John gurgle as he snored, trying to stay as alert as possible while he watched Helena’s Tavern.

Francis decided he’d take on any co-conspirators himself. He wouldn’t wake up John and put his life in the hands of a bungling idiot. People like John should be exposed, not given a free ride. Francis wasn’t about to share his success. A win would help speed along his dream of becoming a Seeker. Francis eyed the tavern intently, wishing for something to happen. His glare dared anyone to give him an excuse to jump into action. From the corner of his eye, he caught a hint of movement. A young woman possibly in her mid-twenties approached. She was a vision of beauty — her auburn hair flowed past her shoulders. She wore the typical flowing skirt of a surrogate. The fabric still clung just enough to show off an athletic figure beneath. A drop of sweat trickled from his forehead to his lips, awakening him from his trance. 

The woman stopped. She looked lost. Her head swiveled, searching for something. Francis realized he should be watching Helena’s Tavern, but he couldn’t help himself. Francis had lost himself in the moment. He was disoriented. Scanning the area to regain his bearings, he realized that "Helena’s Tavern” framed the figure that had distracted him. Francis smiled to himself. Now Francis could watch the woman and the tavern at the same time. She had a beautiful face; a smooth sloping forehead that led to a button nose. Her eyes were big and wide. They glistened a bright hazel. Her lips twisted with confusion. Francis thought about getting out and asking if she needed help. She must have been lost. After all, what would a Norm woman be doing in a Mule district? Come to think of it, what would a Norm woman be doing standing in front of Helena’s Tavern, looking confused and distraught? His heart sank. She must have been their target. How could she be involved with any Mutie filth? His remorse was overtaken by a hot flash of anger. How could he let himself be deceived? He was going to make her pay. Make her pay for taking his attention away from his priority. Make her pay for conspiring with Mutie scum. Francis decided she wasn’t going to live to testify. He was going to take her out quickly. John was asleep, so there would be no witnesses. He’d plant a weapon on her to make it look necessary. He’d be a hero and be rewarded with a Seeker opportunity. Francis opened the door to the vehicle that was nestled into a narrow alley. His black armor blended into the shadows cast by the pre-war buildings, concealing the light from the slowly setting sun. He crept stealthily toward his unsuspecting target. The streets were silent as he focused on his prey. His mouth twisted into a bloodthirsty smile. He licked his lips in anticipation as he got closer, muscles coiling as he prepared to pounce. 

She doesn’t have a prayer, he thought to himself.

***

Helia couldn’t believe that Helena’s Tavern had been compromised. It was her only checkpoint. Without Hector, she didn’t know what she was going to do. It wasn’t part of the plan, and there was no backup. Her vulnerability surrounded her. She was exposed on all sides. She was going to have to return to camp. The mission was a failure. Helia looked up and down the street, hoping for a sign. She needed answers, some direction, a next step. Helia’s head raced with ideas. Maybe she didn’t have to flee. She could continue posing as a freelancer until an opportunity presented itself. She had enough money to last a month and all the necessary papers. Maybe she could lay low and blend in — at least for a while. The only difficulty was she couldn’t contact her operator for specifics. Mobile communications and networks had been taken down as part of the war measures. Social applications were dissolved. They proved too risky —factions could easily mobilize and launch an insurrection. Helia wasn’t even aware of her mission specifics. Hector had those details. Ops were never shared with an Infiltrator, lest they be discovered. Infiltrators could be replaced, but inside contacts could not. The ideas bombarded her: maybe she could make sympathetic connections; there had to be others in the Mule district. If Troy and Hector were in communication, there must be a way for her to get a message back to camp. Her thought process was interrupted by the minute hairs on her neck standing on end. There was movement behind her. Helia’s faculties were assaulted by the pheromones of rage.

Helia could feel her attacker closing in. She leaped into a cartwheel kick. Helia’s boot caught a surprised Francis in the chin — the crunch of his teeth shattering from the force rang in her ears. As she twisted in the air, her eyes met her victim. A Department of Sanitation officer. His body armor and gleaming emblem were all too familiar from her training. She landed and quickly leaped again, attempting another strike. Francis avoided the blow. Helia contorted without touching the ground, concentrating on gathering all the loose matter around her. Air particles, dust, sound, anything she could use. The vortex that engulfed the two combatants became silent. Debris drew toward her like a magnet. Francis lunged consumed with rage. He tried to time a tackle with her landing. As Helia touched the ground, she saw his attempt to overwhelm her with brute force. But Helia was calm in the face of her foe, who gnashed his broken teeth like a rabid animal. She felt the power of the loose matter gather into her, and with a deafening crack, she released it into his chest. The matter exploding into Francis hit him like a grenade and stopped his heart immediately. 

In the instant before his heart stopped, Francis realized that this was his first encounter with a Mutant. It would also be his last. Helia watched the expression of shock on his face. Her aim for the emblem of the Department of Sanitation was true, and she watched as his limbs convulsed in their death throes. Helia staggered. A matter blast always took so much out of her. It was like standing up too quickly. She was temporarily blinded by a bright light. Slowly the brightness ebbed away to reveal reality. 

She looked at her victim. It was her first Norm kill. She had done many simulations, but this was the first time she had killed someone. Helia felt nauseous. She didn’t know this man. He was just doing his job like she was. She felt a pang of guilt but quickly scolded herself for it. As Helia attempted to regain her composure, she felt a sudden sharp pain vibrate up her spine. She lost control of her limbs as she hit the ground, engulfed in darkness.

***

CRACK! 

The loud noise woke John from his slumber. Although John was a large man, he swiftly grabbed his taser and rolled out of the car into a crouch in one smooth motion. He peered over the hood of the car to assess the scene. He saw his partner sprawled awkwardly on the ground. John knew at first glance that Francis was dead. He had seen or been responsible for enough deaths during his tour of duty with the Department of Sanitation. John scanned his surroundings and saw that the killer seemed to be an unarmed freelancer. The melee had happened in front of Helena’s Tavern. John immediately concluded that the woman must be a Mutant. There was no other explanation for a Norm woman to be standing over the carcass of a Department of Sanitation officer. John cursed the rookie for not waking him. It could have saved his life. As a unit, they had a chance to apprehend a Mutant, but in single combat, it was unlikely. John knew that Francis didn’t like him. He knew that Francis thought he was a lazy and overweight embodiment of a pre-war law-enforcement stereotype. But John had been on the force for over ten years and knew a thing or two about staying alive. John was about to retreat and call in for assistance when he realized he had a shot at the Mutant. She was staggering and disoriented. John reacted quickly. Springing from his crouch behind his vehicle, he rolled over the hood and lunged at the woman. He only needed to get within five feet to immobilize her with his taser. As he landed in front of his vehicle, John fluidly aimed his taser and stuck the back of the neck of the unsuspecting Mutant. She stiffened and collapsed in convulsions.

John reevaluated the scene. He estimated that he had at least a couple of hours before the Mutant came to. It was only a guess. John had only witnessed a taser’s effect on rogue Norms and Mules. He’d never taken down a Mutant before. He wound up the taser and put it into his side holster. The taser was a weapon used by most street officers in the department. Most of the heavy artillery was reserved for the Seekers. The department had decided they didn't want their street officers armed with heavy artillery. The optics were bad. They didn’t want to give the impression that they were a military state ruled by force. That usually made the general population uneasy. It also ensured that street officers would take prisoners, which was always more valuable to the department. The interrogation techniques of the Department of Sanitation were renowned for their effectiveness, but it required live prisoners. 

Of course, the Department of Sanitation officers didn’t roam the streets of Cincuenta Yuno only armed with a taser. They did have concealed weaponry, but their use was discouraged. Months of inquiries and inquests would ensue if they used their more lethal weapons, not to mention the paperwork. The taser was the weapon of choice; it had a good range and only needed to slightly touch skin to send enough voltage through a victim’s body to take them down. They weren’t foolproof devices; they had been known to kill. But on the whole, they were an effective means of immobilization and detention.

John looked over at his ex-partner and sneered. He didn‘t want him dead, but he knew Francis would have been in complete shock if he were still alive and witnessed that John had done the very thing that had cost Francis his life. The shame would‘ve killed Francis, even if the Mutant didn’t. But John wasn’t without remorse for his lost partner. Francis was young. He had aspirations and drive; a bright future. But it was also his youth and enthusiasm that made him a risk. He acted without thinking. A combination that endangered himself and his colleagues. It was the cause of his death. The Department of Sanitation training did what it could to stamp out the behavior. Francis should’ve followed his training and woken his partner. John’s veteran eye could’ve assessed the situation and given them a plan of action that would’ve made them heroes. Instead, the Department had lost an officer in the line of duty — something rare. 

John shook his head and looked at the collapsed Mutant woman on the ground. On the one hand, her capture would make him a hero, but on the other hand, losing a partner would make him a pariah. Losing a partner in the Department wasn’t taken lightly. It could ruin an officer. Teammates were supposed to protect their other halves. Even though Francis didn’t have the sense to wake John, John would still be scorned by his peers and commanding officers. This violated a sacred trust. Looking at Francis, John couldn’t choke back his contempt for his dead partner. The glory-grubbing bastard got himself killed and made John a failure in the process. John returned his gaze to the Mutant. His rage burned. She was the perfect target for his anger. He decided he would get his licks in before handing her over. Walking over to the Mutant, he grabbed a handful of her auburn hair. John pulled her head up and punched her. Seeing both the Mutant and Francis’ faces, he repeatedly punched until a clump of hair ripped out of his hand. The Mutant’s skull hit the street with a thud. John’s rage didn’t subside. His anger toward the situation consumed him. Consumed with blood lust, he was going to kill her with his bare hands, screw the consequences.

***

CRACK! 

The loud noise woke Ari. She peeled her face from a pool of her own vomit. She had passed out again after drinking too much. Ari skipped work that day. She did it as often as possible because Ari knew she wouldn’t be fired. After all, who else would do her job? It wasn’t like it was her career by choice. She didn’t have a choice. She was a Mule, born into a life of doing Norms’ dirty work. Ari had heard fables of Mules passing as Norms, using elaborate schemes of counterfeit eyes and blood. Ari was skeptical. She had never met a Mule who passed as a Norm, but maybe that was the point. She doubted they would reveal themselves to her, but if Ari didn’t see it, she didn’t believe it. That sort of thing wasn’t for her. All Ari wanted was to do her job and get trashed, which was fitting considering her line of work. Ari managed waste. She spent long hours in Cincuenta Yuno’s elaborate sewage systems. Her job was to ensure that the sewage didn’t bottleneck at any point. Ari was also responsible for monitoring the levels of harmful pollutants. She took various readings of sewage with a machine that performed calculations and stored the data. Ari would dock the device to the mainframe when she returned to the office to upload the statistics. She had heard it referred to as a “retro set-up” by some of the elder Mules, who spoke of a time when downloading or uploading (she always got those two confused) could be done from the comfort of one’s home. But Ari never knew differently. The fabled days of wireless connections and access to information were long outlawed by the Norm ruling class. Ari didn’t care about the readings, what they were for, or what the results were. She knew what she had to do, when to do it, and when it was over so she could go to the bar. Ari’s life began when she got to the bar. Or so she thought.

Since the closure of her favorite establishment, Helena’s Tavern, Ari often woke up in her current state. Hector, the owner, and bartender, usually put up with Ari enough that he would let her sleep off whatever damage she had done to herself in his office. The result wouldn’t be much different, but at least she was comfortable. Now that Helena’s Tavern had been shut down, Ari attempted to find a home at other Mule establishments. But none of the neighboring proprietors had the same patience for her. Ari had been banned from every liquor-serving Mule establishment in Cincuenta Yuno. The only remaining options for her to attempt were Norm bars. But Ari knew she couldn’t walk into one of those in her government-issued fluorescent orange jumpsuit. She would be laughed out — or worse — end up waking up on the street in her own pool of blood, which was much worse than vomit. The only way Ari could get into a Norm establishment was by those tricks of fake blood and eyes, and she just felt the effort wasn‘t worth it. Even if she wanted to, Ari wouldn’t know where to start, who to contact, or have the money to pull it off. So, she went to the local vendor, purchased her own liquor, and wandered the Mule district drinking by herself. It usually ended in an altercation with another Mule, or Ari would eventually just black out and wake up as she just did. Well, almost. Today was unusual. 

Bleary-eyed, Ari rose to her feet. She looked around to try and determine her coordinates. She was near her old watering hole, Helena’s Tavern. Ari couldn’t make out the noise’s exact point of origin. It had flooded her senses entirely. The noise still echoed in her head. Ari was agitated. Still drunk and cranky from being woken up, she wanted to teach the culprit to be more mindful of other people. Ari then had a thought. They had closed Helena's. Tearing it down seemed like a logical next step. It would explain the noise. Ari decided to investigate. If Helena's was being torn down, she wasn't sure how she'd take it: by solemnly paying final respects or by chaining herself to the building.

Ari rounded the corner. She stopped in her tracks. In front of Helena’s Tavern, a Department of Sanitation officer was brutally assaulting what appeared to be a Norm woman. The officer had the woman by her hair and was repeatedly punching her face. Her eyes had swollen shut, so the officer must have been working her over for a bit. He was going to kill her. Ari noticed another officer on the ground. His limbs were twisted unnaturally. He had to be dead. Ari began to creep closer, noticing that the dead officer's polycarbonate armor had collapsed around his chest. She had never seen anything do that to polycarbonate armor before. Ari jumped to the conclusion that the remaining live officer must have gone rogue. , or crazy from being the wrong corner of a love triangle. Or it was an insane psycho posing as an officer. The woman looked helpless and unarmed. She was going to be the next victim. Even if she was wrong, it was a good rationale for what Ari would do next. Plus, Ari never liked the Department of Sanitation and their officers.

Ari crept up behind the officer. He was so involved in his work that he had no idea Ari was there. She tapped him on the shoulder and he stiffened, motionless. The officer grabbed at his taser and began to spin around. Ari had been zapped in the past. She wasn’t interested in reliving the experience. Before he could complete his spin, Ari landed a crushing blow to his chin. The officer staggered, dropping his taser, as he tried to steady himself with his hands. Ari snatched up the weapon and fired up the voltage with a touch of a button. The officer regained his balance along with his bearings. A wave of realization passed his face. 

“Wait!” but Ari just smiled and slammed the taser against his face. The officer’s body writhed as the voltage coursed through him. He quickly lost consciousness and collapsed, landing with a resounding thud. Ari slipped the taser into the front pouch of her jumpsuit, deciding that it may come in handy down the road. Ari looked down at the woman who had been mercilessly beaten. She was still breathing, so she was alive, at least. That was a relief. Ari didn’t want to risk a Department of Sanitation interrogation on a corpse. She hoisted the woman over her shoulder and began walking toward her apartment. Ari would get her bandaged up before involving any additional authorities. She wasn’t entirely sure what had just transpired, and she was hoping that the woman could shed some light on the situation before she decided what to do next.
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