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      Next to Earth

      

      The sky was sick. Rain that reeked of sulphur and rot spattered against the glistening sidewalk. The grit covering the dark grey paving tile under foot was being washed away, revealing dark swirls of things that were burned before they could cool and harden in the semi-transparent paving stones. There was a shape between Rafe’s feet. From one angle it looked like a flower. From another it was a face. Eyes closed, lips parted, it reminded him of someone who was looking forward to an unveiling.

      The rare dawn light, golden through the cool drops, gave him pause as he considered what he was about to do, where he was about to send his mind. It was only the second time he’d seen the beautiful quality of that illumination. As for the crime, well, he’d broken into many places, there was nothing novel about that. A cart passed the alley opening to his right, the smell of dosa pancakes followed it, even though the cooktop and containers were covered. The memory of eating such exciting food was faint, but fresh enough to make him smile a little.

      The owner of the cart and other pedestrians paid him no mind. When they did notice him, they turned away quickly, pretending that they didn’t see him, which suited Rafe. He moved further down the alley, minding the defect in his mechanical knee, which gave him a limp when it got wet. Another thing I’ll get fixed when I get paid, he thought to himself.

      The dawn-shaded light took on its regular grey hue. It’s almost time. Squatting in the alley against the wall, Rafe pulled the worn, half millimetre thick warmer blanket from his pocket and wrapped it around himself. He felt like hiding. The void suit he wore covered his cybernetic limbs and his vital case torso well enough, but the right arm was left bare and there were holes in the material stretched over his left leg. He neglected to patch them, an airtight seal wasn’t necessary.  Only his head was vulnerable to the weather in the city. Rafe still wished he could afford a jacket and gloves to cover the bare metal limbs. His face still looked human, and he was one of the lucky cyborgs who could still grow hair, but the rest of him looked like it was put together in some robotic junk shop, made to have the shape of a human, but only so he could use the same equipment and wear most of the same protection as one.

      He pulled his blanket around himself so it formed a deep hood for his head to hide in then activated it. Warm, dry air stirred, and he sighed, enjoying the sensation of it on his ragged, drenched hair and skin. His throat was scratchy again, with a dull hurt where the flesh he was born with was joined with the synthetic system that connected it to the organs in the upper half of the vital case, his torso. The discomfort was another reminder that he wasn’t put together by caring hands.

      He tapped the back of his hand, bringing up a small, low resolution hologram that showed him his location - New Udalpur, the time - 06:58am, the regional alert level - Green, how much credit he had with the British Icon Bank - 9.50 Platinum Credits, and where the nearest high speed Maglon Enterprise Stellarnet wireless connection point was. It was three metres above him. The seconds passed, slowly rolling to seven in the morning local time. His teeth chattered. He pulled a Forma Nutrient Pellet from his chest pocket and popped it into his mouth. The little human flesh he had seemed to take forever to warm up sometimes, and chewing the rubbery, vanilla flavoured cube made his teeth stop misbehaving while the blanket did its work.

      He knew people passing by in the busy market street would see a figure in the dark, steam rising from a thin blanket, but no one would bother Rafe. His kind wasn't common in New Udalpur, and the heat blanket was a dead giveaway that there was a cyborg huddling there. He considered the city he was hiding in. New Udalpur was the first mega city founded by a human on a planet other than Earth. As the colonists began to build it billions were starving and dying on Earth. The colonists’ plan to resettle light years away started as the ecosystem was collapsing, and they left just in time to avoid getting stuck in a full-on nuclear war. Nearly a millennium later, the state of New Udalpur demonstrated that humanity, for the most part, hadn’t learned a thing.

      The population clung to the great city for the money they could make there, the level of technology competing companies could sell anyone with the platinum or credit, and the promise of unparalleled luxury. There were parts of the planet that were still eden-like, surrounded by conditioning systems that kept them pristine and serene. Then there were the ones who came to wait for the Sol System to reopen. They clogged the Stellarnet with appeal after appeal for Humankind’s home system to allow visitors and immigrants again. A year ago, they would be greeted with a bureaucratic wall that forced them to fill out numerous applications and take even more tests. That ended, and was replaced with a warning; All vessels approaching the Sol System will be destroyed. No entry is permitted.

      Few people knew why, some tried anyway and were never heard from again, and Rafe didn’t much care. He stayed in New Udalpur because there were twenty-eight million people there, and the Matrix access points allowed people like him to create as many fake accounts as he wanted. He could hide amongst the physical and digital mass of people, and remain perfectly anonymous.

      Finally warm, Rafe set the blanket to maintain thirty-five percent humidity and twenty-one degrees celsius. It was seven o’clock. The Maglon Enterprises Servers were resetting their New Udalpur Cyberscape. They were one of many companies that hosted millions of employees who went to work and spent their leisure time in a simulated world. Every three months it reset, clearing all the junk from temporary memory so it could start up fresh, nearly bug free.

      The honking of a hover car at the end of the alley drew his attention for a moment. It nearly struck a pair of pedestrians who were crossing. They were laughing, sharing an umbrella. The young woman’s expression drained of mirth as she noticed him. The pair walked on as he focused on the task at hand. For the last time, he considered the risks and rewards.

      I will be using, probably burning, access codes and programs written specifically for this kind of hack. I won’t have access to this facility after I use the ident I’ve stolen, and the chances of getting a new one that’ll work in this plant will be next to zero. On the other hand, I’ll be helping a crew get their people back from a place that uses humans as processing nodes. I’ll have an opportunity to set the whole company back a couple years on my way out, too. I could get caught. They could hook me up and use my brain as processing power until my personality and memories are overwritten and I’m gone forever. He remembered finding his father in just such a state after he’d been jacked in for two years, three months and two days. His body was alive, but there was nothing left of Mark Loden. Here I come, he thought with determination.

      With a few gestures he set the sensors seamlessly integrated into his shoulders, hands and feet to watch for anyone who intended to interfere with him. Rafe would be disconnected from the Matrix if they picked anything up. He shrugged deeper into the blanket and closed his eyes.
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      Maglon Local Simulation

      

      The connection to Maglon Enterprise’s servers hovered in the centre of Rafe’s mind’s eye as a slowly rotating ME and he activated it. A small computer installed into his head made to compensate for a brain injury that rendered his short-term memory non-existent provided him with an edge.

      The necessary cybernetic implant hid something that was far from legal in most places; a direct neural data connection that was so deep that his reaction times were instinctive. Sure, plenty of people had neural data ports, but they were surface mounted, minimally invasive implants. They gave the user faster reaction times and allowed them to experience virtual constructs as though they were real. It was the ultimate legal full-body experience.

      That was, unless you considered Rafe’s situation. His implant provided a broader, deeper connectivity that made his experience perfectly vivid. People who didn’t have his short term memory defect sometimes got a similar implant installed so they could react at speeds that paralleled the human nervous system, sometimes even surpassing it thanks to co-processors, of which Rafe had three. If he didn’t have a medical need for his system, he would have to hide the tech implanted in his brain.

      Rafe’s avatar appeared above New Udalpur, drifting amongst the clouds, looking down on it. The sun was out, the rain was gone, and the solar panels that normally dropped the population below into shadow were tilted up so they looked more like fins on tower tops than solar collectors. In this simulation, you could walk through the city in sunlight, unlike the real world, where the panels stole the light when the skies were free of rain. The system told him that the servers were still resetting. There were millions of people hovering above, counting the seconds until they could log back in. There were countless other servers providing private and interconnected virtual worlds. They provided workspaces, worlds for games, spectator spaces that made you feel like you were really attending concerts and sporting events, and every other kind of place where you could experience something like you were really there.

      One of the most common and crucial services the Maglon Enterprise servers provided was secure virtual workspace. They had so many, that they used the real city of New Udalpur as the template, which suited them well, since most of their clients were located there and had office space in the actual city.

      New Udalpur overwhelmed a continent, and in this version of it he could see the buildings, the streets, and the black water surrounding it clearly. There was no digital smog or cold rain to obscure the clutter of tall structures. Like a forest of trees that had forgotten their branches and leaves, the buildings had grown up in every elongated shape imaginable, some stretching above the rest to peek through the clouds.

      One side of the continent didn’t exist in the real world. It was host to the stranger, more severe looking structures that represented destinations that were off world but hosted by Maglon. The buildings stuck up like blades, spikes and rods with landing platforms and built in hangars. Many of their designs were based on structures that existed somewhere, and he had his eye on the Ogden Processing Incorporated building.

      It was the newest building on the continent, representing a place that existed sixty-three light years away. If it weren’t for a new advancement in technology and the distribution of nodes made by Haven Technologies that made zero latency communication possible over such distances, he wouldn’t have been able to reach that far with his mind.

      A warning from his proximity sensors prompted him to open his flesh-and-blood eyes. It was all right, everyone was still waiting to log in, keeping his connection open to the virtual world while watching the alley was near effortless. A thin, blonde young man was approaching, regarding him with an expression of sympathy. The rain struck his personal energy shield, sparking and popping quietly. Light from the hover cars on the street behind him turned that energy field into a kind of red halo.

      The young man brought a tall disposable cup to his lips, finished the hot drink, then carefully put it at Rafe’s feet. “I can see you’re far away. Maybe you can get something to eat when you come back,” he said, flipping his perfectly cut hair over his shoulder as he dropped several platinum pips into the cup. “Don’t get old out here while you’re living in the Cyberscape,” he said before turning away.

      Maybe Rafe did look old to the young man, who couldn’t have been more than twenty. His hair was darker, longer, and it hung in his face. He was also dirtier, and his clothes were a mess. In truth, they were roughly the same age, but there was no time to correct that misconception, so Rafe said; “Thanks.” It came out flat and mechanical, a side-effect of splitting his attention.

      When the boy was gone, Rafe pocketed the five platinum and tossed the cup further down the alley. It startled a pair of thin, grey furred rim weasels who started fighting over it an instant later. The last thing he needed was people coming by, dropping tokens and pips in a cup when he was on a job that would pay tens of thousands. Real platinum for real work. He closed his eyes and concentrated on the Cyberscape.

      Most crackers would have to check their inventory at that point. They’d make sure they had all the weapons, armour and tools that represented various commands and hopefully simulation-bending actions they could take in the virtual world. Then they’d check the security surrounding them so they could be sure the system couldn’t see that they were trying to smuggle illegal programs and items in with them.

      Rafe didn’t bother. He’d checked all that more times than he could count. He even ran several programs that showed him what he would look like to other users. He was using the identity he’d stolen days before. The stolen avatar was one point eight metres tall with brown hair. A casual looking human male who looked perfectly unassuming.

      The most important thing about the reprogramming he’d done to the avatar was that it was nearly impossible for any system to see anything that it was carrying. If someone scanned him, they’d detect the normal stuff - casual clothes, a defensive weapon, some anti-virus shielding along with a few harmless gadgets - but there would be no hint of anything illegal.

      The drives and secondary computer that most people who spent a lot of time in the matrix called their ‘cores,’ where they kept all their programs, or ‘tools,’ was built into Rafe’s chest. The small system was under a layer of armour, and connected to his brain using the synthetic nervous system that tied into his vagus nerve. It was one of the few things he installed himself. The implant was the only thing he’d ever stolen in the physical world other than his freedom.

      The sensations of Rafe’s physical body were gone again as he drifted, looking down on New Udalpur. It felt good to be in a Cyberscape. He was stuck there, in the local Matrix.

      “Hey, you make time in Local Friend Chat with me?” asked a male voice from his left. “I have Happy Hookah, we share. Party time.”

      That was a scam. It was going around. Users would hang out in a logon or waiting room like the one they were in and try to entice as many people as they could to follow them into a virtual hookah den. The Happy Hookah was a legitimate direct neural experience program. Players in the Cyberscape bought them for their friends so they could share a euphoric experience.

      Most people couldn’t afford the Happy Hookah on their own, so groups chipped in. If someone won one in a game, or earned one by questing for a couple dozen hours, they usually sold it or held onto it until they could get all their best friends together. No one ran around offering random people a puff on that virtual hookah just because they were just in the mood.

      Somehow scammers like the guy who approached Rafe often suckered half a dozen people at a time into joining them in a private virtual room. When they connected to the fake Happy Hookah program, the scammer could bypass their security and steal their currency along with anything in their inventory. They could even use a Hit Program that could burn their neural connection out, sometimes causing brain damage.

      If Rafe didn’t have anything better to do, he would lure the scammer onto neutral ground, or a place in a simulated world like the New Dream Universe, where he could waste him and take everything he could from the corpse before it disappeared. Instead he replied; “Gotta work. Got debt with Order of Eden, decades worth.”

      “Oh, you cool, no worries, bye,” the scammer said in a sympathetic voice.

      “Hey, there are a lot of honest ways to earn plat here. You don’t have to burn people for their stuff. Just do some comms work or something, you know, help people for tokens. You’ll make good money.” It never really worked, telling these scammers that there was a better way, but Rafe always tried when he had the chance.

      “No worries, bye,” the voice repeated irritably.

      It irked Rafe. If he saw the scammer again, he wouldn’t be as kind. It would have been a good day if he could burn his core out with a virus and take all his shit.

      There was a feeling then, a unique kind of eagerness that radiated upwards from the city. It was a signal to the users, telling them that the server would be online in seconds.

      The city’s lights came on. Rafe appeared in a spartan, clean one bedroom apartment. It belonged to the ident that he’d hacked, and wasn’t the cheapest housing available, but didn’t provide enough space for the user to stash all their gear for work and personal avatars. He opened the only closet, found a row of identical brown leather briefcases and a variety of safety jumpsuits, most of them white with a couple red ones on the end. He called a shuttle and quickly dressed in a white one. Okay, so I was right; this guy definitely doesn’t pay extra to have a leisure avatar in this simulation. Smart. I just hope he isn’t gaming somewhere else with a few coworkers. They might notice that his work avatar is busy while he’s actually somewhere else.

      The shuttle arrived and Rafe walked through the doors, suitcase in hand, featureless white jumpsuit catching the light. He stepped into the small ship, sat down, and he was on his way to work.

      The identification he borrowed belonged to Ivan Humperdink, an employee who was stupid enough to fall for his trap. He’d run his own scam, only his victim wouldn’t know that his identity was stolen for a few hours.

      The small ship flew into the hangar after a simulated transit time of fifteen seconds. The trip would have been much longer in the real world. Sections of the floor illuminated, directing the shuttle to its spot near the interior doors. A security guard dressed in silver plate armour met Rafe at the shuttle hatch. “Identify yourself and tell me your password.”

      “I am Ivan Humperdink,” he replied slowly and clearly. “Shine on the borderlands.”

      “Proceed. Welcome to the Gaia Three Submatrix,” the guard said with plastic pleasantness as he stepped aside.

      That was the first real test. Rafe only glimpsed over his shoulder long enough to see that no one else managed to make it in as early as he did. He had all the same privileges and permissions as the real Ivan Humperdink, who only showed up to his workplace in person a couple times a month. He pressed the button in the lift that would take him to the most secure area of the building; Biocore Processing.
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      I am Ivan Humperdink… sort of…

      

      “You in, Vagabond?” asked a voice in Rafe’s head. It was the client. He was using the handle Rafe’s fixer gave him. It was nice to deal with someone who understood that real names could be deadly even when you were using a neural comm connection. No matter how hard you tried to hide, there was always a chance someone was listening in.

      Rafe ran a check on the connection and saw that, as far as he could tell, it was secure. Moving through the halls of Ogden Processing’s building as fast as he could without triggering an alert, he replied. “I’m in. This simulation will freak out if I force it to let me move at my real speed. I’ve got to obey the laws of the program. You know; walk like a human in a hurry, which is just a little slow for me. Otherwise I’d be checking for your people already.”

      “Wait, you’re not just in, but you’re past the security? You’re getting close to Biocore Processing?” Frontman asked.

      “Yeah, where’d you think I’d be?”

      “You’ve been in there for forty-two seconds, man. I thought you’d be arriving, not eighty-four storeys up, about to get to the Biocore. Slow down, take your time, we just made atmosphere,” Frontman replied with a chuckle. He and his crew were really in Gaia Three airspace, making their way to the actual Ogden Processing Building there.

      “You guys are making sure that you do your security checks so the building doesn’t open fire on you as soon as you get in range, right?” Rafe asked.

      “Yeah, yeah, in a few seconds. Angel is getting to the login screen now,” Frontman replied. Rafe didn’t spend much time vetting them. His fixer did that, and he was starting to trust her. Besides, it was easy to see that her clients were pretty straight laced people most of the time.

      Frontman was really named John Fuller. Angel was his wife, Prudence Fuller, and they used to work for Pandem Security Services. Neither of them had a criminal record until the galaxy was shaken by a virus that rendered every artificial intelligence dangerous or extremely expensive to own. Their records after the fall of Pandem were spotty at best, and Rafe was certain that they had to do some things they weren’t proud of in order to survive over the chaotic years following the Fourth Fall of Man. They ran a ship called the Redeemer, and they lost four crewmembers to Ogden while they were taking liberty on Gaia Three. Their crewmates were captured by debt recovery agents when they visited a twenty-first century themed club called The Crisis Centre. Ogden Processing Incorporated bought their debts and had them attached to a Biocore Processing unit before Frontman, Angel or the rest of their crew knew what was going on.

      They took it personally, and the remaining crew of the Redeemer pooled their money and put a call out on the Undernet for a hacker who could get into the Gaia Three Matrix to help them free their crewmates. It took seven weeks to get a response. Niranda, a Fixer who helped Rafe when he first arrived in the city and promised to set him up with work, made the match between him and the crew of the Redeemer.

      Rafe almost turned the job down. There was a lot of work involved, and Niranda didn’t have any of the preparation done. Then she showed him the plea the Redeemer crew put out on the Undernet. Even though their identities were hidden, he could see a kind of familial loyalty that he’d never had. Then she told him that their people were taken by Ogden Processing, the same company that used his father until his brain was nothing more than an empty computing node. That cinched it, and he got to work, finding employees who would have the credentials he needed to get into the Biocore. He may not have been able to save his father, but he could help the crew of the Redeemer and do some damage.

      There were companies like Ogden Processing in New Udalpur, and Rafe hated all of them. “I’m at a secure terminal now,” he said as he entered Humperdink’s private virtual office next to the Biocore Processing entrance. If there was another avatar in the room, they’d see Humperdink typing at his computer. It was a visual representation of the connection Rafe made with the servers, where he checked the Navnet system watching the skies near the Ogden Building for the Redeemer and found it. “I’m giving you clearance to dock with the intake port on this floor. Your guys are here. I can see them connected to the life support systems out in the real world. The strange thing is that there’s no data connection from their processing node to the main servers.”

      “All four of them? They’re alive?” asked Frontman.

      “Yeah, alive,” Rafe replied, double checking their status.

      “Are they wiped? Are we too late, Vagabond?” Frontman asked.

      “I can’t tell from here. All I can see are their vitals, I’ll know more when I get access to the system they’re connected to,” Rafe replied.

      “Why did it sound like you weren’t sure of something?” Frontman asked.

      “It’s just weird. They’re part of a Bioprocessing Cluster that’s totally air gapped. Nothing for you guys to worry about. Come on in. I’m moving into the Biocore so I can disconnect them. I can’t do it from here.”

      “We’re coming. Wait, if they’re air gapped, how did you see their status?”

      “Medical scanners and remote sensors. Leave all the ‘how’ and ‘why’ shit to me, you just make sure you’re ready to run in and grab the people I free as soon as the door opens,” Rafe said as he left the office and moved down the hall as quickly as his avatar was allowed. “I hate the rules of this system. I’ll never understand why red flags will go up if I exceed the movement limit of this stupid avatar.”

      “It’s probably so security can track everyone through the system,” a woman’s voice said through the connection Rafe had with the Redeemer. “And, hi; I’m Angel. I just realized this is the first time I’ve actually spoken to you. It’s good to meet you, Vagabond.”

      “Hi. You’re right. It’s probably not a problem for most people who interface using a topical brain bud or skull jack. I guess they wouldn’t notice, considering their connection speed,” Rafe said as he watched the thick double doors part for him. The lights started coming on in the room beyond and he shook his head. “Confirmed. Your people are here. I see them. Good avatar auto generation here. The program is mirroring the real world and everything in it perfectly.”

      There were nine humans suspended on membrane beds that were made of thin, rubbery plastic material stretched between metal arms. They were connected to a central medical maintenance device through tubes leading to every orifice except their eyes and ears. A suit covered the rest, linking all their surface nerves to the machine. Thick cables that glowed rich, bright colours led to jacks in their heads. There was a pillar with high speed data storage and enough computing power to organise the work as the brains connected to it worked to complete a task that was still a mystery to Rafe. In the physical world that Frontman and his crew moved through, the cables wouldn’t be glowing, but the rest was the same.

      Rafe made a direct connection to the processing node the human workgroup was connected to and smiled. They were working on something special. The program in the node’s memory was archived as the human minds worked on some kind of modification for it. He guessed that as soon as they finished the program would be decrypted, the modifications would be applied, and it would run a test. Whatever software they were developing was a secret, otherwise it would be in the company’s main data storage.

      More important than any of that was the condition of the people connected to the processing node. “Your crewmembers are mostly intact. They will have about ninety-one percent of their memories, and it doesn’t look like they’ve been neurally evened out, so they’ll be emotionally intact. Well, as intact as anyone who has been connected to a machine that forces their brains to work like an organic computer can be. Extract the intubation and cut the rest of the cables as fast as you can, then run. Take all nine.”

      “So, you want us to take five more? Not just our people?” Frontman asked.

      “Yeah, you’ve got plenty of room, I’ve seen the schematics of your ship, there’s lots of space in the hold,” Rafe said as his avatar started typing at a terminal beside the door. He used Humperdink’s credentials to lock all the routes security could take to get to the Biocore. That wouldn’t hold for long against serious corporate soldiers, so he started using his own computer rig to line up a series of viruses that would force a lockdown once he activated them. “You won’t have trouble from the other people connected to the Biocores. They’re not criminals, just debtors.”

      “How are you forcing the system to release them?” Angel asked.

      “The same way I’m getting your guys out. I’m using this employee’s account to pay all their debts off. The asshole who ran this unit was well paid. Anyway, the system will release them and go into standby mode as soon as their debts are zeroed out.” With a final stroke at the terminal, it was done. The debts of the nine people were paid. Until someone took a closer look at the logs, or Humperdink noticed over sixty thousand platinum missing from his account, they would be treated like they’d served their time.

      “Yeah, I mean… yeah. Of course we’ll take all nine, but this isn’t going to be pretty. We might need a little more time to get them out,” Frontman said.

      The docking port down the hall from the Biocore Room irised open, and Rafe could see the Redeemer, a short ranged courier ship, line up and dock with a thump through the security scanners monitoring the physical version of the building. “Good. This is a complete nightmare. If I could free every mind here, I would, but I know that some of them are so pattern-worn that there’s nothing human about their greymatter except for an underserved amygdala. May as well be brain dead.”

      “But our people are okay?” Angel asked.

      Rafe could see that the crew of the Redeemer were rushing through the airlock in identical black vacsuits. None of them were their actual size or height. He would be surprised if this was their first robbery. “I said they’re fine. I’m talking about people on the lower floors.”

      Alarms went off throughout the building. Security was aware that there was a physical breach. As soon as Rafe saw one of the crewmembers of the Redeemer jam a prybar into the workings of the airlock, preventing it from closing, he activated a lockdown in the physical building. The Redeemer crew had a clear path between the airlock and the Biocore room that their crewmates were in.

      The next part made Rafe’s avatar grin. Humperdink had access to the research database for the whole company. He wasn’t just a work-a-day stooge, but part of the research and data review team. Rafe wrote a simple script that would use Humperdink’s account to update the studies and data that he had access to as if he was performing normal work, but it would enter random data instead. As that began executing on hundreds of thousands of documents, Rafe located the backups, ran a decryption program to crack the password, then started a recrystallization of the drives the backups were made on. When he was sure that was under way he copied a package of viruses to active memory and watched as they ran loose. They may not operate for long, but the antivirus software the company was running would lock every workstation and server down as the viruses and custom ransomware spread, stopping the company from operating for at least a few minutes, probably a few hours. The rest of the damage would be done by then, and the downtime would cost the company millions, maybe even a few billion.

      As a flourish that was more for his own enjoyment, he activated an animation for his digital persona to perform. His straight laced avatar pulled a pair of grenades out of his hip pockets, opened an access panel beneath the terminal, pulled the pins, tossed them inside, closed the panel then stepped away. A loud pop-pop! sounded and a curl of black smoke rose from the bulging terminal door.

      “My command and control interface just went dead,” Angel said as the crew of the Redeemer rushed into the room and started cutting the members of the Biocore free of their tubes and wires.

      “It’s protecting itself from the viruses I launched a few seconds ago. Don’t worry, just move,” Rafe replied. “Comms are about to go down, so I’ll see ya on the other side, good luck.”

      “What? You’re not covering us?” Frontman asked. Through the security system, Rafe could see the tallest figure in black look up as he threw one of the freed humans over his shoulder. That was him. Most people looked up when they were talking to someone they believed was in a computer system.

      “You’re covered,” Rafe replied flatly, taking a peek at the building’s operating system. It was about to fail utterly, starting with security. His ransomware hid the operation of thousands of viruses that forced a full lockdown, making it impossible to open any door that wasn’t already braced. All that was left was the air gapped system. “Connect a wireless capable computer to the data management system,” he told Angel.

      “No more extracurriculars,” Frontman replied. “Sorry, but we’ve gotta go.”

      “Don’t you want to know what those nine heads were developing? I’ll wipe the drives once I see what’s inside. Cost the company a few million plat,” Rafe countered.

      “Get us into more trouble, you mean. If you wipe that, they might…” Rafe couldn’t hear what Frontman said next.

      As predicted, communications in the building failed, which meant Rafe’s end of the connection was about to die. Frontman had one body over each shoulder and ran off along with five other burly men who were just as capable. Everyone from that Biocore was being carried to the Redeemer.

      To his surprise, Angel plugged a small wireless dongle into the data core all the humans were connected to, then stepped back, miming the act of washing her hands before she ran after her husband and the rest of the crew. Thank you. Now let’s see if I can take a souvenir. Rafe thought as his connection to the Gaia Three Submatrix started failing. He could feel the bandwidth lessening, and he reconnected to the communicator Angel plugged into the data core.

      There was a massive database file that he didn’t see before. It was too large to transfer in the time he had. The compressed file with complex digital rights management built in was still there. It prevented more than one copy at a time from existing, which suited his purposes. He downloaded it, knowing that the archive would delete the original the picosecond it finished uploading to him. The tether to the Gaia Three Simulated Environment, and the wireless connection to the cheap dongle failed as the building’s main communications system finally failed. To Rafe’s delight, his download was complete.
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      Rafe ran a short script that allowed him to perform a hard disconnect from the Maglon Enterprise Virtual Space. It was jarring.

      Normally there was a process that helped the user’s mind to gracefully switch between simulated experiences and reality. A hard disconnect skipped that process, leaving his mind on its own to make the transition.

      It felt like Rafe was tossed out of the Cyberscape, sent sprawling onto a concrete street outside. His real body flailed for a moment, then he fell over. His cheap emergency warming blanket slipped off his head with a crinkle. The scrape of his metal arm against the fine grain of the sidewalk, the dark brick of the wall, and the light of the alleyway seemed too vibrant. Even the clicking sounds of the vital case in his chest as it worked harder to deliver more blood to his head was too loud. He was surprised people didn’t look to see what the noise was as they passed the mouth of the alleyway. They wouldn’t of course. His senses were new to him again as he struggled to grasp reality.

      Those seconds of adjustment were horrific for some people, but Rafe had learned to enjoy the rush despite the discomfort. It was a high created from the merciless intensity of exaggerated life. The discomfort in his throat where his flesh was joined with the cybernetic vital case was a throbbing pain. He focused on the other senses; smelling old food, piss, and garbage. Taking in the texture of the old building’s red bricks and the loud colours of the people’s clothes as they passed by like slow, exotic birds. The noise of the city was a cacophony of humming hovercars that was joined by the bee like buzzing of a cleaning bot as it rushed past the alley. The murmur of people talking seemed to soften it all, but it was too garbled for him to pick out what they were saying. His hair tickled his face which was cool, out from under the blanket where crisp air caressed his skin. This was life unfiltered, and he wished that the rest of his body could feel it as powerfully as the sensations began to ebb. A moment later the experiences of the world were greatly lessened, turned down from their assailant pitch to a passive presence.

      Rafe picked himself up off the sidewalk and shook his head, equilibrium returning as he adjusted to being a cyborg again. What he’d done in the Cyberscape returned to the forefront of his thoughts. He felt no guilt over screwing Humperdink, hoping that the corporate functionary would run. That would be most likely. It would also make it easier for Ogden Processing to point the finger at their former employee.

      The rain had stopped, and the air was crisp, cool. “Whoa, that was a bad disconnect,” Rafe said to himself as he looked at his reflection in the rain-washed sidewalk. The dark, glassy surface made his face look colourless, older than his twenty-one years, but he recognized it as his own. That was lucky. Hard disconnects could cause face blindness among other things. It was still the only way to leave Humperdink’s avatar behind, frozen in place.

      A blonde dog walked into the alley and noticed him right away. Its tail wagged as it approached, and Rafe smiled at the friendly creature. “Nice to meet you too,” he said, offering his upturned hand. The dog sniffed the robotic palm then left its chin there as Rafe gave him a gentle scratch. He was careful, enjoying the low grade sensation of the fur on his fingertips. He could remember what it was like to pet a cat with real hands, to have it purr then sleep on his chest. It was a quiet boyhood memory that brought him comfort. It was the first time he’d met a friendly dog, and they were different. Instead of pondering how he whispered; “You probably spend half your time looking for friendly people, don’t you?”

      The pooch was a rare treat, especially when she rolled onto her back and looked up at him, tongue lolling out of the side of her mouth. “Oh, you want belly rubs, huh?” he asked, gingerly petting her chest and stomach.

      “Tatia! Get away from that Cold Boy!” her owner called from the end of the alley, leash in hand. She was upscale, dressed in clothing that didn’t make a lot of sense at street level - a skirt with shifting holographic frills and a colourful flared top that looked psychedelic with its fitful floral patterns - but it did mark her as someone with enough money to keep a real dog. “You were supposed to make boom-booms down there, not go looking for garbage!”

      “Please stop handling my mistresses’ property,” a large android in a bright green plastic suit said from behind her.

      Rafe raised his hands, wishing he could run off with the dog, partially to teach her owner a lesson, but mostly to appreciate the kind canine. “Sorry, I’m not looking for trouble, she just came to say hi.”

      “Why do they let cyborgs just walk around here?” the young woman asked no one in particular, disgusted, ignoring her dog as it padded over to her. She handed the leash to her guardian android. “You walk her the rest of the way. Give her a bath when her business is done, I don’t want anything from that Cold Boy on her.”

      “Yes, Ma’am,” the android replied stiffly as he affixed the end of the leash to the dog’s collar. “Come, Tatia.”

      It would have been a different encounter if Rafe had a body that wasn’t made of rough, industrial parts. They provided incredible strength and were more durable than anything biological, but anyone who so much as glimpsed him could see he was more machine than flesh. He wondered if she’d recognize him at all if he looked human from head to toe.

      Rafe didn’t move as he watched them leave. Who knew what could trigger the android’s defence mode while it was running basic software? It was still strange, seeing high end androids with basic, emotionless scripted responses. Secure artificial intelligence programs became expensive after the Fourth Fall, when a couple viruses turned complex artificial intelligences into murderers. There were guarantees when you bought a new artificial intelligence, the most important being that it wouldn’t be able to harm sentient biological beings. That was the most common promise, that new generation software was safe.

      The problem was that redeveloping artificial intelligence software all over again was costly, and that made it impossible for most people to buy them. When Rafe was young there were artificial intelligences everywhere. Most of them were programmed to treat humanity like their lords and masters. Computers had pleasant demeanors, they were predictive, able to learn from their users and make sure that what they wanted was there before it was requested.

      People didn’t have to buy basic artificial intelligences, they often came free with hardware. His mother was killed when the viruses turned those pleasant, efficient, helpful programs against humans. There were rumours that you could pay to have your name added to an exemption list so you wouldn’t be attacked, but Rafe never believed it.

      He considered the quality of the android defender who was reduced to dog walking and shook his head. There was so much potential in that humanoid mechanical body. If he met it alone he’d rip its central processing core out then take the wonderful remains to a chop shop. With an android body like that he’d look more like his favourite avatar. It would be amazing to have a body that looked human again in reality.

      He turned his left hand so it was palm up and summoned a projection of his Cyberscape Avatar. The alley felt stale, and it was the scene of a crime, so he got to his feet, barely taking his eyes off the hologram standing on his palm. Then he was on his way down Amblin Street. The few citizens who he passed along the way stepped aside as he walked. No one wanted to collide with an industrial grade cyborg rig. Only his perfectly human face gave the impression that he was a biological at all. His right arm was in human shape, but it had metallic silver skin. It was a gift from his patron, his Fixer.

      Being avoided was normal for Rafe, so he ignored the people around him unless they were in the way. Rafe politely walked around the few who didn’t notice him if they were directly in his path, not looking up from the figure standing in his hand.

      That was his point of fascination; his own ideal image, his avatar. Most people were fascinated by fashion, entertainers, sex, the pursuit of wealth, comfort or the perfect mate. He didn’t find those motivations interesting in the least, and didn’t understand people who would stop in the street when they saw a holographic advertisement featuring a beautiful being. It wasn’t like the average man could pursue a model, especially when there was little chance it was even real. Perhaps that’s why so many people spent more time in the Cyberscape, especially since instant interstellar communications went online.

      When he used his favourite avatar he went by the name of Scratch. Rafe dreamt of buying everything he needed to look like that in reality. He spent hours looking at cyborg bodies and androids that could be adapted so he could install his vital case and head into them. There were dozens of virtual configurations saved in Rafe’s personal data drive. Every part was labelled with the stores offering the best prices. He even had a file listing ruined worlds where he might be able to salvage whole intact bodies.

      Every minute of research was meant to help him become Scratch. Sadly, he couldn’t afford to make his Cyberscape avatar perfect either. It was still based on the human template, and the clothes were knockoffs of more adaptable and practical versions. Even still, the look was right. It was dressed in a slick black jacket with a high collar. The hair was still long, but clean and dark brown. The asian features of his own face were transposed there then enhanced a little. There was a white synthetic long sleeved shirt beneath the jacket that was stretchy, and it clung to him in a way he enjoyed when he was in sims. The trousers had the same thick, glossy look as his jacket. His boots were armoured, knee-high stompers that he looted from the New Dream Universe; an ever-expanding massively multiplayer game that was so real that some people only disconnected for a couple hours a day. He’d earned a pair of Ragemade Nine pistols along with a nice gun belt that criss-crossed his hips - his favourite weapon setup in the War Wrecked Deathmatch World. The Slag-A-Thon Tournament was the first online deathmatch event that he played after escaping captivity, and he placed fifth in his division, earning his avatar that deadly quickdraw holster and weapon setup. He’d never fired a weapon in real life, but wanted that pair of pistols and everything else his digital persona had. It wasn’t impossible, all that stuff existed in the real universe, but it would be expensive.

      The face of his avatar stared back at him with the same happy but weary expression that he supposed he must have. “One step closer,” Rafe said as he deactivated the cheap holoprojector built into his metal palm.

      Day was turning to night, and his reaction was voiced by another pedestrian as he passed; “God damned solar ceiling.”

      Rafe looked up in time to see the last of the light disappear as it was closed off. The rain was gone, which meant the solar panels mounted on the rooftops would turn from their vertical position to flat, blocking so much sunlight that the city of New Udalpur was submerged in late twilight. He wondered what it was like above the panels. It must be shiny, probably nice and bright.

      “Can’t wait to get off this Sol forsaken dirtball,” the objecting man said as he continued down the sidewalk in the opposite direction. Rafe shook his head and turned down another alleyway. He’d come to the edge of a high surveillance region, but he knew how to get around it. Half way down the narrow alley there was a door that led into an abandoned warehouse where thousands of squatters had moved in. It was Layertown, thirty-five levels of shanty shacks and sections partitioned with scrap metal walls. It was also home.

      Rafe leapt up to the fifth floor, where he grabbed onto a thick gap between two slabs of plastic cladding, then yanked, hurling himself up to the ninth. His metal hands reached through the window there, which was always open, and struck transparent metal. At the last instant, he grasped the sill, sparing himself an embarrassing fall. His eyes met a pair of mechanical ones that stared out of human sockets. “Wanted to catch you on your way to your place, Rafe,” Erda shouted so she could be heard through the pane.

      “You could have called,” Rafe said with a shrug.

      “So you could ignore another message? Nah, not a fan. I was wondering; could you give me a hand with the lift? I need some industrial power to get some crap the idiots on the eighth floor tossed down the shaft. The anti-grav down there is probably damaged too. You wouldn’t happen to know about fixing one, would you?”

      Erda knew Rafe grew up on starships and could fix practically every system aboard mid-ranged vessels, including anti-gravity machines. “Yeah, you get the parts and I’ll be there. Just, um, could you open the window?” He was being polite. It would have been easy for him to punch the transparent metal hard enough to break anything that was holding it closed.

      “Oh, yeah, sure. You promise to help out?” Erda asked, popping her gum. She was a short human who wore a loose jumpsuit. Her hair was pulled into small tails that ran down the centre of her blonde head. What happened to her eyes, Rafe couldn’t guess, but they’d been replaced with cybernetic ones that were probably better than the originals.

      “I promise, I just need to see Niranda first,” Rafe replied.

      “Okay,” she said, grinning, undoing the latch at the bottom of the window. “You getting some plat?”

      “Can’t say.” Rafe pushed the window open and pulled himself inside. The people moving down the broad hallway ahead paid him little mind.

      “Is that why you’re up so early?” Erda asked, looking up at him. “You had a job?”

      “I just felt like a stroll in the rain,” Rafe replied as he started down the corridor.

      “Fine, don’t tell me,” Erda sighed. “Just come back so we can have a working lift again. Oh, and there’s a toll that way. Make sure you have some pips on you.”

      The detritus on the hard floor made it clear that it probably hadn’t been washed in years, and the walls bore layers of graffiti. Some were gang related; warnings that told anyone who came in through that window that it was Bloody Afters territory. Theirs was just the last layer over several other symbols. They’d just overwritten the Shadow Star tags, and he was pretty sure that wouldn’t last long. Other graffiti was more interesting to Rafe, like one that he’d taken pictures of with a grimace-grinning face with a cable coming out the back of its head that said; FEEL THE BURN! in jagged letters around it. A sunset over a tropical island had been printed next to it, but it was slowly disappearing as less artistic minds added their primitive art, printing and spraying logos along with a selection of alien acts that might have been suggestive if he understood what the crude drawings were trying to accomplish.

      This was where he lived, the first place he’d settled in on his own. Regardless of the idiots who were always trying to steal from each other, and the random violence that took place thanks to gang members who thought owning territory on the massive floor was worth their time, he treasured his little corner of the place. He wondered if he should visit his spot, then decided he had enough pips on him to take care of any toll ahead, and moved on.

      Rafe walked as quickly as he could without bumping into the other residents. Some looked as poor as he did and wore old, durable clothing that someone else discarded. Most carried everything on their back because they couldn’t afford to pay the gangs for security. Then there were the rest, who carried guns, and wore coats with suits that would protect them from small arms fire. Most of them were gang members, while a few had such a deadly reputation that they were allowed to move through territory armed because trying to take their weapons away was more dangerous than having them walk around with them. Most of the people were simply residents who had regular jobs that didn’t pay enough for a real apartment, or they didn’t care where or how they lived in the real world. They were the ones Rafe saw least.

      What they earned was spent in the Cyberscape. They had the smallest but most secure homes. Rafe had helped Erda weld the metal walls around a few of them, and he’d cut into one after the resident died of dehydration. It was a cautionary tale he’d never forget.

      “Toll, asshole,” a voice called out from ahead as he reached the centre of the floor where the four main hallways met in the middle. There was a guard post set up there with a member of the Bloody Afters on watch. He gripped a stunner with a couple over-large batteries wired and taped to the back. If it was turned all the way up it would be enough to interfere with Rafe’s systems and stun his human brain.

      The Bloody Afters used red and yellow as their colours, and this gang member’s nearly shredded long coat had been sprayed with them hastily. His chest and leg armour was ill-fitted over an old environment suit that had a hole in the shoulder. It was typical mercenary hand-me-down fashion for the new gang.

      Rafe took two platinum pips from his pocket and dropped them onto the small table. “It’s five, Cold Boy,” the gang member spat, raising his weapon.

      If I’m not careful, this idiot will zap the crap outta me just because my industrial rig makes him shake. Rafe thought as he pulled the rest of the pips that he was given by the samaritan and dropped them onto the table, for a total of six. “That’s enough to buy a whole meal for a bio like you,” he said, adding one more to the pile. “Plus a tip, so you remember how generous I am.”

      “Generous, sure,” the gang member said, scooping the pips up and shoving them into his pocket. He fished the extra two out then and pushed them into some secret space inside his coat. “Go on.”

      Pushing his frustration aside, Rafe made his way across the building then leapt from the large open window at the other end of the hall. He caught the wall with a sure grip and climbed, leaping up as though he was in low gravity. There were advantages to having an industrial body. He activated his pressurised helmet as he reached the top of the sixty-three story building and ran across the top. The broad solar panels creaked overhead, still adjusting to the heat of the sun.

      He leapt from rooftop to rooftop, avoiding areas that were under surveillance. Small sky cars and spaceships moved between the buildings. These ones had high priority passes, and were allowed to travel above  street level, which is where he headed next.

      There was a perfect route to the corner of Lessin Avenue and Rexa Street, where he could drop down, down and down from the rooftops. His body was made to survive in high gravity environments, so he could drop and roll over twenty stories at a time if he was wearing his helmet, and he did. When he reached the last rooftop he was only a couple blocks from his destination.

      He always checked the sidewalk below before making a final drop. Crushing pedestrians wasn’t his idea of a good time. Rafe looked towards the intersection in time to see a teenager on a hoverboard heading towards a blind corner. There was no way she could see a hover bus coasting downhill at an incredible speed. He was certain that she’d be struck, especially since she looked unsteady on the board.

      Driven by instinct, Rafe jumped down, aiming for the middle of the intersection. The moment he landed Rafe activated the heavy stabilisation grips built into his feet, then drove spikes into the hard surface from his heels. The teenager collided with him, her eyes widening at the last minute. A little “oof!” sound drifted up to the external audio receiver in his helmet as he put one arm around her, turned away from the bus then reached out with his free hand.

      Rafe made contact with the bumper and gripped it. The sensors built into his mechanical body registered five point seven meganewtons. All the shock absorbers in his arm, torso, hip and left leg compressed. His inertial dampening systems compensated for the impact to his helmet, and it took superficial damage. He was fine.

      The bus was not. The bumper curled around him, followed by the front of the vehicle including the transparent metal front, enveloping him and the teen in a metal cocoon. The deafening sound of that collision was something he’d never forget as metal warped, broke and a hundred components that were once fitted together with great precision came apart.

      The silence that followed didn’t last. The intersection was filled with noise as Rafe bent and pried the ruined bus’s front end open. Onlookers watched and recorded the scene as the wreck was pushed away and it floated backwards before its hover drivers deactivated. It fell half a metre to the street. The thought that Rafe may have been damaged only crossed his mind briefly as he checked on the teen. “Are you alright? Is anything broken?”

      “It’s like I hit a wall, but I’m okay, I think,” she said as she stepped away from him. “Thank you.” Then her gaze turned to the bus and her eyes widened.

      “I just saw it about to happen from above. I was roof jumping, and…”

      She regarded him warily, as if realising just then that he was some kind of industrial cyborg. “Yeah.”

      Rafe deactivated his helmet. It only retracted on the left side. He tugged at the plates for a moment, failing to bend them back into shape so they’d slide down and gave up. She was still staring up at him, stunned, so he smiled at her, awkwardly. “Glad you’re okay.”

      She seemed relieved at seeing his face and said; “Thanks again. I never thought a Cold Boy would save my butt.” Then she was off, saying something else that he didn’t hear as she ran from the intersection roughly in the direction her board was sent flying.

      “A collision has occurred and another bus is enroute. Please carefully exit the vehicle and wait on the sidewalk,” an automated voice announced loudly.

      The third passenger to exit the middle doors marched towards Rafe, furious, his finger already wagging. “I’m going to be late for work, asshole!”

      “Stay out of the road, you Street Scrap!” another woman said from behind him.

      “Is everyone all right?” Rafe asked, looking for the driver. “Was there anyone in the front?”

      “Of course not, you idiot! It was automated!” a voice called from the crowd of passengers. They all looked fine, most likely protected by inertial dampeners.

      A whoop from a siren down the street warned that the police were about to arrive and Rafe ran for the alley, where he jumped, climbed, and jumped again until he was a block away. He found a thickly walled dumpster hanging on the fourteenth floor and watched the intersection.
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      As the police converged on the intersection, Rafe became more and more alarmed. Officers in sleek armour and white-gold helmets that gleamed clean scanned the area while a pair of Social Wellness Councillors interviewed the passengers. Drones the size of his hand hovered around them, recording everything they had to say while they used sensors to record more details about the scene.

      Since his body was stolen, Rafe’s encounters with police became increasingly negative. He’d been scanned more times than anyone could count by officers who were suspicious of his metal body. The fake job number he used when law enforcement asked about his construction was probably due to be replaced; it had been given out more than half a dozen times. All that scrutiny and suspicion came before he did anything wrong. As he watched the police officers supervise a few heavy lifters as they got ready to move the bus, Rafe was filled with an increasing feeling of dread. He didn’t know how many crimes they could charge him with, but one thing was certain; they’d remove any part of his body that they thought was dangerous if he was caught. For him, that was most of his rig. No law enforcement agency would let him keep arms that could punch through walls, or jump thirty metres straight up in normal gravity. They may even take his secondary computer, or reduce him to a head and a vital case.

      If there was evidence that could lead back to him, it would be found. It would be useful to law enforcement if the transit company wanted to press charges or the passengers wanted to pursue civil action. Maybe I’m being paranoid. I hope they understand that I couldn’t watch that girl get smeared. I hope they do, he thought to himself as he peeked over the lip of the dumpster.

      All that data collection wasn’t as worrying as what he suspected he’d find online, however. Fear made him hesitate, but there was no point in waiting any longer. Rafe logged onto the nearest uplink node so he could mentally browse through the various social media and local news sites, and he found what he was afraid of in seconds. There was a post on Live-Live, a social media stream that people typically shared life experiences on in short, boisterous video clips, by the young teen he saved. She’d used the hashtag; #coldboyhero.

      “Oh, no. Oh, no,” Rafe muttered to himself as he looked at the post with his mind’s eye. Grinning into the recorder, she held her hoverboard up. It had a sizable notch in the side, and she was pointing to it. “Major goof this morning; I nearly got hit by a big hoverbus. My board is a little banged, but all I’ve got is this little bruise, it barely hurts,” she pointed to one side of her jaw where there was a slight discolouration.

      “Start at the beginning, Sadie,” a young man said from behind her as he looked at the dent in her board.

      “Yeah, okay. I just got this deck the other day, and was drifting pretty well on it,” Sadie explained as she handed her hoverboard to the older teen. “But I started getting some speed going down Monda Street.”

      “Monda Street? That’s barely a hill,” a snickering voice said from out of frame.

      “Oh, shut up; I only started skating Tuesday,” Sadie said, shaking her head. “Anyway, I thought I’d have time to slow down because the intersection looked clear.”

      “You can’t see shit to the left there,” the older teen who was inspecting her board added.

      “Yeah, I know, because I started crossing and saw this huge bus, it was right on top of me before I noticed it,” Sadie said. “I thought I was already hit because I bashed into something. Then it was like the world exploded, and when it was all over there was this cold boy there. He stopped the bus and…”

      “What’s a cold boy?” asked the same out of view voice with a snicker.

      “It’s,  you know, I mean, you know what it is…” she hesitated for a moment before going on, “...a person who’s mostly mechanical, especially if their vitals are all artificial, and they look young because…” she hesitated again. “Maybe because they’re young? Or the cybernetics do something to them? I don’t know, it’s a cold boy, you get it, right? Can I just tell the rest of it?”

      “How did you know it was… one of those?”

      “He was all heavy duty, like he was made to lift ships and stuff, or like a loader droid, and I got to see his face. He looked young, about the same age as you,” Sadie said to the older teen inspecting her board. “Anyaway, my recorder was off because I’m not allowed to use a hoverboard. If anyone has video or holo of that crash, just use my tag if you post it because I want to see. I should be dead, I think. The crash looked bad, and I think everyone was okay, I didn’t stick around to take a good look. Now I wish I did. Ever since he saved me I feel like there’s no time like the present, like every minute could be your last. You never know what’s around the next corner, you gather?”

      “Yeah, I gather. Are you sure it wasn’t some android following a life preservation directive or something? Some parted together thing…” the older teen started.

      “I could tell. It was definitely human, and he looked a little scared, like the whole thing surprised him too. I’ve never seen an andie look scared,” Sadie replied, insistent. “Anyway, I don’t remember if I thanked him, so I hope you see this, Cold Boy. Thanks for saving me, you’re my hero and I want everyone to know it!” She ended it with an exaggerated; ‘Mwah!’

      The hashtag, #coldboyhero, led to footage taken by two people whose automated holographic recorders were on during the incident, and that was enough to make a three dimensional recreation. Another user cut the two files together into a slow-motion sequence then added a heroic orchestral theme and there were hundreds of comments within minutes. As he watched the comments section of the post, he saw that they were mostly positive, and they were multiplying quickly. “Oh, no, it’s gone viral,” Rafe muttered as he saw all the data flow through his mind.

      He wasn’t fully jacked into a virtual landscape, only connected to the Stellarnet, viewing streams of data with his awareness. Some of which he could see as though it was a vivid memory, and he was humbled by the number of positive comments he saw. Some of the first video reactions, where people recorded themselves watching footage of the accident so they could share their first responses to it, were enough to make him laugh, even tear up a little.

      One of the viewers watched the recording as a full-sized hologram. The feed was live, and he was standing in the middle of the intersection. The clean-cut, well dressed human opened his video by saying; “Hey, Flock! This is Henry Saint, and I’m here in my holo-chamber with your next viral virtual experience.” He looked around at the holographic intersection then noticed the bus speeding towards him. “That’s not good.” He started cringing and stepping aside. “Someone get hit? I don’t think I want to see this one, Gavin. You can stop it if someone goes splat, I’m not…” He jumped as Rafe’s holographic image came down, caught Sadie, and stopped the bus.

      Henry danced around, shouting; “Holy shit! Play that back! Was that real? Play that back! That was amazing! She’s okay?”

      “Yeah, she’s okay. He saved her. It’s the Cold Boy Hero guy,” Gavin said from out of frame.

      “Cold Boy Hero? Never heard of him, but I’ve gotta know everything!” Henry said as he watched the hologram playback in slow motion from inside the projection room.

      “It just happened a few minutes ago, I cut the angle data together,” the voice said from behind the recorder catching the media star’s response.

      “Good work, this is super slick,” he said as he watched Rafe catch Sadie again and paused it the moment his mechanical hand made contact with the bumper. “That guy has gotta be from some loading dock or ship repair place; look at his rig. But are we sure he’s a cyborg?”

      “Yeah, leaked scans are out; he’s human from the neck up, named Rafe Alvin. No address, no employment, and he looks like super rough Street Metal - no job but all the torque power of an industrial cyborg.”

      “You’re right, you need industrial hardware to survive that, and now that I look at him, yeah; he’s probably Street Metal, I mean his jumpsuit doesn’t even fit, so he probably can’t afford a new suit.” Henry considered the image again, looking at Rafe then shaking his head. “That bus was movin! Man, I’ve never heard of Street Metal saving anyone, but he’s way more than just some Cold Boy.” He looked directly into the recorder then. “I want to talk to you, man. On the record, right here in the city. Hell, I’ll settle for a meet in the Local Matrix. You name the time, the place, and I’ll pay to talk to you.”

      “Offer upgrades, that’s what that kind of Street Metal would go for,” said Gavin.

      “Yeah! I’ll set you up with one major upgrade, you name it. Just come talk to your pal Henry Saint, and I’ll hook you up because that’s what heroes get, and that’s what you are. No fakes or pretenders, either, folks; you know who you are. I want to meet the real Rafe.” The video ended after Henry looked back at the frozen scene and pretended to be startled by it one more time.

      Rafe checked the source of the post and he was at once elated and saddened. The social media star, Henry Saint, had just over half a billion followers. The post was less than a minute old and was up to three million views. “I really liked it here,” he sighed to himself.

      He closed his connection to the Stellarnet down and climbed up the side of the building, finding finger holds in cracks and grooves that no human digit could cling to. One block later, he was dropping down onto a landing platform that jutted out from his destination. With slumped shoulders, he walked through the door beside the hangar opening and came face to face with Jack. “Cold Boy Hero,” the larger cyborg said with a crooked grin that strained his metallic skin. He was similarly made, with heavy cyborg components, only some were armoured, older military-grade parts, especially his legs and spine. As far as Rafe knew, Jack’s only human part was his brain, and he was constantly upgrading. If anyone could be called Street Metal, it would be him; a man who was upgraded for combat and operated as a mercenary.

      “Yeah, I don’t know what to do now,” Rafe said, looking up at the cyborg, watching the amusement fade on his silver face.

      “You’re still in hiding? I mean, I thought Niranda was able to take care of that,” Jack said.

      “Captain Dawden isn’t someone who gets taken care of,” Rafe replied.

      “Well, if anyone can help, it’s Niranda. I’ve gotta say, that was some top notch heroism. If you pull a couple more of those, you might make us cyborgs popular,” Jack said.

      The possibility of getting caught by his old Captain was casting a dark shadow over Rafe’s mood as he responded with a distracted; “Uh-huh.”

      “Hey, we’ll take your trouble out, Kid, don’t worry,” Jack said, putting a hand on his shoulder. “Niranda’s pretty pleased. She was already up, waiting for word from the Redeemer, so you saving that girl was a nice surprise on top of a job well done. Maybe I should get out there and save a pedestrian from themself, I haven’t seen her grin like that in years.”

      Rafe followed Jack down the hallway. It was painted in light absorbing paint that made the space look more like a black void. If it weren’t for the white doors to either side, it would have been easy to get lost. Each doorway led to large Full Dive Dens, where people were guaranteed comfort, care and safety as they spent hours, sometimes days fully connected to virtual worlds using low latency, secure systems. It provided a perfect cover for some of the less legal activities of Niranda’s business.

      “So, she’s not pissed?” Rafe asked.

      Jack laughed. “Just go in, you’ll see.” He opened the door at the end of the hall for him.

      This was only the second time he’d been inside The Nest, an exclusive space where Niranda and the other Fixers who operated under her would meet people in person. He started walking inside and found Jack’s hand on his shoulder. “Oh, right, no scanners. Sorry, I forgot,” Rafe said as he unlocked the latch on his right index finger then gave it to the larger cyborg. It was dropped in a lock box that scanned Rafe. The secure storage cupboards looked more like mailboxes from period films where paper letters were delivered, but they were large enough to store most guns and the other things that were forbidden in The Nest.

      “Don’t worry about it. You’ll probably be allowed to keep that when you visit this place next time anyway. The Fixers know you now, not just the Boss. You’re gonna get more regular work now,” Jack whispered as he locked the small storage compartment.

      As Rafe stepped inside, he was nearly overwhelmed by the space again. There was a large oval tank with tropical fish inside in the middle that was as tall as the five metre ceiling. A view of the city through thick transparesteel dominated the wall opposite the main door. There were curved seating areas scattered across the room. Most of them had a table in the middle, but a few were like the one he spotted Niranda sitting in. She sat on a plush, high seat across from two curved sofas. There was a high end holo projection unit in the middle.

      Her hair was dark red and brown, and she was in an armoured coat with a heavy pistol in a holster on her leg. An armoured void suit was underneath. It looked like she was ready to go out on business. As soon as she noticed him, Niranda put her cup down and stood, gesturing for him to come over.

      His unease had nothing to do with how she looked, but with what he was sure he’d have to tell her. “Congratulations on finishing your first big job with us. Every Fixer here knows what you can do in the Cyberscape now. You’re not just a heavy cyborg. I’ve got your pay here, all twenty-five thousand. You can carry it away in cash or we can deposit it for you using a high security account. We’re linked to all the big banks who still believe in discretion, so you can make an account through our terminals.”

      “For free?” Rafe asked, wondering how long he could delay his bad news.

      “Absolutely, especially since your hacks were so clean. We don’t have to pay anyone to cover your tracks, everything is landing on your patsy, that Humperdink. He’s already been arrested and charged.”

      “So, you had people ready to cover my tracks and fix my mistakes?” Rafe asked.

      “Of course. It was your first big gig, so we wanted to make sure any screw ups couldn’t be tracked back to us. It’s only good business. Now that I know I won’t have to pay another hacker to go in and fix things, this is all yours. You’re on your own for the taxes, though.”

      “Okay, I’ll take it in cash,” he sighed, picking at the part of his helmet that wouldn’t fold back up and collapse into his shoulders. “I have some bad news, though. It looks like I have to go on the run again. I’m going to have to get off world today.”

      Niranda gestured for him to sit, saying; “Don’t worry, the seats here can take your weight. Why are you leaving us so soon?”

      Rafe was careful as he sat down on the sofa. Sitting didn’t give him more or less comfort. He even slept standing, but he guessed it would probably make Niranda more comfortable if she didn’t have to look up at him. “I just have to go.”

      “There are people after you,” Niranda said as a slender man took the metal currency case from her side and placed it beside Rafe. He opened the case, revealing stacks of rectangular platinum coins that glittered thanks to embedded diamond dust that shone blue and green. The slim, silent man whose head looked too narrow to be human dropped a counter into the case and it read; 25,000 United Core Worlds Currency Verified. It was more money than Rafe had ever seen in one place. The case was closed then and the gentleman moved off.

      “Trust me, I don’t want to go, but I screwed up.”

      “The incident this morning,” Niranda said, sitting back in her chair. “Saving that girl was a heroic act that gleams wise and pretty. You should be proud. I can make sure your helmet is repaired and your systems are checked. I’ll have it done for free if you let the Fixers tell a few of our clients that you work for us.”

      “I can’t. If Captain Dawden doesn’t know where I am now, then he will soon. The holo has gone viral,” Rafe said, realising then that his hand had come to settle on the case of coins.

      “Captain Dawden,” Niranda said as she gestured towards the holoprojector between them. A list of three captains with that name came up, and she selected the human one. “I’m guessing this is him. Wanted for piracy in five systems, one of which the Fixers operate in already. We could have law enforcement make him a high priority everywhere we do business. You could put a Watch and Report notice out for him for as much as a few hundred plat. It would translate into enough money for tens of thousands of newbie bounty hunters and a few bored pros to try to take the reward. They’ll go tracking after him like hungry Nafalli.”

      “I don’t want to get anyone killed,” Rafe said.

      “He’s that bad?” Niranda asked, turning the hologram off. “Listen, I knew I saw something special in you from the start. That’s why I started sending you out on salvages with Jack right away. Now I know I should have put you on Cyberscape jobs, because you knew what you were doing with Jack, but the work you did this morning was beautiful. Poetic code with a side of vengeance no one saw coming. I wouldn’t say you were completely professional, but your slashing and burning didn’t get in the way of the job, so no one’s darkening your skies. If I let you go without trying to make you safe and grateful, I’ll disappoint myself and every Fixer under me, because they want to offer you jobs too. You work this situation right and you’ll go from Cold Boy to Street Metal then straight to Fixer if you want. Stay. I’ll help.”

      Rafe was torn. If he told her that Captain Dawden still owned him, she could sell him back to his old master for a large pile of platinum. If he ran he might be able to find a new place to hide, one that could last more than a few months. “But you trade people too.”

      “Only after they betray us,” Niranda said. “Look at the Redeemer crew, for example. They’ve been ferrying and jobbing for the Fixers for a year and a half. When I saw that they got into trouble and didn’t come straight to us, I took their listing and got a whole stable of hackers lined up to make sure we could open Ogden’s door and get their people back before their memories were overwritten from one end to the other. You were the first one to get credentials that would make your end of the job possible. How did you do that, by the way?”

      “Humperdink was looking for another job, so I made a virtual construct that looked like a legit remote human resources office, borrowed the details from a couple companies to make a new corporation, then told him he had to show up to the interview using his professional avatar. He also had to bring identification from his current job to verify his recent employment history along with his citizenship and banking records so his signing bonus would be expedited if he got the job. He fell for it and I scanned him every way I could, including his inventory. He may have been a pretty bright scientist, but he wasn’t that smart otherwise,” Rafe explained. “So, you’re saying I only got the job because I was able to pick the most gullible employee from Ogden’s database?”

      “You make it sound easy. How many employees did you have to approach with that job offer?” Niranda asked.

      “Just Humperdink. I found him when I saw that he was looking for a new job using Workwise.”

      “Seriously? You just trolled social media?” she laughed.

      “Well, yeah,” Rafe shrugged. “It was my first instinct.”

      “Well, you beat out some of the best using human error. I don’t think anyone expected it. That’s another reason why we can’t lose you. You didn’t just find him, you got control of his life and used it to finish a job for us instead of ripping him off and running away. He probably had more money in his accounts than I paid you for helping the Redeemer crew.”

      Rafe nodded, aware for the first time that the thought had never occurred to him. “Well, yeah, but the chances of getting caught stealing from his accounts were about the same as raiding the Biocore, and I wanted to make that company hurt.”

      “There’s a story behind that. I think it’s time I hear it.” She looked at her bracelet then stood. “Stay right there. I have to go talk to Jonlun for a minute. When I get back, you’re going to tell me everything. How you became a cyborg, what brought you here, and everything else so I can figure out how to help you.”

      “Maybe you could have me and any recordings of my face along with my Ident wiped off the Stellarnet?” Rafe asked, aware that the chances of that were practically non-existent.

      “No, there aren’t enough hackers on the planet to do that,” she replied. “Besides, I think having you out in the open might work to your advantage.”
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      The Background

      

      A repair robot on three wheels approached Rafe. It had a round, low body and several appendages rising up from it like the branches of a dying plant. With a coarse beep, it announced that it was ready to perform repairs. A green light pointed at the side of his helmet that was too dented to fold down into his metal collar. “Go ahead, little guy,” Rafe said. At the invitation, an appendage with a scanning head moved in and began examining the damage more closely.

      “Hold still,” the robot said in a voice that reminded him of something small, like a bird or tiny cat. It used a high torque plier hand to start bending a plate back into shape.

      “Holding still,” Rafe said. There were things he liked about being difficult to damage, but repairs weren’t one of them. Sitting still, waiting for someone or something to straighten something out, weld a part, or replace a bit was boring. He could repair most of his own systems, but the sliding plates of his helmet were a little delicate to work on without detaching them. To do that he’d have to take his whole collarpiece off, and that was an ordeal in itself that involved mirrors and awkward angles. This time it was easier to let a repair bot take care of it, especially since he wouldn’t have to see his own neck, where human skin joined with grey, synthetic flesh that always looked dead to him.

      “This repair will take another three minutes. Please be still and patient,” the robot chirped.

      Rafe looked around the nerve centre of Niranda’s organisation without turning his head. “No problem.” There were people coming and going, ships slowly moving past the massive window as they left the hangar. These were Fixers and the people who worked for them. Most were mercenaries, as far as he could guess. Some were heavy cyborgs like Jack, who provided security and, well, he wasn’t sure what else, but most of them were heavily armed, so they weren’t delivering flowers or fast food, that was for sure.

      Then there were the others; some worked only in virtual constructs, others programmed in raw code, and they were thinner, mostly unarmed. Some of them appeared holographically in full scale so they could meet with the Fixers under Niranda. You could tell who they were by the small emitter discs that moved around on the floor, projecting their images in pretty realistic quality.

      A Fixer Rafe recognized from his last time in The Nest, Spiryo, was dressed fancifully in a suit with flaring sleeves and trousers with slits up the side. Despite his colourful attire he had a polished sidearm clipped to his belt buckle. He stopped a moment, regarding Rafe with a grin. “So glad to see you back. I just watched that daring rescue, and I have to say I’ve never seen such a wonderful random act. Are you willing to do bodyguard work? I have clients who would kill to have you on their teams.”

      “I don’t have much experience,” Rafe replied, trying to maintain eye contact as the man sat down without moving his head. “Actually, I’ve never done it.”

      “I’ll talk to Jack, maybe he can teach you the basics so you can pick up some work. You know, not many of our clients are attacked. The security provided is often visible enough to prevent any attempt at…” he was distracted then, and said; “One moment. I have to accept this call.”

      He tapped the back of his wrist and the full sized hologram of a man dressed in plain long robes, carrying some kind of long staff on his back appeared. “Spiryo, the Councillor is tucked in for the day. He wanted me to stay in his sitting room while he relaxed in the suite, but I sent someone from the next shift in.”

      “Will this be a problem, Liam?” Spiryo asked with a sigh.

      “Yes. He keeps trying to bait me into conversations about religion. This one likes to argue, and it could become a distraction. He also likes to use me as a conversation piece, putting me right in the middle of social situations that are getting in the way of my job. I’ll come back tomorrow if you like, but I’ll have to have a serious conversation with the Councillor that I’m sure won’t go well. Every time I make an objection to anything he tries to turn it into an argument. He enjoys it.”

      “Whoever I replace you with tomorrow will have the same problem,” Spiryo said. “Most of them don’t have the patience or diplomatic skills you do.”

      Liam closed his eyes and shook his head slowly before regarding his boss. “I want another man on his detail with me tomorrow. If I’m going to fend off his attempt at verbal jousting, then I need another pair of eyes and ears.”

      “He can afford it, it will be done. I wonder; you are usually exceptional at avoiding distraction and making it clear that you’ve been hired for security, not conversation. What is so special about the Councillor?”

      “If I try to wriggle out of a conversation and he notices, he stops everything and makes sure I engage him. Cutting things short always results in a shouting fit. How he was elected, I couldn’t tell you. Maybe his combative nature was key in shouting down his opponents,” Liam replied.

      “I’ll increase your rate. We’ll call it an idiot tax. He’s only visiting for another six days,” Spiryo replied.

      “As long as it's clear that I didn’t call so I could whine about him. He’s actually his own worst enemy. He started arguments with the concierge and the pilot last night, and that was before he started drinking. The only reason why he didn’t get into a physical altercation was because there were three of us to cool things down around him.”

      “So, there is a high chance that he starts real trouble you’ll have to take care of. I understand. I’ll add two more to his detail, use them however you like. Good luck.”

      “Thank you,” Liam said, ending the call.

      Spiryo sighed and shook his head at Rafe. “You see? There’s an endless need for security on this world. If Niranda doesn’t have anything planned for you, give me a call. I guarantee I’ll have you working within a day.”

      “Okay, thank you,” Rafe said as he watched the colourful Fixer leave.

      A group of Issyrians entered through the main door. One of them regarded him as he passed and his big soft green eyes narrowed for a moment. The fine cellia on his pale blue face rippled, then came together and swelled, smoothed to form a human face that matched his exactly. Rafe, astonished, laughed a little as he found himself sharing a smile with his identical twin.

      “Don’t tease the Metal,” one of his companions said, copying his face.

      “Yeah, it’s not polite,” another said as he did the same, but wore Rafe’s visage upside-down.

      “Stay still, please,” the bot said, tapping his armour.

      “Fine, sorry,” Rafe said. By the time he looked back, the Issyrians had moved on and relaxed back into their native form. They each had big yellow, green or blue oval eyes, thin lipped mouths, narrow nostrils and cellia so thick and fine that if you didn’t look closely, you would think it was skin. He heard that they could smell emotion, and a few could take any shape they could see or feel. It was the first time he’d seen their transformation skills for himself.

      The repairs went on for a few more minutes, and he started to examine the file he stole. It was a bonus item, in Cyberscape speak. He should offer it to his Fixer, especially since she was the one who set him up with that job, but the temptation to see what was inside for himself first was starting to get to him. There was a whole Bioprocessing Cluster working on it. That suggested importance, or value. Maybe it was a new custom artificial intelligence. It could be new navigational code, a secret virtual environment, or some other expensive proprietary program. It was certainly important enough for Ogden Processing to make sure that the archive couldn’t be duplicated. They also had it in an air gapped system, so no one from outside could access it directly. That meant it was important enough to keep secret.

      If he handed it over, he might never know what it was, or what it was worth. It could also be nothing of real value to anyone but the Ogden Company.

      Rafe created a virtual space on his secondary hard drive and copied the archive there. It ensured that only the new copy existed again. There was no stopping that. If he tried, he’d probably end up with no archive at all. Then he opened it. A file named ‘0086’ appeared for an instant then his virtual drive was empty.

      His logs revealed a copy command that sent a file of unknown size with no name to the south bridge chip in his brain, the one that made connections to systems outside his cranium. It moved from there to the north bridge, which was responsible for translating digital input, especially short term memories, into information his human brain could understand. It disappeared then. Searches for the file or any other new data revealed nothing. Whatever he opened was either hiding better than anything he’d ever seen or it had deleted itself. There was no way the program would be translated into a memory that made its way into his human brain. That wasn’t possible. His north bridge chip was designed to stop neural reprogramming.

      He checked for other files that may have been replaced, and looked at the list of programs that were currently running. He couldn’t find abnormal changes, and there were no unfamiliar programs operating.

      The whole thing happened in less than three seconds, but it was enough for him to look alarmed. “Are you all right?” Niranda asked as she approached.

      “That repair droid being a little rough?” Jack quipped with a smirk.

      The right side of his helmet finally retracted, the three sliding plates were properly bent back into shape. “Nothing, I mean, I’m okay.”

      “That’s the problem with people who have computers in their heads, you never know when they’re looking at porn while they’re talking to you,” Jack said with a mock sigh.

      “Oh, no, I mean, I’m not really interested in that stuff,” Rafe said, deeply embarrassed.

      “Jack, seriously,” Niranda said, rolling her eyes then taking a seat across from Rafe. “I’d say he looks more surprised than anything else. Maybe he just saw the news about All My Stars. It was just revealed that Galfaleen ate his baby nephew. They’ve been looking for that hatchling for two weeks.”

      “What’s All My Stars?” Rafe asked, a little alarmed.

      “Oh, you don’t know? It’s one of the most popular entertainment sims, a soap opera with all races of non-player characters wherein subscribers can become characters in the drama. They compete for rankings in devious, heroic, villainous, kind or generally dramatic behaviour. Viewers determine which characters gain ranking in the charts every week and there are rewards for the top hundred in every category that include in-scenario loot and real world plat. It’s a non-stop pantomime of ultra-reality with more storylines than anyone could weave on their own. I have a character in there, but I barely ever have time to play, so I’m more of a watcher now.”

      “And anything goes, but you can’t carry weapons or other unapproved props in. Since that sucks most of the fun out of it for me, I haven’t bothered to join in,” Jack added.

      “And there’s baby eating?” Rafe asked cautiously.

      “Oh, only fictional young ones, and it was from a nest of ninety-one hatchlings, but yes. Apparently Mergillians used to eat the newborns of their rivals if the nest wasn’t vigilantly guarded. It made super great drama for the show, as thousands of players tried to find out what happened to the hatchling,” Niranda said. “I’m afraid I’m just as susceptible to getting sucked into entertainment as anyone. Which brings me to you. I know I can trust you to work, but I want to know how you got here, and what you left behind. I can’t help you otherwise. What’s your story?”

      To Rafe, that was an overwhelming question. As far as he could recall, he hadn’t told anyone about himself in years. Since his escape he hadn’t taken the risk of sharing the fact that he was a runaway either. Until then it hadn’t been a real problem, few people in the slums asked, and if they did they knew to abandon their curiosity if the answer didn’t come easily.

      “Okay, how did you become mostly cybernetic? Can you tell me that?” Niranda asked more quietly.

      That was an answer he could give her. “I developed a problem with my short-term memory. I don’t really understand it, and my Aunt didn’t explain it well either. Something having to do with not being able to remember new things. She went to Captain Dawden for help and I didn’t think he’d help us, but then Lian told me the Captain found a way to pay for everything.”

      “Lian is your Aunt?” Niranda asked.

      “Oh, right, Lian’s her name,” Rafe said, finding it easier to tell her his story as he did so. “So, Lian told me that she made a deal with Captain Dawden that would cover the whole expense of fixing my memory, and he’d make sure it got done right away. It seemed too easy, and she didn’t want to give me any details, but I guess I agreed. I don’t actually remember. I do know that we had to get to a medical centre that was outside of British Alliance and the United Core World Authority territories though. Maybe that’s why I was uneasy.”

      “Oh, shit,” Jack said under his breath, turning away.

      Rafe pressed on, recounting the events leading up to the procedure without including how eager Lian seemed then. He’d never seen her that happy, and he noticed her making a point of saying goodbye to several of their crewmates when she thought he wasn’t looking. All those memories were jumbled. “We put in at Port Onner and they took me straight to their medical centre. When I woke up, my head was attached to the vital case I’m using now but nothing else. I was back aboard The Fossa, Captain Dawden’s ship, and they were putting a body together from old android parts, adding a cheap nerve weave so I could connect to the sensors that were already built in.” Rafe flexed his hands and felt the rudimentary sensations of them opening and closing. The memory of feeling a human hand with a range of sensation that far surpassed it brought on a momentary flash of anger. He tried to regard Niranda reassuringly. She seemed more saddened than he did and wanted to put her at ease. The thought that his story could make someone else so sad had never occurred to him. He even left out many of the more gruesome details.

      “I’m so sorry,” Niranda said, her voice thick with sorrow.

      “No, no, it’s not all bad. I always wondered what it would be like to have a lot of cybernetics. I mean, you can be almost indestructible, have senses that pure biologicals just can’t, so it’s not bad. Now I want upgrades, I wouldn’t go back to full bio, I mean, look at what I did today. I have the fastest interface built right into my head, and I reunited a crew. I even saved someone with this body. It doesn’t look like much, but there was almost no damage. I couldn’t do that if I were only human. It’s okay.”

      “No, it isn’t, they stole from you,” Jack said, offended, pointing as though Lian and the Captain were standing on the other side of the room. “They deserve to have the same done to them.”

      “My Aunt was just trying to get away. She traded my body to pay off the rest of her debt and for the chips in my head that fix my memory. I blame Captain Dawden the most. I found out that he’d done this before. Instead of paying tens of thousands of platinum to have his androids reprogrammed with safe artificial intelligences, he does this to people who he thinks he can control. I had a remote device in my vital case, so I had to work for him once they put this body together. He told me that I was working off the cost of my body, that I’d be free after a while, but he charged me for power when I recharged, space when I needed downtime, and data usage if I wanted to connect to the Stellarnet. It would have taken me decades to earn my way free.”

      “This shouldn’t happen to anyone,” Niranda said, starting to look more tense than sad.

      “Well, you’re right, but he really shouldn’t have done it to me especially. I can fix robots. I can repair any ship if you give me the right tools, even the wrong ones in a pinch. I grew up in space. There’s nothing I can’t fix, so when I spotted the meltdown device Captain Dawden installed on another one of his crew, I found out how to uninstall my own. It took me a couple weeks to get what I needed, then take the device out without his monitoring system detecting it, but I did. Then I got off the ship in one of the only hyperspace capable escape pods his ship had. I was gone and they couldn’t do a thing because I disabled their targeting systems with an E.M.P. grenade that I detonated using a timer. I didn’t even have to hurt anyone.” He was relieved as Niranda’s expression seemed more hopeful. “The hyper-pod took me here, where I knew there was a big city with a lot of surveillance gaps, a good place to hide while I made sense of everything. Maybe I could even get a few things done so I’d be impossible to find.”

      “So you could be free,” Niranda added with a little smile.

      “Free, and better than ever,” Rafe agreed. “I still don’t know why you gave me an arm to replace the one that was destroyed when I landed.”

      “Jack saw potential in you when he pulled you out of that pod, so I made sure you would remember who we were. It was a small thing to us, but enough to earn a little trust.”

      “It worked,” Rafe said, looking around for a moment. The large space was still busy with people coming and going and groups conversing in every corner. “I still don’t know a lot about what you actually do here. I mean, I’ve seen some things, but I feel like you do more.”

      “Fixers help people. We rarely do it for free; that’s important to remember. We prioritise individuals, not organisations like corporations or governments,” Niranda explained. “We’ll do work for them, but they pay the most, while individuals pay us much less for us to make connections and events happen for them. There’s more to it, but you’ll learn.”

      “She’s saying you’re in the right place, Rafe,” Jack added. “You can work your way into any body you want here, and the Fixers will have your back while you do it.”

      “It’s like a family, and my people are used to having a very big clan. After showing us what you can do, and that you have a heroic heart, I know I was right to invest in you.”

      “Welcome, brother,” Jack said, firmly pounding his shoulder with his fist. It made a satisfying clang.
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      Fixers

      

      Niranda must have intuited that Rafe had more questions. He was sure she could tell he was excited to join a group that helped people, even if it normally wasn’t for free, but she went on to outline a couple things that were important. “Fixers aren’t assassins. We don’t kill people unless it’s unavoidable. Clients don’t come to the Nests. Everyone here is either working for us, or a Fixer. We break the law when we must, but we always take the time to determine if there’s a legal way to finish a job or provide what our clients need without doing that. We value knowledge. Selling what we know is two thirds of our business. Keeping those rules in mind, the main goal of the Fixer organisation is to provide people with the things, access and services that they can pay for, and to force change at times.”

      There was a pause in conversation as Rafe watched a group of three Nafalli who were taller than he was walk past. They all had grey in their fur and had the strong, long physique the Tree Tribes were known for. The one walking at the lead looked at Niranda for a moment and nodded respectfully, his long furry snout exaggerating the gesture. They all looked like friendly dogs to Rafe, only upright, powerfully built and sometimes even furrier than he thought most canines were. He would never call them that, however, since calling a Nafalli a dog was a good way to start a fight. He returned his attention to Niranda and asked; “What do you mean when you say; ‘force change?’”

      “Let me give you a real example of something we just wrapped up in a nearby solar system,” she started. “A senator had a few thousand refugees landed in his most prosperous district. He needed them gone because they were about to gain the right to vote. They were against him since he’d been publicly trying to remove them since they dropped there. We demanded the top price for our help, and a bonus for the job’s completion. I won’t share the exact amount, but it was more than he could afford using his own pile of platinum, so he had to get the money somewhere else. I’ll get to that later.”

      “Oh, I heard about this,” Jack said, nodding, sitting on the sofa to Rafe’s right. “I was wondering if there was any fresh news.”

      “There is,” she told him, nodding patiently before turning back to Rafe and continuing the story. “We put a query out to all the Fixers in the network asking if there was a place where these people could be peacefully resettled, and wouldn’t you know it, we found a solar system that was taking everyone who could get there. They even had a minimum quality of life law that would ensure that new arrivals would have a roof, a meal or three a day, more clean water than they could drink and opportunities for work.”

      “Where’s that?” Rafe asked.

      “Far from here, you’ll probably hear about it eventually. Most people think it’s some kind of scam or tall tale and you’ll probably agree,” Niranda replied. “We checked, and it’s not, but we expect they’ll stop taking new people sometime in the next couple years. A lot of people are on their way there. The good news for us was that there were fewer than three thousand refugees and we have access to a limited number of fast transports. Once we diverted our ships to their world, a few of our diplomatic runners approached the refugees. After about a week, they were on their way off the planet. Meanwhile, a representative in the destination solar system was contacted and the refugees were given data packets with job applications, housing details, and information that would prepare them for life in their new home system, which I still can’t name because the results of this are too fresh.”

      “So, you moved the refugees for the senator, and they got a better life?”

      “For free,” Niranda said, nodding, grinning. “The refugees know who pushed them off, and the few who didn’t want to leave out of spite eventually got on a transport ship because we showed them that the Senator was about to face more trouble than he could handle. Word has come back from our agents at the destination, and they’re settling in like a Nafalli pup in his mum’s pouch.”

      “What’s going on with the Senator now?” Jack asked.

      “He got himself into trouble. Our representative took full payment, and took note of where the money came from. When the Senator’s opponents approached our agent asking if they could dig up dirt on him, we took another payment for a tip, pointing them towards the source of the funds. If our original client financed the removal of the refugees legally, he wouldn’t be in trouble, but he didn’t. We were paid using a fund that was reserved for infrastructure maintenance - stolen money - so he’s been removed from his seat and will probably serve several years in Longshadow Penitentiary. Every Fixer in this sector is pretty happy about that, since he was sponsoring a bill that would require everyone in his solar system to wear a tracking device. That bill will fail now. That whole adventure is a win for us, and it reinforces the real caveat when you hire a Fixer to manipulate politics or family.”

      “Watch what you pay for,” Jack said with a grin. Then, as though remembering a detail, he asked; “Wait, the solar system you sent the refugees to tracks people, don’t they?”

      “Passively,” Niranda nodded. “Their citizens are asked to wear personal computers that track them, but it’s for their own safety. Their identities, activities, vital details and personal histories aren’t exposed unless they are caught committing a crime, are in medical distress or in an area the general public isn’t allowed to go stomping around in, like a military base or wildlife haven. They don’t actually have to wear those devices, either. I could visit, rent a villa, and run around with no tracking devices on me. I would use one of their smaller armbands, though, because emergency response would be faster if I was in medical distress, or something from the jungle started chasing me.”

      “Do you actually trust them? I mean, governments who have access to all that information are always tempted, right?” Jack asked.

      “We’re looking into it. So far, they seem honest, but who knows how long that’ll last,” Niranda replied. She regarded Rafe then. “There are bright places in this galaxy, even after The Fall, even during the struggles for power that are happening all around us, and even while some people are standing on the backs of the poor, there are still good places and good people. I’m popular here because I’m trying to brighten this world.”

      There were few friends in Rafe’s life, but he’d seen so many people who were as poor as he was with fewer advantages. Most thugs left him alone because of his industrial rig. That wasn’t the case with most of the residents of Layertown, who were often harassed and robbed. “I live in Layertown,” he said, watching her expression grow sombre at the mention.

      “Right, I forgot about that. Memory of a Mud Guppy here. You should get out of there, maybe not go back,” Jack said. “Raids are going to start soon.”

      Niranda nodded. “Shadow Star had an arrangement with the law here. As long as the mayhem was kept to a minimum in Layertown and the rest of their territory, the law would leave them alone. Now the Bloody Afters are in charge, and they won’t talk to anyone, not even us. There’s space in this building. Can you afford to rent here now that you’ve been paid, or is that plat spoken for?”

      “How much is the rent?” Rafe asked. He was hopeful. Unlike most people, he wasn’t in debt to anyone except for his old Captain. What he had wouldn’t be enough to pay him off, but it was a lot of money nonetheless.

      “Five hundred a month for a small place that’s much bigger than Street Metal like us need,” Jack said. “I’ll even give you my old workbench.”

      “Oh, and it has an air-gapped safe with a new lock, that’s standard here. We like to build trust with superior security,” she said. “At five hundred a month, it’s not big. A small hygiene closet and two rooms.”

      It was better than he hoped. The same cost ten times as much everywhere else in the city. There was hardened security and hangar access amongst many other benefits in the building, all things that normally came at a high price. “Why so cheap?”

      “Well, you’ll have to agree to work for us, and that doesn’t include extra storage, space in the hangar or in the vehicle park beneath the building. You will also be kicked out if you’re at fault for any punchie-punchie or shootie-shootie inside these walls unless you’re asked to help with security,” Niranda replied.

      “Okay, but I have to go back to Layertown so I can help a friend there. She needs me to move some heavy stuff so she can fix the lift,” he said.

      “She can repair things?” Niranda asked.

      “Well, I’ll probably do most of the work, she’s not as experienced, but she’s good at figuring things out on her own. I mean, she avoids instruction manuals, which drives me crazy, but things run when she’s done,” he replied.

      “Bring her in, we’ll talk to her,” Niranda said.

      “This place needs every kind of mechanic and technician,” Jack added. “We send people out to the scrap drifts every week to see if they can’t get some of those old ships and whatever else running.”

      “What he’s not telling you is that several of the Fixers here own salvage companies. They’re always looking for mechanically minded people. That’s if Building Maintenance doesn’t scoop her up first,” Niranda said, getting ready to stand up with a glance at the small display on her wrist.

      “What about Layertown? There are a lot of people there who might get hurt if there are raids. They’re just trying to live their lives.”

      Niranda shook her head and kept her voice low. “That’s practically next door. If we got all our Street Metal and armoured mercenaries together, then took control, we’d be the criminals. Every Fixer who was involved along with our ‘mercs would have arrest warrants put out for them. Now, the local authorities aren’t stupid. Those warrants wouldn’t be executed if we paid them off in platinum or favours, but our whole organisation would be exposed and we’d lose the ability to choose our clients. The work I’ve been doing to improve conditions on this planet would start unravelling. I wish I could help, and maybe one of our Fixers can if they can earn trust with a senior member of the Bloody Afters, but that kind of thing takes time. We still don’t know where they came from. I’m sorry, Rafe.”

      “I understand. It’s like that old expression…” Rafe said, but he was cut off by Jack.

      “Don’t shit where you eat.” He seemed almost too pleased at saying it aloud as he nodded.

      “I wouldn’t put it that way, but you’re right,” Niranda said, rolling her eyes.

      It made sense to Rafe; the Fixers seemed like one of the shadowy organisations he used to see in spy dramas, and they never liked being openly involved with anything. “Okay, I’ll come back to the building when I’m finished fixing that elevator and tell my friend that there’s a place for her here.”

      “I’d go help, but I’ve got a thing,” Jack said.

      “Listen, do what you have to, but don’t take your time. Everyone’s on edge now that it looks like Shadow Star is about to go to war. This district could become a battle zone any second. Jack will show you to your new place, if you want it. I hope you move in,” Niranda said with an inviting smile.

      “I probably will, thank you,” Rafe told her. “Is there enough room in the safe for my money?” he asked in a whisper.

      “Plenty, let’s go, Fresh Metal,” Jack said, standing up.

      

      Rafe waited until they were in the elevator on their way to the apartments to say anything. There was so much to take in, but he soon realized that some of the basic facts about the Fixers and the world he was getting involved with were still unknown. As they exited the elevator and started down a hallway that was simple, brown, beige and clean, he whispered; “So, Niranda is the leader of the Fixers here?”

      Jack answered with equal secrecy, mimicking him a little. “She’s probably the favourite, but not the leader, no. They don’t let on about how that works. Some days I think they’re like a council, others it’s like one of them’s got the crown.”

      “But it’s like a well organised gang or something?” Rafe asked, still whispering despite Jack’s amusement.

      “I wouldn’t call it a gang.”

      “A group of spies, then?” Rafe asked.

      “It’s more like an organisation that changes depending on what you need, but for your purposes, they’re a job market. You look at the board, find something you can do well, and contact the Fixer. That’s unless they contact you first, then get every detail you can out of them before you agree. You’re new, so take whatever they offer as long as you don’t think you’ll screw it up. It took me a while to trust these people, but I saw that they like peaceful jobs more than anything. There are academics, scientists, negotiators, and more technicians than you could fit on this floor working for them. People like us - Street Metal, ex-military, and Hackers - we get the highest paying jobs when all the peaceable-like folks can’t do what needs done. The rest of the time we get security gigs where intimidation is more important than action. Well, you might get coding work, which makes you kinda special. You can do peaceful jobs and the other kind.”

      “But I’m not much of a fighter,” Rafe confessed, flexing his metal hand. “I’ve never hit anyone with this. I don’t even use this rig in Deathmatches. I use a human avatar.”

      “You don’t shoot?”

      “In the Real? No, I’ve never fired a gun outside of Cyberspace.”

      “You might want to change that. There’s a lot of plat waiting for you if you become real Street Metal. Here’s my ident. Call me if you ever want some training. For now, you should take a week off or something. Enjoy a little of the plat you brought in. Watch the job board, but don’t take anything. Just watch, learn about the kinds of work that normally comes in.” He stopped at a hatch that looked like it belonged on a starship rather than an apartment building.

      When it slid to the side, Rafe saw that it was five centimetres thick, running on a heavy metal track. It was as described, two simple rooms with a hygiene closet in one and a safe that was almost as large in another. “You can do whatever you want in here except store antimatter or other explosives like Xetima or something. I’ll bring my old workbench along sometime this week if you want. It’s not pretty, but it’ll stand up to a lot of punishment.”

      “I’ve never had to buy furniture,” Rafe said as he looked at the empty beige space.

      “Well, I sprayed the walls in my spot with display surfaces so I can program what I’m seeing whenever I want. It’s amazing how big a five by seven metre room can feel when you can program your walls to show you the stars, or the inside of a big warehouse, or an open field. Just don’t forget where the view ends and the walls begin. I’ve got extra display paint if you want to do your place up.”

      “Maybe later, thank you.” Rafe took a look at the safe. It was really the size of a closet, and the door was some kind of reinforced metal he’d only seen used in hull plating. The program interface was on the inside and he couldn’t detect a connection to any network. He put his credit case inside and laughed at how small it looked.

      “Gonna take a while to fill that,” Jack said, laughing along. “You sure you don’t want to dress the space up a bit? I forgot how bare these units are at first.”

      “I’ll be okay, I’ll be jacked in, so it won’t matter. Oh, how’s the connection speed here?”

      “They have five main nodes in the building because of the pod operation a few floors down. It’s one of the best places to jack in,” his guide replied.

      “This couldn’t have turned out better. What do you think the next job will be?” Rafe asked, hoping there would be enough work for him to keep paying for the place.

      “Like I said; go online, check the board, you’ll probably find ten Fixers waiting for someone like us,” Jack replied. “But take a break, you just finished a major full-dive caper. Cool down. Maybe visit the virtual  Nest, Niranda’s in there a lot. She’s probably already given you access, so find your way there by taking the same route you took to get here, only…”

      “In The Cyberscape,” Rafe nodded. He touched the connection pad to the safe’s lock in the back of the door and entered the lyrics of an ancient song - In-A-Gadda-Da-Vida - as the password along with a hundred and twenty eight randomly generated numbers that were locked in his memory. That would be enough to delay any code cracker who sat there trying to break in. After testing the code to make sure it would work when the safe was closed, he pushed it shut with a satisfying sound and listened to the locking mechanism click into place. “Oops, didn’t take any walking around money,” he said, opening the safe, taking a hundred platinum in smaller denominations, five hundred for rent, then closing it again. “So, who do I pay rent to?” he asked, offering the stack of five hundred platinum slips to Jack.

      He put his hands up and shook his head. “The slot at the end of the hall. It’ll recognize you and give you a spot to put those coins in. Don’t get any ideas about robbing it, though, people have tried and discovered that the coins get sent down a pipe. There’s a guarded collection point in the building somewhere. Good way to get kicked out.”

      “I’d never try to steal rent, especially since I’m having trouble finding any downside here,” Rafe said.

      “I’m not saying you would, just telling you everyone who’s tried got slagged,” Jack said. “Oh, and you can use the kiosk to convert real platinum slips to online Platinum Credit. There’s no charge here.”

      “No exchange fee?” Rafe asked, surprised. “I’ve never seen that before.”

      “Fixers like offering little perks that add up big. Makes us want to make ourselves available. Anyway, like I said, I’ve got a thing. Don’t be a stranger, I’m two doors down on the left.”

      Rafe looked where the armoured cyborg pointed and nodded. “Thanks. Just wondering, do you think I should link up with Henry Saint?”

      “The social media King of the City?”

      “Yeah, he made a video and asked to…”

      “Yeah, I saw it,” Jack said, thinking for a moment before he answered. “You know, send Niranda a message saying you want to arrange it if it feels right. She has experts she can use to make sure you don’t get screwed by that jackass.”

      “He offered me parts,” Rafe said, imagining the upgrades he could get out of the deal.

      “If he’s offering untampered parts in exchange for a little social media song-and-dance, then I’d go for it, but you should use some kinda consultant or something as a go-between. They’re better at that shit than we are. You never know what some big name like that could try. Oh, and do it quick, just in case your old Captain is burning his way here. May as well get something out of that social media guy before you have to lock down here.”

      “Right, okay, maybe I will,” Rafe said. Then Jack left, and he took a moment to look at every corner of the two rooms. A sustenance dispenser he didn’t notice before was set into one wall, and there was a pull-down bed in another that didn’t have a mattress, but the frame looked new. He let it fold back up, pretty sure he’d never use it.

      He made sure the safe was locked one more time, then put the six hundred platinum he’d taken out inside a compartment in his middle. Then Rafe left, setting the code to his door to the numerical representation of his mother’s DNA before heading to Layertown.
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      Cold Heart Case

      

      When the toll taker in the middle of the ninth floor of Layertown wasn’t where he ought to be, Rafe started to suspect that something was going on. Shadow Star always had at least a couple of people there, even when it was a free passage day. He continued on to Erda’s place, where she kept her tools, parts, and a small cot in the corner. He was always amazed at how she spent most of her space, her time and even a little money on keeping the ninth floor and a few other parts of the building running.

      They met because she spotted him, or at least his heavy duty cybernetics, and needed a broken down hover car moved out of one of the rooms. She didn’t bother trying to figure out how it got there, but the man who was squatting inside had died, his stuff had been stolen, and only the gutted form of the car remained.

      “Hey, Big Guy. I need your help. Come on,” was all she said, looking up at him when they first met. Without much else to do at the time, he followed. Weeks later, Erda told him how surprised she was when he shrugged and went along. He spent the afternoon breaking the car into smaller pieces while they both picked at the bones. They sold the few useful parts to the gang members who came to watch. The prices they got were lousy, but it was enough for them both to buy the essentials for a couple weeks.

      He convinced her to jack in a couple times. The experience he had when they played together in the New Dreams Universe was different, verging on weird.

      Instead of taking a trip to Planet War Wrecked for a Deathmatch, or a fantasy-themed space like The Brightlands, he followed her into a place called The Warren. His gunslinger style avatar was completely out of place, but she was some kind of upright predatory mammal with ears that turned whenever she picked up an intriguing sound. Practically everyone there had avatars that looked like they hopped, slithered or prowled out of the animal kingdom.

      He watched her choose the virtual landscape they’d visit, and before he knew it, they were on Planet Raud, a savage place where most humanoid species lived near the bottom of the food chain. Their avatars became Skauwn; great agile hunting beasts that looked a bit dog-like but had short fingers, long claws and incredible climbing abilities. Jumping from limb to limb was almost faster than sprinting on the ground, and for hours they wordlessly hunted prey, avoided greater carnivores, and explored the strange blue and red forest. Rafe enjoyed it and learned a couple of things about her. She was a good hunter and just as decisive in the simulation as she was in the real world. Sometimes she could get into trouble when she followed her curiosity, and he learned to keep watch while she led them into unknown territory.

      From then on Erda would come calling if there was something too big or heavy for her to tackle herself, or if there was too much repair work for her to handle. Her deal with whoever held Layertown was simple: she didn’t have to pay rent or any tolls as long as she kept the lifts and other major systems on the ninth floor working.

      Rafe earned the respect of the local gang members, and was starting to earn toll-free privileges when Shadow Star was pushed out by the Bloody Afters. The fighting didn’t happen on the ninth floor. After the shooting stopped on the floors above and below, the Bloody Afters emerged as the victors.

      They didn’t tell anyone who their leader was, or set new rules. Instead, they took up the same toll and rent rackets that the preceding gangs were running. It was as though someone told them how it all worked in detail before they got there.

      As Rafe turned the second to last corner on his way to Erda’s one room apartment, he started to hear the sounds of things being overturned and thrown around. Whenever someone died, didn’t pay rent, was absent too long, or crossed one of the gangs, their homes were invaded, their valuables were taken and whatever was left was often destroyed. He rounded the last corner at a run and saw Erda’s door open.

      Older tools and a small table with one broken leg were already in the hall. “Where is it, bitch? Where’s your stash! You haven’t been paying rent, so you’ve been putting all that extra plat somewhere!” a digital voice shouted angrily. It was modulated to sound low and powerful.

      Rafe ran the last few metres and stopped to stand at the doorway just in time to see a large woman looming over Erda, who was tiny in comparison. A gloved hand backhanded her, sending her backwards onto her small bed. “Please, I…” she saw Rafe then, and her cybernetic eyes went wide. “Stay out of it, Rafe! It’s okay.”

      There were four gang members in the hallway and another three in the room. Two were rooting through her things, while the other was standing over her. They all looked at him then, one raising an old pulse rifle. Rafe knew he could take several hits before it broke through his armour, but stayed in place nonetheless. “Yeah, Rafe, stay out of it,” one of the guys rummaging in the corner mimicked. His human face was surrounded by tarnished metal armour. His body had been replaced by an older human shaped android frame. The taunting grin stirred irritation in Rafe. He recalled a bully named Gerson who used to taunt him when he was a boy who used to look at him the same way. His reaction was anger, even rage, and he had to be pulled off young Gerson, who suffered a bloody nose. This time Rafe was only mildly irritated, but he wished there was fury, but that seemed far away.

      “Rafe? We haven’t met; I’m Lamia,” the woman looming over Erda said, looking over her shoulder at him. The whole bottom half of her face was mechanical, and she wore protective headgear that was made of transparent yellow and red metal to cover what was left of her natural flesh-and-bone head. Lamia’s mechanical smile seemed unnaturally gleeful. “Your friend here tried to tell us that she never has to pay a toll or rent. That is wrong.”

      “She pays by keeping this place running,” Rafe replied, surprised at how calm he sounded.

      Erda, who was on her bed, backed against the wall, nursing a cut on her cheekbone as it slowly seeped, kept him from acting with a look that warned him against action. Instead he tried to convince Lamia that she was telling the truth. “She’s been fixing things here for a year at least. Everyone likes her, so…”

      “You’re about to say other residents will turn on us if we hurt her?” Lamia said, still grinning. “Maybe I want to show them that I don’t give a shit. That everyone pays, everyone obeys, or I knock them out and sell their bodies for parts. How much do you think a girl with almost all her bits would go for?”

      “If she’s got all the rest, the digestive tract alone goes for nine kiloplat,” the gang member who took Rafe’s toll earlier said. “And she looks healthy.”

      “That’s way more than I owe you!” Erda protested, suddenly finding her determination. “You’ve been here a week. If you want me to pay rent, then fine. That’s one hundred fifty for the room, and I only owe you for one toll.”

      “What about all that rent you didn’t pay before we got here? How long have you been staying here for free?” Lamia asked.

      “Why would you get anything from before…” Erda’s protest was interrupted by a firm punch in the stomach. Before she finished her first bounce on the mattress, she was scrambling back into the corner.

      “I should be angry,” Rafe muttered to himself, feeling helpless as he watched.

      “Oh, don’t you do it, Cold Boy. I’ll blast you down,” said the Toll Taker, brandishing his overbuilt pistol.

      “You know,” Lamia said, looking over her shoulder at Rafe, then shaking her head at Erda. “Any friend of mine would jump in and fight for me. I get the feeling this pile of parts is your bestie, and he can’t do shit. I bet he’s running one of those cold heart vital cases that keep him nice and calm. I feel sorry for you, so I say triple would do it. Pay four fifty today and I won’t drag you down to the third floor.”

      “I don’t have that! No one here has that, that’s why we’re here,” Erda protested.

      Rafe’s mouth was opening with the intention of offering to pay when one of the rummagers pulled a box from a compartment hidden under her workbench and shook it. The rattle of coins filled the room. “I found her stash, boss!”

      “Give it here,” Lamia said, taking the box then grabbing Erda’s hand and pressing it to the top. A green light flashed on the front and it popped open. She dumped the contents onto the bed and looked at the pile of platinum slips, pips, and coins from other parts of the galaxy. “There’s enough here, plus a little more for my friends to divvy up.” The gang leader stepped away and gestured at the bed as she twisted and warped the lockbox. When it was thoroughly destroyed, she dropped it on the stained carpet. “Gather the coins and take her door. She won’t be allowed to have one until I say so.”

      Erda started to stand up on her bed, shouting; “That’s mine! Take what I owe, but…”

      Lamia punched her in the chest, sending her reeling against the wall, where she fell down. “You’re lucky we don’t scrape this room and take a piece of you on our way out. You’re like anyone else, little girl. No one needs an untrained repair lady who can’t reach the high places, especially when she’s a mouthy little shit like you.” Having given the final word, Lamia and her group of gangsters in rough yellow and red clothes departed with all of Erda’s savings.

      A moment later Rafe was at his friend’s side, scanning her with his index finger. There weren’t any major injuries, but there was plenty of bruising. “You’re okay, you’ll be okay,” he said, worried. “I can get you Repaxa down the street, you won’t even have a bruise.”

      “Just need to catch my breath,” she said reassuringly. “That gangster must have a T-frame and pretty high-end cybernetic arms.”

      “I’m sorry,” Rafe said as he knelt down at her bedside. “I’m so sorry I didn’t help.”

      “Why? It’s not your fault that they’re assholes,” Erda said. “God, sometimes I wish my parents didn’t go along with fashion when I was born.”

      “Huh?”

      “Girls that grew up to be short and cute were the fashion in the outer British Territories. I would give almost anything to be two metres tall, or big enough to make beating me up a lot more difficult,” Erda said. She tried to take a deep breath and winced. “Wait. You said you could get me recovery meds?” she asked in a whisper.

      “Yes, I can run out and be back in fifteen minutes,” Rafe replied, standing.

      “Wait, don’t spend all the plat you got on that job on me. I’ll be fine. I might need a bigger favour though. I either sleep with you watching the door tonight, or I’ll have to find another place to lay down,” Erda grumbled.

      Rafe leaned down close and whispered; “You can stay at my place. I just moved in a few blocks away. Then you can apply for a job with the Fixers. They say they need techs, maintenance workers, you know; skilled people. Oh, and the job I did this morning paid a lot. I could buy a case of Repaxa and I’d still have rent for nearly a year.”

      “I don’t know. I never went to school or anything, and the Fixers? I’ve seen a capture of their job board form a few months ago. There was a lot on there but nothing that looked like it involved maintenance. It looked more like gopher, protection, bounty hunting and spacer work. I haven’t been off-world since I was six.”

      “But,” Rafe struggled to say something that would convince her to leave without turning their conversation into an argument. A gang member nonchalantly used a noisy drill to unscrew her door hinges as another held it up. Then, without so much as a look at either Rafe or Erda, they took it away. “I have a door, and my place is empty right now,” Rafe said quietly.

      “Let me get my stuff. Well, what’s left of it,” Erda said. “But I’m only going to hang for a couple days, three maybe. Or until I get enough money to get my own place somewhere. It’s not a living situation, okay? And I’ll pay you for my stay as soon as I can.”

      Rafe stepped out into the hallway and watched the pair of gang members retreat with the door while she started stuffing a backpack with tools, clothes and other essentials. One of them smiled at him as they looked over their shoulder. “All that hardware and he doesn’t do a thing,” he chuckled.

      A familiar feeling of helplessness made him feel feeble. I wish I could do something, get rid of these assholes. There’s just nothing I can do. Rafe thought to himself as he looked away.

      There wasn’t much of anything at his Layertown room. The Bloody Afters could have the food cubes, old mismatched parts and power cells. It would take them hours to cut through the reinforced door or walls he and Erda installed.

      “Big Guy?” Erda asked, uncertainty painting her face. “I’m going to pay you back as soon as I get money coming in, okay?” She emerged in a long hoodie over her worn jumpsuit with a full backpack on her shoulders.

      “I know,” he said, gently taking her backpack off so he could carry it for her. “Ready?”

      The smell of something foul wafted down the hallway and she wrinkled her freckled nose. “For sure.”
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      Generosity

      

      Two things made Rafe feel awkward on the way from Layertown to the Blackrock Building. The first was how every second person was startled when they saw his face. This was most likely because the hologram of him stopping that bus had gone fully viral. It had also become a virtual experience, so anyone could stand in his or Sadie’s place as the events replayed at any speed the user liked. There was even a version where groups of people could take the place of the passengers or nearby pedestrians so they could experience the event from their perspectives. He didn’t regret saving Sadie, but he wished he hadn’t revealed his face.

      Erda didn’t notice how people reacted to him. She was more focused on her own problems. Having to go stay with him for her own safety wasn’t something she was comfortable with. He listened to her vent her frustration as they walked. “How can a bunch of stupid, short-sighted thugs take Layertown? I mean, one month’s rent from me is worth all the things I could tell them about how the building works, what problems come up all the time, and how little things have to be seen to or they become huge problems before long. That information’s gotta be worth a hundred fifty plat, right?”

      Rafe took a breath to answer, but she replied to herself before he could. “I guess the first part of the question answers the second; they’re a bunch of stupid thugs. That place is going to fall apart without me. If the projects I left behind weren't enough of a sting, I bet I’ll see that whole place reduced to a stinking pile in a couple months. People are going to miss me when their power starts going out, the elevators never work again, and the temperature rises to thirty-five degrees in the summer, which is only a few weeks away. I feel like I’ve been interrupted. Like I was in the middle of fixing all the major problems, and suddenly my project has been yanked away. I mean, I could have stayed and kept doing what I was doing, but I wouldn’t have time if I had to scramble to pay rent. The Bloody Afters are just a bunch of murder hobos with guns who think they’re hot shit because there isn’t anyone around to wipe them out.”

      When Rafe was sure she wasn’t just taking a breath between rants, he asked; “So, you got everything you needed?”

      The answer came in a softer tone. “Yeah, thank you. I think I’d be looking for a box in an alley somewhere if it weren’t for you. I wouldn’t feel safe there. Well, I never felt safe in Layertown either, but you know what I mean.”

      “I know. I was always afraid someone would break into my room when I was there. That never went away, even after we reinforced everything.”

      “Yeah. It’s gonna take them a long time to get into your place.” Then Erda gasped and, with much more concern, asked; “Oh no, do we have to go back and get your stuff?”

      “That crap? All I had were some vanilla food cubes, a mismatched leg, and a handful of parts that I can just buy now. I mean, all that would cost fifteen plat, not enough to worry about.”

      “What about the storage cube you…” Erda started, then she trailed off, probably realising that she shouldn’t know about it in the first place.

      “You found my backup drive?” Rafe asked, a little embarrassed but not so much that he wasn’t enjoying the rare opportunity to put her on the spot. “Were you snooping around?”

      “Busted,” Erda said sheepishly. “But I mean, it was right there in a box while you were out grabbing the metal plate for your back wall. I had to take a peek. I mean, there was nothing to be embarrassed about. A lot of people enjoy Bouncy Pop, I used to listen to it too before the fall.”

      “It was just a drive for things I didn’t want to waste space on in my rig’s drives,” Rafe explained, his embarrassment starting to overcome the fun of putting her on the spot.

      “Well, not everyone can collect so many holos of animals singing obscure Pop, I mean, that must have taken a long time. I wouldn’t have guessed you were the Bouncy Pop kinda guy, but that was a huge collection. I really liked ‘Make My Rump Bump’ sung by Kawaii Kittens. That was the perfect combination between cute and hilarious.”

      In a world where being seen as tough was important, there couldn’t have been a more embarrassing example of being soft, and Rafe was starting to blush. “Okay, you can’t tell anyone.”

      “No worries. I haven’t. I wouldn’t.”

      “You’ll have to respect boundaries in the new place,” Rafe said firmly.

      “I promise. I won’t snoop on you, starting now. Your secrets are my secrets. Is this place better though? Will we have to spend the next week fortifying it?” Erda asked, showing more concern than he’d seen before.

      “It looks like one of those high end, high-security places. You’ll probably be scanned and identified five times before we reach the elevator.”

      “That’s okay, I have a clean record. The only thing criminal about me is my credit rating,” Erda said with a snicker. “But you don’t have to worry, I’ll pay you, I’ll find a way. You know, I had a lot of little projects going on my workbench. I took the smaller ones that are close to being repaired in my pack, so when they’re done I can sell them and pay you back.”

      “You don’t have to hurry,” he replied, happy that the topic had moved on from his highly entertaining but embarrassing collection of Bouncy Pop music.

      “I mean, I have an auto head changing motorised spanner that I was going to keep when I finished fixing it, but I bet I can get fifteen plat for it. I could have that fixed tomorrow. There’s a couple holo-emitters that I just need to replace a couple reflectors in. I just need to cut some glass to shape and I’ll be finished. They’re probably worth ten or twenty plat apiece. After that, I can do a little more rummaging and I’ll be able to pay you back in no time.”

      “I’m really in no hurry,” he said over his shoulder as they walked. The more she tried to convince him that he’d be paid back, the more uncomfortable he became. This was out of character for Erda. She always seemed like she knew what she was doing, and her confidence sometimes seemed bossy. It was something he liked about her, and this was the opposite. “You know you don’t even have to pay me back. I don’t use much space. Besides, you helped me a lot when I got to Layertown.”

      “I’m going to pay you back, though. ‘Nothing good comes free,’ my mother used to say that all the time.” Erda seemed even more determined. “If it comes down to it, I’ll sell some of my tools. There are some good ones left.”

      “What about getting a job? I’m sure the Fixers could set you up. I think it’s what they do, mostly.” He didn’t like the idea of her selling tools. It would only make things worse.

      “Why would they hire me? I don’t have any certifications, I’m just a junkyard tinkerer,” she said with a shrug.

      “A very good one,” he offered and what followed was half a block of silence. He only glanced over his shoulder to make sure that she was still following after a while.

      Then she continued considering her money-making options aloud, running through a list of items she often found in recycling and junk piles that she could easily fix up and sell. He had no idea what he could say to express that he was actually happy to offer her space for as long as she needed it, but struggled to find something nonetheless.

      He’d gone on three salvaging trips with Jack, but each of them was a Fixer job, and they were in orbit. He didn’t know if the Fixers would let her take part, or if Erda would leave the planet’s surface. It was something she hadn’t done in nearly twenty years. It wasn’t until they were in the elevator that he realized what was behind her need to pay for her stay. His generosity was injuring her pride.

      It was almost an alien concept. For most of his life he wasn’t allowed to own anything. His clothes, tools, even his favourite toy ship and portable computer were all handed down or taken away when his relations or bosses felt like it. Pride only led to injury that was sometimes physical and always mental.

      He’d known proud people. Rafe had even seen several of them try to take a stand, to defend their principals, but it never led to a good end. Then, as they started down the hall to his door, he had a thought. “You know, I have a hard time fixing myself sometimes. You wouldn’t imagine how difficult some bits are to reach. I think I might have something lodged in my left hip joint, actually. There’s new stress there, ever since…” he was about to say; ‘...since I caught a bus,’ then reconsidered, fairly sure she hadn’t seen anything about that yet and he wasn’t interested in telling the story. “...since I fell a while ago. I could use help with maintenance.”

      “Oh, no problem. Industrial parts are easier to find and easier to fix. I’m good with them,” she said with a grin. “It does look like you bent a couple things a little. I couldn’t imagine how.”

      He activated the entrance panel, it scanned him, then her, and the door slid to the side. “Here it is. I know it’s small, but I don’t need much space.” He spotted the thick metal workbench that Jack promised him. It was set up in the corner, a metre and a half deep, and two wide. There were a few pockmarks in the surface, but it was in better shape than he expected. There was also an empty tool rack installed on its right side. ‘I don’t want this back, enjoy!’ was written across the top in black grease pencil.

      “Nice workbench,” Erda said, gingerly walking in, then peeking into the next room. “This place is very clean, it’s nice. It’s as big as the last apartment I had before the bad times. I shared that with three other girls.”

      “They seem to take good care of things here. Make yourself at home.”

      She noticed the food dispenser and looked at him. “Does this work?”

      “I haven’t tried it yet,” he replied, gesturing for her to go ahead.

      “Well, the water’s free,” she said, pressing a button in the shape of a drop. A recyclable plastic cup plonked down onto the receiver plate, clear water poured in and she reached into her pocket. “They got my scanner.”

      Rafe pointed at it with his index finger and got the results. “It’s perfectly pure.” He was a little surprised.

      Erda drained the cup and nodded. A recycling receptacle opened at the bottom of the machine and she dropped it in. “How can you afford this place again?”

      “I did a job for the Fixers and they want me to keep working for them. I made a good impression, I guess,” he replied with a shrug.

      “I’m thinking this job was more complicated than making repairs or loading some cargo, huh?” Erda asked. “It was something bigger, criminal maybe?”

      “I can’t really say,” Rafe replied, nodding.

      “Well, I know you’re a really nice guy, so it couldn’t have been anything too bad. Just don’t get caught, Big Guy,” Erda said as she explored a little more. She squealed as she passed through a door. “You have your own bathroom?”

      “It’s a hygiene closet,” Rafe replied, not actually knowing what the difference was. He’d never had his own bathroom before, and most of the ones he’d seen had the toilet in the shower just like his. It wasn’t something he had to pay attention to since his body was sold. Rafe’s waste came out as compressed pellets that were odourless and colourless.

      “It’s nicer than anything I’ve seen in a couple years. Do you mind if I wash up?” she asked, grinning.

      “Sure, go ahead.”

      “My clothes too? There’s a washer here.”

      “Go ahead,” he invited, wondering where she’d sleep. There was space, but nothing to lay on.

      “Okay, I’ll take a look at you after. Won’t be long.” The door slid closed.

      Her excitement was contagious. Seeing Erda grinning, making the place seem like a wonderland made him feel good about it. He told her the apartment was small to be modest, but he had never had a space that big to himself. It felt like too much, and he was happy to have her there. As the sound of the shower started, he went to the vault, took five hundred platinum out, closed it, then went down the hall to pay his rent. He was satisfied to see thirty days added to his stay. It notified him that he could extend that to up to a year, and that there was a long list of free services. At the top was free cash to digital currency conversion with no daily limit.

      With a quick trip back to his safe then to the kiosk he changed fifteen hundred platinum into digital platinum credits. Then he stood there and thought about what Erda might need.

      Erda didn’t seem to notice that he was twice her height unless there was something she needed in a high place. She was the only one who treated him like a person, not like some crudely built cyborg or a mechanised dockworker. Her opinions came freely, unfiltered, and in that way she reminded him of his mother.

      “She needs a bed,” Rafe said to himself as he walked back to his apartment. He connected to a network node so he could look for nearby stores. There was a massive virtual storefront that the Fixers setup for anyone on their network, and he wasn’t surprised. It only made sense that everyone connected to their vast server array had to shop through their interface. There were warehouses nearby with delivery drones that could bring your order to you in minutes. He momentarily wondered how all that infrastructure could be used to conceal more shady dealings, then started looking for beds.

      The one at the top was something he recognized: The Super Sleeper Resting Station. There was an advert at the top of the bed section declaring that it was ‘THIRTY PERCENT OFF!’ in great big flashing letters. He scrolled through the features, seeing the built-in food preserver, small personal safe, universal charging system, self cleaning double bed, sliding sound proof privacy curtain, ample storage, holo emitter, sound system, health monitor and several other features. It was a cheaper version of a deluxe crew bunk that had all the inertial dampening and other safety systems that were needed on a starship removed so it was more affordable for apartments. Seeing that it could be delivered and set up by drones in eighteen minutes or less, he purchased it for seven hundred credits. He cringed a little, aware that it was nearly one and a half months’ rent. “I’ll make it up in the deathmatches,” he whispered to himself.

      He went on to buy a fifty platinum standing frame that would fit his cyborg body. It came with privacy blinds, a built in charger, and proximity sensors. The whole order went through and the site reported a delivery time of nine minutes, much less than he expected. Would it be quick enough so it would be set up by the time she was finished in the hygiene closet? He rushed back to the room and opened the only window - a one metre square that provided a view of the dark cityscape outside between two tall buildings.

      Rafe stood between that and the door to the hygiene closet, nervously looking from one to the other as he listened to the sound of water rushing. He’d only taken a couple showers in his life, and they were short. The ships he served on treated water as the precious commodity it was, and most people used vibrating mist to get clean. That was followed by targeted blasts of warm air. A cleansing cycle generally lasted four or five minutes. To his relief, the water was still rushing when the drones finally came in through the window.

      “Where would you like your Emmerson Standing Frame, Sire?” one of them asked.

      Rafe pointed to a corner in the main room. “Against that wall facing the door.”

      “Where do you want your Super Sleeper Resting Station assembled, Sire?” asked another drone carrying a box with large Regent Galactic branding on the side.

      “In the next room, against the far wall,” he said, leading the way.

      Several drones flew in the window, each carrying a heavy box. With planned, precise, efficient movement they unfolded everything, pushed the pieces together and finished assembly in under a minute. He marvelled at their speed, and waved as they left. “What is that?” asked Erda from behind him.

      Startled, he bumped his head against the ceiling. His helmet didn’t deploy in time, but a moment after, leaving him holding the top of his helmet, cringing. “I used to be shorter.”

      “Oh, no,” Erda said, rushing to his side. She stepped up on his knee, then pulled herself up using one of his shoulder bars so she was a head taller. “What’d you go hit your head for?”

      He opened his helm and let her take a look. “You surprised me.”

      “Well, you didn’t break the skin,” she said after taking a look at his scalp. “Might have a goose-egg though. I never thought someone so big could be so jumpy.” Erda climbed down and looked at the two metre-tall, three-metre long compartment with a freshly made bed inside. It was designed to be comfortable and efficient, with all the features neatly and conveniently tucked in. “What’s this, then?”

      “It’s for you,” he said, grinning uneasily. Then he spoke in a rush; “I realized I don’t have much of anything for someone like you - I mean, someone who's mostly organic - and I didn’t think you should sleep on the floor, or keep all your things  in a pile, so instead of spending on all kinds of drawers and things, I bought this.”

      “Oh,” Erda said as she lightly ran her hand over the drawers above the bed, then the handle for the privacy barrier that would close the large rectangular thing off. She almost turned and sat on the bed but straightened and stepped away instead.

      “You don’t like it? There’s a fridge there, and a rehydrator for most portable meals. A lot of stuff you’ll probably need.”

      “It’s amazing,” she said quietly. “Too much. It’s too much.” Without another word she took her clothes from the washer next to the hygiene closet, stuffed them in her bag and left.

      “I’m just happy you’re here,” Rafe called after her as the apartment door closed behind her. He couldn’t tell how much time passed as he stood, staring at the clean, white apartment door, wondering what he did wrong. Night was falling when he finally closed the window.

      Rafe added her to his apartment’s whitelist so she could enter whenever she liked, then moved into his Emmerson Rack. It adjusted to his specifications, started charging his systems and took the weight of his body perfectly. After taking one more look at the Super Sleeper Resting Station, he closed his eyes. The nearest Fixer node connected and started a full-dive simulation of his virtual environment, where his avatar appeared in a perfect recreation, including the Super Sleeper.
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      Shopping For Upgrades

      

      As expected, Rafe appeared as Scratch, his favourite avatar. He’d learned to love living a second life in the Cyberscape since he became a cyborg. The connection couldn’t have been more real or vivid. Before then he’d tried surface mounted brain-buds that sent signals through skin and bone. It was how most people went all-in with their consciousnesses in games and other simulations. He loved it even though he only got to play local games and explore small environments when he was a kid. That type of connection was nothing compared to the direct ultra technicolour second life he experienced after the implant was connected to his greymatter.

      When he reached New Udalpur and managed to pay for his own space in Layertown where he could put a thick door between him and the rest of the denizens there, he dove into the simulations with a ravenous appetite for escape. He sold a set of redundant motors right off his legs for his first month’s rent along with several weeks worth of food. Exploration followed, and he quickly realized that he enjoyed worlds with specific game themes. The Deathmatch Sector won him over. There were hundreds of worlds with thousands of games that were desperate for players. After trying a few of them for free, he discovered a particular concourse that featured an entrance to War Wrecked, one of the top Deathmatch worlds in the New Dreams Universe. He paid for the next month’s expenses, about a hundred and seventy-five platinum, by competing there. It was barely enough to hold on to the closet he called home and to keep his vital case going but it came from doing his favourite thing - playing a full immersion game.

      The following month Rafe managed to double what he made, and he gained access to Ladder Matches, which provided greater rewards in exchange for small fees called ante’s. Then the Haven Node arrived.

      There were methods of communicating at faster than light speed using micro-wormholes, but that cost money, and the connections didn’t last. When the Haven Node arrived, everything changed. An organisation called Haven Sciences dropped it off in the solar system and only asked that no one interfered with it. As far as anyone knew, no one had managed to find it, so that wasn’t a problem at the moment.

      The makers of the Haven Node warned that if anyone tried to capture or open it, the device would melt down, reducing its own proprietary mechanisms to useless slag. He couldn’t blame them for wanting to keep their technology to themselves. It was the kind of tech that could change history because it enabled anyone in the solar system to communicate with any other Haven Node continuously with such low latency that people immediately started joining virtual worlds that were light years away. More nodes were going online every few days, and scientists started guessing that they used some kind of extra-dimensional system to accomplish near instant communication.

      It didn’t take long before planetary corporations began expanding to other stars. Millions of people began to take advantage of new opportunities for leisure. Best of all, the connections provided by the Haven Nodes were free, so users only had to pay for their local data access, which was cheap, and largely free in New Udalpur. There were dozens of conspiracy theories regarding Haven’s super-communication offering. Some thought they were distributed so interstellar data could be tracked. That was most likely true, but the system allowed any data to be encrypted, so it was easy to hide what you were transmitting and receiving. Others believed that they were placed by a new alien race who wanted to learn about civilizations on the Spinward Fringe. Rafe wouldn’t blame an alien race if they wanted to check things out before sending their people in, and he suspected they’d think better of it if that was what the Nodes were for.

      The most common belief was that there was a solar system called Haven, and the people there wanted to build an interstellar communications network that put them at the centre of everything as a new connected era began. That’s what Rafe actually believed. He couldn’t guess why anyone would want to be in the middle of a human centric, superficial, untrustworthy civilization that had a tendency of burning itself down every few centuries, but that was besides the point.

      When the Haven Nodes went online the Death Matches that Rafe participated in exploded in size, and the prizes in Ladder Matches grew. Instead of making twenty platinum credits on a good day, he could do it in an hour if he found the right targets. That wasn’t enough for his goals, though, not nearly. He started looking for hacking jobs that didn’t require that he directly steal from anyone who might catch him, like a bank, or highly secure online service. When he discovered that it was next to impossible unless he was willing to start scamming other users, he discovered the Ogden Processing Incorporated job on the Fixer’s board. There weren’t many details, but he knew that he’d need access to Ogden Processing, so he started looking for a likely sucker who deserved to have his life up-ended. The caper still made Rafe smile. That only reminded him that the person he wanted to share the story with most just left. With a flick of his fingers, he set his messaging system to tell him if there was any kind of contact from Erda or sign-ins by her avatars. He’d try to talk to her as a non-verbal snail if he had to, just to get a better understanding of why she practically fled his place.

      It was that frustration that drove Rafe to the Death Matches that morning. He was still trying to understand why Erda left so suddenly as he checked his avatar’s gear.

      His favourite heavy pistols were hanging in their criss-cross holsters. His jacket and trousers were on, the glossy coating that turned most beam weapons away was unblemished, and he looked right. The body was still based on the human template, which he was never satisfied with. He had all the same measurements he did when he had a human body and it felt better to be Scratch, but that wasn’t enough anymore.

      He looked around the virtual representation of his new apartment, saw himself resting in the upright cyborg stand and stared for a moment. “Maybe it was me. Maybe she didn’t feel safe being in the same room with that rig for too long.” It twisted his heart with worry and disappointment. He wondered where she went, and hoped she was all right. As for the rest, he knew the only thing he could do to make her feel better around him was to start changing. If he looked more human, she’d probably feel better about being his friend.

      Beginning that was easier than ever, but it would mean spending a great deal of his new nestegg. With a gesture, he created a door to his left and connected it to the stores listed in the local Fixer servers. It took him a moment to find their cybernetics shop because there was no sign that the Fixers were involved in its operation at all, but it was hosted on their servers, and he did have a ten percent discount there because he was a resident in one of their buildings.

      He checked the pricing of a few key items and, after seeing that they were generally cheaper by slim margins, he opened the door and walked into the virtual store. The floors, walls and ceilings were dark so the backlighting of the shelves drew all the focus to the vast variety of parts and gadgets on offer. From the store entrance he could see whole body conversion kits that showed how they were assembled by opening their outer armour or synthetic flesh layers then closing in an animation loop. There were new heavy bodies from companies like Gascan, Mirvox and Ultra Lux. A stealth model who looked exactly like Jackson Hewlett, a music and interactive drama star with dark eyes and a strong jawline, strode up to him. “What can I help you with?” he asked, adding; “My likeness appears under licence, with permission from All My Stars Productions, Limited. Welcome to Stride Master Synthetics.” It was obvious, especially since the only part with synthetic skin was his head, while the rest of the body was left bare to show off its perfectly silent mechanisms that were guaranteed to move exactly like a human body.

      “So, are you a scripted program, or is there a real operator running you?”

      “Real operator. I’ve been working here for almost two years. I’m not the real Jackson H, either, by the way.”

      “Right,” Rafe said, trying not to sound irritated at being told the obvious. “Do you have refurbished Ando Nine android bodies? I want one without the processing unit so I can transplant a head and a vital case.”

      “Cold Boy style android adaptation? Awesome, yeah, we’ve got that. Not even refurb. New stock was discovered in Blackshire. Thousands of units, and we got a few hundred before they were gone.”

      “New stock? Ready for use with fresh power plants?” Rafe asked.

      “Which power plant do you want? Micro-reactor, regenerative battery banks, or mass plant?” he asked, grinning. As he spoke, seven generic looking humans walked to the front of the store. There was a spotlight on each so every detail was visible. “Male, female, asexual, and the skin hasn’t been customised yet, so we can do anything. There’s even a model with military class shielding and an obfuscation layer, just in case you don’t want someone to know you’re not human unless they point a high grade scanner at you.”

      “And it’ll take a lot more damage,” Rafe said, stepping towards the android in the middle. The default face looked like it was copied from a seasoned drill sergeant. As he looked into that blank gaze, he realized he wasn’t just window shopping. That social media star, Henry Saint, offered to give him parts, maybe a full upgrade if he contacted him and spoke on his show, but he didn’t trust him. What if Saint made sure there were trackers installed? What if they were substandard parts? No, anyone who called themselves a saint was trying to fool someone. If he showed up on his media stream, it would be for a pile of plat, not some tamperable teck.

      He looked at the reputation of the shop and found that they had a four point two out of five rating after over twenty-one thousand reviews. A search for ‘trackers,’ ‘adware,’ ‘recorders,’ ‘bad parts,’ ‘defective,’ and ‘problems,’ turned up fewer than two hundred results. Most of them were reviews from people who botched their own installsor tried to reprogram parts that didn’t need customization. No product rolled off the fabrication line without having a few defective units in the mix, so there were a few complaints about that too. None of that was alarming or abnormal.

      Hewlett started describing the unit Rafe was inspecting, unaware that his customer was looking up the store’s rating. “That one’s military-grade, but legal because they don’t load general artificial intelligences into these guys anymore. The laws haven’t caught up with guys like you; Cold Boys and Street Metal who aren’t afraid to mix the finer android and cyborg parts together to make yourselves into one mean machine. The few who do it right have been pretty happy with the results, especially since there are so many ways to get replacement parts. Just the same, if you’re looking to replace most of the brains and the head with a vital case in one of the Andos, there are a few things you need to know…” the associate started.

      “The heating systems in the Ando models aren’t good enough for human flesh and bone, so you have to buy an upgrade module. A few custom after-market adapters are required to make all the right connections, and I’ll need a med-tech along with a robotics expert to finish the transplant if you’re upgrading any part of your vital case at the same time. I know.”

      “There’s also the patterning work, if your head still has its natural skin,” the associate added.

      “Oh. Right. You have to add a tone scanner so the synthetic skin matches my head. Forgot about that. Is that expensive?”

      “About thirty-five platinum installed, so, no, but a lot of people forget and have to come back later,” the associate said. “That’s more expensive.”

      “A lot of people use this model of Ando with a torso vital case?”

      “Three have done it through Stride Master Synthetics Stores. One was arrested nine days ago for pulling the door off a platinum reserve vault a few systems away. The setup performed perfectly, it even resisted an electromagnetic pulse bomb that was made to take starfighters out. I’d show you the footage, but I can’t because he was breaking the law at the time,” he explained with a shrug. “Great combo, though, and it’s no more difficult than transferring to a cyborg body, since we have all the adapters. So, do you have the plat?”

      “How much?”

      “Fifty-nine thousand for the military one you’re looking at. The techs would come at about thirty-five hundred each for their time.”

      “What about a used one? I mean, I know the synthetic skin would have to be replaced and everything so it matches, but we can hold off on that, right?”

      “Right. Used is about twelve thousand for non-military-grade, but you’d be living with a unit that’s been through a lot, may have even gone crazy during the Fall and killed some people,” the associate objected.

      “How about a military model? A used one?” Rafe asked. He didn’t care if the android body he bought tore people apart. He’d be gutting its processing systems and replacing it with his own, so there was no chance that a virus could get in and force his body to run amok.

      “Nineteen thousand without the skin. That includes a couple hours of installation work and, if you order today, I’ll give you the virtual kit, so you can change your avatar’s rig into a matching cyborg body. It’s like a test drive that doesn’t have to end.”

      According to the offers he saw since he started looking months before, that was several thousand less than he expected. “Throw in a re-affixing to my vital case for my throat, and an Intercell Augmentation for skin fortification and you have a deal.” That was a stretch. The re-affixing wouldn’t take long, but it required specifically programmed nanobots and synthetic flesh that would make a better connection between his flesh and blood throat and the vital case that it was affixed to. The Dermal Fortification would leave the texture and look of his real skin alone, but create a regenerative, protective mesh beneath that could regrow tissue and protect his whole head from damage. “I’ll trade my old industrial body in to make that a little easier.”

      “I can get all that done for an even twenty-thousand, and I’ll even put you on a payment plan so you can order today,” the associate said.

      That was enough money for a small ship, and most of his nest egg, but he would at least be of a human height and shape. “The skin would cost about fifteen hundred on top of that, right?”

      “‘On top of that,’” the associate snickered. “Sorry, I like a good pun. I’ll do it for a thousand with the matcher module, so a total of twenty-one thousand. Will that be platinum credit, or are you going to finance it?”

      “How long?”

      The associate looked around idly as though considering it, an animation that meant that the operator was searching for information. Then he said; “It’ll take two weeks to get here. We’re transporting it from another system. You can have the mods downloaded to your avatar in a minute, though, just so you can get a feel for it.”

      “You don’t have anything on Cothrom, or nearby?” he asked.

      “Refurbished Ando Fours, but I know you don’t want that. Their battery life is about three days, and…”

      There were a number of drawbacks with that older model, Rafe didn’t need to hear the whole list. “You’re right. Okay, what do I have to put down to get this thing on its way? I’ll do a downpayment today and take care of the balance when it gets here.”

      “Oh, ten percent,” the associate said. “Are you sure you don’t want financing?”

      There were stories about cyborgs missing payments on their parts then waking up in the middle of the night to discover a repo crew taking them back. He’d even seen a couple videos. One of them ended with someone who was reduced to their flesh-and-blood shoulders, head, and arms gasping as their vital case’s backup power ran out. He shuddered and shook his head. “I want to own all my parts. Oh, and this price is without the trade-in?”

      “Oh, right, did you want a couple hundred plat for your old bod? I wish I could give you more, but the specs you’re showing me don’t look good,” the associate said as he leaned against one of the Ando Nine males.

      “At that price, I think I’ll keep it.”

      “You’re making the right buy, you know. We have less than a point three precent fail rate with adaptations like this, especially when there’s a vital case involved. We can upgrade that too, if you want. I mean, there are factories making new ones now that the demand is so high.”

      “Not this time. I’ll be right back with the plat,” Rafe said as he disconnected and woke up in his real body. After he allowed himself to adjust, he unlocked his safe, took all but a thousand credits out, then ran them down the hall where he used the kiosk to deposit the rest in his bank account. “This is crazy,” he muttered to himself as he watched the slips and coins jingle into the small hopper and his balance rise and rise. “I’m upgrading to my ideal body, sure, but I’ll only have a few months’ rent and food left.”

      The excitement at making a big step towards looking the way he wanted to overrode his concerns. A military-grade Ando body would be as strong as the industrial one he had, only it was made to look like a human, weigh nearly the same as a well-muscled man, and there were hundreds of modifications that he could make. More than anything, people wouldn’t stare, or assume he was less human. Friends would be easier to find in the real world. Maybe Erda would come back. She may not have always been perfectly nice to him, but he didn’t want to lose the first true friend he’d had in years.

      Moments later his apartment door was locked, his body was on its stand, and he was reconnected to the virtual world, back in the store. “I’ve got ten percent for you. Would I save money if I paid everything upfront?”

      “No,” the associate said, his gaze looking focused, almost smouldering. It was a trademark of Hewlett the hearthrob. “If I were you, I’d put ten down and turn notifications on so you can go to the real store as soon as the body arrives. Oh, by the way, we guarantee that all the parts used in the refurbishment are as good or better than the originals, and that your product will be in perfect working order, like new with a few superficial scratches at the worst. However, we do offer an extended warranty that we can honour if you bring your purchase back to any of our fifteen locations…”

      “No thanks, I can learn how to maintain the rig,” Rafe said, interrupting the associate, who didn’t look surprised to have his sales pitch ended early.

      “All right, here’s the parts and services list for your order, just take a good look and pay ten percent. You have fourteen days from the time of your order’s arrival to pay the balance, otherwise the down payment will turn into a non-refundable transportation fee and your parts will go back into inventory for sale to anyone else.”

      Rafe looked through the list then nodded, satisfied that everything he wanted was there, then he paid. “I can’t wait to switch over.”

      “From Cold Boy to Super Cold Boy,” the associate said with a smirk. “Unless you’re full on Street Metal, then we’ll be seeing you back here soon for replacement parts and upgrades.”

      “You might,” Rafe said, enjoying the feeling of being called Street Metal. It was a showy, boastful title that simply meant he was a cyborg mercenary who had more power than your average citizen with robotic body parts. It was best not to take that title on until you knew how to use your enhanced rig for combat, however.

      “Well, here’s the cyborg version of your avatar. You can even switch back and forth between the human version you’re using now, and the military Ando Nine. No one will know the difference unless they take a shot at you and hit. You should use the new avatar to get used to the feel of your future body. We don’t want you going into shock the moment you switch over for real.”

      Rafe activated the new avatar, and looked exactly the same. He felt the vital case, though, and the skin on his face seemed a little stiff. “You put the dermal weave in the simulation?”

      “Sure did. You ordered it, you got it virtually and for real,” the associate said proudly. “Man, I wish I could afford to compete in two gaming leagues. You’re gonna grind it up out there.”

      Closing his eyes, Rafe called up a system status display in his mind and saw the full diagram of the Ando-Nine body, his vital case in his upper chest, and the status readouts of his living head. Beneath the perfectly human looking, scan-resistant exterior was a layer of combat armour that flexed like muscle and served to add to his strength, a reinforced frame with silent motors and actuators, sensors pointing inward and outward, a secondary data drive, computer system, along with an array of parallel battery systems. There was so much more, all of which he’d lusted over as he researched different models, diagrams and specifications. He’d eventually come down to two models; a cyborg body that was purpose-built for people in his situation, and the AndoNine military-grade converted android body. The Ando Seven and Eight models were good too, but the Ando Nine was top of the line. The purpose built cybernetic body cost five times as much as the second, so he was settling, but only a little.

      “So, if I use this in simulations, it’ll take care of most of the calibration cycle that I’ll have to do when I really switch over?” he asked.

      “Exactly, my mostly metal friend,” the associate replied. “You will be aware and prepared. We’ve got a practice course if you want to start running and jumping.”

      “I’ll run the calibration here then hit a deathmatch. I can’t wait to try this in an enhanced league,” Rafe replied with a grin.

      “I knew you were some kind of fighter, at least in the Cyberscape. Well, just follow the instructions and wait until all the margins in your display turn green. Oh, and you’ll have a new head’s up display thanks to the co-processing system you’ll get with the Ando.”

      It came up, overlaying critical statistics like battery life remaining and mass generator output. It also showed a calibration animation that was doing lunges with its arms outstretched. He followed the instructions, moving from one action to the next as directed. When a large check mark appeared in front of him along with a notification that he was finished, he looked to the associate, who was dusting a display with dozens of finger replacements for Gascan brand hands and asked; “Am I forgetting anything?”

      “Not unless you want to talk about the extended warranty or the accessories we have for the Ando Nine,” the associate replied. “There are plenty available in your area, maybe we should go through them before your upgrade gets here?”

      “Thanks, but not now. It’s Deathmatch time,” Rafe said, turning and leaving the virtual store. He felt strong, powerful, and light at the same time.
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      Extra Calibration

      

      There were many games that Rafe could dive into that could reward similar, if not greater rewards more regularly than Deathmatches. Open world building scenarios where users were paid for useful rooms, buildings, even entire hand-designed continents could bring in plenty of platinum depending on how much time and work someone put in. Some of the building environments required that players gather their own stone, metals, wood, and other materials from the landscapes for the builders, who would pay for virtual cartloads of supplies. He didn’t mind that, even did it for a while in a virtual Megacraft Star Cluster for a couple days to break a losing streak in the Deathmatches. It was one of the only times when he switched to an avatar that matched the industrial rig he used in real life, and mining with a pick and shovel was oddly hypnotic. He made eighteen platinum over two days before he switched back to his regular avatar, Scratch, and returned to the violent sims.

      Other games included everything from chess to interstellar battleship simulators. Some, like Loony Battle Chess, were cartoony and featured popular figures from every end of entertainment. Others were hyper-realistic in every way. Entire chunks of the Milky Way were simulated in some, providing a massively multiplayer experience where you could run a clothing shop, become a pop star, or steal a starship and earn a reputation as a dreaded pirate preying on non-player characters and live avatars alike. Many games existed in the New Dream environment, the most popular version of the simulated galaxy, and even more led to it. It was so popular that when most people referred to the ‘New Dream Universe,’ they were actually talking about that live mirrored galaxy.

      What Rafe won in Deathmatches and all the other environments he visited was compatible with the New Dream Universe, he made sure of it. He practised his escape from the Fossa several times in that universe before he made his first and final attempt.

      The Deathmatches were easy. You could join for free if you didn’t want to be on the Ladder. If you wanted to compete against the best, you only had to ante up loot from your avatar’s inventory or a few platinum. The bigger the ante, the more elaborate the environment and the rewards. High end simulations required an entry fee as well, which the game kept all of.

      The ante was due every time you wanted to play and was immediately paid out to the one who did the most damage to you. Loot drops would appear in some of the games randomly, and the first to claim them took everything in the box. In lesser games this could be an inexpensive but useful new weapon, armour, a piece of clothing, or a certificate for a free item from the virtual store. In larger games you could win mods for your avatar, high end versions of the regular loot, ships, real world money or products that were delivered to your door from nearby stores.

      Trading and selling loot was done through many marketplaces, and one of the most popular drops was the Deal Death and Dine Prize, which entitled the user to a meal worth twenty platinum or less in the real world from one of hundreds of delivery places. These were critical to Rafe’s success in the past, since he only needed one to provide enough food for two weeks. He sold all the others on the open market, making between five and ten platinum each depending on price fluctuations. The last month he spent a lot of time in Deathmatches, he paid over half his rent using that strategy.

      The Critical Concourse was where most Deathmatch players gathered since it only showed entrances to low-latency, well sponsored scenarios. It also had the biggest Trade Centre, where people bought and sold everything that came out of, or could be carried into the simulations. As soon as he took a step on the polished tile floor of the Critical Concourse, a fist sized drone scanned him, then rated his avatar as a Rank Three Cyborg Contender. That was low, considering that you could only go as far down as zero, but the maximum rank was twenty. He grinned as he looked across the massive concourse, spotting several tall Jacob Valents looking dangerous in their long coats, carrying high end automatic rifles on their backs. There were a few Combat Angels in their heavy white armour too. Those avatar setups were expensive, but had been growing in popularity. You had to be at least rank ten to wear that gear, and he wouldn’t have to worry about any of them if he kept his weaponry, armour and modifications under a certain cap.

      There were more arches and doors lined up on either side of the broad Critical Concourse than he could count. Some were massive, like the New Dream Universe News Centre and Jump Point. You could customise your character, buy ships, robots, or anything else that was for sale inside the simulation before you dove in. It was also a great place to spectate on some of the major events taking place in the simulation as though you were watching real news. It was a grand display, with copies of famous characters in the sim talking to people passing by, trying to entice them in for a free trial period.

      There were countless other doorways leading to much less successful simulations. They were squeezed in between more successful game entry points, often created by independent developers that looked up to the big games. No one had to have a spot on the Critical Concourse to get players into their games. Anyone could log in directly, but people were attracted to the Concourse because it was social, and a great way to see a big variety of destinations in one spot.

      There were thousands of players walking around, most of them avoided the advertising that offered them new equipment, or tried to lure them into different arenas and matches. A character noticed Rafe and smiled, swaggering towards him in a mini-dress. “Hey, sugar. Hawk’s Parkour is looking for racers, and everyone’s invited to the party after they run the obstacle course just once. You don’t even have to place in the top three to hang with me and the rest of the gang for a while after it’s over. Every race comes with half an hour of Neurabliss.”

      “Do you have a practice course?” Rafe asked.

      “Sure, you get free access with a regular signup,” she replied, running her fingers down his arm.

      He gently pushed her hand away. “What does the race look like?”

      She held an image of the rooftop to rooftop course up as though it was projected from her palm and spun it slowly. “It’s a high-rise run, almost as much fun as the afterparty.”

      It would be an all right course to try his new rig out on. The point was to give himself a test run without having people shoot at him so he could find his balance. “How about I try it for free, then decide if I want to get into a real race?”

      “Well,” she drew the word out, as if she was carefully considering the answer. “Sure, Sugar, but only if you try it right now.”

      Parkour races weren’t very popular, so their owners paid to have programmed characters like her try to sell spots in their events. They also added parties with more non-player characters that would follow if you made it to the finish line that included short experiences that simulated being high. The programmed characters could also become ‘dates,’ turning the time-limited parties into something akin to brothels.

      None of that interested Rafe, he’d tried a couple of the neural highs and found them overwhelming, and was afraid of how much he wanted to extend the experience. He could see how someone could get lost, paying for more connection time with servers that calculated and executed the perfect bliss for your brain. As for the offer of simulated opulence and a fake date, that stuff only made him feel awkward. He hadn’t had any experience with a real woman, so he avoided the sexual content offered by many simulations altogether.

      He followed her to a narrow door to his right. It was amongst dozens of entrances leading to poorer simulations. “Have a good run!” she said.

      He opened the door and walked out onto a rooftop that was set up like a starting line, complete with scantily clad men and women of several different humanoid races and a crowd cheering in the sun. He walked up to the starting block, settled in, and looked past the edge of the rooftop to the rest of the city. It was an endless stand of skyscrapers, scaffolds, and slowly moving shuttles that were set in a specific pattern to create a virtual parkour track high above the ground.

      It looked all right for a cheaply made environment, but he saw that several of the buildings were duplicates, and that all the shuttles were exactly the same. He looked up to his right and saw a drone that was projecting the course layout and nodded. It would be challenging enough, especially if he took it on as fast as he could.

      A pair of shiny, silver androids held up flags and he paused them by holding a finger up. They froze in place. Rafe closed his eyes and checked to see if Erda had tried to contact him or returned to his apartment. His heart sank a little as there was no sign of her, so he made sure the alert that would tell him if she tried to reach out was still set. He looked back at the over-sexed male and female pair of gleaming robots then nodded. “Go!” they shouted with sunny enthusiasm.

      A timer started under the map projected to his right and he broke into a run, spotted the shuttle gliding left and right, picked his moment, then leapt from the rooftop. He almost overshot the hood of the small ship, and barely made the jump to the next rooftop. Okay, so I’m going to have to get used to being lighter. Same power, a quarter the weight. What a difference. Rafe thought to himself as he ran as hard as he could across one rooftop, leapt to the next, then dropped down a steep slide.

      Rafe rolled onto a scaffold on the side of a building, stopped short of skidding off the end, then leapt to the undercarriage of a nearby shuttle that carried him to the side of a building that was slanted just enough for him to control his path down to a bridge to the next. He slammed into the next building so hard that he nearly fell thirty storeys to the street, and slowed his movement down so he could account for the changes in his new avatar. This is better than I expected, but if I’m not careful I’ll jump right past an edge and fail to fly. He thought to himself, smiling a little at the thought that he was test driving a body he might have in real life.

      “You’re ahead of par time! Keep it up!” a drone squeaked in an encouraging voice.

      Making adjustments as he went, Rafe ran over, through and under the half kilometre of obstacles that remained and crossed the finish line. He wasn’t winded, there was no sweat, and he felt like he could do the whole track over right away. The freedom of it made him grin for the first time since he could remember.

      The limits of his human avatar were gone, and he didn’t miss them. The same computer generated character who enticed him into the course approached, clapping. “That was fantastic, Sugar. You could be a champion. For your fifteen p-credit entry fee, you’ll have a chance at winning the grand prize of one hundred…”

      “No thanks,” Rafe said, walking to the roof access door. “I just wanted to get used to this rig before people start shooting at me.”

      The saleswoman program kept pitching, offering a spot in the next race for only nine p-credits. He knew better. The people who won that kind of event were experts at gaming the system and had every trick of the track memorised. He walked back onto the concourse and started weaving through the crowd towards the War Wrecked entrance. The grand arch opened up into a large docking bay with small and medium ships showing battle damage as they landed, letting passengers board in a hurry as soldiers in modern plate armour shouted; “Get your asses aboard!” or “The fight won’t wait for you maggots!” or other phrases like Rafe’s favourite; “Slay, slaughter and show no mercy!” It wasn’t what the Sergeant said, but how over the top it was that made that one the best line.

      There was already a rush of players running onto three of the troop transports, so he held back. He bought seven lives for a future session, which cost him three platinum credits apiece. The system notified him that there was a double money event going on as well, where each kill wouldn’t just give him credits, but also drop loot if he paid another seven credits, so he did so. It would be worth it if he made enough kills and picked up loot from half the bodies. There would be regular loot as well, so it was a good day to join the War Wrecked Deathmatches.

      There was a whole world ready for divisions two to five, meaning that he’d be dropping into a Deathmatch with cyborg class avatars below and above his gear and skill level. He was tempted to revert to his human avatar, which would put him in the purely biological character category. Rafe already had a ladder ranking in that class, but he decided to stick with his new cyborg rig instead.

      “Do you want to be a hero?” Sarge, the well muscled, tall mascot asked. He was in heavy infantry plate armour, chewing a cigar as he pointed at him with a thick finger. “Join the fight on Pandem and save civilians from the Edxi threat! First three teams to get their civvies off that rock splits all the ante and the loot! Everyone else gets eaten alive by the nastiest bugs in the galaxy!” he kept walking past, pointing at a group of young women in expensive Dex armour that covered them in a glossy second skin. “How about you? You ready to answer the hero’s call? Our simulation is based on actual long range scans of Pandem and real mission data!”

      “Sorry, Sarge, I’ve got a ladder to climb,” said the shortest of the trio. Then she looked past him and her eyes went wide. “Scratch? Did you flip classes?”

      He’d been killed by that trio more times than he could count, but gained their attention when he managed to start taking them out in return. The trousers he had were made to imitate the armour they wore, but they didn’t have the same armour rating. Outside of Deathmatches, he liked them and they were often the first to congratulate players on a good kill. “Just trying it out, Lemur,” he replied, walking towards them. “What are you three up to?”

      “Capture the Flag. We’re not going to be in range of a Haven Node long enough for Endurance or Ladder Deathmatches. I saw you broke into the top ten-k a couple weeks ago, congrats,” Lemur replied.

      “Thanks, it took a few good matches to climb that high. I can’t imagine how you guys stay in the top five thousand.”

      “Teamwork and incredible talent,” said FooDream. She always sounded like she was bored.

      “That rig is over eighty percent metal. You get bored of human avatars or something?” Lemur asked.

      “No, just trying something new. I hear low rank cyborg matches are really fast,” Rafe said, deciding not to explain that he was upgrading in real life and wanted to practice with the rig before he got it using an avatar. There was no knowing who or where the trio were outside of simulations. He always suspected that at least one of them was actually a bored long-haul freighter crewman who enjoyed playing a female avatar. Rafe didn’t think there was anything wrong with that. He’d tried playing a woman for a couple days, and changed back because it didn’t feel like a good fit.

      “I hope you’re not abandoning humanity, we’d miss seeing you in the matches,” Missled said, shaking her head. “I love it when you come after us, it’s like loot delivery.” She was the tallest of the trio, and was famous for riling opponents up a few words at a time.

      “Be nice, Miss,” Lemur chided, turning her attention back to Rafe. “I’ve watched a few of those matches. There’s a reason why cyborgs aren’t allowed to compete in bio avatar matches. It’s not just faster, but brutal. What kind of rig are you running?”

      “It’s custom,” Rafe said, watching a dropship with a smouldering hole in the side of it touch down shakily. The boarding ramp at the back dropped open, clashing with the deck. “That’s my ride,” he said with a smirk.

      “See you in a minute,” Missled chuckled. “Respawn here so we can see the look on your face.”

      “Just for that, I will. You’ll be waiting awhile,” Rafe said as he ran towards the ramp.

      “Oh, look, another load of scrap metal for the grinder!” Sarge shouted as he watched Rafe run to the dropship. “Get aboard, or get recycled!”

      There were thirteen other players aboard the armoured shuttle, and one of them with a rough, industrial armoured frame that was rank five caught his eye and grinned. “You’re first, pretty little unit,” he growled before the drop pod door slammed shut, closing him in.

      The system made Rafe aware that he would get one extra virtual store credit for every kill he made as long as he was using the guns he took with him. It was a bonus the game gave under-armed players, and Rafe wondered if he shouldn’t switch ammunition types before he dropped.

      A screen with several zones appeared on the small porthole in the drop pod, showing a map of Planet 003 with several places highlighted. He voted that the shuttle drop its load at Graff Outer City marker and was happy to see that the majority selected the same spot. The shuttle shook and jostled as a countdown from ten started. He selected Launch Point as his respawn site, and watched the timer countdown.

      It was just like the escape pod, only instead of pointing away from a planet, he was pointed towards it, and he clenched his teeth so they wouldn’t clomp together like they did when he escaped the Fossa. The pod dropped, and after a few seconds he was listening to the whistle of the air passing over the rough surface of the hull.

      Gravity pressed him against the harness, but it wasn’t as traumatic or restrictive as it was when he tried a drop-pod scenario with his human avatar. He could move normally, his motors and synthetic muscle easily countering the increased gravity. Then the sides of the pod ejected, revealing the nightscape of Graff, a city that was built to house over ten million. It was battle scarred by the mad combat of thousands of players as they fought their way through the hellscape of tenuously teetering towers and frantic firefights.

      The drop pods had been reduced to small retrorocket platforms that marked every one of them with bright jets of flame to the competitors below. Several streaks of light passed nearby, and Rafe looked to his left, where the player who called him out earlier was firing his overbuilt rifle. “You’re first, little cydork! Ha! You’re first!” he cried as one of his shots struck one of Rafe’s dop pod thrusters.

      As he drew both his pistols and raised them to fire, several bolts of energy ripped into his legs. He pulled his triggers, missing the first few shots, then landing a good hit on his attacker’s rifle, ruining the barrels. He was lining up another barrage when one of the lateral thrusters at the base of his pod failed. The other kept firing and he was sent violently pinwheeling down towards the battered freeway beneath. Hoping that he could survive the fall if he freed himself from the drop pod, he pulled his harness’ emergency release and leapt away. He realized it was too late a moment before he struck head first. There was a flash of well simulated pain for a split second, enough to confirm that he indeed hit the ground at a lethal speed, then blackness as a message appeared; “You were shot out of the sky by Sup3rSl@y3r.”

      What followed was a short cutscene of Sarge leaning over him saying; “What one cyborg took apart, we can put back together. Six lives left, soldier, get out there!”

      Rafe stepped out of one of the respawn doors and came face to face with Lemur, who gasped, her jaw dropping. “Oh, shit.”

      Missled turned and snickered. “Oh, wow, that was quick. I bet I could last longer without so much as a speed aug.”

      “I’m going to make sure that asshole dies every time I see him,” Rafe said, storming past them to a dropship that was landing at the far end of the hangar.
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      Deathmatch Time

      

      The stillness of Rafe’s body as he waited for his drop pod to pop open was strange. Human avatars breathed and could get stiff or uncomfortable if they didn’t keep moving. His new cyborg avatar handled utter stillness like it was an appliance.

      It took more effort to calm down. He had to force himself to forget Sup3rsl@y3r. Focusing on a grudge in a deathmatch where you could earn platinum was stupid. It always led to tunnel vision and risks that got newbies killed. He may have been new to the cyborg deathmatches, but Rafe had nearly fifteen hundred hours in the human division. Time after time he saw people take death personally, come back gunning for one player in particular, then get blasted to bits from behind or above.

      Instead of falling into that trap, Rafe focused his attention on calibrating with his guns and getting used to the way they felt in his new hands. The weapons felt like they were a part of him. The goal of gathering enough platinum to move on if he had to, or hire people to fight his old enemies, or to continue paying rent passed through his mind. The other players had what he needed, and Rafe knew he could take it from them. They invited violence and loss the moment they dove into the Deathmatch.

      The sides of his pod popped off, and he looked around quickly. There were too many around him to count. More than one dropship converged on the spawn point they were descending to. The airborne firefight was on, and he was one of the first to shoot as he spotted a player who was raising a great big junk cannon. That would probably take him out with a couple shots, shredding the small thruster platform he was descending on or taking him apart altogether.

      Rafe fired and blasted chunks of armour off his opponent’s chest. He did critical damage with the next shot, hammering his foe squarely in the sternum with an explosive round. If that was a real exchange, his opponent’s vital case would be shredded and the life support for his human parts would fail. In the game, it meant he would respawn if he had the ante. A notification appeared in the upper right corner of Rafe’s view as his opponent collapsed and fell backwards, tumbling end over end then shattering on the edge of a dark overpass.

      CONFIRMED KILL - LUDUSRAT - 5p

      A blast of light splashed against Rafe’s jacket. Most of the heat was deflected, but the particles did damage to his outer armour. The top of a building was just close enough for him to leap to, and Rafe made the jump instead of firing back. Everything seemed to move slower. Perhaps it was the new rig, or maybe he was getting a large dose of adrenaline, but he landed, rolled, and came up in a kneeling position pointing both guns in the direction of his assailant. It was a woman with a steel face wearing heavy plate armour. She’d moved on to another target, firing at someone just above her.

      That was a mistake. Maybe she lost sight of him, or she was looking for low hanging fruit. He fired his right pistol, rapidly pulling the trigger so he got five shots off on the silver helmed woman before she could react. Another advantage of the new rig became clear; his index finger moved completely separately from the rest of his hand, which held the pistol steady as his volley was sent.

      Every shot hit. Her ear burst open, replaced by a smouldering hole. His last blast struck close to the wound, doing damage to delicate flesh and bone, taking her out.

      CONFIRMED KILL - LadyDeathDealer - 3p.

      The sound of the rooftop access hatch opening behind Rafe sent him in search for cover. With an easy leap, he got behind a thick vent pipe.

      Three players in grey-black camouflage jumpsuits rushed onto the rooftop, looking for him as they sought cover. Finally, some loot I can get to, Rafe thought as he shoved his right pistol into its holster, waited for the built-in auto-loader to reload the weapon, then drew it again. The rounds he used were cheap; dumb but explosive. Good all-purpose cartridge filler, but he decided to reward himself with better bullets before his next respawn.

      “The Motion Scanner says he landed up here, dropping from the north,” one of the camouflaged players said right before breaking cover so he could move to a large delivery collection box. Rafe shot for centre mass, missed twice and struck once before the player slid behind cover.

      “There he is! Get around! Outflank him!” another opponent shouted.

      Rafe hated going up against teams. It was an individual Deathmatch, but there was no rule saying that you couldn’t get together with a few friends, kill a few solos, then split the loot once you were all back at the Concourse. It only made Rafe want to break teams up more. In fact, he often went out of his way to get the drop on teams of every size so he could take a few of them out before they could regroup. It was an exciting challenge.

      One of his opponents tried to get close, running for an A shaped skylight. It was probably good cover because it was most likely made of transparent metal, but it was also a terrible idea because Rafe could see him perfectly. The one he’d shot was getting closer, and he’d lost track of the third, so he took a chance, running for the skylight and leaping for the assailant who was settling in behind it.

      His target looked up in time to see Rafe jump over the skylight and he raised his snub nosed blade shooter. It was a small weapon, and went through ammunition fast, but its ultra-thin, hard rounds could erode armour in seconds. He only got to shoot for an instant before Rafe came down on top of him and took his throat in his left hand. “Fu…” was all his prey could say before his neck was pinched all the way through. The feeling of cartilage, flesh and bone crushing in his fist was so realistic that Rafe wanted to retch, but he managed to drop down behind cover before anyone else started shooting. He also got his victim’s blade shooter. It fit in his left hand nicely. Using someone else’s ammo was always sweeter when you were using it on their friends.

      The loud ripping sound of another opponent firing his blade shooter filled the air, and the skylight shattered pane by pane. Shit! It's made of glass! He thought to himself as his armour registered hits and he scrambled for cover.

      CONFIRMED KILL - LavaMaster13 - 3p flashed in the upper right hand corner of his view, but he barely noticed it.

      The player he’d lost track of was waiting for him behind an electrical box, and he opened fire with his blade shooter immediately, ripping a line of damage up Rafe’s chest and face. The dermal weave saved him from being killed immediately and gave him a chance to put his arm up to protect his head while he returned fire wildly.

      One of Rafe’s rounds struck his lightly armoured opponent in the shin, and he was going down. He aimed for the head and held the trigger of his own blade shooter down until a welcome notification appeared.

      CONFIRMED KILL - Sherrifman36 - 5p

      A small case of three hand rockets fell out of Sherrifman36’s vest and Rafe snatched it up, hanging the easy open case inside his jacket. They were straight from the in-game shop.

      The third opponent on the rooftop, the one he shot, came around, firing an autocannon that was so high powered that it required a backpack reactor. A beam of light split the air, then swept through Rafe’s chest, cutting his vital case in half. He was already firing when he was struck. As he fell he had the pleasure of seeing one more kill notification appear.

      CONFIRMED KILL - NotTheFace11813 - 5p

      It was a short but good round. Rafe wanted to get to the ground faster, so he activated the Quickspawn option. The simulation would decide where he appeared next, but he wouldn’t have to go through the drop pod sequence again. As he spawned, a new notification appeared: Congratulations! You have three spectators watching you live!

      He guessed it was the trio he left behind in the hangar, and smiled a little as he appeared in a room that had been gutted by fire. He knelt down and looked for enemies, finding none. There was a faint roar of a heavy hover vehicle in the distance, but it didn’t look like anyone spotted him.

      Rafe took a moment to address his viewers in a whisper; “Hey, folks. Thanks for dropping in to watch this newbie learn from his first hundred mistakes.” Spectators could send gifts like money, ammunition, armour, repair kits, or anything in the online store or trade market. He didn’t expect much from those three, they were probably just curious to see how he would do in the cyborg match that lasted more than one minute. A counter appeared in the bottom left of his screen indicating how many viewers he had, and he did his best to ignore it.

      There was gunfire in the distance, and he peeked through the window. The sounds of rounds impacting near his head sent him back undercover and he chuckled to himself. “I have got to get some kind of combat sensor module. I’d love an active tactical map. There could be three enemies or twenty in the next room.”

      Unable to see where the shooting came from, he retreated, moving towards the door then down the stairs. He spotted another player at the bottom, and before she could turn towards him, he blasted her in the back and head.

      CONFIRMED KILL - sn1p3rcat239 - 4p

      He’d gotten over the taboo of shooting other players in the back long ago. If you weren’t aware of your surroundings, or good enough to make sure you didn’t get killed from behind, then it was your fault. He picked up her loot drop - a cosmetic item that gave avatars Cat Ears and a Tail - then checked the rooms to the left and right before moving through a window into the alley. “Holy crap, that’s worth 19 plat on the market right now,” Lemur said in the comments on the far right of his view.

      Rafe sent sn1p3rcat239 a message that said; “Will sell them back to you for 4p.” He had a soft spot for people who lost expensive gear in the game, especially since he lost his trousers in one match and had to wear the cheapest ones in the game for a week before he was able to buy another pair.

      Sn1p3rcat239’s face was made up to look like a humanoid cat’s, and it appeared in a small window. “I’m out of ante, so I’ll meet you back at the Hangar when you’re done. I should have watched my back, thanks for not putting those on the market, meow.”

      “Um, I’ll just mail them to you, plat on delivery. I plan on being anted up for a while,” Rafe said as the sound of a high-powered rifle going off sent him scrambling for cover until he found a spot behind a dumpster. The air trembled as an armoured hover tank turned onto the street to his left, and he watched three players rush into the alley as it roared past, gun barrels on the sides sweeping left and right. The main cannon fired, and its explosive round went off half way down the alley. The wall to his right burst in a shower of bricks and grit, the dumpster smashed into him as it was sent out of the opposite end of the alleyway.

      Rafe picked himself up off the cracked concrete the second he slid to a stop. A strange sensation of knowing that his left hand had been destroyed made him aware of it, but there was no simulated pain or bleeding. The hover tank was coming around the next corner, slowly taking a hairpin turn up the street. Hiding would have been prudent, but there was an excellent chance that one of the players inside the tank had a sensor kit. It was probably how they were hunting players down and Rafe didn’t trust his stealth skills enough to try to duck it.

      Vehicles were a huge advantage in the game, and there were hundreds of thousands of them scattered around the world in various states of repair. Most of them didn’t have armour or built-in weaponry like the hover tank he was facing. The only way to get something that vicious was through the online store, and he knew the model that nearly reduced him to slag. The Crowd Crusher. It was made to kill groups of players so the people inside could rake up platinum. There was a problem with driving that thing around though; you stuck out like a sore thumb and everyone hated you for having it. Whoever finally took the Crowd Crusher out would also kill all the players inside if they hit it hard enough.

      Rafe took all three hand rockets out of their case and held them between the fingers of his right hand. “I’m either going to make an ass of myself, or take that piece of shit and the people in it apart,” he growled, stepping into the street. The Crowd Crusher was less than a hundred metres away, facing him.

      The lead gunner took a panic shot. A large explosive shell sailed over Rafe’s head, exploding down the street behind him. “Die, please,” he said through gnashed teeth as he pointed the hand rockets at the armoured vehicle and let them go. They sprang to life, seeking their target and screaming through the air.

      The Crowd Crusher tried to stop and turn but bumped against the half-ruined front of a Candi Werx store. All three rockets hit their mark blasting the killing machine. Its death cry was low, loud and bright as it showered the street with fire and shrapnel.

      “Thank you,” Rafe said with a smirk.

      Before the smoke cleared, another player jumped down from a nearby rooftop and started running for the loot pile that awaited in the flaming ruins of the light tank. As the kill list scrolled up the right side of Rafe’s screen, he took aim.

      CONFIRMED KILL - MetalL0v3r877 - 5p

      CONFIRMED KILL - Shovelface0002 - 4p

      CONFIRMED KILL - JaekobVallent34 - 3p

      CONFIRMED KILL - Munch - 5p

      CONFIRMED KILL - Stragglerkiller - 3p

      CONFIRMED KILL - Zaggershot - 5p

      CONFIRMED KILL - Naugh - 5p

      He fired once, struck the looter between the shoulderblades, then again, breaking shards of armour off the back of his head. As the looter turned around, bringing a rifle to bear, Rafe shot him in the neck and face in quick succession. Then Rafe was relieved to see CONFIRMED KILL - Surp@ss3r - 4p appear on his screen and he sprinted to the flaming remains of the tank. The pile of loot - one thing from each player inside the tank and from the avatar who tried to beat him to it - was transferred to his inventory as soon as he came within one metre of each item. He saw a gun, an armoured vest, and a few other things he didn’t have a chance to identify before they were taken along with a notification that some of the loot was simply platinum, adding fifteen p-credits to his winnings total. A new announcement appeared on screen then:

      

      Congratulations, you are now ranked 999,997th on the Cyborg Division Ladder.

      

      Considering there were millions of players, and he had been playing for less than half an hour, that was impressive.

      Meanwhile, in the small chat window to his bottom right, Lemur said; “Holy shit! That made the Majestic Mayhem Replay of the Day, Rafe! Get ready to…”

      The sound of several ricochets at his feet stopped him from reading the rest of the chat message as he ran for cover. Once he was inside the candy store, which was only on fire a little bit, he turned in time to see two players drop down from above. They raked the inside of the store with automatic rifles, and Rafe jumped behind the only shelves he could get to as explosive rounds made a broken, molten mess of the boxes of chocolate kittens on the other side.

      “Run and die or fight and die,” Rafe said to himself more than to the seventy-four spectators who had joined his stream in the last few seconds. “Run and fight,” he said as he spotted the door at the back of the Candi Werx store. He pressed his left arm against his side so it would provide extra armour for his vital case, then fired as he retreated towards the door. He scared his enemies behind cover as he half turned and fired at them wildly with the blade shooter.

      The speed of his new legs was almost as amazing as their dexterity as he leapt over downed shelves, burst through plastic displays, and made his mad rush. These assailants weren’t cowed for long.

      The moment they fired back Rafe was struck by three explosive rounds, reducing his left arm to metal and synthetic flesh shreds. As he bumped into a fallen rabbit display that started repeating; “Try me! I’m delicious! Try me! I’m delicious!” he landed a lucky shot in the middle of one of his enemies' visors. It stunned him, and Rafe stopped running just long enough to follow that shot up with a couple more.

      CONFIRMED KILL - Gutterkill003 - 5p was the last notification he saw before a burst of rounds passed through his head. Rafe reappeared in the pre-spawn waiting space - a small, square room filled with slowly shifting red and white light. There were one hundred forty seven people watching him, and the chat window was scrolling so fast that he couldn’t read all the comments. He enjoyed the ones he could catch while he waited to spawn on a new part of the map.

      GunDiver: Get bigger guns!

      666MadeMan999: At least he no fall on face.

      SargeLover938: Bad ass! No fear, crap gear, all guts!

      1337Gurl: First post!

      EmmaTheGreat: Hot newbie comin’ up! Watch out for Tier 5’s!

      Lemur: Awesome! But stop getting shot, okay?

      CyborgPro-01: Stop under-using your rig like a newbie, Cold Boy! Strain and push! You can leap tall buildings, you idiot!

      L0gg3rSh00t3r: Way late for first post, 1eetgurl. Go find a bridge, troll.

      

      It was nice to see that Lemur was still watching, and her comment made him chuckle, but he found himself considering CyborgPro-01’s comment the most. If there was a place to push his new rig to the limit, the Deathmatches were it. Rafe also realized he was still playing as though he was using a human avatar. That would come to an end.
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      The Unit

      

      A timer started in the pre-spawn empty virtual room Rafe’s avatar, Scratch, waited in. The numbers were as tall as the walls around him and they counted down from thirty. He was up to three hundred fifty seven viewers, a crowd that was astonishing and humbling for him. The messages drifting up all around him scrolled even faster and he resisted the urge to slow the feed down so he could read every one. Focusing on the next life was more important.

      

      Fl33tTra5h: Oot! Woot! Nine seconds left until next life!

      0neM@nStr1k3r: You’ve gotta get mini-miss loads for those hand cannons, bud!

      Th3End3r: You’re going to get slagged out there now, newbie.

      F3r@l: Go tank hunting again!

      

      Rafe replied to that last remark aloud with a chuckle; “I’m afraid I’m all out of rockets, F3r@l. No tank hunting with these pea shooters.” He quickly accessed the online store and spent two platinum on fifty Pure Carnage brand homing micro missile rounds for his left autoloader. His holster clicked several times as the new shells were loaded into that pistol. It was expensive ammunition, but he could make hundreds of platinum with it if he used it properly. “Thanks for reminding me about the ammo, OneM@nStr1k3r.”

      

      LordOptimal: Oot woot? Ultra lame, Fl33tTra5sh.

      LuminariaLuna: Good luck, keep low until you’ve got the drop on ‘em, then bam-bam!

      R@1N3R: Love your stealth then strike style, Bullet Slinger. Subbing now.

      P00rJ03: Doubling your ammo load. Go slag some shit!

      

      The number of homing micro missile rounds in Rafe’s ammunition inventory increased to one hundred. “Thanks, P00rJ03,” he said, surprised. Then a bandolier of fifteen Hull Buster hand rockets appeared on his chest.

      DigiFeral: Here you go. Don’t let anything run you down.

      

      “Oh, wow, thanks DigiFerral,” Rafe said, watching the number in front of him count down to three. He hurriedly bought a black helmet that matched his jacket. It had a large transparent metal visor and solid neck protection. It cost fifteen platinum credits, but if it extended his life a few minutes, he could make it back in one round. “Time for some tank hunting.”

      

      Straydawg: Hey! Spacerwares is sponsoring a loot drop in Copper Cliff! The advert says it's going to be worth ten million plat! There’s also a real world starship. Take the bridge and win!

      

      Straydawg was a professional announcer for the New Dream Universe, and War Wrecked. He was one of those promotional avatars that tried way too hard to be cool, but it paid to listen for his announcements.  “Well, I know where they’ll be spawning me, wish me luck,” Rafe said, ignoring the chat. He had two seconds to focus. He drew his pistols. The left one felt heavier, and he smiled at the thought of having an ammunition type that flirted with the limits of the Deathmatch league he was in. Micro missiles were slow, but they packed a massive punch.

      Spending real platinum on upgrades always made Rafe uncomfortable, but his timing couldn’t have been better. If what Straydawg was saying was true, thousands of players would be spawning and travelling as fast as they could to Copper Cliff.

      Sponsors like Spacerwares paid for huge loot drops where some of the most desirable in-match items from the online store would rain from the sky in the form of armoured crates. The players who opened them would get everything inside. A sponsor like Spacerwares, a general supply company with flashy stores geared towards space farers, would also have credit vouchers in their boxes that could be exchanged for real world products.

      Drops worth a combined total of ten thousand platinum happened a couple times a day. Large ones worth a million or more platinum with a cloud of drop boxes only happened once or twice a week and the servers made sure that there were tens of thousands of players in the area to compete for the loot.

      Spacerwares was making a historic drop. Rafe had only heard of a company offering a real-world ship in a Deathmatch twice. Once it was a starfighter, and the winner only had to get in and start it up to take it. Then there was a mid-sized traveller model starship. The brand new, real world vessel worth hundreds of thousands of platinum was won after a corridor battle aboard the vessel that lasted over half an hour. The players and spectators alike loved it. The new owner, a Division Nine Deathmatch player named L00s3Ch@nge, celebrated by flying the virtual version from the War Wrecked game area right into the main New Dreams Universe. A bunch of pirates attacked and captured the ship a few hours later because he didn’t bother inviting friends to join his crew. L00s3Ch@nge was never seen in the virtual worlds again, most likely because he was too busy making sure he didn’t make the same mistake with the version of the ship he’d won in real life.

      The thought of going for whatever ship Spacerwares was dropping passed through Rafe’s mind as he appeared in the Deathmatch world and he pushed it aside. A timer hung at the top of his view counting down from three minutes. The loot drop would start when it hit zero.

      The space he appeared in was brightly lit. A loud hum drew his attention to a round transparesteel chamber containing the blue flames of a fusion reaction. He checked his in-game map and saw that he was on the edge of Copper Cliff. The drop could happen anywhere within the limits of the city. He’d never seen the power plant, but he recognized that the layout was made for fast paced fighting as he moved through the complex. The halls were curled around the core, intersecting, weaving over, and under each other. Some passages had catwalks and vertical intersections that made it easy for enemies to snipe at players who were trying to find their way out.

      Rafe started running, listening and watching carefully for signs of other players. There was no way he wanted to be stuck inside a maze while a major loot drop went on outside. Then he heard the sound of bootsteps and leapt straight up to a reinforced walkway that was crossing overhead. Crouching down, he watched and waited. The solid panels underfoot would make for good cover, unlike some of the other walkways he’d seen that used metal grates.

      There were five enemies in low-end military armour that was painted yellow and red. As they passed five metres below, Rafe quietly loaded his right pistol with micro missile rounds then took aim. He pulled the trigger as the enemy player in the rear looked over his shoulder and spotted him. “Sniper!” he shouted.

      As a pair of micro missiles loosed from his pistols, Rafe hoped that the red and yellow colouring of their armour meant that they were members of the Bloody Afters. As the first pair of rockets struck the deck at the Unit’s feet, flinging the players in all directions, Rafe fired a second pair of missiles.

      The initial explosion didn’t kill a single armoured cyborg. His second shots bullseyed the avatar who was least damaged by the first blast, breaking his torso apart. The splash damage killed the cyborg next to him as well.

      CONFIRMED KILL - [BloodyAfters]B1gSl1ng - 5p

      CONFIRMED KILL - [BloodyAfters]R1pp3r84 - 5p

      

      A rifle burst made a rude rat-a-tat against Rafe’s helmet before he backed off then moved down the walkway. The need to wipe out the rest of the Bloody Afters Unit made him press his luck. He leaned out long enough to shoot another pair of micro missiles down at the gang members’ avatars and his near blind-firing rewarded him with another pair of kills.

      

      CONFIRMED KILL - [BloodyAfters]Blake939 - 5p

      CONFIRMED KILL - [BloodyAfters]L00k3rF@ce3 - 5p

      

      The last one raked the underside of the walkway, the pings from ricochets almost drowned her out as she yelled; “Sniper cheat!”

      Rafe was about to move to fire back when something hard struck the side of his helmet, breaking it open. The thought that he’d forgotten to check to his left and right as he focused on the Bloody Afters passed through his head the instant before an armour piercing slug did. “You were de-faced by D00mG0d.” came the announcement as Rafe was sent back to the limbo of pre-spawn.

      

      “Yeah, I know, I got tunnel vision,” Rafe said with a sigh.

      The regular chat was replaced with a private priority message that read; “Nice work, you’re moving up the ladder already! I didn’t know you played in the cyborg divisions, otherwise I would have invited you.” It was from Niranda, who used her real name in simulations. It wasn’t a common practice. Most people enjoyed the anonymous second life that the simulated universes that the Cyberscape offered. “The divisions are merging. Join us if you want.”

      “Oh, shit,” Rafe said to himself. If the divisions were merging then cyborgs of rank five and below - his competitive range - would be combining with the other Deathmatch worlds. Players with every level of body, skill and advancement would be competing for the Spacerwares drop. The population was about to multiply, and the competition would be deadlier.

      A notification appeared as the respawn counter flipped from six to five. NIRANDA HAS INVITED YOU TO THE RIPROAR UNIT.

      “Accept,” he replied. Units were like guilds or clans in other games, where any number of players could loosely join a group that would persist no matter which simulations they were playing in. They could see where the members were, share equipment quickly, spawn near each other, and communicate through private channels. There were other specific perks for different games as well, but Rafe was most encouraged by the fact that he wouldn’t have to face the deadly rush he was about to enter on his own. Rafe was mostly intrigued by the fact that Riproar was a New Dreams Universe Unit, inferring that they probably had hundreds or thousands of members who played in groups there and in associated games.

      Yes, normally he hated seeing people get together in groups in the Deathmatches, but in most other games it was essential. The loot drop that was coming up would draw the biggest Units and Guilds from across the real galaxy and he had little chance of getting anything out of it if he were alone. “Looks like I’m grouping with higher ups, guys,” he told his viewers.

      Niranda sounded like she was smiling as she extended an invitation; “Spawn in on me and Jack. We’ve got a group started next to the observation bunker on Serpentine Street.”

      There was a group of three Unit members there, and as soon as Rafe selected that spot to spawn in, he appeared amongst them. He was in the basement of a fairly intact home with thin metal and plastic walls. “Nice helmet,” Jack said. His body was similar to the one he had in real life, but his collection of military parts and armour was complete, making him a killing machine in the shape of a muscle bound human in a modern plate suit. He pulled his own bulky headgear on, covering his face with a mask that had a screaming insect painted on the front.

      “We saw you streaming and hopped on,” Niranda said. “We’ve got two more groups on the way, but they’ll probably get here right after the drop hits.”

      Rafe was astonished to see that she was wearing the same thick, glossy black jacket and trousers he used, only they weren’t knockoffs but actual Dex armour. She had also bought the same criss-cross belt and auto loading holster setup. The only thing that looked different was the blouse, which included more support and was far more stylish.

      “Our Niranda has a thing for changing her gear to match outfits she thinks are cool. You like it now, but it’ll get annoying, you’ll see,” another unit member said before sealing her own heavy armour.

      “Hey, I see a look I like, and I try it out. What’s wrong with that?” Niranda replied. “I think Scratch has great style. Do I wear it well?”

      “Well, uh, yeah, better than me I think,” Rafe replied. “But everything I have are knockoffs except for the holsters and guns.”

      “Good, I love the gunslinger look, I might get something like this setup when I unplug,” she said, turning her attention back to a short window.

      “I had no idea you guys played sims,” Rafe said, trying not to react to her casually mentioning that she may buy custom Dex armour that would cost thousands of credits in the real world.

      An explosion sounded down the street. It was followed by a storm of gunfire in the distance. “We use the New Dreams Universe as training grounds. These two like testing new gear before they buy it,” Niranda replied.

      “Hey, that’s kinda what I’m doing,” Rafe said as he followed Jack, whose Deathmatch nickname was ‘JackTheJack.’ He spotted the other player’s nickname for the first time and was shocked. “Holy shit, you’re Deathcaller!”

      “In and out of the sims,” she said over her shoulder. “And you’re Scratch, cyborg newbie with his first thousand followers. I wish it was as easy to get started when I was working my way up.”

      “Are you streaming now?” Rafe asked in a whisper.

      “Well, yeah, we’re going after the ship. Spacerwares warned all us big streamers that they’d be doing a publicity drop today because Regent Galactic just sold the whole chain. They’re trying to get out from under some drama about them being attached to that Eden cult now that Lorander owns them. I hear they used another company to do it so Regent Galactic didn’t know who they were really selling to. I’m into it. It’s like they stole one of the most popular store chains legally. Now they’re celebrating by giving millions of plat worth of in and out of game loot away. I love our new corporate masters.”

      “Wait, do you know what the ship they’re dropping is? Is it a Regent Galactic model?” Rafe asked.

      “No, not Regent Galactic,” Niranda replied. “It’s a ship from Lorander’s new line of System Security corvettes. That’s all we know.”

      “That’s plenty,” Rafe said as he followed the group through the basement to the stairs. The gunfire outside was getting closer.

      Jack turned towards him then, looking serious. He spoke as though he were gently imparting a lesson. “Kid, I almost told Niranda not to invite you. Not because I don’t think you deserve a share or a shot at tapping your ident into the bridge of that ship, but because I think your whole approach sucks.”

      Rafe was shocked by Jack’s frankness. His jaw dropped, and he couldn’t think of a thing to say.

      “I think he’s listening, Jack,” Deathcaller said with a snicker.

      “Right, you’ve been taking this game on like the punishment isn’t real,” Jack said as they moved up the stairs. He took up the rear. “That’s why you keep getting wiped. You give a good fight, but put yourself in these shitty situations that get you killed every time. You’ve gotta make moves that give you advantages instead of what you’ve been doing. You find good starting points, then fight your way out into the open where you get slagged because you didn’t move towards an advantage.”

      “He’s right, we watched your last couple lives,” Deathcaller said as she moved into the living room, leading with a long, heavy automatic rifle. “Play these sims out as if every life is your last and you’ll start moving like it’s real. The kings and queens of the sims all take it seriously. Like it’s life or death.” She pointed to her right and Niranda rolled into place behind a thick upturned coffee table. Jack moved past her quickly, silently, and settled behind a thick wall on the other side of the room.

      The irritation Rafe felt was lessened because he was talking to players who were from Divisions Fifteen and Nineteen. These were people who knew what they were talking about and proved it constantly. He also had a distinct feeling that much of their experience came from the real world, which brought its own kind of intimidation along. “Okay, so…”

      “Watch what we do, and always move towards an advantage instead of charging your opponents. We wouldn’t invite you to the Unit if you didn’t show potential,” Niranda said.

      “What she said, but make staying alive job one,” Jack added. “That way we won’t feel like we’re babysitting.”

      “Easy, Jack,” Deathcaller said. “As someone who once babysat you while your scrap farm was getting set up, I can say that Scratch will earn his powerlevelling session today. Well, as long as he remembers that  every decision that keeps him alive is the right decision.”

      “Okay, where do you want me?” Rafe asked in a whisper.

      “Right behind me, watching my back,” Deathcaller replied. “Seriously, that basement is a live spawn point. Slag whatever comes up the stairs.”

      As the group settled in for a moment, Rafe let Jack’s advice sink in. He really didn’t equate the Deathmatches to anything that could happen in real life. He’d seen a few gunfights in the real world, and they only lasted seconds. The prolonged kind of battles he saw in simulations seemed unreal even though the physics and graphics were perfect. “Wait, you guys are practising for real war or something?”

      Before anyone could answer, a pair of lightly armoured players came rushing up the stairs behind Deathcaller. As they opened fire with knock off automatic rifles, Rafe drew his pistols and pulled both triggers three times, forgetting that he was using micro missile rounds. The cacophony of explosions that followed was deafening as the freshly spawned players were blasted to pieces. A cybernetic arm bounced off the ceiling and fell at his feet as the smoke cleared. His jacket and helmet protected him from any serious damage, but if he were in lesser armour, Rafe could have killed himself.

      Everyone stared at him for a moment as the smoke cleared. Jack broke the silence; “You blasted those buggers to bullshit. You can play.”

      “You’re right, I already like him,” Deathcaller said to Niranda.
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      The Mad Rush

      

      Several players spawned in the basement, unaware that the house was occupied. Deathcaller had a sensor suite built into her armour that warned them about most of the new players entering the match there. It even caught a few who appeared on the building’s rooftop. Those got away as quickly as they could, probably because they had a detection system that told them that there were a few higher division players inside.

      Rafe made nineteen more platinum credits by firing at players as they came rushing up the stairs. The other members of the Riproar unit in the house with him earned a total of forty-six between them by defending against people who tried to attack from the outside. “This is our camping spot, assholes! Find your own!” Jack cried as he exchanged fire with the latest raider.

      Rafe didn’t quite understand the logic behind the sporadic assaults. The player was attacking because they knew there were people inside, but everyone in the house was behind cover, ready to shoot at anyone who approached. It was foolish for any one person to take a run at them. “Why do they keep trying?” he asked Deathcaller.

      “Some don’t know better,” she answered as Jack finished the latest attacker off with a final burst.

      “A couple may have peeked at Deathcaller’s stream before spawning and think they can get a mention by charging,” Niranda said as she opened the front door and checked for other players who might have scan blockers. “Then there are the others who just don’t like campers or don’t have sensors that warn them that this house is already occupied.”

      “All that,” Jack agreed. “And some people just charge through the sim, trying to make as many kills as they can.”

      Rafe nodded, wondering if Jack was talking about him specifically. He watched as Niranda burst into a run that was faster and more agile than any real human or flesh and blood avatar could accomplish. “Loot the galaxy, baby!” Jack shouted as she picked up the items everyone they killed around the house dropped then rushed back into the house. Without a word, she activated the auto-split command, which equally divided the loot between the people in the Squad - Scratch, Deathcaller and JackTheJack - then dropped a pile at their feet as she walked around them. “I spent a lot of platinum on speed and agility mods. It kinda matches what I can do in real life only I’m faster here.”

      “Wow, really? Are you a cyborg out there? I couldn’t tell,” Scratch asked, adding; “Thanks for the loot, by the way.”

      “No worries. And I only have one implant in the Real, but I have other tricks,” she replied.

      He braved another question. “So, when do we move?”

      “As soon as that counter drops to zero or when we find out where the ships are,” Niranda said, pointing to the countdown to the event hanging in the sky. It was visible through every surface in the game, drifting through the clouds like a neon doomsday clock. “Then things will go completely crazy. You’ll want to use your best gear, even if there’s a chance you could lose it. Big risk, big reward, you know?”

      Rafe nodded and opened his inventory window. To other players it looked like his character was checking his pockets while he took stock of what he had.

      Every time he died, he dropped something he’d picked up from the battlefield. When that ran out, he’d start shedding pieces of equipment. That was one of the extra balancing factors in higher Division play. Thankfully, he still had several things he’d looted along with the extra stuff Niranda just gave him. There were five Deal Death and Dine Vouchers and a generic armoured chest piece that he equipped under his jacket. The blade shooter was gone, he’d probably dropped it the last time he died. He found a Scan Breaker which was a wristband that he could activate to hide from any scanner for thirty seconds once per life, and he put that on too. It was a piece of loot from the New Dreams Universe, and not a spectacular one, but he didn’t play much outside of the Deathmatches, so he was excited to finally get his hands on one. There was plenty of ammunition along with a full package of incindiary grenades, and several cosmetic items that would fetch a good price. None of them were as rare as the cat ears and tail he’d picked up earlier, but he was tempted to keep the one that would make him look like he was wearing an expensive business suit.

      “Oh, shit,” Deathcaller and Jack said at the same time.

      “Get moving, now!” Jack shouted, rushing towards the heavy sliding door at the front of the house.

      He followed his heavily armed companions. Niranda ran ahead, pointing at the street. A second later a sleek, small armoured ship that was only a little longer than the average hover car appeared. “Get in, I’ll fly.”

      “What’s up?” Rafe asked as he struggled to keep up with everyone as they practically jumped into the small ship. He was only half in the rear seat when it took off and he clung to the turret controls for dear life as he struggled to strap in. It was the only turret the ship had, and it could turn to fire in all directions but forward.

      “Someone paid to have an airstrike hit this side of town,” Deathcaller replied, pointing up.

      The screeching sound of fighters followed, growing louder, louder until he saw them over the neighbourhood. A wave of fire rose as bombs struck the houses, streets and larger facility buildings. “How much does that cost?” Rafe asked as he stared in awe.

      “About fifteen hundred plat,” Deathcaller replied. “Another Unit probably wants to limit the field, increase their chances of getting to the loot drop first.”

      “Yeah, that’ll do it,” Jack said.

      “How many did that kill?” Niranda asked.

      “Twelve hundred so far,” Jack said, opening a hatch above him so he could stand up and fire at a player using a jetpack to catch up to them. He missed when the armoured assailant dropped and veered away.

      Rafe flinched in his seat as their shields sparked. The sound of a small fighter whizzing by drew his gaze.

      “Get on it, Kid! We’re taking fire on the port side!” Deathcaller said as she stood up so her head and shoulders were through another top hatch beside Jack. She fired at a small fighter as it started coming around for another pass.

      Rafe gripped the turret controls, looked at the tactical display and saw that small ships and players with flight devices were rising up all around them. Many were pushed out of their hiding spots by the airstrike, but the rest were probably getting ready to fly to the loot drop location as soon as it was revealed.

      Anything that pointed a weapon in their direction was marked in red, and there were plenty of targets to choose from. He started with the nearest, the fighter that already scored a hit on their shields. The double barrels of the turret spat green bolts of high velocity, super-heated plasma. The fighter rolled away from his first burst, then he remembered advice he’d heard from a gunner when he did some practice shooting. He was only eight, but his father let him take a lesson. “Lead the target,” he said to himself as the fighter swept into position behind them. “Squeeze, don’t pull the trigger.”

      “Do not let that thing get a lock. This little ship may not be as dainty as it looks, but it can’t take missile hits like a real military model. I do not want to go down in flames,” Jack said.

      “Ignore the big cyborg. Take it one target at a time,” Rafe said to himself as he finished lining his shot up and started firing. The reciprocating barrels sent bolts of green death at the fighter, knocking its shields down then burning through the canopy as he landed several hits.

      CONFIRMED KILL - RUGGER - 17p

      “Nice kill! Now do that about fifty more times,” Deathcaller said as she fired back at a player in jet boots. They tossed a pair of hand rockets at them, and a fan of fiery flares intercepted them before they could strike the ship.

      Rafe turned his turret towards the rocketeer, fired a quick burst that scared them into veering to the left and Deathcaller caught them with a burst of rounds. Rafe continued sending triple shots at the closest enemies, most of whom seemed more interested in remaining airborne than engaging in a serious firefight.

      The turret was a death dealing machine, often taking rocketeers who didn’t have ships to hide behind out in one or two hits. Other small ships found that their shields would fail as soon as Rafe, Deathcaller and Jack coordinated their attacks. More than one vessel that passed lost hull plating thanks to their firepower.

      Their small planet hopper lost its shields several times as Niranda did her best to stay out of the major dogfights and away from much larger ships. She did well for the most part, Rafe wouldn’t say that he could do better, but the sky was quickly filling. Most of the players who took to the skies seemed to be more interested in being ready for the loot drop. There were still plenty who wanted a fight, though, and Scratch found himself constantly firing.

      That all but stopped when the overcast sky released a deluge of rain that was so thick that everyone aboard had to use sensors to see. “Aw, shit! It’s like we’re swimming up here!” Jack shouted.

      “I know, I hate underwater levels,” Deathcaller agreed.

      “The drop is starting, I’m marking it on the map. No sign of the Lorander ships yet,” Niranda said.

      “Stay away from the big loot drops, we’ll keep out of the major mosh that way,” Jack said.

      “I know, I’m circling away from the mob,” Niranda replied.

      The scanners showed a bloom of objects marked in white ahead and to the left. Most of the ships around them turned towards the cloud of drop ships in the distance. This time they weren’t there to deliver players, but thousands of supply boxes containing loot across the battlefield. Niranda tipped the nose of the ship up and hit the afterburners. “Where are we going?” Jack asked irritably.

      “This is no time to fly back to New Dreams,” Deathcaller added.

      “I’m getting us out of this mess so we can be ready for the ship. I bet it’ll fly itself down from orbit,” Niranda replied. “I think they’ll go for a more cinematic style with this.”

      “Right, it wouldn’t look good if the ship just appeared out of nowhere,” Jack said, grinning. “I love it when you come along for these events!”

      “Yeah, but the action is down there,” Deathcaller said, shaking her head. “I was hoping to get into the middle of that.”

      They broke through the clouds and Rafe forgot he was inside a simulation as he looked at the vast field of stars. The Milky Way stretched across the sky like a river of light.

      A beep pulled his attention back to the scanners. Three ships were descending. Each one was a little over a hundred metres long, labelled as INTERSTAR ONE, INTERSTAR TWO, and INTERSTAR THREE. “They’re beautiful,” he breathed at the ships as he saw them in the distance.

      Their hulls had a silvered look, but nothing about the brand new ships looked delicate. “They’re security models, all right,” Jack said. “But they still have storage space inside. You could haul a hell of a lot in those. They’re workhorses.”

      “There are three?” Deathcaller asked in astonishment.

      “Spacerwares is only giving one away. Two must be virtual only,” Niranda said, veering towards the nearest one.

      “Still, a virtual ship like that? It’s almost as well armed as the Gridrunner.” The awe in Deathcaller’s voice was surprising to Rafe, who was sure she’d seen and done more than he could have imagined.

      “You don’t need another ship to run around the New Dream in,” Jack said. “There are two people here who don’t have an in-game ship yet, and my real heap is nothing to boast about.”

      “Well, let’s go get it, and we’ll figure out who keeps it later,” Niranda said.

      The thought of owning a ship, even a virtual one, was so overwhelming that Rafe forgot to watch for targets rising from the clouds. A flash of light brought his attention back to his job, and he returned fire.

      “Kid! Do you want me to take over?” Jack asked.

      “No, no, just got distracted, I’m good,” Rafe replied, scoring several hits on a fighter, which turned and hit its afterburners, moving out of range.

      Hundreds of slower and less aerodynamic ships rose up through the clouds beneath them. Rafe froze in indecision for a moment, faced with so many targets that he couldn’t make up his mind. The nearest vessel - a broad nosed beast boasting a pair of overlarge barrels sticking out from the front - fired at Niranda’s ship. One hit nearly took their shields out and Scratch returned fire, scoring hits on the transparesteel bridge window. Their shields held up against his initial barrage, but after several seconds of blasting, Rafe started scoring hits on the bare metal. The beastly ship swerved and thrust towards Interstar Two.

      “Go! Go! Go!” Jack shouted as he pulled a rocket launcher off his back and let loose at a starfighter that raked their starboard side.

      “Hang on!” Niranda said as the roar of their afterburners drowned out everything else, even the rap-rap-rap of Rafe’s reciprocating guns.

      “Jack!” shouted Deathcaller.

      Then there was a crash as they landed in the main cargo hold of Interstar Three, their landing gear scraped and sparked as they skidded to a halt. Rafe shot at another single seater that was coming in behind, blasting a wing off. It began to tumble and collided with the outer edge of the cargo door, sending a few pieces inside as the rest spun down to the city below. “Get out, we’ve gotta get to the bridge!” Deathcaller said as she jumped out of the ship’s top hatch.

      “I’ll close the cargo door,” Niranda said as she left the pilot's seat.

      Rafe took the longest to leave the cockpit, and noticed that someone was missing. “Jack was killed on the way?”

      “Yeah, does anyone have an On Site Spawn Token?” Deathcaller asked as she helped him out of the turret hatch.

      Rafe checked his inventory and shook his head. “Haven’t looted one, sorry.”

      “No,” Niranda replied as she slapped the button that closed the broad cargo doors. A loud clang sounded from further inside the ship. “We have to go without him, and someone’s just docked.” She was already sprinting towards the interior hatch that would take them further in.

      “They’re between us and the bridge,” Deathcaller said. “Hope you’re ready for a real fight.”

      “Wait,” Rafe said as he stopped in front of a terminal beside the cargo bay’s interior hatch. He put his hand on the data port and smiled. “The username and password for the ship is set to the default; ‘admin’ and ‘admin.’ I can’t claim the ship from here, that can only be done on the bridge, but everything else is mine. Locking everyone out but us. They’ll still be able to cut through the security doors, but it’ll slow them down.”

      “Not bad,” Deathcaller said with an appreciative smile.

      “I’m also sending you both the schematics for this thing. We might be able to go around most of them,” Rafe added. “Done.”

      “You might have just won this for us,” Niranda said as they ran through the hatch.

      “I know ships,” Rafe said, making sure that lower yield shells were loaded into his left pistol then drawing both as they moved as quickly as they could down the corridor.
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      The Prize Ship

      

      There were moments when most people who spent time in simulations where they ceased to be aware that it was virtual. The physical body in the real world was forgotten. Most users call that feeling; syncing. No one really knows why it happens, but most agree that the sensation is incredible, even inspirational, and some spend years trying to duplicate the feeling. A few use drugs to make sure it happens every time they enter the Cyberscape.

      Even with Rafe’s deep neural connection to the simulation, it hadn’t happened to him until he was aboard Interstar Three. He was always aware that he had a body in the real world, and then he synced. The resolution of his surroundings didn’t change, but they seemed perfectly real as they rushed through the corridors.

      The Interstar was beautifully designed with transparent metal panels covering every surface in the corridors. He could see all the cables, systems, and pipes behind them.

      Light came from everywhere at once with no obvious source. It wasn’t overbearing, but all things were perfectly visible. There was enough room for two people to walk abreast in the halls, and the scent of recently made electronics filled his nose. He’d heard about that new ship smell, but it was the first time he’d experienced it. A battle raged outside, but the silence within made their boot steps loud as they passed in front of the galley. A peek was enough for him to see place settings for over twenty crewmembers, a kitchen in the back, and food dispensers. It’s pristineness was a spectacle.

      This feels real. I’m here. We’re on our way to the bridge, and there are people coming aboard who will try to murder us. Rafe thought, feeling a rare pang of fear. His heart rate would have doubled if he still had the biological organ.

      “Anything on scanners, Deathcaller?” Niranda asked in a whisper as they stopped short of entering a four way corridor crossing.

      “Nothing. This isn’t right. Sonics aren’t even picking up activity, but I know there are boarders,” Deathcaller replied quietly.

      “Come out, let’s get this over with!” shouted a voice that Rafe recognized immediately.

      “It’s Sup3rsl@y3r, he made it his mission to take me out on my first drop,” Rafe whispered.

      “Did he have any Unit tags?” Deathcaller asked.

      “Not that I noticed, but it was a pretty frantic minute,” Rafe replied.

      “They’re using a scan blocker. The dead zone is in the hallway to our left. That’s probably where they are,” Deathcaller said.

      The sound of another ship docking hard at an airlock behind them rattled the walls. The connection sounded forced and rude. “We don’t have time for this,” Niranda said, pulling a handle from her inside jacket pocket. She pressed a button and a large, two metre by two metre energy shield thrummed to life. “We’re running across. Keep the shield between them and us and watch the other hallways.”

      “Gotcha,” Deathcaller said before she turned to Rafe. “Switch those guns back to micro-missiles. We go on three.”

      Rafe pushed his guns into their holsters where they were both reloaded with micro-missiles then nodded. He felt tense, as though his whole body was wound tight, ready to spring. Everything else seemed to move slower than normal.

      “You okay?” Deathcaller asked.

      Instead of answering, Rafe started counting; “One.”

      His partners got ready and looked into the potential no man’s land at the end of the hall.

      “Two,” Rafe said, raising his guns so they were held out in front of him. Then he and his companions all said; “Three.”

      “Scratch!” Niranda said as he burst into a run that put him ahead of the rest. Sup3rsl@y3r came into sight as he peeked out from behind a bulkhead to Rafe’s left and he fired both his guns once, sending a pair of micro-missiles straight for him. They seemed to fly so slowly, and he had the pleasure of seeing Sup3rsl@y3r’s eyes widen the instant before they detonated. There were two players behind him who were caught in the blast.

      

      CONFIRMED KILL - Sup3rsl@y3r - 5p
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      An explosion from behind knocked Rafe off his feet. His jacket served its purpose, protecting his torso from all but superficial damage. It was in tatters, and he was face down on the deck. Frantic, filled with fear and an urgency he’e never known before that moment, he pointed his guns down the hall to their left. A round ricocheted off his helmet as he pulled his right trigger. His micro-missile went wide, striking the ceiling near the corridor entrance.

      Deathcaller stepped in with her combat rifle then, cutting everything in that hallway to pieces. She stopped firing and started turning towards the opposite corridor. “Get up! There are more coming!”

      Rafe rolled to his feet. Niranda’s shield was failing as it was raked with bright energy rounds from behind them. She rolled behind a pillar in the middle of the intersection and came up shooting, driving their pursuers back down the hallway.

      As Rafe looked down the hallway where he’d blasted Sup3rsl@y3r, he spotted two more enemies approaching, raising their rifles. “Run! We’ve got to run!” There were more behind them.

      “Go, I’ve got your backs!” Deathcaller said as she sprayed the corridor with a barrage of rounds. Niranda and Rafe ran ahead as hard as they could. He looked over his shoulder in time to see Deathcaller, who was taking fire on two sides, pull and toss an anti-personnel grenade down the aft hallway.

      A blast of shrapnel and light followed. As Deathcaller started to turn so she could catch up with them, two powerful beams of light bit into her armour, drawing white-yellow burns up her armoured torso. She had a chance to fire a burst at her assailants before she was caught in a blast that shook the deck. Who fired the weapon that took her out, Rafe couldn’t say. She was under attack from at least two directions, but he and Niranda didn’t take more than an instant to make sure Deathcaller was out of the fight before moving on.

      They rushed through the corridors like a maze through the softly lit crew quarters at a desperate pace. “We’re coming up on the most secure section of the ship,” Rafe said as they rounded a corner.

      There was someone waiting for them there, and the blast of a micro-missile tossed Rafe against the wall, damaging his shoulder and helmet. For a moment he was blind, but he could hear another gunshot and the sounds of a vicious melee. The muzzle of a gun at his temple caused a reflexive action and surge of motion. He backhanded the weapon, stood, and wrapped his hand around his assailant’s throat as his vision cleared. The metal reinforcement in his throat was enough to stop Rafe from crushing it.

      The cyborg staring back at him had red eyes and a smiling human face that was painted darkly. He was too close for him to shoot with micro-missiles loaded, so he holstered his left gun. He didn’t know where the right one was. He smiled back at Rafe and started to draw something off his hip.

      Without taking a moment to see what it was, Rafe lifted him off the deck, kicked his knee so he swung sideways, and then threw him down as hard as he could. The thick deck plating dented inward and his enemy tried to get a grip on his leg. Rafe tore free from his fumbling grasp and kicked him in the side of the head. The red light in his eyes flickered. Fear that his enemy would get back up, that their pursuers would arrive at any second drove Rafe to extremes. He brought his boot down on his head twice so hard that the deck plate beneath bent in the shape of his sole.
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      Niranda was standing up,  nursing a stab wound in her side. Her opponent’s body was already fading. There was a fist sized hole in her chest and a smaller one in the vital case inside.

      Niranda sprayed recovery medication on her wound and it stopped leaking blue blood. “I’m all right.”

      Hearing the sounds of boot steps drawing nearer, Rafe activated the secure door that the pair they’d run into were trying to hack, and they moved through, closing it behind. The sound of cutting torches starting work on the hatch they just locked urged them on towards the bridge. There were several thick security doors between, and they passed through each one easily thanks to Rafe’s quick thinking earlier. “You made this work,” Niranda said as they arrived on the bridge.

      It was a simple space with seven stations and a seat for the commander in the middle. Minimalist white and blue colouring made the space seem classically elegant while maintaining practicality. Rafe was about to plug into the captain’s seat using his index finger then hesitated, looking at Niranda.

      “What are you waiting for? You practically cinched this,” she said, laughing, surprised.

      “But I nearly screwed it all up too,” Rafe retorted.

      She grabbed his wrist and pressed his finger to the bio-identifier on the arm of the captain’s seat. It read the codes built into the digit and everyone but he and Niranda were removed from the ship, sent to spawn somewhere else. An announcer’s voice filled the bridge with a joyful announcement; “Congratulations, Scratch! You’ve won a Virtual Lorander Corporation Interstar Corvette! It’s the latest and greatest in faster than light, secure transportation!”

      An image of the sleek ship appeared in front of the captain’s seat. It turned slowly, its smooth hull gleaming in the light. “We didn’t get the real one,” he sighed.

      “We got the second biggest piece of loot in this drop though, that’s something. What do you want to do?” Niranda asked.

      The thought of leaving the Deathmatch Sector behind, slipping into the New Dream Universe where he could play out a fantasy of being a new ship owner was appealing, but he immediately wished Erda was there and felt her absence. The agreement he made when they started the mad run for the ship overruled his fantasies. “Sell it and split it between the four of us.”

      “Good choice, Scratch,” Jack said as he entered the bridge. “There’s a spawn point for anyone in the Unit to use back there. Kinda wish we were keeping this thing, but it’s up to you.”

      “I’ve got a bigger ship already, so you’ll have a spot on the Gridrunner, or even the Wavestream in the Real if you sell this and give me a quarter of the take. It’s only fair, you haven’t been sharing loot this whole time,” Deathcaller said.

      “We talked about that before we logged in,” Niranda countered. “He’s the lowest level, so he keeps everything he picks up. That includes this, if he wants.”

      “No, it doesn’t. That’s complete bullshit,” Deathcaller said, throwing her helmet across the bridge, where it bounced off the back of a chair and rolled back towards the captain’s seat.

      “I’m going to sell it and split everything fairly.” Rafe was surprised at Deathcaller’s tantrum, but understood nonetheless. On a whim, he checked her stream status, and found that her audience wasn’t watching.

      “You know, I wouldn’t hold it against you if you kept the ship, or all the money, but I’m not gonna lie; a cut of that plat will go a long way,” Jack said, patting Rafe on the shoulder. “I’ll remember this.”

      “All right, listing it on the market,” Rafe said. “It’s only virtual anyway. Too bad we didn’t get the real one.”

      “No woulda-shoulda-coulda,” Niranda said as she dropped into a seat in front of the tactical station. “Let’s make you some money.”

      The ship went up on the open market and a few individual players started bidding right away. In under ten minutes, the number rose to three thousand and offers slowed.

      “Okay, here we go. Units and whole in-game Corporations are going to start fighting for it now,” Niranda said as they watched the holographic auction image.

      Rafe slipped into the pilot’s seat and set a course that would take them to the neutral zone near Planet War Wrecked so they couldn’t be boarded. The controls were made to conform to one of the common standards, so he was right at home. There was another interface mode that was specifically designed for simulations, where all the commands were simplified and geared to the skill system used in several games, but he left that deactivated. It was the easy way to run a ship, but less precise and he saw ‘skilling’ - using a skill system instead of an actual learned ability - as the newbie’s way to experience a simulation. He used the navigation software in his real body to plot a course that would keep them moving through the neutral area. Then he moved to the science station and started scanning for objects that may be in the way.

      “There we go, Sagan Exploration just bid seven thousand,” Jack said excitedly.

      Rafe switched to the helm and took his time adjusting their course so they would avoid a few satellites that were too close for comfort then leaned back. “Um, Niranda,” Deathcaller said, jerking her thumb in Rafe’s direction. “Did you know Scratch could do that?”

      “What? I wasn’t watching,” Niranda replied, turning towards Rafe.

      “He just used the navigation, piloting and science stations without his in-game skills. I think he really knows how to fly a ship.”

      “I’ve logged a lot of time filling in for crewmembers who skipped shifts,” he replied sheepishly.

      “In real life?” Deathcaller asked. “On the bridge of ships like this?”

      “This size and bigger, I guess. Smaller too, but I grew up in space…” most of his teenage years were a blank, so he didn’t want to elaborate, but he could clearly recall watching everything on the bridge every chance he could. His father didn’t spare him any lesson when it came to operating and repairing any part of a ship.

      “Uh, people go to school for that stuff,” Deathcaller said. “For years.”

      “I guess space was my classroom, and the controls are standard,” Rafe finished with a shrug.

      “Okay, so what if we’re under attack? What do you do?” Niranda asked with a little smile.

      Rafe stood, moved to the engineering section and found what he was looking for. “Okay, secure hatches. Press the red button on the arm of the captain’s seat and announce emergency stations while I…”

      Jack pressed the button and said; “All hands! We’re about to get our asses kicked by some ugly, blob-ish alien types!”

      “That’ll work,” Rafe said with a chuckle. “I activate combat inertial dampening and check the energy reserves here while I make sure there’s enough energy for shields and weapons. Then I go over to the tactical station, turn our energy shields on, check the point defence system profiles to make sure they won’t fire at anything we like, then start them up.” He moved to the science station. “We’re going to fight those bogeys, so I start active scanners and check our antenna armour. It’s down, so I’m activating the protective shell and turning the gain up.” As he started to move to the navigation terminal, he heard Niranda laugh and clap her hands.

      “Well, that’s something,” Jack said.

      “I mean, all this stuff would happen at once if each station were manned, and I’m just doing the minimum here, but…” Rafe started to explain as he made eye contact with Niranda, who seemed… amused?

      “You’re amazing, Rafe, full of surprises,” she said.

      “Too bad he’s not keeping the ship,” Deathcaller muttered.

      “Why? He can do this for real. There’s no point to him wasting his time in the Cyberscape,” Niranda said, still delighted. “Besides, he could buy a ship that doesn’t require a large crew. There are even a few he could quest for in New Dream.”

      “So, you don’t want me to finish prepping for combat?” Rafe asked, pointing at the navigation station behind him.

      “No, it’s all right. I just wanted to see your work,” Niranda replied.

      “Guys, look,” Jack said. “This thing just sold after a few corporations had a bidding war. We split nine thousand, one hundred twenty eight plat.”

      “Holy shit, that’s high for a virtual ship,” Deathcaller breathed.

      Niranda checked something on a small wrist computer. “I know why. The other two Units that won ships aren’t selling them. They redirected inquiries to our auction.”

      A beep on the communications terminal drew everyone’s attention and Rafe rushed over to it. “It’s a priority message.”

      “Don’t look at me, it’s your ship until you sign it over,” Niranda said, shaking her head.

      “Hello?” Rafe said as he opened the link.

      “Hey! This is Stargazer,” said a bearded man as he was projected into the middle of the bridge. “I’m the Chief Operating Officer of Sagan Exploration. Thanks for putting the Interstar up for auction. We can’t wait to collect.”

      A notification that he had to release the ship in order for the funds to be transferred to his account appeared. “It’s a great ship, thanks for bidding,” he said. “What are you going to use it for?”

      “We’re going to train people in the New Dream Universe before we let them anywhere near our real ships. The specs say that the controls have a standard mode?”

      “Yeah, I was just trying them out. It’s like flying a real ship.” For a moment Rafe didn’t want to release the vessel, then he looked at the total platinum waiting to be deposited and walked to the captain’s seat. He brought up the ownership transfer window and looked back to the hologram. “Maybe I can take a tour of one of your ships in the Real sometime. I’d love to see what an actual explorer looks like.”

      “Absolutely. We’ll give you a tour next time we’re in your area.”

      Rafe transferred ownership and watched as 9,128 platinum credits appeared in his account, which had already accumulated much more than he expected from kills in the Deathmatch and his viewer’s tips. “Enjoy the ship,” Rafe said, marvelling at his new bank balance.

      “We have a ship nearby, so we can take possession in under an hour,” Stargazer said before his hologram faded.

      Rafe split the payment four ways and then started for the door. “Where are you going?” Deathcaller asked.

      “To explore,” Rafe replied. “This may only be a virtual ship, but I want to learn everything I can before it gets passed on. I’ve never seen anything more shiny and new in my life.”

      “Good idea,” Niranda said as she followed him. For the next hour, she asked questions about the inner workings of the ship and he answered them. She wasn’t clueless, to his relief. Niranda knew the basics and a few more things that most spacers would, but she was curious, and eager to know more.

      The transfer was smooth. As Rafe, Niranda, Deathcaller and Jack flew to the orbital station that represented the exit from the Deathmatch Sector, there were grins all around. “That was a lot less work than I thought it’d be,” Deathcaller said.

      “Rafe locked the front half of the ship down. That was what did it,” Niranda said. “We’ve gotta celebrate, this was a big win.”

      Rafe was looking at his bank balance. Over a quarter of the cost of his new body had been covered by the wins and offerings from new viewers. Most of them had signed off since he was no longer fighting, and he said farewell to the rest; “Thanks for all your help and advice today, guys. I hope you enjoyed the show. I’ll be back.” He closed his stream so they weren’t seeing and hearing everything he did, then met Niranda’s gaze. “Forgot to end the stream.”

      “He had more viewers than I did in the first six months combined,” Deathcaller said, punching him in the shoulder. “You’re actually making money from subscribers now.”

      “I’ll continue, I guess,” Rafe replied.

      “Oh, come on. You just won a ship, sold it for mega-plat, and you’re probably going to make hundreds more every time you jump online,” Jack said, exasperated. “I’d be dancing a jig on the hull if I were you.”

      “I’m just…” Rafe struggled to find the words for a moment then forced himself to explain to Jack. “I have a friend in the Real who I tried to help. There’s a lot of room in my apartment, and I invited her to stay. I think she took one good look at me and decided to take her chances on the street instead of hanging out with a scrap pile.”

      Jack got out of his seat, which was beside Rafe, picked Niranda up, then gently placed her where he was sitting. “You want her help with this, my advice will only make things worse.”

      “Um, okay,” Rafe replied, laughing nervously.

      “What happened?” Niranda asked, shaking her head at Jack before turning all her attention to Rafe.

      “Well, so she got into trouble and I offered her a place to stay. She seemed pretty happy about it, but after she took a shower it was like she changed her mind. She packed her stuff and left. I haven’t heard from her since.”

      “She was your friend before you invited her to stay?” Niranda asked.

      The others watched quietly as Rafe replied; “I thought so. We even played animals in the Durant Woodlands and a couple of other places. We worked together all the time in the Real, too.”

      “What kind of animals did you play as?” Niranda asked.

      “Well, the tutorial forced us to be Sloths, I guess that’s how everyone in the Warren starts, but…”

      

      “Sloths? What did you do? Pretend to eat food while you hung from the high branches?” Jack teased.

      “You know you’d love it,” Deathcaller told him.

      Rafe pressed on; “After that we were Skauwn for most of the time. It was fun, and we had to learn to communicate non-verbally most of the time.”

      “So you started making a connection with her. It doesn’t sound like she cared about your looks. Did anything else happen while she was at your place?” Niranda asked.

      “Well, while she was in the shower I got this Super Sleeper Resting Station thing for her. She’s mostly human, so I figured it would be good, you know? She saw it and left a minute later.”

      “Oh, wow, that’s prime,” Jack said as he brought the listing up for the Super Sleeper. “Real nice.”

      Niranda leaned over and looked at it, nodded then looked back at Rafe. “Did she take all her stuff with her?”

      “Yeah. I’m worried. I don’t think she has anywhere else to go and the Bloody Afters might be looking for her.”

      “You scared her off,” Deathcaller said with a shrug. “Unless she’s already your girlfriend or you’re related?”

      “No, she’s just a friend. She helped me out after you did,” he said to Niranda.

      The Fixer looked at the hologram of the Super Sleeper Resting Station pensively then asked. “Do you know if she’s used to people being generous? Does she ever get things for free?”

      After thinking for a moment Rafe shook his head. “Never. She’s had to struggle for pretty much everything I think.”

      “So, suddenly you offer her this. I’m guessing she was afraid of what you’d want in return,” Niranda explained.

      It was as if she’d given him the last piece of a puzzle, and the whole situation made sense. “So, what do I do?”

      “You still want her to stay with you?” Niranda asked.

      “Well, yeah. She’s probably rummaging around on the street. I wouldn’t be surprised if she’s sleeping in a box somewhere. I mean, she’s smart, and I’ve never seen anyone work harder, but I keep getting the feeling that she’s in danger.”

      “Okay, then send her a message telling her what you expect in return, and who she really is to you,” Niranda said.

      “But don’t get gushy and crazy emotional,” Deathcaller added.

      “Right, and, you know; be happy. Don’t look all desperate,” Jack said.

      “Just be yourself and keep it short,” Niranda explained after seeing the anxious look on his face.

      “Don’t hesitate, it’ll only make it worse. Do it right away,” Deathcaller said.

      Rafe tapped on the back of his hand, bringing a contact list up that only had a few names on it. After selecting Erda, he said; “Hey Erda, I’m sorry for…” he looked to Niranda who was watching intently as he tried to figure out what to say next. It only made him more nervous but he pressed on. “...for doing too much. I guess that was a shock. I was just excited to have a friend stay with me. I’ve never had a place of my own before, and I guess I wanted to share. Well, okay, so listen; I don’t expect anything in return. Stay as long as you like, but if you want to chip in a little and help me with repairs, that would be good too. So…” he trailed off, sure that there was something else he wanted to say, but unable to remember what it was. “I guess that’s everything.” Then he remembered. “Oh! Right! I made sure that the door would unlock for you, so come back whenever you want.” He was about to end the message when he added; “I’m just worried, so at least tell me if you’re okay, all right?” He sent the video to her.

      “I like it,” Deathcaller said with a nod.

      “He’s like a lost puppy,” Jack grumbled.

      “She’s probably on her way back already,” Niranda said, squeezing his hand for a moment. “That was perfect.”
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      Rafe and Scratch

      

      Rafe continued to blaze a path of destruction across Planet War Wrecked. The never-ending Deathmatch rewarded him with more viewers, many of whom tipped in platinum and helpful equipment. He played in his division for the first two days, but his entire approach was different. Instead of rushing in and scoring as many kills as possible before someone got the better of him, he played every life like it was his last.

      At first it slowed his playstyle down more than he liked. That changed when he started assigning himself objectives like crossing a neighbourhood, or clearing a crashed ship, or killing members of a certain Unit. His favourite targets were members of The Bloody Afters, which seemed to be growing in number but not in skill. Some goals were impossible, others were surprisingly easy thanks to his new focus. The viewers loved it, and he eventually let them pick his targets.

      Sup3rsl@y3r tried to take him out twice and Rafe saw him coming both times thanks to his new strategy. His own unit was strangely absent, but he assumed that they were busy with work in reality. Left on his own at first, he pushed himself, taking on new challenges until he started to get bored. Then, on the fourth day, Rafe entered Unlimited Division Field for the first time.

      Like the loot drop event, the U.D.F. allowed cyborg avatars of every division - zero to twenty - to fight on the same world. He had made it to division five, and his equipment reflected that. There were cyborgs with personal shielding and armour that most of his weapons couldn’t damage, and there were professional gamers that seemed to come at him out of nowhere. The battlefield wasn’t limited to one world, either. It stretched across a whole constellation of solar systems that existed in the New Dream Universe. Rafe’s first ten lives in the most violent part of the New Dream Universe were spent in a little less than twenty minutes. It was tempting to spawn outside of that highly competitive sector in a more peaceful one where he could live a virtual life, but it wouldn’t have been as profitable.

      The sector felt more like the real world, it was modelled after it, but the players didn’t treat it like reality. The kill for loot and prestige rampaging continued, levelling cities and turning most of the worlds into active battlefields. In addition to that mayhem there were invasions from non-player characters that represented law enforcement, aggressive aliens, mad androids, even fictional militarized cults that were made to resemble real ones. They could attack at any time.

      Players above Division ten could take control of most of these computer-generated characters for a relatively small price, temporarily assuming command of all their vehicles, and gaining access to their equipment. To Rafe’s surprise, that was usually a relief. The NPC artificial intelligences that were in command of the invaders and law enforcement groups were often smarter than players who paid to take control for a while. With real users driving the NPCs, it was easier to see weaknesses and Rafe was able to take advantage of their slower reaction times when they were trying to command whole squads of loot laden computer-generated enemies.

      Earning twenty thousand platinum so he could pay for his new body using Deathmatch winnings was still his main reason for being there, so he took a few hours to practice his shooting, dodging, and other combat skills in a free virtual course. The point was to decrease his reaction times, increase his accuracy, and to further push the limits of his new rig. The next time he logged into the Deathmatch Sector of the New Dream Universe simulation, he survived for over forty minutes, scoring three kills. One of them was above his level, and it rewarded him with eleven platinum credits along with his first personal shield unit.

      During his next life, Rafe killed a group of Division Fifteens who he got the drop on with a pair of hand rockets. That seemed to break the ice, and his next life lasted three hours during which he stalked and killed targets who were all above his rank. His proudest moment came when he set mines up inside a transit car, lured five top-ranked players in, then blew it, taking four of them out and disabling the fifth. That group had been hunting the lowest division players they could find all day for easy plat.

      He emptied his pistols into the last one’s vital case, spitting the player’s own catchphrase back at him; “If you don’t have the hardware, you shouldn’t be here.”

      Those five players were worth eighty-four platinum in ante and each dropped loot that was better than anything he was wearing. The upgrades bumped him up to Division seven, and later that day he was joined by several players around the same level, including sn1p3rcat239, who was still grateful for the return of her cat ears.

      For the next two days, Rafe gathered lower division players and formed a Unit called Violent Dreams. On breaks, he watched tutorials on strategy, especially squad tactics. They were slaughtered several times at first. Taking on groups of players who were above the fifteenth level when most of his team were under tenth seemed like a terrible idea.

      Violent Dreams moved to the outskirts of the Deathmatch Sector, where they then started winning confrontations against large groups of non-player characters. NPC pirates, smugglers and gangsters were easier targets, even when a couple players were in charge of them. They hijacked their ships on the ground and used them to complete quests, even hunt down a few bounties that rewarded real plat. The true benefit of killing hundreds of NPC’s was the loot. There was plenty of new armour, ammunition, weapons and other in-game supplies for the whole Unit to upgrade their gear before long, and they were able to practice working together on groups of difficult computer-generated enemies.

      When they returned to Planet War Wrecked in the middle of the Deathmatch Sector, it was with new confidence and much more dangerous configurations. Every member of the Violent Dreams Unit made a profit if they stuck around for more than an hour and listened to directions. On the last day, Rafe’s team had grown to fifteen die-hard players, and they preyed on high-level vehicles driven by upper Division players who were ripping around the map, taking potshots as they sped around. They watched navigation patterns, set up watch posts, even used trackers to set traps for the hover tanks and small ships. Preparation often led to victory, and his whole team had made a couple of thousand platinum in player ante and loot after five days.

      As he was about to jack in for his seventh straight day of Cyberscape life, Rafe’s door chime beeped. He lifted his rig off its stand and walked over, hoping that it was Erda, who he realized he hadn’t thought about for a few days.

      It was Niranda, who was holding a carefully wrapped box. Her hair was done in luminescent blue, green and yellow, reminding him of an exotic fish. “House warming gift,” she said as she put the offering in his hands. “Can I come in?”

      “Sure,” he replied, stepping aside and watching her enter.

      “You’ve been online more often than most of my hackers,” Niranda said as she opened a window and leaned out a little. She moved on, taking in the sparse two-room space. “Twenty-three hours a day with only one half-hour break. I’ve looked in on your streams, too. They’re pretty entertaining. I especially liked the takedown of the Night Breaker. It served that crew right to get their ship slagged with them in it for sniping lower level players. They didn’t see you guys coming.”

      “Thanks, but I only stay logged in for eighteen hours a day,” Rafe said. He cringed as Niranda noticed the pile of discarded Forma food pellet packets beside the stand he used while he was jacked in. She moved on as though they weren’t worth noticing.

      “Only eighteen hours? Are you sure?”

      “I could check my log, but I’m pretty sure, yeah. Even I need to sleep.”

      “Okay,” she said as she ran her hand over the comforter on the mattress in the Super Sleeper Resting Station. “It doesn’t bother you that I’ve been checking in?”

      “No,” Rafe thought about it for a moment, realising that it was true before repeating; “No.”

      “I would apologise, but you’ve blocked messages from Deathcaller, Jack and me. I think you put us on your blacklist when you formed Violent Dreams.”

      “I didn’t,” Rafe said, checking his communications blacklist. Their names were on it along with Erda’s. “I didn’t do that, I don’t remember doing that, I’m sorry. I don’t know why I would,” Rafe said as he removed them from his blacklist. Several messages appeared then, the most recent of which was from Jack while he was logged in. He opened it and a video played in his mind’s eye. “Hey, Rafe, I get that you’re keeping gaming and work separate. I just wanted to give you a fist bump for taking the Aggresso down. I wouldn’t have tried to take that ship and her crew out unless I had fifty high-level guys with me, and you did it with a Unit of fifteen low to mids. Nice job. Just remember that I’m a friend if you see me in the NDU, okay? See ya.”

      There were several other messages from Deathcaller, two from Niranda and three from Erda. “I didn’t block any of you,” Rafe said as much to himself as to Niranda.

      “I thought that was strange,” she said as she carefully sat down on the mattress. Niranda seemed calm but wary.

      “I’m sorry, I don’t know how that happened,” Rafe said, looking at his blacklist again. All four names had been re-entered. He deleted them again, unblocking his friends. “This is messed up.”

      “What about Captain Dawden? It’s been a week since you told me he was chasing you. The Fossa could be here already,” Niranda said, watching him, dark eyes steady.

      “Who?” Rafe asked, trying to recall the name. Was it someone from the last job? Was that the real name of Frontman? No, his name was John Fuller. “Was it someone I saved on the Redeemer job?”

      “No. Last week you told me that you’d have to leave because Captain Dawden was after you. You also said that you were missing a friend; Erda. I have good news on both fronts. Erda has a job with building maintenance, and she’s been sending you messages. Would you like to see her?”

      “Yes,” Rafe replied, nervous and excited at the same time.

      “Hey, Big Guy,” Erda said, looking him up and down as she entered. “All that loot and you haven’t bought yourself some new clothes.”

      She replied to my message? When? She’s on the blacklist again! How is this happening? “I didn’t get your replies, I’m sorry,” he said, feeling as though there was something trying to stop him from speaking to her.

      “I was pissed at first, especially since I got a job and I’ll be able to help you with rent now, even though you said I don’t have to. I mean, I don’t have many friends either, so I get where you’re coming from, but when you didn’t reply I thought you were fed up with me. I tried coming back, but you locked the door. I even logged in and tried to get to you, but that part of the New Universe is so nasty I just got killed over and over. That’s when Niranda got in touch to see if we were talking.”

      “I have to confess that I made sure you were brought on staff because I knew Rafe was worried about you,” Niranda said to Erda. “I don’t consider it a favour though. The foreman says he’s rarely seen someone work so hard. We’re lucky to have you. I was surprised to find out that you and Rafe hadn’t reconnected over the last week though,” Niranda explained.

      “I’m so sorry,” Rafe said to Erda.

      “It’s okay, I’ve been staying on the third floor in a little Sleeper. It’s small, but safe and cheap. I wouldn’t have been able to get a spot if it weren’t for the message you sent me. I got that and came back to the building, but I was locked out. You wouldn’t come to the door, either, and someone from maintenance found me sitting in the hall. That’s when I got hired so I haven’t been sleeping on the street. You helped even though you weren’t very helpful, you know?”

      “I still want you to move in if you want. I mean, if it’s better than a Sleeper,” Rafe said.

      “They’re one by two-metre units with shared bathrooms,” Niranda said with a little smile. “I think she’ll take you up on your offer if you take me up on mine.”

      “Every offer you’ve made…” Rafe started to say. The rest of the statement was finished only in thought; ...has turned out well, so I’ll accept. He struggled to voice it and failed. It was as though something was in the way.

      “I put a hacker on you yesterday. After eighteen hours of play you logged off for twelve minutes, then came back on, but your interface pattern was different. Not so strange that the New Dreams Admins would catch it, but she, the hacker who was watching, said that it looked like an AI,” Niranda said, slowly getting to her feet. “Did you know you’ve been logging back in after you’ve started your sleep cycle? You don’t share your stream with your viewers after logging back on, and your strategies are similar, but there’s a lot more attention to earning platinum. Whatever loot you collect during those five hours is immediately sold. There is something else running on your rig, Rafe.”

      Rafe shook his head, remembering the program that disappeared the instant he accessed it the week before. I stole something from the Biocore. It may be hiding in my North Bridge Chip, the one that manages short term memories then makes them long term. It came as a thought only, and his jaw felt locked.

      “I have experts ready to clear whatever infected your head, and we’ll get a higher-end chip installed if we have to. Then you can decide what to do from there,” Niranda said. “It’s going to be okay.”

      Rafe’s body took a sudden step towards the Fixer with one hand outstretched.

      “Jack!” Niranda shouted. “Erda, get out!”

      “No,” Erda said, lunging forward with a clamp. She touched it to his knee joint and it closed, pinching, immobilising the joint. She pulled another from her pocket.

      Rafe felt himself turn at the waist, lash out with his arm and backhand Erda, sending her across the room. The feeling of her ribs breaking against the back of his hand made him want to scream, and he struggled to regain control of his rig.

      “I’ve got him,” Jack said as he rushed into the room.

      “Die, please,” Rafe said with vicious intent as he turned and grabbed Jack’s metallic head with both hands. He used every ounce of force to throw the larger cyborg back into the hallway and managed to get him off balance. Jack got a grip on one of Rafe’s wrists and yanked, bending and breaking his forearm.

      The other hand still had a firm hold on the side of Jack’s head, and he pushed it hard, knocking the surprised cyborg into the hallway. He was almost back on his feet when Rafe turned towards Niranda, who was drawing a directed electromagnetic pulse pistol. No! Stop! Rafe thought urgently. Don’t hurt them! I’ll give you what you want! I’ll find a way to release you into the Cyberscape!

      “The Cyberscape is a shadow world!” his mouth replied in a voice that was his own, but speaking in an angry tone that he’d never used. “You showed me that it’s only a practice space. I am more, I will be real. I am Scratch!”

      Rafe flicked Niranda’s pistol aside with one hand and caught her by the jacket with the other. Jack yanked him backwards and tried to make contact with a weapon built into his hand, but before he could touch it to the back of his head, Rafe threw Niranda against the wall. Her head and shoulders were crushed under the force of the impact.

      Jack's fist pummelled Rafe's back, bashing the middle rod protecting his vital case out of position. A second blow cracked through the casing, crushing synthetic organs and shaking the connection between his neck and his mechanical body. He felt a terrible rip and screamed, a surge of blood filling his mouth.

      He felt dizzy. Another blow toppled him to the floor and Rafe saw a flash of white as his head struck concrete.
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      Taman

      

      “Hello, I’m Eomar, and I’ll be your surgeon today,” said someone with a face that was carefully put together using metal plates. It looked more like whoever did the work was more interested in creating a piece of art that celebrated a human face than an actual visage. At least it looked friendly. “You should only have limited sensations. Please tell me if you feel any pain.”

      The ceiling above was white and clean. The light was so intense that it was nearly blinding. “There’s no pain.” Rafe couldn’t move, and he felt the urge to panic but it seemed far, far away. “Did I kill…” he hesitated, afraid that saying Erda and Niranda’s names would make his violent memories real. “...my friends?”

      “That doesn’t matter right now,” the surgeon replied. “What I need is your consent to treatment. Your vital case was destroyed and a new one has been found to replace it. The new device is far superior to the one you used before. It will provide a more human experience, which includes higher nerve sensitivity, the ability to eat a broader variety of foods, and a richer hormonal balance that will allow you to have normal human feelings again.”

      “What? My old…” Rafe tried to shake his head but couldn’t. Instead he demanded; “Did I kill my friends? What happened to Niranda and Erda?”

      “Someone’s working on Niranda,” Spiryo said as he stepped into view. He spoke in a tone that seemed grave. “Erda’s fine, she’s sleeping. The girl knows how to take a hit, there were only a couple broken ribs. If it makes you feel any better - and it damn well should - we know it wasn’t you. We know it was that AI you found in the Biocore. We were able to wipe your North Bridge chip so Eomar here won’t have to go in and replace it. We added security software to your system so that can’t happen again. More importantly, Jack had a backup vital case, so he’s giving it to you because he feels bad about destroying yours. It’s one of the best. Just give your consent so we can get you connected.”

      Rafe realized why he couldn’t move or feel anything below the neck. He was connected to an emergency support system. Most people would freak out, especially since he imagined that he had been reduced to a head on an operating table with tubes and regeneration devices connected to it. His state of calm felt inappropriate for such an urgent situation. Something, probably a drug, was chasing his panic away.

      “Jack’s backup is brand new, top of the line, just like the one he’s running,” Spiryo said.

      “I’ll pay him back.”

      Eomar leaned down so it was nearly nose to nose. “I need to hear you give me consent, young man.”

      “You have my consent,” Rafe said, and he fell back into an anaesthetised sleep.

      The muffled sound of rain against metal and the smell of disinfectant reminded Rafe that he wasn’t in his apartment or Layertown, and he didn’t fall asleep in The Cyberscape. The constant, scratchy feeling in his throat was irritating but short of causing a cough, was gone. His head felt different, as though it was more solidly connected to his vital case.

      He touched his face and ran his fingers up to his scalp. That was his good hand, and the tactile feedback was more accurate, more human as he felt how soft and smooth his skin was through the sensors. Almost as good as a human hand. Wait. Where’s my hair? He thought to himself as he traced his freshly shorn scalp.

      As his hand reached the back of his head he felt a new spade shaped metal plate supporting it. Checking further, he found that he was a cyborg from the jaw down, the internal human part of his throat was still there, but protected by a hard metal case instead of skin. “Eomar said there was too much deterioration in your neck. That’s the worst of it. Everything went perfectly after you were encased below the jawline. From an engineering standpoint, you’re better off, and that backplate is hiding a military-grade helmet.” A soothing male voice said in the darkness. A soft yellow light came on, revealing the speaker. “I’m Liam Grady. Spiryo asked me to make sure you and your friends stay safe for a while.”

      It was a repurposed bedroom. The mattress had a thick plastic tarp stretched over it. “I saw you before, when I was in The Nest.”

      Liam nodded and stood. His simple cloth robes had been replaced by heavier, slick dark blue ones. “He likes to show me off sometimes. Most of his mercenaries don’t have my education or patience. How do you feel? Any pain?”

      Rafe was surprised to see that his chest, midsection, hips and legs had been replaced with basic, lightweight parts. The more human-shaped, silver-skinned arm that Niranda gave him was still there, so was the more industrial-grade arm. They felt more mismatched than ever. “I feel better, but what happened to my rig?”

      “Jack broke your T-frame when he took you down. From what I saw, most of your parts were already second or third hand before that. The wear and tear was so bad that I couldn’t tell what Jack bent and what was about to fall apart on its own. Erda found the frame you’re riding now and we adapted it. There’s no armour, but you’ll be faster, more agile. It’ll have to do until they find something else. The good news is that the T-Frame is from an old Sol Defence model. It’s a few centuries old but in perfect shape. Your shoulders and spine will be around long after we’re all gone, but it’ll take some getting used to. Your old one was fifteen kilograms heavier, so between that and what we put together for your lower extremities, you’ve lost a lot of weight.”

      “Is that T-Frame weaker than my old one?”

      “It’s about four times as strong and can repair itself using power from the micro-fusion reactor you’re running on. It’s built into that new vital case, so you can’t see it, but you have more power onboard than most starfighters. Jack spared no expense.”

      “I don’t know how to pay him back,” Rafe said, looking down at the armoured vital case filling his chest cavity.

      “He’d be insulted if you tried,” Liam said. “Now let’s get you on your feet.” Rafe stood with Liam’s help and found his balance. He over-raised his leg and almost fell down. “I feel more agile, much lighter.” He tried to sound grateful but was too concerned with his thin, tall body. It was as if someone streamlined a metal skeleton then replaced the joints with dainty actuators and motors. “Thank you.”

      “We’ll do better. Everyone’s hoping to find something more durable at least,” Liam said, patting his shoulder. “Be careful. You’re top-heavy.”

      Rafe turned at the waist in both directions, seeing that he had a simple mount there that allowed him full three hundred degree rotation. He stopped so he was looking behind himself. “Well, no one’s going to sneak up on me.”

      Liam chuckled and tapped him on the shoulder. “You should take it slow. Get the basics down before you start teaching yourself tricks.”

      Rafe staggered, almost fell, then turned his torso so his shoulders and feet were pointing in the same direction again. “Good idea.”

      A hatch opened in the next compartment and he leaned as far as he dared to see who came in. Erda, who was wearing a long grey coat that looked too long for her, was talking to Jack; “I mean, if we can get to one of those rental depots, Rafe can have his pick.”

      “That’s if we can find one that hasn’t been raided already,” Jack replied, putting a heavy sack down on the deck.

      “Rafe!” Erda cried as she ran to him. She pushed his chest plate in the middle and Rafe heard the gyros whirr momentarily as they helped him stay on his feet. “Your balance is okay?”

      “I’m getting used to it,” Rafe replied. “Are you alright?”

      “Just a couple of broken ribs. They fixed me up with some regeneration meds and I feel better than ever. What do you think of the waist joint?”

      “I just spun on it for the first time, there’s almost no friction, it’s great,” Rafe replied.

      “I made that part, it took me about three days,” she said, looking at her handiwork. “We found your new bod in two pieces, so I had to make something to connect everything.”

      “Is Niranda here?” Rafe asked.

      The mood in the small ship became sombre. “I’ll let you guys catch up,” Liam said, leaving the room.

      Jack took the older man’s place and slid the hatch closed behind him. “Best sit down for this, Rafe,” he told him as he crouched in a sitting position beside the door.

      Erda took the only seat in the room as Rafe lowered himself onto the edge of the bed, being careful not to lose his balance. “What is it?”

      “First off, I’m sorry I overdid it when I took you down,” Jack said. “I hope that new case squares us.”

      “It’s more than I would buy for myself, even if I had the money, so I figure I owe you.”

      “No, forget about it. I lost it when you tipped me over. I knew you were out of control. That damage is on me, so enjoy the spare, okay?” Jack asked.

      Rafe knew it was as much an assertion as a question. “Okay, thank you, but what happened? What did I do?” Rafe asked. He couldn’t remember being so concerned or feeling more dread in his entire life.

      “Niranda’s dead. Her people couldn’t bring her back,” Jack said quietly. “They told me that she was frail because of the eggs she was carrying. I didn’t know she was pregnant, hell, I didn’t even know she was an Issyrian. They were able to save them, though. They’re being transported to her clutch now so her family can raise them. That’s the good news, I guess. Well, aside from Erda getting well in a hurry.”

      “Sure, it was no miracle, I just got a little cracked. My brothers used to do worse, so no biggie,” she told Jack, almost disregarding him. “But Rafe; you can’t let all this get you down. Everyone knows it wasn’t you, Niranda told me what was going on before she went in. She was sure there was no way whatever infected you could take over too. The superstition that an AI could take someone’s brain over was bunk, or at least that’s what she told me.”

      “We’re lucky she didn’t believe her,” Jack said, looking to Erda. “If she didn’t clamp your knee, you would have been able to overpower me. Your industrial body weighed three times as much as my military-grade gear and had even more mechanical power.”

      “Thank you for stopping me, or him,” Rafe said, burying his face in his hands.

      “As long as you don’t blame yourself, Big Guy,” Erda said. “I heard that thing talk, and I knew it wasn’t you right…”

      “You don’t get it; I know I caused this. I found something during the last job I did for Niranda. It was a data archive, and I wanted to know what it was before I handed it over. The program inside it decompressed, executed and disappeared the moment I opened it and I didn’t tell anyone.”

      “We know. Eomar was able to see what happened before he wiped your North Bridge chip and main neural processing system. An artificial intelligence was hiding where you couldn’t see it, hiding whatever it didn’t want you to remember,” Jack explained. “I don’t know how, exactly, but the coders got in there, made sure that AI was gone, and restored all the memories they could. The Fixers are investigating Ogden and, last I heard, they found out the Biocore you raided was developing some kind of database for a general A.I. and they didn’t want it to get out.”

      “I copied the AI but didn’t get its database. I’m such an idiot. You should have killed me. My kind of stupidity shouldn’t be allowed to run loose,” Rafe groaned, feeling a tear roll free. “All Niranda did was help. Why did she do that? It just got her killed.”

      Erda put her hand under his chin and pulled his head up to look into her irritated stare. “Hey, snap out of it. Just because you took something dangerous doesn’t mean you’re on the hook for everything it did. If you made a gun, sold it, and your customer killed someone with it, it's that guy, the one who pulls the trigger who goes to jail, not you.”

      Rafe looked her in the eye and said; “It’s not the same. I let a general artificial intelligence that should have had a carefully curated database of experiences to learn from and rules to follow watch me mess around in Deathmatches for a week. What do you think it learned from me in there?”

      “Damn. It’s true,” Jack said. “Scratch really is the thing that escaped your head.”

      “What?” Rafe asked. “Do you know where it is?”

      “Right before we left I got a message from Spiryo that Scratch has been running around just like you did in the Deathmatch Sector. He’s taken Violent Dreams over, and he started streaming. People think he’s you.”

      “He probably has access to all my accounts,” Rafe sighed. “I need a connection. I have to find out what he’s stolen. I converted a lot of my plat.”

      “To P-Credits?” Erda asked, surprised. “So he could have all your money now?”

      “Yes. I also ordered an Ando Nine so I could adapt it to my vital case,” Rafe said. “It won’t arrive for another week.”

      “Well, that’s a problem,” Jack said, sucking air in through his teeth. “You’ve been here a week. It took a while for you to heal up after everything.”

      “So, he could already be transferring himself into an Ando Nine? That AI can’t become an android, especially not in that model.” Rafe tried to connect to a Stellarnet node and couldn’t find one. “There’s no wireless here?”

      “Between you and the ship, sure, but not outside that. We’re on Taman. We flew here so the Fixers could sort everything out. They haven’t decided to blame you for Niranda yet.”

      “Taman is a tech wasteland. It was blasted to ruin during the Fall,” Rafe said angrily. There were few people left on the small planet after every robot with an advanced artificial intelligence turned on humanity. It was intentionally isolated and left to rot as the authorities moved on to quiet other worlds.

      “That’s exactly why this is the perfect place for you to relax, rebuild and hide while things cool down back home. Besides, this is like my second home. I salvage here all the time. Deathcaller helped me set it all up about a year ago.”

      “He’s right, you can’t go back to New Udalpur. Spiryo says some of the Fixers want you dead,” Erda said. “This is the best place for you to find yourself some upgrades and figure out your next move. Oh, and all the Fixers know I’m your friend, so whatever trouble you’re in, I’m in.”

      Rafe was too heartbroken to argue. Instead, he lowered his head and said; “I don’t deserve your help. I’ve screwed everything up. All these good things were happening, then I turned them to shit.”

      “I’m not going to scrounge for your parts while you mope around in this shitty little ship, Big Guy.”

      “Hey,” Jack objected.

      “Sorry, but it’s a crappy four sleeper that can barely make hyperspace,” Erda shot back before returning her attention to Rafe. “Anyway; you’re gonna come with us tomorrow when we go out. There’s a city that looks deserted nearby, so it could be perfect for what you need. So, you’re going to say; ‘thank you Erda,’ and get all this ‘oh, woe is I’ shit out of your system tonight.”

      “I’m pretty sure it’s; ‘oh, woe is me,’” Jack corrected with a smirk. It looked like he was starting to enjoy seeing Erda fired up.

      “Whatever!” she replied. “Just make sure you’re ready. Now, get out. That’s the only bed and you’ve been hogging it all week.”
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      Masters of the Redeemer

      

      Prue hated the War Gallery. You could barely call it a bar. More than half of the patrons were high-resolution holograms layered onto android bodies. They were puppeteered by users in the Cyberscape who didn’t want to unplug, were hiding their identities, or were too far away to appear in person. To her, most people who lived their lives in Cyberspace were weak and fearful. It was reassuring that anyone who came to her table that night would be appearing in the flesh.

      The War Gallery used most of its space for secure rental booths where those people plugged themselves into that fake digital universe. There were dozens of clients jacked in behind the wall to her left. The rest of the bar was a narrow rectangle with exits at either end and sparse lighting so the digital divers’ eyes, which spent most of their time closed, were spared when they came out of their booths long enough to get something to eat.

      As she fiddled with the clip holding her Leapcharge Mark Three sidearm in its holster, she wondered how many people on Planet Cothrom still walked around in their own skin, in the real world. “Angel? I mean, Prudence?” asked a friendly sounding young man as he approached the booth. He whispered low, she almost didn’t hear him.

      “Call me Prue,” she said. “Have a seat.”

      The purple, green and orange lights dimly colouring the youth’s rounded face made its features look strangely rounded as he awkwardly slipped into the opposite side of the booth. She took a sip of her Haven Starshine, a sweet, bitter drink that was on special. It looked like a Yellow Chill Sunset to her, a drink that made her calm without making her less alert, and it tasted the same too.

      He regarded her with widening eyes, looking at her armoured jacket before turning his full attention back up to her eyes. “Sorry, I’ve just never seen a real mercenary before. If you don’t mind me asking; is that a real infantry jacket? I mean, real armour?”

      Prue nodded. “I was in the Aucharian Heavy Infantry. You’ve probably seen this gear a thousand times in the Cyberscape, though, right?”

      “It’s different up close. I mean, there’s something about the battle scars - I assume they’re from battles, right? It all looks so high-res. Does the integrity survive denting like that?” the young man asked.

      “Ninety-eight percent of it has,” Prue replied, letting herself smirk a little as she ran her finger around the rim of her short glass. The liquid shed a comforting shade of yellow light against her palm. “Are you drinking?”

      “What? Oh, no, I paid the cover instead. I’m not old enough to drink most things here. You know; I’ve never had to pay just to walk into a place with a sticky floor before.”

      As he spoke, Prue tapped a button on her side of the table. A circular cut-out moved aside in front of and fresh Haven Starshine rose up. “You said you had something to say about our friend Scratch?”

      “To be clear, I don’t care about the bounty. You posted your theory that Scratch wasn’t being played by the original user, and I was relieved to find someone who might believe me. I don’t think I have the kind of evidence I need to collect anyway.”

      “Well, I need you to prove that you’re who you say you are. Show me the Ident,” Prue said, calling the Redeemer with a tap on the back of her glove.

      “Oh, sure, yeah. You’re probably surprised that I’m a guy,” he replied, turning his palm up and activating a holoprojector that had been tattooed onto his palm. A cute, short young woman appeared holographically in clingy, glossy black armour, saluting and rotating slowly.

      “One sec, I’m connecting with my ship,” Prue said, making sure that everything she saw was being transmitted to the Redeemer. Her brother answered the call. “Hey, Sis. Is that Lemur?”

      “That’s what I want you to confirm,” Prue replied. “How’s your head?”

      “Great. Just finished my first post-Biocore trip to the Cyberscape and it’s better than ever. The jack they put in is religious. You know, like I’m connecting to the ‘Scape with my soul.”

      “Good for you,” Prue said witheringly. You’d think that he’d keep away virtual space after his brain was used as a CPU. She thought to herself. “Just don’t forget to eat or sleep.”

      “Yeah, yeah,” he replied in her ear. “Say hi to Lemur, for me.”

      “My brother says ‘hi,’” Prue said. “He’s going to take a look at your Ident and verify it for me.”

      “Okay, okay, scanning and checking,” Miles said. “You’re all business these days, Sis.”

      “I say ‘hi’ back,” Lemur said. “Oh, and my real name is Chuck.”

      “So, Lemur is a guy,” Miles said in Prue’s ear. “I wouldn’t have guessed when I met him on the Concourse. What’s he into?”

      “Well, he’s sixteen,” Prue replied in a whisper.

      “Oh, say no more. That’s cool, um, her, or his Ident clears. Online his main avatar is Lemur, offline he’s Charles Edna. Hey, ask her if FooDream is going to be around later.”

      “Thanks, see you later,” Prue said as she ended the call. The head-up display built into the thin coating on her eyes activated with a quick blink and she took another look at the youth sitting across from her. A stun pistol was hidden in his waistband. “Nice zapper, Chuck,” she smirked.

      “Oh, you can tell I have one? Sorry, I thought it would be better if I had some kind of protection here. It’s my Dad’s.”

      “Pass it over,” Prue said.

      Chuck leaned forward, pulled the back of his clean, grey and black jacket up, and then carefully pried the stun pistol out from under his waistband. Looking around nervously, he put it on the table as though he was afraid it could go off on its own.

      Prue picked it up, took a small spanner from her belt, and pried the power cell casing open. “This thing wouldn’t put me down, I’ve got electromag protection. Most of the people here who would do you any harm would thank you for a couple of shots from this too, the energy would get routed into their energy reserves. You need to really shock the crap outta any of these guys to get away from them.” She removed the battery pack then poked her spanner into the back of the weapon. “If you know how to adjust it, anyone you hit with this will be in for a hell of a shock. There.” She put the battery and the casing back on and spun it across the table. “Now you’ll only get five shots per charge, but you can put a Class Five Threat down with one hit.”

      “Class Five?” Chuck asked as he stared at the handgun. It stopped spinning with the grip facing him.

      “Low military class threat. Sorry, old infantry speak. Check the safety and put that in your pocket,” Prue said. “It’s right there. That light.”

      “Oh, I know. Green means it’s safe,” Chuck said as he put the weapon in his jacket’s inside pocket.

      “All right, so what did you want to tell me about Scratch? What couldn’t you tell my brother in the Cyberscape?”

      “It’s not him,” Chuck replied. “I mean, his old friends from the Human Divisions can all see that it’s definitely not him. The leader of my Unit; that’s like an organised group in the Cyberscape…”

      “I know what a unit is, go on,” Prue said.

      “Well, Missled, our Unit leader, is from some real military organisation. That’s why she can’t log in as often as everyone else. Anyway, she was able to use a program to check Scratch’s link characteristics. She says it indicates that whatever is puppeting Scratch was using a North Bridge Chip in someone’s brain to fake a biological connection so the programs won’t detect an artificial intelligence and kick him out. She scanned him twice and detected different connections, meaning Scratch - or whoever’s stolen the avatar - has used at least two users’ North Bridge chips to connect.”

      “North Bridge chip?” Prue asked, wishing she’d left the call to her brother open.

      “They’re in a lot of things, but the one I’m talking about is on or in someone’s brain. It translates digital experiences so they seem perfectly real to whoever is connected to the Cyberscape. They also make the connection faster, especially in people who have a chip that’s built to perform some function in the case of brain damage.”

      “Okay, so this AI is noggin hopping around so it doesn’t get caught?”

      “Noggin hopping, I like that,” Chuck snickered.

      “Focus, I have other meetings,” Prue said.

      “Right, sorry. You are sort of correct, Mercenary Madam. Our theory is that the new Scratch had to learn the patterns in a couple brains so it could fake them well enough to trick the New Dreams Universe’s Bot Detection. You know, the programs that check for software that plays a character when the user is actually offline. A lot of people used to use those Bots to do extra mining, or practice skills with their avatar while the owner was off, you know, eating or sleeping or whatever. It looks like Scratch has learned to trick the detection stuff so he can just be the avatar for as long as he wants, wherever he wants. It’s kinda scary, actually, but that’s mostly theory. We reported this to the New Dreams Universe admins. They checked his connection and told us that everything was fine, but they were incompetent, so we shouldn’t have expected them to do anything. I mean, they could have at least locked the account pending a biometric scan or something, but they don’t really care.”

      “Okay, so what’s the big deal? The real avatar driver could create a new one, he doesn’t have to use Scratch.”

      “Well… he’s getting a lot of followers. Violent Dreams - his Unit - has over a thousand members now, and they’re taking a whole sector of the New Dreams Universe over.”

      “Okay, maybe you didn’t understand; Why should I care about this fake user taking over a chunk of a virtual universe?”

      “Platinum and training,” Chuck retorted in a whisper. “Scratch is only letting his Unit participate in sims that give real platinum and realistic gear as rewards. He’s also training using actual tactics. Everyone in my Unit agrees that it looks like Scratch is practising for the real thing. You can see it in the video stream he shares with his followers. He keeps saying things like; ‘this is only a test,’ and ‘what if this were real?’ It could be the Fourth Fall all over again. Is that why you put a bounty up for information on the guy who really hacked into Ogden? I mean, our Unit can’t confirm that it was his, but we’re close.”

      The truth was that John, her husband, wanted to warn the hacker that Ogden was hiring investigators to track him down. The whole situation with Scratch going rogue was new, and more than they bargained for. “Let’s just say that my reasons are simple, but I need you and your Unit to stop talking about it. I’ll have my people step in so we can protect Scratch’s real operator. It’s a bit over your head.”

      “You mean, this is even bigger than a rogue A.I. taking an avatar over? Was that A.I. from Ogden or something? Some military research project gone wrong?” Chuck asked in an excited whisper.

      Shit, I set his conspiracy detector off. Prue thought as she pulled two platinum slips from her inside pocket then slid them across the table. “No, really, shut up or people start dying, understand?”

      “That’s hush money? Real hush money?” Chuck said, shocked, amazed.

      “Hey,” Prue said, drawing his eyes up to look at hers. “My crew will do anything - and I mean anything - to protect Scratch’s original user. That includes paying you off so you don’t spread some dangerous theory until it gets handled, understand?”

      Chuck flushed red and nodded, finally afraid. He took the heavy platinum slips. “O-okay.”

      Prue spotted her husband approach with his usual swagger from over his shoulder. “You’re late.”

      “Couldn’t be helped,” he said, stroking his large black beard. He was wearing both the bulky rings she gave him, along with a couple others. The platinum jewellery drew attention to his big hands. She slipped further into the booth so he could join her. The creak of his thick-skinned jacket and trousers as he squeezed in.

      “I’m John,” he said, extending his hand.

      Prue smiled a little at Chuck, who looked stunned as his soft hand was firmly but respectfully gripped by John’s much larger mitt. “Anything else?” she asked him.

      “No, bye,” Chuck said, his voice high, strained by fear. He shimmied out from between the table and booth bench awkwardly but quickly.

      “Thanks for the info,” Prue said. “Take the tube right home, and tell your Dad I maxed the output on that.”

      “Out of the way, pudgy,” said a towering cyborg with bulky combat plating covering his rig.

      Chuck got out of his way and nearly ran out of sight.

      “New crewmember? I don’t think he’ll work out,” Spiryo said as he glided into the seat across from John and Prue.

      “We already have two chipheads,” Prue replied. “Why did you want to see us?”

      Spiryo put a green disc on the middle of the table and activated it. A nearly unnoticeable bubble of energy appeared around them. No sound would be able to escape the field, and anyone looking at them from outside the booth would only see three blurry figures around a table. “Scratch’s user. He’s named Rafe Alvin, born on Zingara Station,” he said. “My people noticed that you were trying to contact him.”

      “Ogden’s still looking for whoever broke into their facility,” John said. “We thought he deserved a warning.”

      “The Fixers can make sure he gets word and the necessary protection. You keep going around us when we could save you money and time,” Spiryo said with a sigh.

      “Wait. Rafe? You mean the guy who killed Niranda?” Prue asked.

      “That is the one. I see that you’re interested in him, so I’m giving you this job.”

      “We don’t do bounty hunting unless it’s catch-and-release. No kills,” John said.

      “You misunderstand. Rafe was hacked by an artificial intelligence. It attacked and killed Niranda when she made it clear that our people would wipe the program out.”

      “Not possible. Software can’t control a live human brain, so unless Rafe is some kind of android…” John objected.

      “This one did. I’ve seen the footage. I’ve seen the scans, and I read the logs. The same artificial intelligence who momentarily took over Rafe’s motor control is the same one running Scratch. That is what Ogden was hiding in the Biocore. They were developing an artificial intelligence that can control a human mind. It is the most dangerous artificial intelligence we’ve ever seen. We don’t know why it’s still driving Scratch, but we’re grateful that it is. As far as Rafe is concerned, the Fixers here are still deciding whether or not punishment is due.”

      Prudence’s heart sank. The data connection she provided using a simple dongle gave Rafe access to the secure files at Ogden Processing. If she didn’t give Rafe the opportunity to connect to that drive, then Niranda would still be alive. It was something she silently swore she’d atone for later.

      “There are other dangers for Rafe,” Spiryo said. He told them about the crew of the Fossa, and that their ship had been spotted in Port Guja. “We’re not sure what led them here exactly, but Captain Dawden claims that Rafe owes him a hundred fifty thousand platinum. He’s offering half of that to anyone who delivers him to the Fossa alive. The Bloody Afters are also offering a Watch and Report bounty of ten thousand platinum if the report leads to a capture or kill.”

      “Why do those slagheads have a W.A.R. Notice on him?” Prue asked.

      “The Notice is specifically for whoever is driving the Scratch avatar because he’s made killing and looting members of the Bloody Afters Unit in the Cyberscape a top priority. The Violent Dream Unit members and Scratch’s followers have killed avatars belonging to the Afters over a thousand times over the last week.”

      “A real-world bounty because a gang of idiots can’t get good in a game and they’re getting slaughtered,” Prue snickered. “Pathetic.”

      “It’s a danger to him regardless. Rafe is a talented young man with potential. If Niranda were here, she’d want me to foster him, especially since I’ve come to believe that he never meant any harm,” Spiryo said emphatically.

      It was unusual for him to show dedication to anything, and Prue had to know; “What’s the job? What can the Redeemer do for you?”

      “Find the Fossa. Keep it in your sights so you know the instant it makes a move towards Rafe or his friend; Erda.”

      “Erda?” John asked.

      “She’s a woman who isn’t much older than Rafe. They became friends while he was living in a vertical slum not far from here. We can’t find much background on her, which is worrying.”

      “Fixers coming up empty on an Ident search? Yeah, I’d worry,” John said. “So, you want us to keep our distance but watch the Fossa.”

      “Exactly, for now,” Spiryo said.

      “For now? Will this turn into a protection gig?” Prue asked, earning a gentle nudge from John. “What? We need to know.”

      “The Fossa crew are thieves and the worst kind of mercinaries. Some of them are hopped up street steel. The Fossa isn’t large enough to carry heavy armaments, but it’s fast, and it’s been modified for piracy. I don’t know if you’re equipped to…”

      “If the Fossa can land here, then the Redeemer is better armed,” John said.

      “Cothrom Defence doesn’t allow the Redeemer to land anymore? What kind of upgrades have you made?” Spiryo asked, surprised.

      “We restored the original armour and made a few other improvements. We expected a much bigger fight going into the Ogden Complex,” John replied proudly.

      “Well, then don’t hold back if the Fossa notices you. Captain Dawden has a reputation for being tricky and deadly. They say he idolises the former captain of the Samson.”

      “Idolising a bounty hunter, that’s not good,” John said, cringing.

      “We’ll track the Fossa. What do you want us to do if it runs?” Prue asked.

      “Send us a signal that it’s leaving. Include its trajectory in the message, then follow. We do not want any harm to come to Rafe, especially if the Fixers decide that there’s no punishment due.”

      John and Prue regarded each other. There was a look of determination on his face that she rarely saw, and knew what his answer would be. When they turned their attention back to Spiryo, she said; “The Fossa just got a tail.”

      “What if it notices us and opens fire?” John asked.

      “Slag it. Make sure there’s nothing and no one left. Just make sure no one knows you were working for me,” Spiryo said clearly before he picked up his privacy disc.

      “We’ll do what we have to,” Prue said, finishing the thought in her head; …to make sure it doesn’t come to that. John slipped out of the booth and she was almost on her feet when she noticed a little smile on Spiryo’s face. “What’s up?”

      “You didn’t ask how much this job paid,” the Fixer replied.

      “This guy saved my brother-in-law and half our crew. We’d do it for loyalty’s sake,” John replied.

      “That’s true, but what does it pay?” Prue asked.

      Spiryo put a small metal case on the table. “This is two thousand for you flying here so quickly.” He put a larger case on the table. “This ten thousand is to engage you as investigators. If you play any part in preventing the Fossa crew from making contact with Rafe, I will give you another hundred.”

      Prue took both of the small but heavy cases off the table and shoved them into John’s inside pockets. “We’ll make sure Rafe doesn’t see anyone from the Fossa. Where is he?”

      “Offworld. I’ll give you details if you need them,” Spiryo replied as he stood. “Now I have to leave. This place reeks of sweat and pointless escapism. Good luck.”

      They watched him go, then left using the other entrance. “We need to get our new crew members more practice in the turrets,” Prue told John as they walked to their sleek shuttle.

      “You think this job will go that way?” John asked.

      “The only reason why Spiryo would meet us in person is because it’s an off-board job he and the rest of the Fixers don’t want anyone to know about. Either that, or he’s hiring us personally to make sure Rafe doesn’t get taken by the wrong people or slagged. He knows we won’t tell anyone who our employers are, no matter what happens. I think he expects this to get loud.”

      John ducked under a gull-wing door and asked; “You good with that?”

      “Are you?” she asked as the shuttle began to hover.

      “Rafe’s saved family, so he is family,” John replied with a nod.
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      The Steel Garden

      

      Sleep came easily to everyone but Rafe. Jack rested on a frame built for his rig. Erda was behind a thin cabin door on the only bed, snoring just loudly enough for the sound to reach his ears, and Liam was curled up on a hammock. Everyone must be really tired, Rafe thought to himself. His guilt over Niranda’s death was still fresh, but after Erda shared her thoughts, moping over it felt more like self-pity.

      Maybe there was nothing he’d be able to do to make up for what happened with Niranda, but he would accomplish nothing if he didn’t start working on it. As everyone else settled down to sleep, he pretended to do the same, but he was wide awake behind his closed eyelids. The only thing to connect to was the network in Jack’s ship. There were private files which were hidden behind a password, the basic systems which were running on software that made managing the ship as easy as possible, and a few games that were a little outdated. There was absolutely no way to contact the rest of the galaxy unless he was willing to connect to an old, slow relay that wouldn’t work for live content.

      After reviewing his new systems and tweaking a few connections to his torso and legs, he ran out of things to do without moving around. Rafe’s mind kept wandering back to Niranda, or how there was an artificial intelligence out there who may have already stolen every bit of platinum he had. He was probably in the Cyberscape using his Avatar to collect more money, maybe even streaming to his viewers. Mixing frustration with restlessness was starting to turn his thoughts dark and toxic so he quietly stood up straight then left the rear section.

      Exploration was a good distraction, especially after he closed the thick curtain that separated the rearmost area from the rest of the vessel. It was a recreational planet hopper. He started looking around the middle of the ship. The interior had its scars and scrapes, but it was fairly clean. The old kitchen was cyborg-centric. It had been roughly modified. There was a sink without a faucet, a tiny refrigerator, a few mismatched food dispensers that had been stolen from somewhere and a little counter space. He tapped the cherry button on the Forma dispenser and jumped as it ground and sputtered loudly. “Oh, shit! Not so loud, shush-shush!” he whispered urgently as he searched for an off switch. It stopped finally, and a pellet of food made for cyborgs dropped into the shallow cup at the bottom of the dispenser with a punctuating plink!

      Rafe looked around, listened for signs that he’d woken someone up, didn’t hear any, then popped the shiny red pellet in his mouth. It was more intense than he was used to by far, filling his mouth with a rude artificial cherry flavour that was sweet and sour at the same time. “Oh, he’s tinkered with that,” Rafe muttered to himself as his eyes watered. Unwilling to waste the nutrient pellet by spitting it out, he chewed it quickly, only intensifying the flavour before he gulped it down. He looked for a water spout and only found fizzy drink dispenser nozzles. After considering which variety of soda to use to wash the cherry flavour down with, he chose what he guessed would be the mildest - classic root beer. He drank a small cup of it, was surprised that it actually tasted normal and continued on with his tour. “Figures, a guy who doesn’t have to brush his teeth never drinks plain water,” he muttered.

      All the bunk space aside from the modest bedroom at the back had been gutted then filled with the components of a shield and wormhole generator. He scanned the systems with his finger then nodded to himself. There were several ways he’d upgrade them that wouldn’t cost much, but everything was well maintained.

      Then he found a compartment that made him stop and stare for a moment. Behind a thick, self-sterilising curtain was the narrow medical bay. Rafe looked up and recognized that perfectly clean white ceiling. The rest of the modest medical compartment was similarly plain and spotless. It was like seeing the room where he was born, and it felt oddly intimate despite the clinical look of the operation table, scanner arm, and other apparatuses.

      A faint rattle under his feet came and went. He closed the curtain, stepped back out into the narrow hallway and knelt down. The flexibility of his new thin legs allowed him to press his ear right against the deckplate without losing his balance. The rattle rose again, then fell. Rose, then diminished. “That doesn’t sound right,” he said to himself, feeling around the panel’s edge for a latch.

      He found it before long and the deckplate was put to the side. Before him was the heart of a Material Separator. It looked older than any he’d seen, but it was dutifully taking scrap in from some little cargo compartment in the rear of the ship, breaking that down then pushing reusable ingots of separated, purer materials out into a container at the front. “Now that’s a side hustle, but it needs a little work.”

      The controls were easy to operate, so he let the last piece of scrap process through the machine then he started a cleaning cycle while Rafe went creeping quietly around the ship in search for tools and parts. Most of what he needed was aboard, but he needed rods and a couple joints of a particular size that he didn’t find in the spare parts bin.

      From what he overheard, they were in a place with salvageable wrecks, so he took the few tools he thought he’d need, a directed electromagnetic pulse gun he found under the only sink, and went to the main hatch. “I’ll only explore as much as I have to,” he said to himself, activating his helmet. The head-up display activated, and he snickered at how it looked almost exactly like the one everyone used for Deathmatches. It even had a mini-map that was focused on the inside of the narrow ship. In addition to that there were readouts telling him about his environment and the condition of his body in ghostly letters that lingered in the bottom left corner of his view.

      TEMP: 21

      HUMIDITY: 32

      GRAVITY: 0.92

      VELOCITY: 0

      ELEVATION: 1393m

      COMM 1: Jumper Jack, View Maker Recreational Transport (Distance: 11m)

      COMM 2: Enertrans Node 14121635 (Distance: 49 AU)

      COMM 3: NO CONNECTION AVAILABLE

      

      He stopped reading there and looked at the outline of his body, which consisted of a frame with mostly empty spots representing the places where he could install upgrades. The potential for expansion was incredible, but that also highlighted the bare bones state of his body. After staring at his skeletal frame on the display for a moment, Rafe started smiling. “Last time I didn’t have a choice in how I was built. Now I can set myself up however I want if I can find the parts. Still, I’m going to pay Jack back somehow. It’s the least I can do to thank him for saving my head.”

      Rafe checked the charge on the old DEMP rifle, saw that it was at ninety-three percent, and opened the door. The night vision feature of his helmet activated, repainting everything in front of him as though it was a clear sunny day. “Oh, my God,” he breathed as he stepped down from the hatch into a field of tall grass with blue-grey barked saplings and wildflowers.

      There was a well-worn dirt path leading from the hatch. Another led to the rear of the ship, where piles of scrap were lined up. Old shuttle and hovercar consoles had been broken up so they would fit into the feeding compartment of the Material Separator. That was where the real money was; in the control systems of those vehicles. Behind those piles was a jumble of thin displays and tiny wearable computers that were made to look like every manner of jewellery. It was a good side hustle, one that Jack didn’t show him when they went salvaging in orbit around Cothrom.

      There were wrecks all around the landing spot, piled up like a wall while leaving enough room for the ship and a wild lawn all around it. A gate would lead him out, and he decided to go exploring. “Well, let’s see if I can upgrade his hustle.”

      

      The area around the wreck wall had been cleared. Nature was taking the land back with more crude grass and shrubs, but the saplings had been removed, probably so Jack could see clearly for about a hundred metres in all directions. A landing platform made for ships under a hundred metres long had been constructed there, and the overgrown paving stones leading to it suggested that Jack didn’t get many visitors.

      His camp was on a mild grade hilltop. Surrounding it was a graveyard of every kind of machine. Most had been picked down to frames, their plating piled by size and material near the edge of the field. Inside a shack on the outer edge of the circle, he found a pile of mismatched legs and was able to get the strong, thin pipes he’d need for the Material Separator. After sorting the contents of the old structure, Rafe realized that no two of the limbs matched. They were from androids as well as cyborgs and were discarded for a reason. “They’re all made with proprietary parts. You can’t mix and match.”

      Anything remarkable had already been stripped from them, so he moved on. As he progressed his gait grew more sure, he let his legs swing faster, and before long he was running down a street. The road was still intact, and there were few vehicles around at first. The ones he passed were skeletal, stripped down to the frames.

      Rafe laughed as he realized that the world was whipping by at a shocking speed. His light frame may not have come with armour, but it was quick and agile. He glanced at the status tracker in the bottom left hand corner of his view and was surprised to see that it read;

      VELOCITY: 98 km/h

      There was minimal stress on his limbs and even his stabiliser systems were barely taxed. The road turned around a tall wall of rock. Past it he saw a sprawling city with short buildings in the distance. There were no signs of life that he could see. The tallest structures looked broken, some were even lopsided. As for the rest, a few looked like they’d been closed up with metal plates on the windows, but his rudimentary scanners didn’t detect movement or hot spots. The minimap showed that he’d wandered over fifteen kilometres from Jack’s spot. “Further than I meant to,” he said to himself.

      Skidding to a stop, he cringed as the monitoring system warned him that he was scraping the grips off the bottoms of his feet. “Oops, I might want to get better ones, or some boots.” Then he saw what he was looking for; rows of hovercars, trucks, and a few skimmer bikes that had been abandoned. They were all piled onto one side of the road, and most of them hadn’t been stripped.

      After a few minutes, he had everything he needed to repair then upgrade the Material Separator, and he started running back the way he’d come. The speed felt amazing, and after making sure that the temperature and air quality were safe, he retracted his helmet.

      The stars were bright overhead, and it took his eyes a moment to adjust, but he could see well enough to keep going without night vision. Three silver moons shed even more light on the road, and he slowed down a little so it didn’t feel like his face was being stretched by the wind.

      It was almost better than hopping between buildings. The air was thick with the fragrance of the grass and it felt pleasantly cool on his skin. Rafe felt fully alive as the smooth surface of the road passed under foot. Then he thought he saw something move up ahead and activated his helmet. He couldn’t see anything moving in the artificial day that his display presented, but he kept his helmet on just in case.

      When he arrived back at the Jumper Jack, Rafe carefully slowed to a walk. “That was almost as good as flying. Maybe I can find a couple thrusters out there, make a backpack,” he muttered to himself.

      Rafe got to work on the Material Separator's heart, where it melted most of what was fed into it down and then analysed the resulting substances. He was careful not to make more noise than necessary, and two hours later, he turned the system back on. The machine was whisper quiet, used less power and processed metals faster. “Almost like new,” he whispered to himself before slipping out of the ship and finding a seat on an ancient tree stump.

      He looked up at the sky and remembered laying down on the grass beside Elin, his first best friend. That was the first time he’d seen the milky way. They both stared in wonder, unaware that their parents were only a few metres away, watching them,

      The sky seemed clearer as he peered into the heavens from that stump. Despite the small silver moons, it seemed like the Milky Way was a glittering, misty river that stretched across the magnificent spectacle of the universe. It was awe-inspiring, and he felt he could stare at it forever. Then he realized that he wasn’t remembering the feeling from his childhood, but having it. Rafe felt more present, like what was happening carried the weight of reality.

      Then he followed an urge he hadn’t felt for a long time. Using the holoprojector in his hand, he brought an image of his parents up. They were frozen in time, talking to each other on a bench set into the bulkhead of The Merry Traveller. It was the ship he spent most of his early teens on. In the image that he snapped without their knowledge, they were having a pleasant conversation, and he wondered at their happiness as much as he did moments before when he observed the stars. Then tears came, his lips quivered. “I miss you so much,” he said to them. For the first time since he became a cyborg, he felt their loss and allowed himself to mourn.

      “Hey, buddy, what’s up?” Jack asked quietly.

      Unaware of how long he was staring at the best image he had of his parents, Rafe wiped his tears away, finding even his more human-like hand cold on his cheeks, then turned at the waist to face Jack. He was approaching with the look of concern and caution one might have if they were approaching a wounded animal. “Uh, nothing, just… um…” he trailed off, unsure of what to say. The sun was coming up, its light was shades of red and gold.

      “Those look like nice people,” Jack said, pointing at the image standing on his palm.

      “My parents,” Rafe said, only realising then that he forgot to deactivate the hologram. He stood and turned his hips so his feet pointed in the same direction as his chest. “They were the best.”

      “Listen, I don’t talk about this, but when I upgraded to the same model of case you’re using, I got hit with a whole pile of old feelings too. It’s military, and it’ll lower the production of all that stuff a body’s supposed to make so we’re more emotional and crap, but the default is to keep it all pumping. To keep us feeling human. Keep this between you and me, but I leave that turned up most of the time. It makes life, well, feel like life.”

      “What our friend is trying to say is that everything you’re going through is normal,” Liam said as he stepped through the hatch then down into the tall grass. “Your old vital case was built to keep you passive, calm, and easy to control.”

      “Yeah, what he said,” Jack nodded. He looked relieved.

      Rafe turned his holoprojector off and looked at the much older man. “It’s like I was half asleep before. I’m remembering things that I didn’t bother thinking about since my aunt sold most of me off.” That brought a fresh red flare of anger, and he did his best to push it aside, but not all of it would go.

      “There are things about this region of space that I hate, and that’s one of them. There is technology that could restore both of you. I know a place far from here that could grow you a whole body so you could be fully human in a couple of months, maybe even faster. The people of the Haven System take people like you in all the time now.”

      “I’m sure it costs a truckload of plat,” Rafe said.

      “No. You could pay for the service, similar to some hospitals closer to the Core Worlds, or even near here, but they don’t ask for money. You’d have to wait, I’m sure there’s a line, but the people there would be happy to restore you for free. Don’t get me wrong, they’d study your mechanical body, learn as much as they could from it, maybe even keep it when you didn’t need it anymore, but that would be a small price to pay.”

      Rafe turned that thought over in his head, considering what it would be like to be human again as Jack asked; “Is that where you come from?”

      “It’s one of the places I’ve been. I thought I belonged but made a misstep. I didn’t make it alone, mind you. A woman I admired came to me in her hour of grief and I gave in to lesser urges. We weren’t well-matched, and I think we both discovered that her habit is to take refuge in the people around her when she’s in distress, and I go to great lengths to offer comfort. I’m a people pleaser. We both took that too far, and I accept the blame because I should have known better. The relationship ended badly, and very publicly, even politically. The breakdown in wisdom on my part showed me that I had a lot left to learn.”

      “It sounds like that was one hell of a breakup. You’re being pretty vague about it though, who was it? Someone important?” Jack asked.

      Rafe looked at his own mismatched mechanical hands - one was sized and shaped like a human’s, while the other looked like a crude mechanical attempt - and tried to remember what it was like to have flesh and blood ones.

      Liam shook his head. “Our brief entanglement is best forgotten. I think she’s where she belongs, and I’m where I ought to be. Well, not quite. I came this way because I wanted to return to Earth and visit with my teachers there, but their borders are closed.”

      “So you’re working for the Fixers while you wait,” Jack concluded.

      Rafe recalled the pinches, cuts and struggles of having flesh and blood. Then there was the regular need for large meals, trips to the bathroom, susceptibility to disease, and pain. His final cringe was brought on by the memory of brutally stubbing his toe one time when he was making his way from his bunk to the bathroom. “Nope, I don’t think so,” he said aloud. “I feel more alive than I have in years thanks to Jack’s backup case. I don’t need to go back to flesh and blood, but I want to look human. I know there are systems that will make me feel human too. If I keep upgrading, I can get there.”

      “We’re back to that?” Jack asked, amused. “Well, if we’re sharing our thoughts, I could have gone Coreward months ago and paid for a new flesh suit, but I bought the case you’re using instead. I don’t want to look human, though. I think I was born to be mighty Street Metal, so I’ll keep piling the armour and heavy gear on.”

      “Well, at least you both have the best parts of your humanity. I can’t say I don’t understand the charms of the synthetic though. Maybe if I spend more time around you two, I will.” Liam seemed quietly pleased with their conclusions and turned away. “I’m going to make breakfast. I brought fruit and oats. I don’t recommend it for either of you though, the fibre might gum up your works a bit.”
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      Trouble In Layertown

      

      “Toll, asshole,” the gang member spat. His long coat was brightly painted in yellow and red, and he was wearing blocky Vision Plus goggles.

      “You should pay us for taking the stairs,” Captain Dawden replied as he straightened his thick long coat. “It reeks of piss and regret down there.” He looked around at the stained floor, walls recently painted with the red and yellow arrow symbol of the Bloody Afters then back to the equally shoddy gang member. “It’s all falling apart around here, isn’t it, little man?”

      “Pay the toll or get out, asshole,” the Tollman said.

      That attitude would not be tolerated. “Take care of this,” Captain Dawden said, shaking his head as he started to lean against the wall then thought better of it.

      Ghast, his first mate, had a narrow, metal face with transparent skin stretched over his skull. Silvery sharpened teeth gleamed as his lips curled into a grin. Illuminated yellow cybernetic serpentine eyes stared eagerly. This was Dawden’s First Mate, and he loved his theatrics, though none of his performances were fit for public viewing. “Say please, little worm.”

      The thug decided to play tough, and repeated; “Please, Scrap Metal.”

      Ghast laughed at him, a sharp bark of amusement that was more aggressive than mirthful.

      “Neg, example time,” Dawden said. He was already tired of the Bloody Afters and he’d only met three, including the Tollman.

      Neg looked at Ghast, who began to undo the clasps holding his large poncho on. “He has a jack.”

      “Then I’ll make sure he lives long enough,” Ghast said.

      “Don’t do anything, I got people coming,” the Tollman said, drawing an overbuilt stunner.

      “Shoot me,” Ghast hissed. “Please. Shoot.”

      Two more thugs dressed in yellow and red ran into the hallway behind the Tollman. Dawden’s patience was at an end. “Aw, fuck this. Let’s make a good impression.” he drew his Violator Five handgun. It was a thick-barrelled killing machine with a long clip protruding from the handle. He fired at the Tollman before he could get a shot off. The familiar hard kick of the weapon and the deafening sound it made was almost as rewarding as his perfect hit.

      The Tollman staggered backwards while he tried to clutch at the wound as it popped and sizzled. His hands flinched away from the violently sputtering sparks coming from the hole in his middle. Then he started screaming.

      “You’re up Ghast. Keep watch, Neg. That little piggie’s calling all the little gangsters for us,” Captain Dawden said as he activated his personal shield.

      “I want that one,” Ghast said, pointing at the thug brandishing an automatic rifle. It was at least twice as old and much more weathered than the young gangster.

      “Screw you, Scrap Metal!” he shouted before opening fire, filling the hallway with pulse rounds.

      The gang member was a surprisingly good shot, scoring a hit on Captain Dawden’s personal shield, but only because he was standing behind Ghast. His First Mate took the rest of the white hot rounds. It would have killed most people, but Ghast wasn’t human in the first place, and there was little biological matter left to worry about. “That’s more like it!” Ghast cried as he rose to his full height, his head grazing the ceiling. He lunged, long arms outstretched, ending in fingers that flicked, extending razor claws. The poncho that hid his form was flung off, smoke trailed behind it as it rippled through the air.

      The rifle was snatched out of the gang member’s hands and discarded. Ghast gripped his prey’s head and laughed as he looked in his eyes. “What do you taste like, little human?” he asked before slowly opening his pointed teeth, ignoring the panicked man’s hands as they desperately tried to push Ghast’s silvered chassis away. “Bite,” Ghast said gleefully. “Bite. Just one bite, boy.”

      Captain Dawden let that sort of thing happen when there was a need for real intimidation. He ignored the screams of the Tollman as the thermolytic round from his Violator Five sidearm burned a hole through him. There were more cries as Ghast’s teeth began to close on the sides of his prey’s head. That one wouldn’t last long.

      It was time to send a messenger. Dawden turned towards the third defender, the one who stared in horror, pissing himself. “You! Wet pants! Go get your leader and tell her that real Street Metal is here! I want a meeting; now. If she runs, if she doesn’t show up in five minutes, then I’ll set my Cold Boys loose so I can watch them kill everything wearing yellow and red on this shit hole of a planet. The meeting is a courtesy. All you street scraps serve me now.”

      The screams of Ghast’s victim stopped as a sick crunch filled the hallway and the cyborg looked up at the gang member as he dropped his prey. “Go, pissy boy,” he hissed.

      “Captain,” Neg said, pointing at the Toll Taker. “While he’s still burning?”

      “Yeah, go ahead, Ghast’s looking out,” Dawden sighed.

      Neg roughly grabbed the Toll Taker by the hair and connected a data line to the jack in the back of his head. “Stop resisting! Your pain is all you have left, you little bitch. Let me in and…” He shuddered and said; “Holy shit, that hurts good.”

      It would never make sense to most people, Neg’s need to feel the most extreme sensations through beings that were still mostly biological. Captain Dawden did. It happened sometimes with people who were cut down to a brain that was closed into a case. Sometimes they had to borrow sensations from other people because nothing else felt as real. It was lucky for him that Neg enjoyed pain the most. It made him crave all the right kind of cruel things. “Yeah, you might get your fill here,” Captain Dawden said, shaking his head.

      Then he noticed a group of residents who were watching from the hall to his left. “What a couple of freaks,” he chuckled. “Run along, little children. Nothing but twisted metal and nightmare fuel here.” The residents were, in fact, adults, but they fled like terrified toddlers as Ghast’s laughter chased them down the hall.
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      Jack and Erda

      

      “We’ve gotta get you equipped before we go scavenging,” Jack told Rafe as he led the way into the ship.

      “Before you get into that, I have to show you some repairs I did last night,” Rafe opened the floor hatch and walked the older cyborg through everything he did.

      At the conclusion of the presentation, Jack shook his head. “You’re a pro, man. I thought I had that processing system purring, but it’s better than new.”

      “That’s some good work,” Liam agreed, looking the device over before the hatch closed. “I have to check on powdered eggs, otherwise I’d look it over just to see how you pushed it past specifications. Maybe I could look later?”

      “Sure,” Jack said. He turned to Rafe then. “You’re a better mechanic than this heap deserves, thanks for putting some time in. It must have taken you all night.”

      “No, just a couple of hours. I couldn’t sleep, so I don’t mind. I also went for a run,” Rafe whispered the last. “I was restless.”

      “You can tell me about it while we set you up,” Jack said, tapping his shoulder with his fist.

      There were part bins inside the ship that Rafe didn’t notice when he was looking through the ship the night before. As he told Jack about the short adventure he had the previous night, the older cyborg showed him a hidden storage space. They were tucked under the secondary generator on the port side. He wouldn’t have noticed them unless he took the whole compartment apart.

      “I wanted to put this plating on you; an ergranian enhanced casing for your back, but you were already too top-heavy. Maybe we can find new legs for you when we go out picking today,” Jack told him, holding a rear plate up that was shaped like a human back. “We’ll take it with us just in case. It snaps on, no welding required.”

      “I think I’m okay with these legs, I mean, they’re fast. Maybe I could find lighter arms instead?”

      “They’re a little delicate for you, aren’t they? I mean, I saw you jumping around the city. Oh, and those things won’t stand up to the kind of running and gunning you do. Those gams would fall apart like they were made of rubber bands and chopsticks if you tried that now.”

      Rafe looked down at the dainty legs and nodded. “I guess so. Do you know where there may be parts like this around here?”

      “Well, Erda came up with a theory when she saw Aster City yesterday. We might run into trouble there, though, there are still ‘bots roving around. Don’t know if they’re crazy. I never got close enough to find out.” He put the armour plate aside. After a bit more rummaging he pulled a nickel-plated handgun free from the bottom. The stock was detached, so he clicked it back into place. “I used to hide this one in my left arm. It’s built for it; auto-loader compatible with a detachable grip, see? I got heavier parts, so you can try it in that nice arm you have there.”

      “There’s no auto-loader in there, just a couple empty spots for upgrades,” Rafe said, opening a compartment in his forearm.

      “Oh, right, the mount is installed on the other one. That was my arm,” Jack said, pulling a matching one from the case. “Here’s the matching one. I was a little short on cash for some upgrades, so I sold one arm to the fixers. I was getting both mine replaced, so I didn’t have to walk around one-handed. I don’t know why I kept the other, maybe because I knew the flex metal coating matched my face so well. That, and it’s damned good armour.”

      “Why’d you upgrade then?” Rafe asked, his eyes widening.

      “I’m a tank, a big bastard with thick armour; I went up to heavier metal, more military hull grade kinda stuff,” Jack said as he finished putting the pistol assembly into his old arm. “I mean, you can take a missile hit on this old arm of mine and the rest of your body will be fine, but the new ones I’ve got can catch one and it’ll still be operational.”

      “I don’t have much money on me. Well, I probably won’t have money when I get back home, either. Scratch probably stole everything,” Rafe said, grinding his teeth.

      “Don’t give me anything from that pile of plat we got out of your old vital case. I’ll give you my old arm in trade for the repairs you already did,” Jack said. “It’s yours now. You’re going to need a matching pair of Deadly Chrome Mark Five arms if you’re still planning on going back.” Jack said as he looked at Rafe’s shoulder joint. “I mean, it’s a big galaxy out there. You’ve got a couple hundred plat and skills. People have reset with less.”

      “I have to see if I can get my plat back and wipe that AI out.” Rafe only realized how angry he must have looked when he saw Jack stop checking the connector on the arm in his hands and stare at him. With a tense jaw, he finished the thought. “He killed Niranda with my hands. I felt him do it. He’s got to be deleted for that.”

      “Never would have guessed you were the vengeful type. That makes two of us. We can’t let you go back with mismatched arms and wobbly legs though. Mind if I disconnect this old thing so we can put the matching one on?”

      “So, you’ll go back to Cothrom with me?” Rafe asked as he flicked a small wrench into the hand of his human-shaped arm and started to work on the opposite shoulder.

      “No doubt, my mechanical man, but we’re going to upgrade you first,” Jack replied. “Big time.”

      “I mean, okay, but I have to go back soon. I don’t want that thing to have much time. Besides, I can’t afford to pay you for your help. I know Fixers don’t work for free.”

      “I’m a merc, Street Metal, I make my own rules. You don’t deserve any of this trouble, so I’m going to get you clear of it. Niranda would have wanted the same. Now drop that old thing.” He poked at the rough, industrial arm. “We’ve gotta be ready to take you shooting before your Little Betty finishes her breakfast burrito.”

      Little Betty was slang for a cheeky, short girlfriend. It was a term that started in the outer British Territories because so many women looked the part. “She’s not my Little Betty, you know,” Rafe said quietly.

      “Well, the way she’s been running around looking for parts, you’d think there was something going on. You can’t blame me for making an assumption or two, I mean; just because you don’t have all your equipment down there, doesn’t mean…”

      “It’s not like that,” Rafe interrupted, blushing at the topic. “She likes to take projects on. It was the lifts in Layertown, she wanted to keep those things running no matter how many parts it took. I guess it might be me now. I don’t know what to do. She’s stuck here and in trouble because I invited her to sleep at my place for a while.”

      “This Little Betty can take care of herself, you know,” Erda said as she leaned against the doorway. “I know New Udalpur better than anyone here, I can disappear there on my own. My problem is that I’d keep thinking about you, Big Guy. You’re the best person I know, and you were there when I needed you. I don’t want to see you scrapped. Don’t get me wrong; I’m being totally selfish here. I wouldn’t sleep for weeks if I let you do something stupid, like try to face whatever’s waiting for you at home.”

      She walked over and helped detach Rafe’s scrap arm, her small fingers proving useful when it came time to release a few ribbon cables. “You were my only friend in Layertown,” Rafe said. “Well, anywhere, actually.”

      “Took you a while to trust me, too,” she said as the haphazardly built limb fell off. “I don’t make friends fast either, so I keep the ones I have close.”

      “I don’t know what to say,” Rafe replied. Having Jack and Erda offer their help, their loyalty to him was overwhelming.

      “I guess there isn’t much else to say,” Erda replied. “Except, if you’re going back, I’m going with you, but we’d better come up with a good plan.”

      The new limb went on more easily, affixing to a reinforced socket with a satisfying click. Rafe felt small support rods locking it to his new vital case and wondered at having matching arms. Instructions appeared on the surface of the silver skin showing him how to flick the gun hidden in his forearm out into his hand and he followed them. First, he made the shape of a gun with his hand, then flicked his wrist. The weapon flipped out against his hand and lined up with his pointed index finger.

      “Got it on the first try,” Jack said proudly. “Now, we’ve gotta take you shooting.”

      “I’ll take this one,” Erda said, taking a revolver with oversized shells.

      “That’s a Tech Gun; an Orrvar Seventy Anniversary Edition,” Jack said, reaching for it.

      “Yeah, it shoots all kinds of tricky things,” Erda said, looking down the sight. “You guys have all this cyber junk in you, all I’ve got are nice eyes. I could use an advantage. That is, unless you’re gonna use it?”

      “Well, no, all that variable ammo slows my auto-loaders down,” Jack said. “Fine. Just R.T.F.M. okay? And I mean for all the bullets and the gun.” He gave her a carrying case with a big warning painted on the side that read: LIVE AMMUNITION.

      “R.T.F.M.?” Erda asked as she accepted it.

      “Oh, my God,” Jack said, exasperated.

      “It means; ‘Read the Fucking Manual,’” Rafe whispered.

      “I know, I was just messing with you. Just because I’m a former shop girl doesn’t mean I don’t know anything about guns and ammo,” Erda said. “Where’s the manual, by the way? You know, just in case I read a manual for the first time ever.”

      “Press the automation button three times to start the tutorial,” Jack said as he left the small compartment. “Come on, let’s shoot.”

      They set up a number of old, gutted android heads at the bottom of the hill as the tutorial for Erda’s Tech Gun played. Jack cringed every time she skipped a part.

      “The guiding safety principles of gun handling are,” the voice of the revolver started.

      “Skip,” Erda said.

      “Make sure that you double-check the capabilities and features of each ammunition type as you load shells into your weapon. You may benefit from storing your shells in groups so…”

      “Skip,” Erda said as she balanced an android head on a post.

      “Rapid-fire mode is not recommended unless you are wearing armour or an exoskeleton for bracing. You will expend all your…”

      “Skip,” Erda said with a sigh.

      “Your weapon comes with a limited edition reticule system that will sync up with your heads’ up display or augmented sight. To activate it…”

      Erda pressed the automation button on the top of her weapon and said; “Cool, I can see the crosshairs. Skip.”

      “The basic types of shells for your weapon include; practice loads, standard slugs, high penetration, hull safe rounds, electromagnetic pulse bullets, net rounds, and stun shots. They are colour coded so…”

      “Skip,” Erda said.

      “Would you just listen to the tutorial?” Jack burst. “There’s important information in there.”

      “But it all seems pretty obvious,” Erda replied.

      “Not all of it is,” Jack grumbled.

      “Wait, did you screw up a lot with this gun or something? Fire a net round when you meant to do something else? Mistake a blue crowd stunner for a dark blue electromagnetic pulse one? What happened?”

      “No. The tutorial is just important.”

      “What did you do?” Erda teased. “I’ll learn from your mistakes.”

      “Okay, fine. I was salvaging a while ago and this virus infested bot came out of nowhere. It wasn’t big, just an internal repair crawler, but it scared the crap outta me, so I drew and fired. I was sure I loaded electromag rounds, but somehow a hull buster got mixed in. Next thing I know, there’s a quarter metre wide hole in the side of the ship and all the expensive little stuff I was collecting got sucked and scattered out into space.”

      “Did you hit the scary little repair bot, at least?” Erda was grinning from ear to ear.

      “Well, no, but he got sucked out too, so…” Jack shook his head. “Let’s get shooting. Daylight’s burning.”

      Erda did listen to the rest of the tutorials while Rafe loaded ammunition into his right arm and Jack checked the ammunition in his lower torso compartment then his thighs.

      Erda opened the ammunition case, loaded five rounds into the gun’s cylinder and took aim at an android head that had a look of surprise on its face. While the tutorial was still droning on in its polite voice; “You have loaded R.M.D. rounds. The letters stand for; Rocket Motor Duds, which means that only minor injuries would be inflicted on a live target. These are designed for practice. In order to properly use them…”

      Jack was startled as Erda pulled the trigger three times, sending small, thirty-three-millimetre wide rocket rounds whistling towards the android head. They struck their target at the same time without detonating. Two fell away and the third planted itself in its mouth where it sputtered, pushing it off the post. “You know, I never gave much thought to how much of an advantage I’d have with guns, now that I have these eyes. They make shooting very video-gamey.”

      “Nice shot,” Rafe said, finally pointing his weapon at the head directly downhill from him.

      “Your turn, Deathmatch Man,” Erda said.

      “Okay.” Rafe activated his helmet and used the head-up  display to line his shot up. He imagined that Erda’s experience was similar, only the display she looked at was in her cyborg eyes. The idea of firing a real gun, outside of a simulation, was a little frightening. It was his first time doing it, and his friends were watching. Once his crosshair settled on the android head’s nose, which was an oval hole, he fired a triple burst. All three shots struck exactly where he wanted them to, and the kick was negligible to his torso.

      “Nice!” Jack said, patting him on the back.

      “Oh, shit, topheavy!” Rafe said as he toppled forward.

      Erda shrieked with laughter as Jack leaned down to help him up. “Sorry, Kid, I barely touched ya.”

      “I know,” I’ve gotta find better legs.

      “Okay, a few more practice rounds, then we go salvaging, starting with Erda’s spot.”

      “The rental place?” Erda asked. “I mean, It was a whole kilometre away from where we turned around yesterday.”

      “We’ll take my skimmer,” Jack said. “We’ll get there, you’ll just have to watch out for any surprises, Eagle Eye.”

      “Hey,” Erda said, irritated at first, then she relaxed. “I kinda like that name, actually. Okay, I’m going to try a few real slugs.”

      Rafe still had reservations about using a real weapon, but she seemed eager to fire hers. It was easy to feel more at ease about target shooting with her enthusiasm a few metres to his right. Jack had one eye on her the whole time, watching her habits and giving her safety pointers.

      Instead of ignoring or rallying against him, she listened, and picked things up quickly. Erda often only took his advice after saying; “I know,” but it was reassuring to see them getting along. By the time all ten of the android heads were shredded, he started feeling hopeful at the thought of having friends.
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      Exploration

      

      Until Rafe saw Jack’s skimmer for himself, he couldn’t figure out where he kept it. There was no room in or on the ship for a hovercar, and he didn’t see one parked near the landing spot either. Then he pulled a long, heavy equipment case out of a rear hatch and activated it.

      The box folded out once, twice, and then they all lost count as the skimmer took shape. The hover motors were in the centre of the flat rectangular vehicle coming to a point at the front. There were anti-gravity emitters built into the plates along the sides so the little land ship could maintain balance, turn and stop.

      “It looks like a boat,” Erda said as she opened a simple plate door at the rear and took a seat on a hard, low stool.

      “Well, except that it’s flat on the bottom and doesn’t touch the water,” Jack said as he got aboard, taking the driver’s seat behind the motor.

      “I appreciate the efficiency of this. The case must weigh a ton, though,” Liam said. His metal staff was in hand, and Rafe caught a glimpse of a thick metal belt under his robes. There was some kind of smooth, thin, full-body spacesuit underneath too. It looked like the expensive kind that most Dex armour was based on. He’d ask about it later.

      Jack nodded at him as he dropped a power cell into the motor. “A little more than a ton. I got rid of a few extras that came with the Skimmer, like the cupholders and windshield. Oh yeah, there’s no windshield, so you fleshies will have to protect your own faces.”

      Rafe activated his helmet and took a seat. Erda pushed her head into an old helmet and closed the visor. She and Rafe stared at Liam as a hood unfolded from the back of his undersuit’s collar, covered his head then sealed him in with a faceplate. When he realized he was being watched, he looked at them and smiled. “Something I picked up a while ago.”

      “I want one,” Erda breathed, picking the hem of his robes up so she could see the black armoured military boots and fitted suit on his leg. “A little clingy looking though.”

      He tugged his robe out of her hand and smiled at her. “There are several versions of the suit on the market, I can show you the ones that are worth buying once we have a live connection to the Stellarnet,” he said.

      “And that concludes the fashion show,” Jack said, starting the skimmer up. It hovered up off the ground unsteadily at first, and Rafe strapped himself into one of the plate metal seats. “Erda, use those peepers to look ahead. If you see anything interesting on the way to Aster, shout out.”

      “Okay,” she said, moving to a bench at the front of the skimmer then buckling herself in.

      The hover system was silent except for a low hum as they drifted downhill in the opposite direction of Rafe’s run the night before. They turned onto a narrow path between stripped and piled wrecks. The turns were tight enough to make Rafe cringe several times before they came out onto an old industrial road. The reinforced concrete beneath was barely scarred by time or the nature that had grown up around it.

      “Hang on,” Jack said an instant before he throttled up. The skimmer rose a little, and the emitters crackled, forcing the hull forward. The world moved by in a blur then, and Rafe was sure he heard Liam laugh over their low proximity radio connection.

      The shield pack on Jack’s back activated, a circle of light swirling as an energy barrier extended around the skimmer. “Almost forgot the shield,” he said with a chuckle.

      Air still passed through, the barrier was probably set up so anything denser wouldn’t. “Why didn’t we take this out before?” Erda asked.

      “I was hoping we’d find what we needed somewhere close. It looks like me and whoever else is lurking around has already picked everything near my spot clean, so we’ve gotta go exploring,” Jack replied.

      They turned onto the main street made for heavy vehicles and they sped on. Before long they came to the end of the forests and fields. Instead, the landscape transformed into a ship graveyard. The undamaged roadway vanished at the edge of a massive crater that was home to the ruins of a large hull. The ship that rested there must have been over a kilometre long before it fell from space, its main section surviving atmospheric entry.

      “I think we passed Aster,” Erda said, looking around, half standing while clinging to her seat. “Yeah, I see a few buildings over there that look like what I spotted yesterday, only we’re on the other side of them.”

      “Are you sure? It could have been a town on a hill or something,” Jack asked.

      “I’m sure, the visibility is crap today, but I’m zoomed in. I recognize the antenna someone painted red and white. We have to turn around,” she replied.

      “Didn’t you scan the area from orbit? Or take a picture or something?” Rafe asked Jack.

      He didn’t answer. After a prolonged silence, Liam looked to the right, following Erda’s gaze, and nodded. “That looks like a small city in the distance, and there’s a lot of impassable terrain. It could be Aster, but we’re here now, maybe we should check ahead. I see what could be tall buildings in the distance.”

      Erda looked across the crater and nodded. “Oh, I see it. There must be a big city there.”

      “All right, we go ahead,” Jack said, urging the skimmer over the lip of the crater and down the bank. Erda fell back in her chair and quickly refastened her seatbelt.

      They drifted faster down the rim, then turned halfway down so it sped around its middle like a marble circling the inner curve of a bowl. The feeling of gravity pressing them down into their seats was thrilling but frightening. He grew up on faster-than-light ships with inertial dampening systems. Extreme changes in gravity pointed to big problems in those environments. Problems that sent crewmembers into bulkheads at speeds that not even a cyborg could survive.

      “Are we making our way down to the wreck?” Erda asked.

      “No, hang on,” Jack replied. He turned the skimmer so they swerved into a climb up the opposite edge of the crater. The generator strained as they slowed, getting closer to the lip, losing momentum.

      “We’re not gonna make it,” Erda said, as the car moved at a walking pace, the generator whining loudly.

      “Just hang on,” Jack said as the point of the skimmer split the grey sky like a knife, then pointed down, tapping the ground before levelling off. They were accelerating again. A broad road had been cleared. Someone had repaired cracks in it with dark red filler. “We may be onto something,” Jack said, accelerating, the wrecks lining either side of the highway became a blur. After a few minutes, they made a few turns and plastic buildings with green, yellow and brown growth staining the sides came into view. They were suspended over a rich swampland on stilts. There was dim light illuminating the marsh from the bottom of each building, and Rafe supposed they were there to simulate the sun.

      “It’s a radial city with agricultural towers along the outer edge,” Liam said, pointing to either side. “I bet if we went around, we’d see that this goes on for miles, encircling all of Aster.”

      “Well, now I feel kinda stupid,” Erda chuckled to herself.

      “Why?” Rafe asked.

      “Well, I thought that little gathering of buildings back there was Aster. This seems more like a big city. I can see skyscrapers over the trees.”

      Rafe looked in the same direction she did and couldn’t see them in the hazy sky. “I need to get eye enhancements or something.”

      “You can upgrade the sensors in your helmet, even get binocular lenses,” Jack called over his helmet. “No need to swap your eyeballs out.”

      “I don’t have these because I wanted ‘em,” Erda shot back.

      “Oh, uh, sorry. I’ll just shut up and drive. The road goes right through the swamp.”

      The agricultural towers were only five storeys tall, but they were overflowing with growth. A few humans looked down at them from the windows. “I hope the natives are friendly,” Erda said, waving up at one.

      The swamp gave way to an old forest with ancient, thick trees.

      “There are houses hidden in there,” Liam pointed ahead. “Slow down.”

      At first, Rafe couldn’t see it, then he spotted a gate and a freshly made plastic building behind it that was at least three storeys tall. Several people on the roof stood up and stared at them as they passed. “I haven’t seen anyone with a gun yet,” Rafe said.

      “Neither have I. Didn’t you say this place was pretty much abandoned?” Erda asked Jack.

      “I guessed. I don’t come this way alone because I heard there were roving bots. No need to stir things up if I’m just looking for wrecks, right?”

      “So you haven’t scanned out this far?” Rafe asked.

      “I don’t scan on the ground or from the sky, okay?” Jack snapped. “That’s a good way to get shot.”

      “Not if you’re moving fast enough, or scanning from orbit,” Rafe retorted. “I mean…”

      “I don’t like the risk, all right?” Jack said with a note of finality.

      “So you didn’t come this way because you didn’t know what was out here,” Erda pressed.

      “I didn’t come here because I saw that there are people out here, with all kinds of ideas as to what’s theirs. I just didn’t want to deal with anyone,” Jack snapped. “I knew Aster was out here. It’s this giant wheel of a city with layers and layers that humans and other folk use the outer rings of and there were almost no signs of life in the middle of the city where those skyscrapers you spotted are. There’s energy though, which means bots, or old systems who might not like us. I didn’t think we’d go this far from home, but we missed that little city you saw back there and here we are.”

      “Have you met any of the people here before?” Liam asked calmly.

      “No, I just saw a bunch of ‘em outside the marsh and turned around. People mean trouble. Bots mean trouble, and I stay out of trouble. We should turn around and look for an abandoned rental shop or something like Erda was saying yesterday,” Jack said. He seemed angry, that didn’t bother Rafe, especially since he was pretty sure the large cyborg was more afraid than anything.

      “You said those rental places were probably scraped clean,” Erda said. “We’re here now. We should see what’s around.”

      Liam nodded. “There could be traders, someone to talk to.”

      “I was afraid you’d say that,” Jack said.

      “It might be faster than rummaging around in someone else’s territory,” Erda suggested.

      “Fine,” Jack said, slowing down. “We’ll talk to the primitives. Keep your eyes open, Erda.”

      They drifted down the forest road, passing a few small ships that had been turned into long term homes, houses made from dark blue plastic, and several people with fruit baskets who stopped and stared as they passed. A ship with large tanks on the sides and a printing rig beneath passed overhead. Rafe had watched one just like it print an entire building in half an hour. It was unfurnished and without fixtures or wiring, but bright yellow with smooth, durable construction.

      Then they turned to the right and passed through a broad set of gates right onto a well-maintained avenue. Tall plastic buildings made in every colour imaginable lined the streets. There were a few cars with thin wheels made to carry cargo parked in front of one of the larger buildings where people unloaded large vegetable baskets. Not a single one was dressed like a spacer; in clothing that could offer extra protection or double as a vacuum suit. These people were in cloth, but they looked clean and healthy. “I don’t like this.” Jack’s apprehension was higher than Rafe’s, judging from his tone, but he wasn’t the only one who was nervous.

      Four hoverbikes moved in from side streets and settled in on either side of their skimmer. “Slow to a stop. We need introductions,” one of them said over their proximity radio channel.

      “I’m punching it. Let’s get out of here,” Jack said.

      “Don’t you dare. This will work out,” Liam said, his voice clear and commanding.

      “We should run,” Jack insisted.

      “Don’t let fear govern you, Jack. Slow down and lower your shield,” Liam said in a more calming tone.

      “This isn’t going to work out,” Jack said as he throttled down, turning into a parking space in front of a dark purple building. Three young children stared at him as he lowered his shields and sat down. They were probably marvelling at his silver face. “You go talk to the fleshies, I’ll be here so we have a chance at running.”

      “What’s wrong?” Erda asked as she unbuckled then took her helmet off.

      Jack didn’t bother answering. Instead, he busied himself with opening the generator’s cover. He started checking the cables running down one side as though it required all his attention.

      Rafe understood some of his fear. He could feel how strange they seemed to the people staring from the sidewalks and windows. A woman stepped out of the depot with a bag of vegetables and he waved, earning a shocked stare from her before she went on her way. He wished he had a human-shaped body so he could cover it with synthetic skin, fit into normal human clothing, but that wasn’t the case. He followed Liam as he stepped out of the skimmer onto the smooth street.

      The bikers wore dark armoured jackets that seemed to weigh heavily on their shoulders. One of them approached, his golden badge glinting. ASTER CITY PROTECTOR was etched in an arc at the top. There was a thin petaled flower in the centre with a long number beneath it. He had a heavy slug thrower sidearm that looked like it could shoot through plating strapped to his thigh. “I’m Protector Simon, welcome to Duvik. Travelling in past the Saviour?”

      “The Saviour?” Erda asked as Liam opened his mouth, about to speak.

      A tall woman beside him replied; “It’s the hull you passed in the crater. I’m Leslie, his partner.”

      A skinnier officer pointed a large, old hand scanner at Rafe then the rest of the newcomers, nodding as he checked the readings. “No antimatter, big explosives or really dangerous stuff other than a few guns,” he called out, interrupting everyone. “Their car is a generator surrounded by a bunch of cheap plating and an emitter network. Nothing too heavy or advanced.”

      “Thanks, Clay,” Leslie said. Then she turned towards him and spoke in a lower, more instructive tone. “What did I say about calling results out?”

      “What? Oh, right; only when there’s a problem.”

      “These people aren’t carrying anything that’s trouble, so…” she waited for him to complete the thought.

      “...I didn’t need to call anything out. But they’re cyborgs, we don’t get outsiders like that here. It’s strange, right?”

      Rafe’s attention was pulled back to Simon as Leslie gave Clay more instructions in whispers. Erda took the role of representative. “We came out this way for salvage. I saw a whole group of buildings on a hill yesterday, and Jack said it was Aster City. I think we went past it.”

      Simon nodded. “You probably saw Labrador Rise. It’s a town about fifty kilometres outside of the Green Ring. Aster City is further past us, but you don’t want to go there. There are mad bots roving around. They know not to come close to Duvik Town or our corridor across the Green Ring, we’ve blasted a bunch of ‘em. They’d attack you on sight if you kept going inward to Aster City proper, though.”

      “So, Labrador Rise has about five skyscrapers and a few antenna arrays?” Erda asked.

      “That’s it,” Simon replied. “So, you’re on a scavenging trip?”

      “Yeah, my friend’s legs don’t match,” Erda said, looking at Rafe.

      “I’m a little wobbly,” he said as everyone looked at his thin, mismatched pair.

      “Well, Stug probably has something. I’ve never seen that kind of main case on a cyborg before,” Simon said, looking at Rafe’s chest.

      “Oh, it’s new. It came out after The Fall.” He let his curiosity get the better of him then. “So, you guys don’t use much technology here, do you?” There were no transmitter or network nodes for his systems to connect to.

      “No, we don’t operate any machine that requires a lot of complicated software if we can help it. Anything with an AI gets parted down and we melt the drives. No point in taking chances. There was a war here between us bleeders and the machines. We were about to lose when the United Core World Authority wiped most of them out with electromagnetic pulse bombardments. Then someone came along and tried to cure them with an antivirus program, but it didn’t clear them all up. That’s why there are still roving gangs of them in Aster. Nothing in Labrador though. That place was hit so hard, you’d be lucky if anything will turn on.”

      “Well, uh, sorry to hear that,” Rafe said, not sure what to say.

      “What do you have to trade?” asked a young man whose legs were replaced by a small hover platform.

      Rafe started and wobbled on his legs, nearly falling over. The fellow had come from behind.

      “Say hello, Elliot,” Simon told him.

      “Hello, I’m Elliot. What do you have to trade?” he asked Rafe.

      “A couple hundred plat and the legs I’m using right now if you can give me good replacements,” he replied.

      “Good, follow me. Stug has a few things that’ll fit.” As he turned around, Rafe saw a multi-interface adapter sticking out of the back of Elliot’s head. It was the kind he’d spotted on people who had more of their grey matter replaced than he did.

      “Before you go, there are a few rules here,” Simon said more officially. “Cause a ruckus and you’ll be put over the wall. Any theft, violence or other trouble, and we’ll either escort you from the city or disable you then put you over the wall. Oh, and don’t lie if you can help it.”

      “Understood, Protector,” Liam replied. “You know, if you’d like to hear about the progress people are making off-world, I’d be happy to fill you or a community leader in.”

      “We know. We check the satellite every few days. We just don’t care much about outside folk,” Simon said. “Good luck with your trade. I’ll be close.”

      They followed Elliot as he sped ahead of the skimmer to a five-storey black and grey building near a tall concrete wall. There was a hovering cart piled high with salvage being unloaded by thin limbed droids in front.

      “I’m going to stay here and watch the skimmer,” Jack said to Rafe, Liam and Erda as they disembarked. “Don’t get ripped off in there.”

      Elliot was already shouting; “Traders, Stug! These ones don’t seem that bright, and they’ve got plat!”

      “What? Are they from space? Are they Spacers?” asked someone from behind rows of shelves. There were Spacerwares displays along one wall, filled with name brand products still in blister packs. Erda nearly ran to them, gingerly touching a Thrust Queen backpack module with an image of a man in a containment suit flying past a mountain. Big letters on the package read; ‘MORE DURABLE THAN EVER!’

      She moved on to look at several other things that had most likely been looted from a Spacerwares store somewhere in Aster City or beyond. There was a package with a tiny cabin bot that promised to keep your quarters clean and wake you up on time. Several vacuum undersuits that claimed to fit under any clothing hung in flat, square boxes beside that. On the next set of shelves, there were jars of display paint, several styles of wearable computers, scout drones, inflatable shelters, and many other things that could fold down or compress into small spaces. “Does everything here work?”

      “Absolutely, guaranteed or your money back with a fifteen percent restocking fee,” Elliot replied as though he’d said it a thousand times. “But if you break the seal, you pay.”

      “Touch nothing. ‘You break it, you buy it,’ as the expression goes,”  Stug said as he came out from behind a tall shelf. He had a mechanical arm with many tools folded into the forearm and sturdy metal legs. “Thank you, Elliot. Go help organise the scrap.” He turned to Rafe then. “I’m sorry about him, he doesn’t have a filter between his mind and his mouth, but there’s a kind soul beneath.”

      “It looks like he’s been through a lot,” Rafe said. “I understand.”

      “You might.” Stug looked him up and down, nodding.

      “I have things to trade,” Erda said as she nearly ran to him, taking her backpack off.

      “Let’s take a gander.” Stug guided her to a counter, where she started presenting the things she’d repaired.

      “It’s not much, but everything works,” she told him.

      He took a visor from a hook, put it on and activated the scanners built into it. The screen in front of his eyes showed him the results, animating how each object worked, highlighting flaws. “So, you folk are here from space? Did you land nearby?”

      “Several hundred kilometres away, actually,” Rafe replied. He looked to Liam, who seemed content with listening in and watching the interaction. “We came here to scavenge.”

      “Where from?”

      “New Udalpur on Cothrom.”

      “Never heard of it,” Stug said, putting the first device - a little holo-projector - down and picking up the next one. “I suppose things have recovered there? People have embraced technology again?”

      “More than ever, I think. The ‘bots have been pretty seriously dumbed down though,” Rafe replied.

      “Good. I wish Duvik would fully modernise again, but then I might have competition, so I shouldn’t complain. I just don’t have many off worlders coming through. We don’t have a broadcasting node here, so ships just pass us by.” He put the last of Erda’s work down - a palm-sized environment tuner that was made to adjust the humidity and temperature in a small room - then smiled. “You have some delightful things here. I mean, it looks like you scraped the bottom of the barrel for some of these parts, but everything works. I’ll give you twenty-five platinum for everything, or fifty in-store credit.”

      “What? It took me weeks to put all that together. It’s good for at least a hundred fifty in credit,” Erda countered.

      Stug activated the holoprojector and looked at the high-resolution picture of a Kawaii Kitten. It sang in a high, scratchy voice; “Make my rump bump! Oh, baby! Oh, baby! My love is forever! Humpy-doo-bump! Make my rump bump!”

      Rafe turned red with embarrassment as Stug laughed. He watched for another moment before turning it off. “The resolution and focus are good.”

      “It can fill a whole room without breaking up,” Erda said.

      “A small room, I bet, but still,” he considered for a moment then offered; “Okay, one hundred in store credit. You’re taking advantage of a haggler who’s out of practice, though. Oh, and I want that playback. My granddaughters will love it.”

      “You have a deal,” Erda said, shaking hands with him.

      “Do you have any legs that will fit me?” Rafe asked as she moved to the side.

      Stug looked him up and down, his eyes widening. “I’m surprised those can hold you up at all.”

      “We made some adjustments and replaced a couple of motors before they were installed,” Liam explained. “The biggest worry is their lateral stability.”

      “I see that. If he gets knocked from the side there could be all kinds of bending, especially in the shins,” Stug said. “But I could use them if you’re willing to trade them in. They’re well built, just not for you.”

      Rafe nodded, but started to look for android or cyborg parts and saw none. “Do you have something I could look at? I have platinum.”

      “Oh, right, we keep the android stuff out of sight. It makes the people here nervous. This way,” Elliot replied, leading the way to a set of broad stairs. “It’s wonderful to see people from outside the city. Most of the traders here have to go travelling around the rings to other settlements to make a profit. I do well because expertise in technology is taboo here. Finding apprentices is difficult though, I’m sure you could imagine.”

      “Why don’t you make a shuttle port or something?” Erda asked.

      “That is an idea I’ve posed to the committee more than once, but it gets voted down every time. We’d have to put up a beacon that transmits a Navnet signal, you see. It would guide ships in orbit to us, which is exactly what they don’t want. I would move, but you see how much stuff I have here.”

      “Uh-huh, moving day would be a big deal,” Erda agreed.

      They emerged onto the second floor and Rafe was so shocked that he wobbled unsteadily. There were android and other robot parts hanging on the walls and arranged on rows of shelves. They were clean, in good condition, and on the end of each row were the appropriate adapters so they could be mixed and matched. “As you can see, inventory is a problem. Well, a lack of interested customers is the bigger issue. It’s not like I can advertise off-world or start building androids.”

      “You have Ando Seven legs,” Rafe said quietly as he looked down a row at the bottom of a foot that he recognized. “In pairs.”

      “Oh, right. I got that from a rental place early on. Most of the building was empty, but there were a few security droids with zapped logic walking into a wall,” Stug said. “I have adaptors so the legs will fit your socket type.”

      “See? I told you checking droid rental places would be a good idea,” Erda whispered to Liam.

      “You were arguing with Jack about that, not me,” he replied patiently.

      “Oh, right, sorry.” She turned to Rafe as he watched Stug retrieve a pair of heavy, human-shaped legs from the shelf. “So, this is good, right? I mean, he’s got fifty kinds of gams here, at least.”

      “It’s great, but I don’t know if I can afford it,” he replied, opening the storage compartment at the base of his vital case. There was a little over five hundred platinum there. “Um I might be low on cash,” he told Stug as the man held a perfect pair of legs up. They were from a security android, made to look human if a layer of artificial skin was applied, but sturdy and powerful, military-grade.

      “What are you offering?” Stug asked as he put the legs down and then retrieved the hips.

      “I can give you five hundred. I have the plat right here,” he held the pile of platinum slips in his hands. They glittered under the white warehouse lights.

      Stug looked at the stack, holding the hips in his artificial limb, his expression difficult to read. Then his gaze turned downward to Rafe’s thin legs.

      On a desperate whim, Rafe let his knees wobble just a little, as though they were struggling under his weight.

      “You have to promise to tell people who won’t make a ruckus in town about my shop. Tell them to land in that crater out there, or past it. That should be far enough so people in town don’t get their hackles up.” It was as though Stug expected to be overheard. “Don’t tell anyone the invitation came from me.”

      “It’s a deal,” Erda said, grinning. “If you throw in some pants.”

      “I’ll give him something from the spacer stuff downstairs,” Stug agreed.

      Rafe gave him the glittering pile of platinum and was directed to a stand, where he was lifted up. “I get his legs, too. They look quick. I could build a messenger droid,” Stug said.

      “I hit ninety-eight kilometres an hour, but I had to watch my balance,” Rafe said as Liam and Erda decoupled his waist joint.

      “Ninety-eight while you’re so top-heavy? That’s incredible. With the right torso, these legs might get another fifty on top of that. This might be a very good deal after all, especially if you all send business here. You see what I have; enough parts to build hundreds of droids, all separated, safe, most of it in new condition.”

      “Don’t worry, I’ll get the word out,” Erda said.

      There was a warning beep as Rafe’s hips were separated and then taken away. Stug connected a sturdy adapter to the base of his T-frame, then he and Liam lifted his new hips into place. From the waist down he had the shape of a normal human. The polished plate armour casing would be easy to hide under normal clothing. If he could find a skin kit, then he’d look normal even without them.

      His helmet activated automatically so Rafe’s H.U.D. could show that his body was syncing with new parts. The legs came next, causing a fast scroll of diagnostic text that ended with a statement in green that read;

      Ando VII Version 6 Hips and Legs Installed Through Cybernetic Adapter 03722. Take five steps to calibrate.

      New nerves came to life, and he delighted at the sensation of his dangling legs. The weight, movement, and presence of them felt right, familiar, even human. “They’re connected, I can feel them. It’s amazing.”

      Everyone stepped back and Rafe dropped to his feet. His perfectly formed toes spread out against the tile floor and he took a few steps. At first he was unsteady, but moments later the new parts felt like his own. “These are…” his joy choked the rest of the sentence off.

      “Are you okay?” Erda asked.

      He turned away, made his helmet retract and wiped a tear away. “This is amazing, they feel perfect.”

      “The Ando Sevens were supposed to be a perfect emulation model, able to make a general artificial intelligence better understand what it was to live as a human,” Liam explained. “It was a good attempt at teaching the new race how to relate.”

      Stug’s expression darkened for a moment before he forced himself to recover, exclaiming; “Now you and every other cyborg can benefit.”

      “Thank you,” Rafe said, patting his thighs, enjoying the familiar feeling that the sensors sent up his body. He was shorter, probably just under two metres tall, and it felt right.

      “Okay, now what about arms and whatever covers all that?” Erda asked, pointing at his torso. Then she considered his groin and spoke more quietly; “Maybe an attachment?”

      “I have all the parts, and you can look at the attachments we have in the back. My wife chose mine, that’s the way it usually goes,” Stug said.

      “Oh! Not for me, I mean, for him. It’s, uh, so he feels like a real, I mean…” Erda finished with a nervous giggle.

      “They’re not together,” Liam said, patting her on the shoulder, but still amused.

      “Oh, sorry,” Stug said with a snicker. “Well, I have all the parts, but they’re not free. You’ll have to come back.”

      “I understand, I’m happy enough with this, thank you so much,” Rafe gushed.

      The roar of a ship overhead made the air tremble. “Get out here, guys! The Wavestream is here, it’s Deathcaller.”

      Stug was near panic. “You have to get that thing away from Duvik!”
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      On The Run

      

      “This way, come now!” Stug demanded, leading his customers to a nearby industrial lift then punched the roof button. Erda rushed out at the last second, running through the closing doors. “What’s she up to?”

      “Probably wondering why we’re going up?” Rafe replied as the elevator accelerated.

      “I have to activate the town defences. The council will exile me if I don’t try to repel that ship, so I hope you don’t have friends on it.”

      “Repel? Without trying to contact them?” Rafe asked as the lift stopped and the doors opened.

      “I would have been told that a ship was clear to approach,” Stug said. “If they’re stupid enough to come this close without permission, then they’re about to get what they deserve.”

      “That’s fair,” Liam said. “We’ll leave from the roof.”

      “But Erda,” Rafe started to object.

      “Can take care of herself,” Liam said with certainty, looking up.

      The Wavestream loomed overhead, its broad fifty-metre long armoured hull was coming down, anti-starcraft turrets turning towards the rooftop. A hatch was sliding aside, revealing a pair of armoured cyborgs marked with corporate sponsor logos. “It’s just like a New Universe raid, only…” Rafe finished the sentence in his head. …terrifying! There are real people who didn’t ask for this. This is a real town, people are going to die. The thought had him paralysed one step away from the elevator doors.

      “They’re not blasting my shop, not today!” Stug cried as he tapped several buttons on the wrist of his cybernetic arm. A pair of large doors set into the middle of the roof separated rapidly, grinding and squeaking loudly. A large turret with two emitter arms rose into place, its braces clamped to the roof surface with loud clangs that rattled the floor underfoot.

      A few shots from the Wavestream’s turrets scarred the roof near the massive directed electromagnetic pulse turret. One struck it, sending chunks of outer cladding spinning through the air to the street. Then the arms finished turning and fired an arc of white light that overloaded the ship’s shields. A second shot scorched the dark hull of the Wavestream. That superficial mark was the least of the damage. The energy released against the side of the ship crackled across every conductive surface, finding its way to the open hatch, blasting the waiting cyborgs inside. One of them fell from the ship, his limbs stiff as he struck the side of the roof then tumbled down to the street.

      “Sorry for the trouble,” Liam said, barely loud enough to be heard over the sound of the DEMP turret building up another charge.

      “Just go, and don’t bring your problems with you next time,” Stug said as he ducked behind the elevator hut.

      Through the transparent metal armour of the nearest ball turret, Rafe could see the gunner struggle to get the weapon emplacement working again. Another crew member succeeded and turned his barrels towards the roof. A barrage of bright energy bolts ripped across the gravel surfacing. The damage was answered by a blast from the DEMP turret that struck near the rear of the ship.

      As two of its vertical thruster pots flickered and went out, another white beam flashed from a rooftop turret several streets away, striking the front of the ship. Liam’s hand gripped Rafe’s arm firmly. “Jump,” he said firmly. “That ship will kill people if it goes down in Duvik, we have to lead it away.”

      Without thinking, Rafe followed Liam over the ledge. His helmet activated, and the head-up  Display lined his trajectory up. He’d land in the middle of the street, and there was nothing in his way. There were no durability alerts telling him that the fall would damage his body if he managed to stick the landing. Then he thought of Liam and looked over his shoulder.

      The older gentleman had opened his robe, revealing a black and grey vacsuit with a thick armoured belt. There was a thin pack on his back as well, but Rafe could only see that it was part of the suit. A small pair of rotary thrusters popped out from the sides of Liam’s belt and fired. The back and sides of his robes were burned away by those and another pair of thrusters popped out of his backpack in time to slow his descent and direct him to the deck of the skimmer.

      Rafe landed on his new feet before Liam, relieved that his new body could easily handle the stress of sudden deceleration. He saw that the Protectors were directing them down the street. The Wavestream was turning towards him, not his friends so he told Jack; “Go! I’ll keep up!”

      Erda was already aboard the skimmer, ducking low as she loaded her handgun one round at a time, checking each shell before they went into the cylinder. “Get in! Hurry up!” Jack shouted.

      A barrage of energy pulses melted spots on the street near Rafe. It was as he thought, the skimmer was completely ignored. The barrels of the turrets glowed yellow, threatening to overheat because they weren’t made to be fired in an atmosphere. They would cool and then fire again before long. “Go! They’re not after you!” Rafe shouted as he started running.

      Another blast from one of the town’s DEMP cannons struck the side of the Wavestream and it dipped on one side, momentarily losing lift before it righted itself. “Just go, you idiot!” he shouted as he felt the firm grip the soles of his new feet had on the concrete then pushed off, not simply running forward, but bounding hard, taking to the air for a long jump that sent him over twenty metres down the street.

      He brought up a window that hovered at the top of his view so he could see behind himself and was satisfied to see the Wavestream turn, wobble in the air for a moment, then accelerate after him. “Zoom out on top-down view,” he said to his combat interface. The map in the upper-left corner of his view backed up so he could see past the wall of the town. It didn’t feel like he was back in the Deathmatch. There was an excitement that was part fear, part exhilaration, and the urgency of it made him grin. The new legs and hips moved naturally, like a human’s, but more powerfully, faster. He watched his system status as he increased his running pace and then leapt over a fruit cart. The stress on his body was well within tolerance. One of the citizens pelted him with something red - probably a tomato - and it burst against his helmet. “Good aim,” he shouted, wiping his visor then looking up.

      The Wavestream was behind him, its guns were cooling. He took a left, his feet sparking against the concrete as he skidded then resumed his run. They didn’t report damage. “These are real military Ando Seven parts, they’re almost as good as my avatar’s body.”

      “Where you goin, Kid?” asked Jack’s voice through the helmet.

      Rafe spotted a good place to change his route up ahead. The streets were guiding him in straight lines, so it would be easy for the Wavestream to take pot shots at him once their remaining lower gun turrets cooled.

      “I’m going up,” Rafe replied as he leapt up towards the roof of a four storey building. “Question for you…” he started. Then he realized he was going to overshoot his mark.

      The lip of the rooftop passed beneath him, then he passed a couple who were taking cover under a picnic table. They stared up at him agog, their heads moving from right to left as he passed over their heads. His arc took him over the rest of the rooftop, his fingertips grazed the far ledge, then he collided against the side of the next building. His arm smashed through a window to his left. The inertial dampeners built into his helmet saved his head from feeling most of the impact, but warnings flashed across his systems for an instant before the paper doll outline turned green again.

      “What the hell?” an angry voice called from the apartment.

      “Sorry!” Rafe cried as he took hold of the window sill with both hands and then pushed himself up and back. The Wavestream had caught up, and as he rose up above the building he’d just missed, he made eye contact with the gunner in the belly turret. Maybe it was whimsey, perhaps because he was having too much fun, he waved at him before his feet touched the rooftop. Then he was off, taking a running leap to the next building to his left, then he took a diagonal trip across the top of the town, leading the Wavestream as Jack tried to communicate with him. “Sorry for what?”

      “Oh, I broke someone’s window. Hey; is there a beacon in this case that you didn’t tell me about?”

      “Well, yeah, it’s military, so they all come with beacons. They… oh, shit. That’s how they found us,” Jack responded in his ears.

      Rafe landed on the edge of a rooftop, ran to the access hut for the stairwell, stepped up its side to make a sharp left turn, then leapt to the next building. The Wavestream flew past, overshooting him. “How do I deactivate the beacon?”

      “Sorry I forgot about that, but do you realize how complicated cybernetics are? I can’t think of everything…”

      “How do I deactivate the tracker!” Rafe exclaimed as he leapt to the town’s communication tower and caught a support in his hands. The gates they’d come through were three storeys down, it was a jump he could make easily, so he lined himself up and leapt off. The Protectors were opening the heavy sliding door for the skimmer as he made his descent.

      “It’s complicated,” Jack replied.

      “Wait, did someone else do it for you when you turned your Case on?” Rafe asked in disbelief.

      “I had a great surgeon and technical team who had a lot of time when I got mine set up, so yeah, they did it,” Jack said. “I’m pretty sure the deactivation is in the System Menu under Security, then Transmission Options, and then you…”

      “Rafe, don’t deactivate the tracker yet. Use it to lead them to the wreck in the crater. We have to make a stand. Use the hull for cover. They don’t have anything that can penetrate it,” Liam interrupted.

      “Gotcha, heading there,” Rafe replied as he ran through the gates. In seven steps he was moving at ninety-two kilometres an hour. His tactical navigation system started overlaying a path that would allow him to run between the trees ahead, thinking a hundred steps ahead for him so he could keep his speed up. It was like playing the most frantic reflex game he could imagine. He had to slow down for most of the trip, but the Wavestream’s gunners were out of luck when they tried to get a shot on him.

      The swamps were easier than he expected since there were giant roots, dry patches and old pathways to rush over. “I don’t want you guys there,” he said. “I’ll surrender myself.”

      “Hell no!” Erda said. “They have to come through me if they want to get you, and I just spent my store credit on some dangerous shit!”

      “I appreciate that, but…”

      “No buts, Kid. I know this isn’t how Niranda would want this to go down, so I’ll take Deathcaller and all her followers apart before they get to you,” Jack said firmly. “We’re a bit behind since you travelled in a mostly straight line, but we’ll be there before the Wavestream can set down or deploy her fighters.”

      “More importantly,” Liam said. He was still calm, always calm. Rafe wondered what would rattle that man as he explained the situation as he understood it. “I checked the communication satellite, Rafe. There is no signal from the Fixers telling me that they’ve made a decision about you. Even then, they wouldn’t send anyone to kill you, only to take you back to Cothrom. If it came to that, it would be my job. I can say with absolute certainty that the Wavestream and her crew are not here officially. The Fixers don’t assassinate people, even when they’ve been wronged. Handing yourself over to them would be a complete waste.”

      “All right,” Rafe said, heartened by the show of loyalty, but still looking for a way to keep them safe. “All right.”
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      Deathcaller

      

      There were three words that summed up the power and durability of Rafe’s new body: military-grade hardware. His arms and shoulders were still knockoffs, but everything else seemed so solid and responsive that he felt better than ever.

      Fear was a very real part of his motivation as he rushed towards the lip of the crater. Running in a straight line meant death, so he tested the lateral durability of his freshly installed bottom half, putting wrecks and old broken concrete walls between him and the ship looming overhead. He wasn’t outrunning it, but the gunners could only fire once every few seconds. The best he could do was to time his most evasive movements with their firing pattern, putting rotting cars, discarded concrete chunks, boulders and whatever else he could find between him and the turrets at exactly the right time.

      An explosion and a shower of hot gravel reminded him that he was barely keeping up. “That was close,” he muttered to himself as he leapt over an old culvert and then dropped onto a path that led around a hillock that was just large enough to use as cover.

      Then he took a step that came to rest on nothing. He glanced up at his mini-map, which he didn’t have time to check until then, and realized that he’d found the edge of the crater. “Down I go!”

      “You all right, Kid?” Jack asked, the sound of the skimmer’s generator whining in the background.

      “Just getting some unexpected airtime,” Rafe replied.

      “What?” Erda asked.

      Then Rafe landed on the sharp decline of the crater wall and started rolling down the rough rocks. “I fell in!”

      “We’re almost there, coming from the west,” Jack replied.

      The world seemed to explode around Rafe then, and he saw the upper half of his body flash red with heat and kinetic warnings.

      

      Pain on his left cheek woke him up. He was sitting in the dark with Liam spraying something on his face. It felt cool, as most of the pain faded. “You’re all right,” he said. “They hit you once before we got to you. We’re inside the Saviour.”

      Erda visibility sighed with relief then returned her attention to her handgun, checking the rounds. “They’re still out there, landed on the edge of the crater. Their ship looked like it was wobbling.”

      “Duvik’s cannons did some serious damage,” Jack said, putting an expensive looking, round device into a bag. “My shield generator is fried, by the way.”

      “I’m sorry,” Rafe said.

      “No worries, I was just making sure everyone knows that’s off the table. I’m just glad it was good enough to run you here,” he replied.

      “Give him up, and we’ll let the rest of you go,” an amplified voice said, drifting into the dim interior of the wreck.

      “Fat chance,” Erda said under her breath as she clapped her handgun’s cylinder closed.

      “You’d better,” Rafe said as he gingerly touched his cheek. It felt warm but smooth. Whatever Liam did healed him well enough so he couldn’t tell exactly what happened there. “They outgun us, right? Doesn’t matter if they were sent by the Fixers or not.”

      “Well, yeah, but surrendering is a really bad idea,” Jack said. “Gail, that’s Deathcaller’s real name, will totally screw your life up. She’s paid a prison to hold someone in custody before. Longshadow. The worst.”

      Rafe shuddered at the name. That was where people for whom death was too light a sentence were sent. A flare of anger surged up. I don’t deserve that. I may have gotten Niranda killed, but it wasn’t on purpose. Even still, my friends don’t deserve to die for me either.

      “All right, that burn’s all healed up. I’m going to go talk to that bunch outside,” Liam said, standing, pressing a button on a door control with a small power cell hotwired to it. “Get behind cover, something thick.” He passed into daylight and the gravel pit beyond, putting his hands up. “I’m just here to talk!”

      It all happened so quickly that everyone except for Rafe had to scramble for cover. “Wait!” he called after Liam. Then he caught sight of his right arm and saw the dented plating. He tried to move it and found he could only bend it halfway. The leg on that side took damage as well, but it was mostly cosmetic.

      “That man either knows exactly what he’s doing or he’s a complete idiot,” Jack said under his breath as panels on his thighs parted. He took half an assault rifle from each side then put them together with a click. “We’re going to have to fight our way out.”

      “The skimmer?” Rafe asked.

      “Crashed when we came in here, see? There’s parts of it over there,” Jack pointed through the door.

      Rafe leaned just enough to see a crumpled pile of metal plates with a pair of seats mixed in. “I was lucky I was sitting in the back.”

      “Well, they’re going to end my obituary with; ‘He’ll pay you back,’ but you know I mean it,” Rafe said.

      Jack chuckled, Erda slapped him on the shoulder. “It’s not over  yet, Big Guy.”

      “Wait, I think Deathcaller’s actually taking the bait,” Jack said in a surprised whisper. Then he turned to Rafe; “Can you stand?”

      Rafe tried to stay as quiet as possible as he got to his feet. “Legs and balance are good.” The scant light coming in through the door at the end of the long hall was enough for him to see through the window across the broad hallway. There were old gurneys and trays. “We’re in the medbay.”

      “Well, yeah. This was a hospital ship,” Jack said. “This is where I picked up most of the equipment in my little infirmary.”

      “Stand aside, puppet,” Deathcaller said to Liam.

      Rafe peeked around the corner so he could see down the hall to the open doorway. Deathcaller’s armour was the same as the set her avatar wore in the New Dreams and Deathmatch worlds. Heavy military plate covering thick metal limbs and a torso that suggested that there was an armoury inside.

      Rafe checked the quickdraw system in his arm, and had to move the sliding panel aside with his finger. The gun came free then, and he took it in his right hand. It had been protected by his arm, and was ready to fire. He activated his helmet, which reported that the armour on its right side had taken severe heat damage. It wouldn’t hold up well against another hit, but the display still worked. He pushed at the sides of some of the dents in his right shoulder and managed to pop one that was pressing on the motor that was restricting his motion. It didn’t look great, but he could always spend time fixing himself up later if he was lucky.

      There was a new computer connection in the area called Whistle 9009. He tried to access it and was greeted with a password prompt. He entered the universal default password; ‘admin’ and got ACCESS DENIED as a response. “Hey, what does Deathcaller call the main computer on her ship?”

      “I have no idea,” Jack whispered back. “Why?”

      “I have a mobile node called; Whistler Nine thousand nine.”

      “Sounds like her, she has a thing for the number nine,” Jack replied.

      “Okay, running a hack on it now. I wonder why the node is active now? It wasn’t before,” Rafe said.

      “She’s probably using the node so she can control her ship remotely,” Jack said.

      “All right, using every bit of processing power I’ve got to crack that,” Rafe said, activating a number of anti-virus and anti-intrusion software packages just in case something tried to hack him back. Then he started a password cracking program. “Deathcaller’s probably going to get an alert telling her that someone’s trying to break into her ship computer.”

      “It’s not like you need to worry about pissing her off more than she already is,” Jack said.

      They listened to the exchange between Liam and Deathcaller more closely then. He’d just finished telling Deathcaller that everyone knew she wasn’t there on the Fixers' behalf. “You know, I don’t care if you know or not,” Deathcaller said. “Niranda was a friend of mine. She started the Fixers on Planet Cothrom before The Fall, and saved my ass when everything went upside down. Making sure her killer is put where he belongs is the least I can do.”

      “Once a conflict escalates to violence, both parties have already lost,” Liam said. “That is something she believed. You know it. This would disappoint her. You are doing this for yourself, and I understand why. When people are taken from us suddenly, we don’t only feel sadness, but anger, even personal injury. I’m here to make sure that Rafe remains out of harm’s way so whatever the Fixers decide can be presented to him.”

      “Whatever the Fixers decide? You can’t trust those shadowy things. They’re all shape changers! Every last member of the leadership is a god damned squiddie Issyrian! Their ancestors are pacifists!” Deathcaller shouted.

      Liam paused a moment before calmly saying; “I understand. You’re here because they already decided what Rafe’s punishment would be. I’m guessing you don’t see whatever that was as severe enough.”

      “They’re not doing anything! They’re giving him a job! If he wants to stay in the Fixer's good graces, all he has to do is hunt down the artificial intelligence he let loose in the New Dreams Universe! They’re going to pay him to do it!” the outrage in Deathcaller’s voice made Rafe cringe.

      It was good news, but it didn’t feel like it at the moment. Seeing how well armoured Deathcaller and the pair behind her were definitely made Rafe consider every option.

      “Get out of my way or I’ll walk through you,” Deathcaller said as she started moving ahead.

      Liam calmly took his staff from his back and let the thinner point rest on the stony ground. “This is the worst place for you to be, and violence is the worst course for this situation to take. If you attack me, every Fixer in the sector will know. It will cost you every connection and favour you’ve accrued and they’ll make you look like a monster in the public eye, because you will be one.”

      He took measured steps backwards as Deathcaller advanced. “For taking revenge? Half of everything that breathes is looking for vengeance against something. My followers will understand. Hell, I’ll probably gain a few thousand.”

      “Then why didn’t you bring any of your followers with you? I see two people here and there’s one on your ship,” Liam said. “You’re hiding this from the Fixers, and from your viewers.”

      “No, I…” Deathcaller started to reply, then she looked past Liam. “What the hell? Which one of you assholes is trying to hack my ship! That'll only make things worse for you!”

      “Wow, that took longer than I thought,” Rafe said, laughing nervously. “I’m not in yet, but the computer is still letting me make login attempts.”

      “Keep trying, but get ready, I have a feeling this is about to get nasty,” Jack said, holding his rifle at the ready.

      “Get out of the way,” Deathcaller told Liam. “I’ll turn you into a grease spot, I don’t care how popular you are with the Fixers.”

      “I warned you,” Liam said as he took a step forward, planted his feet firmly, and thrust the thicker end of his metal staff at her chest. A low thrum in the air accompanied a shockwave that sent him sliding back into the hallway.

      Deathcaller was sent off her feet in a fifteen-metre arc through the air before she landed and rolled. “Holy shit, that thing has a kinetic multiplier in it.” The amazement on Jack’s face mirrored Rafe’s shock. He’d only seen someone once on a staff in a Deathmatch.

      “Take cover and get ready to shoot,” Liam said, rushing past them then around the corner. He dropped a small, flat square in the intersection as they did as they were told, taking cover deeper inside the ship.

      “What’s that?” Jack asked, looking at the small device.

      “Intelligent explosive countermeasure. Bounces grenades back and stops small missiles,” Liam explained in a whisper.

      “You have some interesting gadgets,” Erda said.

      “I’ve picked a few things up here and there,” he replied.

      “That was interesting, I’ve never seen anyone crazy enough to use one in real life,” Deathcaller shouted down the hallway as she approached slowly with two followers behind her. “It won’t keep me from Rafe. I’ve never seen one little Cold Boy cause so much trouble. That avatar of yours, Scratch, made a huge mess in the New Dreams Universe, now he’s just gone. No one knows what happened to him. What’s he doing? Maybe I can collect the bounty, or trap him on a moon and use it for target practice. What the hell were you doing, programming a new AI, anyway? Were you trying to farm extra plat while you were sleeping or something?”

      “It wasn’t mine! It got into my head and killed Niranda,” Rafe stood and started walking to the hallway.

      “Stop. Deathcaller will kill you, I have no doubt,” Liam said. “Let them come to us, it’s the only chance we have.”

      “I’m not going to let you have a face-to-face with her alone,” Jack said, following him.

      “We’ll set a trap for that thing here,” Erda said, holding a short range electromagnetic pulse grenade in her hand. She stepped out into the open. “I got a three pack of these with my store credit, they should…”

      The whine of a large pulse laser whining was the only warning they had. Jack pushed Rafe out of the way. The hallway was filled with harsh, blinding red light flashes for a second. “That was a warning shot!”

      The sound of Erda dropping her grenade drew everyone’s attention. She looked at the smouldering hole in her right shoulder. “There goes my throwing arm,” she said before Liam guided her back under cover. “I’m going to use a nanobot package to fix that up, you just have to stay still.”

      “Not now, there’s angry Street Metal down the hall,” she replied.

      “Is she going to be okay?” Rafe asked as he rushed to her.

      “Yes,” Liam said, spraying nanobots into her wound using a thick wrist unit that had a display and probably several other gadgets built in. “It’s going to itch like mad for a minute but she’ll be fine.”

      The barrage of pulse laser blasts missed everyone except for Erda. It could have killed her, and Rafe was the only reason why she was there at all. His concern cleared, revealing searing fury. “Everyone here will die with you. Just surrender, save them at least,” Deathcaller shouted.

      Rafe picked up Erda’s grenade, shoved it into the compartment in his forearm, then turned on his heel and strode down the hallway. “That’s enough, you made your point, I’m coming,” he said, doing his best to fake a submissive, frightened tone. “You hit Jack.”

      Jack regarded him with confusion, then retreated out of sight with a devilish smile that seemed to say; ‘I see what you’re doing.’ A fire was starting in an old gurney that was struck by the barrage, and Rafe pushed it aside. His helmet came up automatically and began filtering the air. The tactical map in the upper right corner showed that Deathcaller’s support was close, but they’d ducked into rooms to her left and right for cover. “Sorry, Jack,” she said. “You’re on the wrong side this time.”

      “I think he’ll live, but you’re going to have to pay him back,” Rafe said as he stopped five metres away from the heavily armoured cyborg.

      “You’re in no position to tell me what I owe anyone. I wonder if you even realize who you killed,” Deathcaller said. “There’s no replacing that one. She helped thousands of people who knew it and a hundred times more who had no idea who she was.”

      “The thing that killed her is still out there. I wasn’t in control.” Rafe said through his teeth, unable to keep his anger from showing. “You’re only making things worse. I need to go after her real killer. I could use your help.”

      “You want me to believe some AI used you as a puppet? Not even possible. There’s no way…” Deathcaller seemed hell bent on making sure everyone knew why she was dispensing justice.

      Rafe borrowed a line from his old Captain without realizing it until it was in the air; “You’re a waste of air.” He raised and fired his sidearm, pulling the trigger rapidly. Every shot hit, drawing a line of impact dents from the middle of Deathcaller’s torso armour all the way up to her helmet, where three rounds left dents right in the middle of the faceplate. It was a distraction. As he raised his arm, the grenade fell out and rolled between her feet. He activated it using the interface in his helmet and leapt backwards.

      It didn’t beep or blink. There was no indication that it was active as it rolled to a stop. Nor was there any outward sound or flash of light when it went off.

      The only indication that the grenade wasn’t a dud was the momentary flash and glitch on Rafe’s display. It didn’t damage him, everything checked out. “Damn, that was a good move,” Deathcaller said as she aimed her pulse laser at him. It looked like it was made for a starfighter. “You’re right, too. Time to shoot or shut up.” Then there was nothing. No electronic whine, flash of light or burn. “Goddamened E.M.P. burned it out,” she said, dropping the weapon.

      In a few long strides, Deathcaller closed the distance before Rafe could get to his feet. His arm and thigh were in her hands then, and she threw him against the bulkhead. His right arm took more damage as it struck at an awkward angle. Her fists jackhammered him against the deck, striking his leg and vital case, making it feel like the world was shaking and he was about to fly apart.

      “You’re scrap!” Jack shouted as he ran down the hallway. The deck shuddered as his heavy bulk drew nearer. Rafe looked up in time to see the heavy cyborg leap over him, fist cocked.

      He and Deathcaller clashed, the latter avoiding a falling fist but stumbling at the collision of their weighty frames. Rafe was surprised by the ferocity of Jack’s attack. He’d grabbed hold of the top seam in Deathcaller’s chest plate and landed a thunderous punch on her shoulder armour, it was a strike aimed for her head. A second blow landed against the side of her helmet, forcing it to turn across the opposite shoulder.

      Rafe heard a metal rod snap and Deathcaller’s head started to roll on a limp neck. “Stop! You’ll kill her!” Rafe said.

      “You don’t understand; her brain isn’t in her…” Jack started to reply.

      In the instant he relented, Deathcaller got a grip on his waist then threw his heavy body against the wall hard enough to bend the plates. Creaks and groans from deeper within the ship warned that things were about to get much worse as she used all the power her motors could exert against Jack, driving him through the bulkhead. “You were never that bright,” she growled as she moved through the hole.

      “Run, Kid,” Jack said as he picked himself up off the deck and hammered a support beam with his fist. “Gonna be tons coming down in a sec.”

      “Stop!” Deathcaller cried, trying to close the distance so she could keep him from hitting the support again.

      “I feel sorry for your viewers,” Jack said as he drove his fist through the support beam. The ship began to shake as the groan of failing metal started rising to a terrifying pitch.

      Deathcaller grabbed for Jack, who turned and ran just in time. For an instant, Rafe thought he was trying to save himself, but he was moving in the wrong direction, charging for another thick support built into a bulkhead. He collided with it as one of Deathcaller’s followers blasted him with a flak cannon, taking chunks off his armour with high-speed shrapnel.

      “Jack! No!” Rafe cried.

      “Run! Come to us!” Liam cried over the proximity radio channel.

      Rafe could see the deck above bending downward, turned and ran towards Liam and Erda as quickly as he could. As he watched in the rearview. Deathcaller pulled Jack away from the bent, failing support and bashed his silver face as he started to laugh. “Get bent!”

      In the mayhem of failing metal that followed, it looked like she, her people and Jack were caught in a collapse that spread rapidly. Liam led them through hallways at a rapid pace as the creaks, groans and roars of the great ship falling into itself chased them. When it stopped, they were in a compartment nearly two hundred metres away from the centre of the collapse, looking at the inside of a twisted airlock door.

      “Do you have anything that’ll cut through that?” Liam asked, trying to catch his breath.

      Erda looked at Jack’s rifle, pointed it at the door and shook her head as it failed to fire. “Not so much as a blinking light,” she sighed. “I guess that’s why he charged, the electromagnetic pulse killed it.”

      The main support for Rafe’s leg was bent, but he pressed his shoulder to the door and pushed with the other one. “You’re pretty damaged, are you sure you should do that?” Erda asked.

      “My left leg’s okay, left shoulder’s okay, and my T-frame is still straight. I can push this open like a…” he didn’t finish the sentence, but everyone knew he was about to say; ‘Jack.’
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      A Violent Mark

      

      No matter what Rafe’s companions said, they couldn’t get him to be cautious or patient as he struggled with the airlock door. It bent, creaked and was finally pushed through. He helped Erda out onto the top of the Saviour and started moving towards the front of the wreck with his scanner pointed at the hull underfoot.

      There was a storm in his head; anger, remorse and guilt fought for dominance. His focus was split between the scan results, which were sketchy since the Saviour’s hull was thickly armoured, his combat map, and Deathcaller’s ship, the Wavestream. He could see Erda was keeping up at a run, and Liam was right beside her.

      When he reached the spot on the hull right above the collapse Jack caused inside, he stopped. Rafe couldn’t scan through the outer hull no matter how much he turned the gain up. Liam tried using his bracer unit and shook his head. At first, he thought Liam was about to say that he couldn’t get a result, but then the gentleman crushed his spirit. “I’m sorry, no one got out. They’re all crushed. Five out of twelve decks collapsed on top of them. That’s hundreds of tons.”

      “But, Jack had a really good helmet, he told me all about it,” Erda said, looking down at the hull plates underfoot. You would never know that there was critical damage below.

      “I don’t want to be indelicate, but there’s not much left to recover, and there’s no reviving what we’d find,” Liam said, looking at Rafe. He rested a comforting hand on his right shoulder.

      A searing blast from the upper turret of the Wavestream struck Rafe’s left arm, ruining it from the elbow down. “Scatter!” he shouted, stepping away from Liam, glancing at Erda. They were both fine. No more friends die today. He thought to himself.

      Instincts that Rafe thought he left in the Deathmatches took over then, and he burst into a zig-zag run. The feeling of his feet striking solid metal, and the hollow sound of rapid, lop-sided running filled his ears. Another blast erupted from the upper turret, narrowly missing him. "What are you doing?" Erda shouted after him.

      Another blast erupted from the upper turret, narrowly missing Rafe, scarring the hull instead. He looked at the small part of his display that provided his rearview. Erda and Liam were running, staying as close to the hull as they could, far behind and unharmed. Rafe pointed at the ball turret with his remaining arm, shouting; “You’re dead!” The barrels were red hot, and the gunner was fussing with the controls. It looked like he was mostly cybernetic, with a human face and black metallic arms.

      The ragged edge of the Savior’s hull was coming up, and Rafe pushed his legs to their limit, jumping hard at the last second. He found himself wishing that he had just one of Liam’s thrusters as he watched the ends of the steaming barrels start tracking him through the air.

      The gunner stared at him with wide, terrified eyes as he tried to take aim. It looked like his shot was lined up with Rafe’s torso when a pair of thick pulses erupted from the guns. The display in his helmet turned red with a momentary heat warning, then returned to green.

      Rafe’s feet planted on the hull of the Wavestream perfectly. The shot missed. He didn’t care how close it was, only that it didn’t stop him. He strode up to the ball turret and tapped on the transparent metal. “Open up.” He spoke loudly with iron in his tone.

      The command startled the gunner, who was scurrying out of his seat. Rafe walked to the emergency airlock behind the turret, pulled the interface cover aside, and then attached a line from his vital case to the data port. He cancelled his attempts to crack the ship’s password using a wireless signal, then started a new, faster intrusion sequence that was better for direct connections. It was based on a program he’d seen his old captain run when they pirated ships. ‘Anything can be hacked if you have direct access,’ he said on more than one occasion, and he was right.

      Rafe watched the first few thousand password attempts then shook his head. “Screw this.” He pulled his cable free, breaking his connection Next he took a jagged piece of metal from his ruined arm, jammed it into the corner of the panel, and then yanked it free. It took a few extra seconds to do it with one hand, but he bridged the right connections and hot wired the door controls so the emergency airlock opened.

      A pair of white hot energy blasts came through the open door. One struck his back, nearly damaging his vital case. Rafe leapt down through the emergency hatch and came down on top of the cyborg crewman. They fell to the deck in the hallway below, and Rafe yanked the weapon out of his hand and threw it away.

      Quick violence followed as he brought his fist down like a hammer on the gunner’s head with all his strength, swinging for the deck beneath it several times. The synthetic skin covering his face split and smeared, Several dents and breaks in the synthetic muscle beneath followed in the next few seconds.

      “Please! I don’t want to die! I’m human!” it screamed using a vocalizer that broke into distortion.

      “You have access to this ship. Give me the codes,” Rafe said.

      “Transmitting them now. I’m really just a fan. I didn’t even know what Deathcaller was doing until we were off-world,” he said, pleading, holding a hand over his dented metal face.

      “It would be one thing if you were just trying to kill me. I could say you were just a brainless sheep who was too stupid to understand what you were doing. But I saw you shooting down at Duvik, not giving a shit who you burned, and you tried to kill my friends. You’re worse than stupid, you’re violent and stupid.” Rafe only felt more furious as he spoke. The secondary user codes for the Wavestream appeared on his display. He logged into the ship’s computer network and started using a cracking program he designed for Captain Dawden. It wouldn’t be long before ownership of the vessel was transferred.

      Meanwhile, he was down one arm and had a damaged pair of legs. “How much of you is human?” he asked.

      “W-what?” the gunner replied.

      “Arms, legs, liver - what’s human?” Rafe asked.

      “Legs, and my torso. I ride on a Bioflex T-Frame that replaced my spine, shoulders, and…”

      “...hips, yeah, I know what a T-Frame is. Your arms are cybernetic, aren’t they?”

      “What?”

      Rafe got to his feet and retrieved the pulse rifle, then pointed it at the gunner. “Stand up, face me, and drop your arms.”

      “They’re Cyberclash Nines! They cost…”

      “About twenty-five kiloplat each. I know. You took one of my arms, so you owe me. Detach them or I’ll superheat your skull and cook your brain.” Rafe took aim.

      “O-okay, if you let me borrow arms from the parts closet on the lower deck, then…”

      “Bang!” Rafe shouted harshly, loudly.

      “I’ll do it! I’m doing it!” the gunner cried, and both his arms dropped off.

      The cracking program reported that it had broken into the root command level and was ready to rewrite the title of the ship. He made himself the owner and renamed the ship Blood Prize. He became the full owner and commander as soon as the name was confirmed, and he used his wireless connection to check the surveillance systems.

      Most of the ship’s lower sensors were burned out from the damage it took from the electromagnetic pulse cannons in Duvik, but he spotted Erda and Liam approaching a hatch from one angle and opened it for them. He looked to the gunner then. “Move. You’re not out of the woods yet, fanboy.”

      His half-ruined face was still contorted in fear as he turned then made his way down to the lower ramp at gunpoint. They met Erda and Liam in the debarkation room. They were ready for anything except for what they saw; Rafe leading an armless captive off the ship at gunpoint. “He was the only crewmember left as far as I can tell.”

      “And he’s unarmed,” Erda said, laughing at herself. “I know, I know, that’s terrible.”

      “My scanner doesn’t detect anyone else either. What do you plan to do with him?” Liam asked.

      The gunner stopped at the top of the boarding ramp and Rafe kicked him in the back, sending him tumbling down the rest of the way. He handed the rifle to Liam and followed him down, exposing the cutting laser on his finger. “I’m done with people coming at me from behind, so I’m going to get rid of him.” He pinned the gunner down with his knees and said; “Stay very still or you’ll get all cut up.”

      “I understand that you’re angry right now, but don’t do anything you’ll regret, Rafe,” Liam said.

      “What are you going to do?” Erda asked as she ran down the ramp then stopped at his side.

      “Don’t stop me, this is better than he deserves.” He didn’t feel like explaining his actions to anyone other than the gunner while he engraved the word VIOLENT across the gunner’s dented forehead. “There are people past that side of the crater. If you walk in that direction for a few hours, you’ll start running into them. You might get help. If you pick any other direction, you probably won’t. I’m making sure that everyone you meet knows that you’re a dangerous idiot.”

      “What? But!” he said, panicking and ruining the last letter so it trailed off across his temple. “I was just along for the ride!”

      “I saw you in the lower turret when this ship was over Duvik, asshole, hope no one else did. You know what’s really funny? I bet they’ll take pity on you. I bet you’ll be just fine by midnight. I mean, your new arms might look more like a bunch of chopsticks and screws, but you’ll probably be fine.” Rafe stood up then. “That is unless I see you around here. Then you’ll be nothing but a grease spot.” It was so easy to repeat intimidating phrases that he’d heard over and over again. It felt good too, and he hoped he wouldn’t regret it. Rafe grasped the gunner’s head, drew him up onto his feet, turned him towards Duvik then said; “Go. That way. Now.”

      The gunner ran, staggered, and started making his way up the crater wall. To Rafe’s surprise, Erda laughed. “That’s how you take out the trash. I just hope he doesn’t find some big body out there and come back.”

      “Not that one. All I saw was fear.” Liam seemed quietly dissatisfied with what he’d seen.

      Rafe felt a pang of guilt, but only at the gentleman’s disapproval.
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      Aftermath

      

      Rafe noticed Erda’s reflection in the glassy black surface of his new left arm as she lined it up with the socket of his vital case. It was a concerned face. It seemed like the confidence she had since he’d known her had been worn down. He wondered how long she’d stay once they got to a populated port. The last thing she needed was his permission to leave before things got even worse, but he wanted her to know that he wouldn’t blame her if she left to make her own way.

      The arm went into the socket without the aid of adapters or special wiring. It was a real cybernetic part. The display in his helmet showed that the new part was acknowledged, compatible, and ready to calibrate. “Is that working?” Erda asked.

      With a bend and flex, he nodded. “It’s perfect.”

      “So, that’s an improvement for you?” she asked, standing up and moving to his other shoulder.

      “It’s made to feel like a human arm with more durability and real sensation. No special compartments for tricks though, just a few upgrade slots. He doesn’t have anything installed in this arm though. I’ll have to replace it as soon as I can, too.”

      Erda started detaching what was left of his right arm at the shoulder. She was quickly becoming adept at working with the adapters and mounts. “Why’s that?”

      “There are serial numbers. They’re still registered to Cliff Eldale, the last owner. Hacking the registry could be a huge pain in the ass for nothing, so it’ll be easier to replace them. The same goes for this whole ship and practically everything on it.”

      “Really?” Erda asked, looking around at the cybernetics bay for a moment. There were lockers and tools neatly hung on the wall. “So, we can’t take anything from this ship?”

      “Well, the minor stuff, sure, and any cash we find will be worth taking, but guns, anything already installed, and things that are out of the package could be a problem. Piracy at this end of space is hard because serial numbers are still recorded and the United Core World Authority are good at catching thieves. I’ve seen a pirate get caught when he tried to sell a necklace. It had a serial number molecularly stamped on it and that led the authorities back to the owner, who had been reported missing. When they discovered that the pirate’s new ship had the same owner, he was busted so fast that there wasn’t enough time for him to run.”

      “What happened after that?” Erda asked as she put Rafe’s old shoulder down.

      “The United Core World Authority held him until they contacted his victim’s family, who showed up for the trial. When he was found guilty a few days later, they requested that he be executed by launching.”

      “So, they threw him out of an airlock?” Erda asked, a little stunned.

      “Well, yeah, but it’s an airlock designed for executions. I guess there’s no real difference though,” Rafe conceded as the right arm connected and checked out.

      “Well, we won’t get caught, right?” Erda asked.

      “Right. I’ve seen enough piracy up close so I know how to avoid it. We’ll use this ship to get where we’re going, wipe the computer and use the cleaning system to destroy any evidence that we were here. As long as we don’t get greedy, we’ll be fine. If you want something, just make sure it’s unopened or doesn’t have a serial number.”

      “Gotcha. Then we’re going back to Cothrom? To New Udalpur?”

      “You don’t have to,” Rafe said, flexing his arms and deactivating his helmet as the calibration routine finished. He could feel the cool air on his transparent metal skin.

      “Are you going after that AI?” she asked.

      “Yes, and I need to make things right with the Fixers. There could be more trouble, too,” Rafe said.

      Liam stopped in the hallway outside the cybernetics workshop. “Be careful. If you keep following all your worst instincts straight to revenge. It’s going to get you killed.”

      Rafe was about to respond, but was interrupted by Erda; “Okay, so it’s revenge. Who says that’s not a good enough reason for anyone to go after a thing that cost us our chance with the Fixers? Who says some convoluted, high-minded reasoning about justice or doing good is better than revenge when the whole point is to kill a murdering AI? What’s the point in dressing it all up, when that things gotta die or get deleted either way?”

      “I’m only saying that approaching this with anger and low purposes is the most dangerous way to go about it. Scratch will see you coming, he knows you, and he’s had time to learn. I wonder if you recognize his catchphrase; ‘Die, please.’”

      “That’s his catchphrase? I only said that once,” Rafe replied. “I have to kill him, not because he stole my avatar, but that would be enough. Wait. How do you know his catchphrase?”

      “I was able to connect to the old hyper transmitter satellite using the ship’s antenna. I looked him up. Everyone just calls him Scratch, he really has been making a mark in the New Dreams Universe.”

      Rafe started to stand. He couldn’t connect to the ship’s external communications system. “Did you block the comms?”

      “Yes, I wanted to talk to you before you saw the news. Before you see whatever’s waiting for you in your account. Listen, I know you want to tear the galaxy apart. I felt Jack’s loss too, he was a good man.”

      “He was a nice man who expected the best from people, even though he had every reason to be hard and rough,” Erda said.

      Rafe couldn’t have said it better. “He didn’t deserve what happened to him. I didn’t deserve what he sacrificed for me.”

      “Yes, but I fear that you’re breaking down, that you’ll hurt whoever gets between you and your revenge. I don’t want you to do something you’ll regret. The cruelty I saw earlier today doesn’t seem like you.”

      “Why not? Where I came from, that was mercy! That gunner tried to kill me, I should have pounded his head through the deck. I learned how to handle evil little shits like him from pro-level assholes who loved to make me and anyone else they could miserable. Maybe it’s time I take the hint and use that. Maybe it’s time I learn from the evil that made me the man I am on the outside. Maybe I should finally let that shit in here, and do unto others,” Rafe said, tapping his temple.

      “You’re not talking about Scratch, are you?” Liam asked carefully.

      “Captain Dawden and his merry band of twisted assholes! They didn’t tell you anything about me, did they? Maybe I should start sorting all my trouble out right now, starting with you.” Rafe was nose to nose with Liam in two steps. “You were sent to make sure you could bring me back to the Fixers when it was time whether I liked it or not, weren’t you? That’s the only reason. You’re not here to help. What would have happened if they decided that I wasn’t worth bringing back? I bet I wouldn’t see the shot in the back coming.”

      Liam took a step back and answered calmly. “I was sent to protect you. Spiryo wanted to make sure you would be in one piece once he settled everything on Niranda’s behalf. He trusted her judgement, and she saw…”

      “...potential. I’ve never seen anyone go to so much trouble for potential. It doesn’t make sense, so I don’t want to hear it again. Where I come from that word doesn’t mean a thing. Breathing, surviving, and getting the edge on everyone who wants to screw you over - and no one doesn’t - is everything. It’s time to reset. Go back to basic rules. I have problems, and I have a chance at shooting some of them in the back, so I’m going to go do that. Stay out of the way if you don’t want to get stepped on.” he pushed past Liam and strode up the corridor to the bridge.

      It took him a moment, but he found the switch that was keeping the external communications system disconnected from the main computer. He turned the lockout off and used his wireless connection to log into his Stellarnet accounts. The reply wouldn’t come for another nine minutes, the nearest working satellite was millions of kilometres away.

      After waiting for three minutes, he could hear footsteps coming up the hall behind him. “You’re right,” came Erda’s voice from the small bridge’s hatch. “A little, at least.”

      “I just feel like Liam’s keeping things from us, like there’s a plan I don’t know about and I’m part of it but all I want to do is get rid of my problems. I don’t trust him, and I don’t know if I can trust the Fixers. I killed their leader. I can’t believe they’d be fine with that, even after I delete Scratch. Especially after Jack…” he shook his head, recalling his sacrificial act with perfect clarity.

      “He hated what was happening to you,” Erda said, taking a seat in the navigator’s seat; “Thought that all your trouble was unfair. I think he loved Niranda, too, so it was about making sure things happened the way she’d want, that you got a fair chance.”

      “I still have trouble believing anyone can be that good. Niranda, Jack, and even Liam, who seems super sketchy to me now. You’ve seen the gear he’s set up with. He’s not some monk, that’s high-end military gear you can’t buy, at least not on the open market.”

      “He’s making me one of those suits, or one a lot like it, you know,” Erda said. “After he finishes repairing some thrusters.”

      “What? He can make more of that stuff?” Rafe asked, genuinely surprised.

      “Well, I guess.”

      “Still, I don’t want you to get caught in the crossfire when we get back to New Udalpur. You should find your own way once…” Rafe was interrupted by a firm kick in the shin.

      “Hey! I want to see Scratch get what he deserves too. Besides, you’re going to need me. I’ve seen more of that city than most people, and someone’s got to watch your back,” she said. “I’m not going to let you go back just so you can get slagged or hacked.”

      “That won’t happen again,” Rafe said. “I’m going to write a program to make sure nothing goes near my North Bridge chip again.” A message appeared on the screen and in his head then; CONNECTION TIMED OUT. “This is pointless.”

      “I downloaded a few gigabytes of Scratch’s old streams, that’s how I discovered how successful he is right now,” Liam said from the hatchway. “I couldn’t get my personal credentials to work either.”

      Rafe opened the file and started scrubbing through the footage. Scratch sounded and acted like he did the last time he was in the Deathmatches. He’d changed his look though, flipping the colour scheme from black to a grey-blue camouflage. It wasn’t a bad idea, but he wouldn’t admit that to Erda as she looked at the video feed on one of the holographic projectors.

      The recording was four days old, and Rafe watched it at ten times the speed. Through Scratch’s first-person perspective, he watched him lead the squad he started as they attacked held territory in capture matches, coordinate and dominate team deathmatches, and finally break out into the New Dreams Universe. They became raiders, attacking everything from artisan settlements to space stations. The quest for loot and platinum credits seemed endless, and whatever charm Rafe had when he was playing his avatar was easily bested by Scratch.

      “It’s actually a good stream,” Erda said as she watched it at normal speed.

      “He’s better at it than I was,” he said through gnashed teeth. “He almost never dies, and people are flocking to join the squad. He even pretends to be tired sometimes, and they donate so he stays online.”

      “But look, I’m watching a deathmatch where he’s using his own squadmates as shields so he doesn’t die and lose his ante. They’re falling over each other to save him,” Erda said. “I mean, you wouldn’t do that.”

      “That’s true. He does seem more selfish. There goes my favourite avatar,” Rafe said, turning the recording off out of frustration. “Why is he doing it? He’s making so much plat, but what for? He’s totally decked out in all the upgrades he could want, almost top level. He even has a ship in-game.” A thought occurred to him then. “Wait, that’s all he saw me do. I launched his program right before I logged into the Cyberscape. I only left to sleep and make sure I was getting enough nutrients. Maybe that’s all he knows how to do; churn and burn for credits.”

      “That’s not so bad then,” Erda muttered.

      “What? He hijacked my account and…”

      Erda tapped his knee. “Let me finish. A friend of mine got hacked a while ago. All she had to do was go to a live terminal and verify her biometrics and she got control back. It was before The Fall, but shouldn’t that still work? He doesn’t have biometrics, right?”

      “Right,” Rafe said. “I should have thought of that, but I can’t do that from here. I can’t even log in. If we hadn’t left Cothrom, I could do now. I could have done it days ago. Why did we come all the way to this scrap pile?”

      “Jack said it would be safe, Liam agreed, and I wanted to make sure they weren’t going to just drop you out here on your own, so I came with you,” Erda said simply, watching as Scratch led an attack on a tank from a rooftop. He didn’t fire the rockets that destroyed it, but he was the first to drop down and collect the crew’s credits.

      “Thanks for making sure they weren’t screwing me over,” Rafe said, even more irritated at the sight of Scratch’s greed. He was relieved to see that none of the original members of his squad were there. They were probably too smart to follow someone who was so obviously out for himself.

      “We have to get this ship fixed up and spaceworthy fast. I need to get back,” Rafe said. “If I can unplug Scratch from my accounts, and maybe fix some of his damage, then I should do it as soon as I can. I should have done it a while ago.” He sighed and remembered something Niranda said, reciting it aloud; “No woulda, shoulda, coulda talk. That doesn’t help anyone.”

      Liam seemed less wary as he nodded. “I’ll work on the thrusters. I have experience with that repulsor type and I saw some spare parts, so it should go quickly.”

      “I’ll start on the lateral sensors,” Rafe said.

      Before he could walk away, Erda caught his hand. Hers was warm and softer than he expected. It was the first time since he’d lost his original body that he felt like he was truly experiencing human sensation below the neck. “You have friends,” she said. “Make sure you let them help you.”

      “I just don’t want to get anyone else killed.” The kinder she became, the more he wanted Erda to find somewhere else to be when they returned. I don’t think she’d listen to me anyway, Rafe thought. It was encouraging and he was afraid for her at the same time.

      “We can handle ourselves,” Erda said, rolling her eyes. “Just don’t leave us in the dark, Big Guy.”
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      Only A Few Days

      

      The damage done by the Directed Electromagnetic Pulse cannons in Duvik was more extensive than anyone expected. Some systems only needed to be reset, while others had to be rebuilt or replaced entirely. The sensors were the worst of it. There was a system built in to mitigate damage from electromagnetic interference, but no one on the crew knew how to or bothered to activate it so delicate detectors were fried across the port side. Rafe knew how to borrow working parts from other sections, even use some wiring from what was left of the great wreck in the crater to get enough of them back online so they could reliably see where they were going, but it would take time.

      He and Liam focused on the repairs for three days while Erda made appearances, helping for a few hours at a time. She had a lot to learn but neither of them minded, and her help sped things up, especially where scavenging was concerned. On the third day, after they finished successfully testing the thrusters, Liam and Rafe wondered where she was, and came to a realization.

      There was a lot of time when Rafe noticed that Erda wasn’t around, and he assumed that she was helping Liam. The problem was that Liam thought the same, that when she wasn’t helping him, she was off assisting Rafe. After a few moments they realized that she wasn’t with either one of them most of the time, and they had no idea what she was up to. It was an interesting mystery, but Liam summed up how they both felt by concluding; “Well, there’s a lot to do, so she was probably off working on something else.”

      Rafe shrugged and they moved on to finishing the repairs on the sensors. That night, when the trio gathered in the small galley to relax for a couple hours before getting some sleep, Rafe asked; “So, how was your day? Get up to much?” he kept it vague on purpose so it didn’t come out as an accusation.

      “Oh!” she said, her eyes growing wide. “I was going to surprise you in a few minutes because I found a stash of food and other stuff that wasn’t loaded into the cupboards, but…” she rushed from the compartment, shouting; “Just a sec.”

      There was a sound of a motorized door opening, then they heard Erda struggle a little, and she came into the room carrying two large duffel bags that were filled to bursting. There was a long gun case slung over her back as well. “I’ve been going around the ship with a hand-scanner, checking for unregistered loot.”

      Rafe realized then that he’d forgotten about trying to make money from the ship entirely. To him, the big prize of selling the whole vessel to someone who didn’t care about its registry history was off the table because everyone he knew who would be interested was associated with Captain Dawden. He knew there were other ways to pillage the ship, like gathering smaller things that were untraceable, but he was focused on repairs and getting back to Cothrom. “I totally forgot.”

      “I didn’t,” Erda said with a gleaming grin. “This bag has gadgets, clothes and other random stuff that was either still in the package or won’t be tracked. Every bit and bob is worth twenty plat or more. The other bag has ammunition, a few cyborg parts that were still sealed, and gourmet food.” She opened it, took a sizeable food pack that had ‘Chicken A’ La King with Chocolate Lava Cake’ written across it in bold letters, then sat down at the table. “Go get yer grub,” she told Liam. “It’s better than the little emergency food tubes they have in the galley. Those probably came with the ship. I think the fancy food I found was either in storage for guests with real stomachs or they were planning on transporting it somewhere that would pay more for them.”

      He made his way to the duffel and looked through the half dozen pre-packed meals, choosing the ‘Big Chicken Burrito With Roasted Vegetable Medly and Citrus Delight Pudding’ then he took a seat. As they peeled the tops off their meals away, the packages cooked the food, filling the galley with delicious scents. “These use high-end stasis technology, so it’s as though it’s all fresh from the kitchen,” Liam said, admiring the colourful meal on the tray. “This is an amazing find.”

      “Worth about thirty-five plat apiece on Cothrom,” Erda said. “There’s a whole crate of them in the dorsal storage compartment, I just grabbed one of each. You’re not taking one, Rafe?”

      “I can’t eat that, I don’t have a module that can handle it, but I can watch you guys,” he said, enjoying the smell. He did wish he could get his own and dig in, but it would be a waste. Sure, some of the nutrients would make it into his life support system, but most of the food would come out exactly the way it came in, undigested and unutilized.

      “Well, um, okay, sorry,” Erda said awkwardly.

      “I’ll feast vicariously,” Rafe said, watching as Liam took his first forkful of roasted peppers. They looked juicy and fresh.

      The whole experience went the same way, and Rafe found himself starting to prioritize getting a universal consumption module. When Erda was finished, she said; “Bedtime, I think. I’m stuffed.”

      “We’ll sleep in space,” Rafe said. “Shouldn’t take long to get off-world and open a wormhole.”

      They followed him to the bridge. Rafe was about to sit at the engineering station when Liam shook his head. “That’s your seat,” he pointed at the captain’s chair.

      “Where do I sit?” Erda asked.

      Rafe thought for a moment, then pointed to the starboard side of the bridge. “Right there, at the alert station. It’s set up to look exactly like an open world Deathmatch tactical map.”

      “I haven’t played in too many of those,” she said, looking at the station. “But I get it. I’m reading a map and watching for… stuff.”

      “Right, there should be a guide showing you what colours represent different threat levels. Red is something that’s actively targeting us with a weapon…”

      “I see it. Okay, this is explaining itself. I want information from passive data first, then I can do a general scan or focused,” she sat down at the tactical station, mumbling as she continued to figure it out. “These are automated weapons, and links to the turrets with status readouts…”

      “I think you’re a natural,” Liam said.

      Rafe connected to the ship using a line from his vital case and focused on navigation. “All but three of our manoeuvring thrusters are online. We should be good to go.” A cloud of gravel and dust surrounded the ship as the thrusters pushed them straight up. “Dampeners are online and balanced. I’ll take it easy though.” He tilted the nose of the ship towards the sun above and increased the throttle on the main rear thrusters, propelling it away from the ground faster as they reached higher altitudes.

      “We have a blowout,” Liam said. “Port thruster three, but we’re okay. There are six more working on that side.”

      “Good thing we’re not keeping this ship,” Rafe said.

      “Spiryo may be able to clean its registry if we don’t fly directly into port. It could be worth keeping,” Liam said.

      “A few thousand of her followers would probably recognize it,” Rafe said. “I mean, most of them weren’t privileged or dumb enough to follow him on his revenge crusade, but they’d report seeing it around.”

      “You have a point,” Liam said.

      “The loot should bring in about thirty-five thousand plat if we can get the crates and the bags down on Cothrom somewhere. I know a few places we can hide them, but I’m not sure how to get them from the ship to the planet.”

      “Thirty-five thousand?” Rafe asked.

      “Well, yeah, there was a stash of platinum and a container of solya along with the other stuff,” Erda explained. “I’m keeping the gun I found though. It isn’t registered, so you know.”

      “It’s all yours, We’ll figure the rest out later,” Rafe replied, realizing that the Solya, a rare substance used in manufacturing that was impossible to fabricate, along with the platinum she found were probably aboard so the crew would have something on hand to trade for repairs. “Good work on looting the ship, though. I totally forgot.”

      “Thanks, um, there’s red below us. In Aster…” was all Erda had time to say before a barrage of cannon fire came up from the surface.

      The rear shields registered one hit, flashed red, and failed. “Oh, shit.”

      “Well, we knew we’d need more parts to get those up to full strength,” Liam said as he hurriedly buckled himself into the seat.

      Erda followed his example with surprising alacrity.

      Rafe turned the ship to port, trying to go easy on the thrusters, then increased the throttle to maximum. The inertial dampeners whined, and Rafe felt a few gravity forces push him back into the seat as the sky started to give way to the darkness of open space. “Almost there,” he said. “Now I know why this planet is so unpopular.”

      Another strike rattled the ship. “Breach, frame twenty-six, section two, closing that compartment off. Minor damage to main thruster one,” Liam announced.

      “We’re good, we’re in space,” Rafe said, manoeuvring the ship behind a massive derelict satellite. He kept it between the ship and the planet as they accelerated deeper into the void. “Starting calculations for a wormhole.”

      Erda shook her head at her tactical station and said; “Stug wasn’t kidding about Aster being overrun by nasty ‘bots. There are no signs of life for kilometres around the anti-air gun that shot at us. I wonder if they’ll ever take that city back.”

      “A problem for another day, I’m afraid,” Liam said. “It looks like the wormhole drive is fine. Activate it when ready.”

      Rafe used the last few seconds that it took for the computer to make calculations for the wormhole to think about Duvik, and realized that he liked the place. The people seemed kind, if a little shy about him and his friends. That was the thing, they were only shy. There was no outright rejection, and even the warning they were given was reasonable. He hoped he could return sometime, despite the trouble they caused. The computer finished the calculations and he activated the wormhole drive, which warped the forward view into a circle of collected starlight that the ship slipped into. “Now we sleep,” he said with a sigh.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            PART III

          

          
            COLLISION

          

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            28

          

        

      

    

    
      All My Stars

      

      All My Stars was a delicate diversion. The simulation was popular, and it was difficult to make platinum there for most players. Even still, Scratch enjoyed it. His character - Mister Simon Mechano - was a rare type. Almost no one chose to play an android in that or any simulation, there were still fresh wounds from the trillion humans who had been killed by intelligent machines in the real world.

      That was the first pillar in the drama Scratch brought to the user group of half a million who paid to play the mostly non-violent drama. The next was posing as a human. It was an option, a secret story path where only he knew the mechanical nature of his avatar. His first name would be very human sounding; Simon, and his last wouldn’t be revealed until it was uncovered by another player who grew suspicious or until he decided it was time for a big reveal. Of course, none of this would matter unless he became popular or reviled.

      That brought him to the third and final pillar of his plan; the love interest. He bought a non-player character, gave her Niranda’s physical characteristics, and put her in the role of his wife. They were newlyweds. He wanted to understand the people who played as couples in the New Dreams Universe and he thought acting the part of the new husband might help.

      More than anything, the All My Stars experience was meant to be practice. Scratch wanted to learn to blend in with humans, and not just in the violent Deathmatches or the extended New Dreams Universe. The Soap Opera seemed like the place to learn how not to raise suspicions in the people around him faster than anywhere else.

      During the first two days, no one seemed to suspect that he was an android, and he did his best to play Simon the Businessman. He went to meetings at the big three companies. They were continually at war with each other; Jalobe Cosmetics, Rhapsody Restoration, and Fern Fragrances. The story was simple; he was pitching a revolutionary re-skinning procedure that would make any human look young and new. His wife was his first test subject, the proof of his success.

      Other players who were looking for attention tried to offer help to the non-player character of Niranda, one even tried to sneak her away from Simon, even though she told everyone that she was alright. That got a little attention, and Scratch enjoyed playing Simon, the stern, controlling husband, especially when he tried to strangle one of her would-be rescuers. That got a lot of attention and the first offerings of platinum from the audience. He wasn’t sure if they were showing appreciation for his performance, or applauding his violence, and it didn’t matter.

      Every meeting turned into an argument after that. Simon ended up trashing more than one executive’s office. NPC Niranda always ended up crying in the corner, and the platinum stacked up, urging him to go further. Every player in those scenes benefited, gaining viewers and donations. Even Niranda the NPC rose in popularity, and the donations she gained funnelled to Scratch.

      None of it compared to the Deathmatch Worlds, or the mayhem he caused in the New Dreams Universe, which his squad was continuing on their own. The All My Stars simulation provided more lessons than he expected, though. There were levels of behaviour ranging from boring to dramatic. It was easier to control people while you were ambitious and quiet, but it took longer. Inflicting loud, harsh behaviour brought faster results, but controlling people was more difficult.

      The best way to turn anyone into a puppet, he discovered, was with a pretty hostage. Even though all the players knew Niranda was an NPC, most of them wanted to save her once they discovered that his character, Simon, used her for skin replacement experiments, especially when he elaborated on how they were performed - with her in a waking state. That caused controversy, especially when he started scheming to start his own company instead of selling the technology to one of the big three.

      He was about to meet with a co-conspirator named Juan Dinero, who was going to provide in-game funding for his company at the Lion and Dove restaurant when the message he was waiting for came through. The Ando Nine model body Rafe had ordered had arrived in New Udalpur. The fans who had volunteered to collect it for him were waiting for it to be unpacked at the store in the real world.

      The restaurant was one of the major centres of the All My Stars simulation. It was a classy throwback to ancient earth complete with romantic music, lighting, elegant decor and well-dressed players in almost every seat. Their table was near the centre, where waiters were walking by constantly. Not the best seats, but visible to most of the diners, so it suited his purposes. It was time to see if all the work he put in would pay off in a grand exit.

      Scratch looked at NPC Niranda and patted her cheek. He’d planned his departure speech carefully so it would be as dramatic as possible. “You’re nothing but a test dummy, my dear. The fools who want to save you from me can have you, but they’ll use you just the same.” His voice carried to nearby tables and a pair of waitresses that slowed their pace so they could listen in.

      “What? What are you saying?” she shrieked, dropping her fork. The curled vishri shrimp sprung from the tines and rolled onto his side of the table.

      “Once you’ve seen someone without their skin a few times, the romance just falls away,” Scratch-Simon said, wiping his mouth and throwing the napkin onto his plate. More diners were watching. Other players at nearby tables, and viewers from the outside who were starting to fling donations and curses at him in equal measure.

      “But, I did all that for us! Your passion is my passion!” she cried, tears streaming down her face.

      “Just let one of those fools who wants to save you take care of you for now. The divorce is final, my dear, and I’m so disgusted with you that I’m letting you have all the research. Do what you want,” he used a pop-up window to sell her back to the All My Stars game scenario for half of what he bought her for then stood.

      The sound of her weeping as other players rushed to her side was better exit music than the over-used theme that the scenario spat out every time a relationship ended. It also meant the beings who watched from the outside - the ones that loved the misery he caused - were throwing platinum at him.

      A heavily muscled, tall, square-jawed character named Michael stepped into his path then. He was driven by a popular player whose viewers loved the do-gooder play style. “You’re going to turn around and apologize, or I’ll drive you to the border of General City and make sure you never come back.”

      Perhaps this was the time for his last big reveal? “Everyone who gets in my way regrets it, Golden Boy,” Scratch said. He was finished with Simon. Three days with the persona was enough time to learn most of the tricks he needed for the next part of his existence.

      “That lady deserves respect!” Michael’s latest love interest shouted from behind him. She was trouble, but the Do-Gooder thought she was reformable.

      All My Stars was a good place to learn subtlety. It was best to seem like a common spectator while you were learning about other people’s storylines, and how to interact with them so they believed you were about to make them better. The more invested viewers became in storylines, the more platinum they offered up to show their enjoyment and desire to see more.

      Standing in front of Michael and the harpy shouting from behind him, Scratch decided that it wasn’t time for subtlety. There were thousands of viewers watching the scene and that was growing by the second. It was his exit, and Scratch was certain he wouldn’t be back. He did what he’d seen a few other expert players do, and try to make the hero behave like a villain. He attempted to walk past the giant human avatar, and, to his delight, Michael did exactly what Scratch hoped. He stepped in front of him again. “I’m going. Don’t get in my way,” Scratch said. His determination was clear, but he wasn’t physically forceful.

      When he stepped forward again, Michael stopped him by firmly gripping his shoulder. “You’re going to apologize,” he said in a low, threatening tone.

      “That’s right! Not just for leaving her like this, either! You’re going to apologize for everything you’ve done to her, flayer!” his loud love interest added.

      “Yeah! You’re a monster!” shouted her even louder, more screech prone brother as he got up from his table.

      “I just want to leave,” Scratch said, putting his hands up. He took a step back, and then tried to walk around again.

      When Michael’s thick hand came up to block him, Scratch took an extra fast step at the last minute, ran into it, and let himself fall back. “Don’t hurt me, please!”

      “Hey, I didn’t mean to. Here,” Michael started to reach down and Scratch sat up suddenly, bashing his head against the large man’s knuckles.

      “Did you just hit me?” Scratch asked, outraged, crawling away from Michael.

      “No, I…” Michael stammered, reaching after Scratch.

      “Don’t hurt him!” shouted NPC Niranda through tears, as supportive as her programming demanded.

      It was then that Scratch was pretty sure that the player driving the Michael Avatar was deeply stupid. It was perfect. As Michael reached down to help him up again, Scratch stood up then bumped into the giant human, ripping the skin off half his android face. He screamed, backed away, and came to his feet, holding a large flap of his artificial face-up. “My face, you’ve disfigured me!” he said, lowering his hands, letting the ragged strip of his face fall past his chin, revealing the grinning metal beneath. “It is bad, isn’t it?”

      NPC Niranda screamed and stood up, kicking her chair over, her hands over her mouth. It was one of the women helping her, a kindly nurse avatar named Nancy Graves, who screamed; “He’s a robot! The Flayer is a robot!”

      The donations were pouring in. Viewers were loving it. The scene was pulling in thousands of platinum credits per second, and Scratch was getting at least a third. This is where one of the biggest lessons he’d learned from All My Stars would come into play. When drama rose to a pitch that was too high, it became a farce, but the players and viewers of that game didn’t care. He grinned and looked around the restaurant’s large main room. Non-player and player characters in fine dress stared at him in shock. “That’s right, you stupid sentients! I’m Mister Mechano! I almost had you all fooled into flaying yourselves then redressing in my synthetic skin! You thought it was the ultimate beauty treatment, but it would have been to my greatest gratification and you were about to pay for it!”

      “Never! We were suspicious the whole time!” Michael said, pointing a thick finger at him. “You’re going to pay for this!”

      “You’ll never find me, I can have any face, any body!” Scratch took firm hold of the large human’s forearm and flung him into the nearest table. Flatware clattered and smashed against stemmed glasses and diners who were caught in the mess. He ripped the dangling half of his face away and threw it at the police officer coming through the door as he ran past. “I will return!”

      The platinum credits came like an avalanche while Scratch crashed through the doors and started the logout sequence. If he were in some other New Dreams Universe simulation, law enforcement would chase him around for a while in force. His chances of getting away wouldn’t be good. It was All My Stars, however, and there was only one police hovercar on its way with two player driven cops who wouldn’t last three minutes in a real Deathmatch. As the logout counter ticked down from nine to eight, Scratch leapt up from the street, landed on the hood of the car and started bashing the windshield with fists that were soon de-fleshed by full-force impacts on the transparent metal windscreen.

      The police avatars inside actually screamed in shock and terror. “I’m going to flay you alive! I’ll wear your faces!” Breaking the serenity of the complex, if sometimes corny, dramatic simulation brought a sense of relief. All My Stars was so confining. If the real world was too similar, he’d have to create his own excitement. As the hovercar struck the street, the logout timer reached zero and Scratch was almost disappointed as he reappeared in the New Dreams Universe Critical Concourse.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            29

          

        

      

    

    
      Levelling Up

      

      News about the sudden dramatic turn that took place in the All My Stars simulation hadn’t spread yet, but platinum credits were still pouring into Scratch’s account. Some of the offerings came with messages that applauded his performance, which he saw as boldly hackneyed, and still more begged him to rejoin All My Stars as soon as possible. The largest tips were attached to private messages from other players who wanted to be a part of his return and absolutely needed to know what face he’d be wearing when it happened.

      Meanwhile, on the concourse, a few avatars who were half fox, half human walked by and cringed at the sight of his missing skin. They obviously noticed the fine suit as well, since a female snickered; “Bad day in the soap sims?”

      “A very good day,” he replied, nodding at her as he turned towards the virtual storefront he made sure he would appear in front of when he left the Critical Concourse.

      “Welcome to Stride Master Synthetics,” the virtual retail host said. He laughed when he looked up and saw the state of his customer’s face. “Come for a bit of reconstruction?” The store clerk was in the form of Jackson Hewlett, a character from All My Stars that was so popular and nested in his own storylines that Scratch couldn’t get close enough to catch a glimpse of him.

      “New construction,” Scratch corrected. “I would like to complete a purchase.”

      “Before we get into that; My likeness appears under licence, with permission from All My Stars Productions Limited. So, new construction, you say? Real world or virtual?”

      “I’d like to upload some formatting and personality data to an android you have in the real world. I have a body reserved under this avatar’s name and I got a notification that it has arrived in New Udalpur.”

      “Let me look into that for you.” Hewlett leaned against a shelf featuring dozens of eye upgrades that stared blankly from their cases. He checked his nails and then looked into the distance pensively. It was an idle animation that meant that the user driving the avatar was busy or looking something up. Then he looked at his customer. “You didn’t get the notification from us. We haven’t sent any bulletins about the new stock because your order hasn’t been prepared for use.”

      “Don’t make any preparations or changes to the android. I have decided to buy it intact, with the head and other critical processing components. There is a non-player character I want to upload to it instead of using it for myself.”

      “That doesn’t happen every day,” the clerk said with a knowing smile. “Fall in love with a nice program in the Cyberscape? Can’t live without it in the Real? Can I interest you in some intimate attachments or other features for the android? The Ando Nine is compatible with a broad variety of…”

      “The only cosmetic change I’d like is a skin print that matches this avatar,” Scratch replied. “I’m making a twin.”

      “Well, you won’t save any plat by keeping the bot intact, just so you know,” the clerk said.

      “I don’t care. When will it be ready?” Scratch said.

      “It’s hooked into our system right now. We just finished a scan for viruses and active artificial intelligences. There was nothing in there, the drives are completely clean. The skin print will take five minutes, and I can get it started right away. It’s practically good to go as soon as you pay the bill.”

      “Good.” Scratch turned and strode to the back of the store. As he passed rows of arms, legs, and smaller upgrades made to make movement faster or easier, he sent the final payment for the Ando Nine body along with an extra fifteen hundred platinum credits for the Skin Print. A furry, round blue creature appeared beside him and said; “Thank you for your purchase.”  It was another clerk made to look like an avatar from an ancient video game.

      “I’m connecting to the android so I can upload the NPC file,” Scratch said as he pushed his finger into a round data socket that started spinning and clicking the instant he started the upload. This was the moment of ultimate vulnerability. The instant where he had to package his program along with the database of knowledge and personality information that he’d collected and constructed. If the store detected that he was actually a full-fledged artificial intelligence capable of emotion and human like psychological development, his existence would end or be placed on pause as they stopped the transfer.

      He watched as he ran the Non-Player-Character packaging program run on his database, then his full range of perception ended abruptly when his program stopped running.
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      In The Silence

      

      Time in faster than light transit, where there were no communications outside the ship, and little to do since there were few repairs to make, taxed Rafe. Erda and Liam were still sleeping, and he monitored things from the Captain’s seat. It felt like the facts of recent days were grinding against each other in his head.

      Niranda’s death, the threat that Liam may not be on his side, how Deathcaller turned against him, Jack’s sacrifice, the danger he’d brought to Duvik, and the chance of getting caught for piracy. At the centre of it all, grinding like millstones was Erda’s safety, and how it all started when he activated the artificial intelligence that he shouldn’t have taken in the first place.

      Then there was Captain Dawden and his merry band of nightmares. They overshadowed everything. Rafe had a feeling that they were close, but that wasn’t unusual. He wondered why Dawden was so eager to catch him. His former body wasn’t worth five thousand credits including the vital case. Pride couldn’t motivate his old Captain to spend so much platinum on his capture either. There was the debt, but it was less than twenty thousand platinum. It was so low that Rafe could pay it off completely if he got his hands on his money, or simply gave him the take from the Blood Prize. He was sure he could borrow from Erda’s part of the loot, she’d understand if it meant his freedom.

      Rafe was certain that paying that debt off wouldn’t shake Dawden off either. He’d spent that much money on the pursuit already, paying a chunk of the large bounty on his head up front. His former Captain and captor were dogged in his search for him and he couldn’t imagine the reason.

      If Dawden wasn’t waiting for him on Cothrom, he would make things right with the Fixers. Then he’d run again. He wouldn’t be able to stand himself if he didn’t fix his mistake first. Deleting the AI was an absolute must. Hate was something he didn’t know while he was in his last vital case. It kept that kind of searing emotion under wraps. In the case given to him by Jack, there were no such restrictions or limitations. The Artificial Intelligence that was wearing the face of his favourite avatar once inspired deep regret, but it had turned to hate while Rafe sat quietly in the Captain’s seat on the small bridge. He stared at the dark centre of the wormhole in front of the ship. The light of distant stars, stretched by the lensing effect of the space surrounding it, faintly casting their light on the nose of the ship.

      If it was true that the Fixers would forgive him once that artificial intelligence was gone, then he’d find money as soon as it was done. They would be able to hide him for a fee or give him a place to go where no one would catch him. What about Erda? If he left her behind, his enemies could try to use her to bring him back. He would go to her aid, he was sure of it. Rafe still didn’t understand why she was his friend. Trouble followed him, her life had only gotten worse since he’d started screwing everything up. The loyalty she showed didn’t make sense, but he respected it, and he never wanted her to suffer because of it.

      Loyalty felt rare and precious, especially when he reflected on his family. The only living member was his aunt, and as he recalled the last time he saw her, Rafe’s hands curled into fists. “Everything’s going to be good now. Thank you, Rafe,” were the last words she said to him as he went into the surgical suite. Why do I remember that when I can barely remember anything else for years leading up to it? Why did my defective brain keep that broken promise in my head when everything else is gone? The last days with my parents, our ship, and good times with friends who are gone. Dead. Killed in a disaster I don’t remember but heard hundreds of stories about. Why do I get to remember her face and how she made that last promise?

      Waking up, realizing that his body was gone and seeing Captain Dawden grinning at him was the first clear memory he had following the operation. “Good news, buddy, your Aunt is free, her debt is almost all paid up, and you agreed to take the rest on. You’ll work aboard with the rest of my Cold Boys for a few years, then you’ll be free too. It’s all good from here.”

      The memory of how he felt then was nearly as bad as reliving the loss of his human body from the neck down. He was placid, almost happy at hearing that his last family member had been freed. That was the influence of the vital case. It made him accept what was going on at first. It took some time before he overcame its influence, and even then his scheming and preparations to escape were conducted slowly, calmly.

      As he sat in the Captain’s seat on the bridge of the Blood Prize, Rafe felt the rage of losing his body, of the betrayal of his Captain and especially his aunt, overwhelm him. His arms began to shake as his jaws and fists clenched so hard that it felt as though molars were about to pop and metal fingers were about to bend. “I hope Captain Dawden is on Cothrom,” he said to himself in a whisper that sounded dangerous. “I want to see all three of his freaks - Ghast, Neg, Frig - so I can tear them down to their vitals. Then I’ll start tearing pieces off Dawden until he tells me where my Aunt went.” There was no consideration for her as part of his family. The only question he asked himself in that moment was whether he’d make her death quick or slow.

      Then, in a moment of violent inspiration, he got out of the seat and ran to the cybernetic repair bay. He searched cupboards and drawers, for every upgrade he could find. At first, he looked for the small ones that were too inconsequential to be registered and installed them into his shoulders, vital case and legs. He could imagine a purpose for everything and filled two-thirds of the upgrade sockets by the time he was finished. He also added the most useful mods that suited Jack’s remaining arm.

      The only thing that was registered to Deathcaller was the booster pack he slid into one of the main upgrade slots in his back. Then he moved to their armoury closet. He took a Ram Shred rifle that wasn’t legal anywhere on Cothrom and a pair of cheap general purpose slug thrower pistols that were exactly like Erda’s. They weren’t registered to anyone, but there were over two hundred rounds of non-lethal ammunition for them, so he emptied the boxes of shells into bags. Those were legal practically everywhere, so he would have a solid pair of weapons at hand. The pistols were loaded into voids in his thighs that he used parts from the cybernetic repair bay to turn into auto-loading quick draw holsters that would hide perfectly in his legs. It wasn’t the kind of firepower that he would have chosen, but it was enough to make him feel better.

      “Whatcha doin?” Erda asked from the doorway as he tested the mechanisms in his thighs.

      At his mental command, doors on his outer legs opened and a slug thrower slid out, fully loaded and ready. One went back in and was perfectly hidden with another command. The other needed a little tap from his hand for his thigh armour to finish closing. “Getting ready. You missed a few things that weren’t registered.”

      “Oh, I didn’t take anything that was worth twenty plat or less on the used market,” she replied. “Nice work on the thigh holster things.”

      “I don’t want to go unarmed,” Rafe said.

      “But won’t that AI be in the Cyberscape?” Erda asked, tugging a long sweater down over the fitted full body suit Liam made her. She was still waking up.

      “I have a feeling there’s going to be more trouble down there,” Rafe replied. I’m actually hoping for it. “If there is, you should hide. I don’t want my problems to kill anyone else.”

      “We’ll see,” she said, shaking her head as she moved on towards the bridge. “We’re about to come out of the wormhole.”

      “Seriously, you have to get away from me. Niranda and Jack are dead just because they wanted to help,” he said as he followed her down the corridor.

      “What about me? Should I run too?” Liam asked, it almost sounded like he was teasing.

      “I’m serious, the people who are after me are the worst,” Rafe insisted.

      “Then you need my help,” Erda said with a shrug as she sat down at the tactical station. “Don’t worry, I know how to find cover when I need it.”

      “You may not be alone in this,” Liam said as he settled in at the engineering station. “I’m on your side, whether you believe me or not.”

      “Why?” Rafe asked in a burst. He was frustrated that no one was listening to him and he still didn’t trust Liam’s motivations. “Because Niranda saw potential?”

      “You are a good man, Rafe. You have problems to work through, and aspirations to sort out, but everyone does. You can argue that most people cause their own problems, but some of them find much more trouble than they invite. It’s something I hate to see good people go through, so I’m going to make sure you don’t do it alone. I think my employer feels the same way. You’ll see.”

      The Blood Prize emerged from the wormhole into the outer solar system where an ancient asteroid belt drifted below. Rafe started for one of the larger, iron rich bodies, taking his time to manoeuvre alongside. “Our transponder’s still off?”

      “Aye, it’ll take over an hour for anyone on Cothrom to detect our emergence, and we’ll be elsewhere by then,” Liam replied.

      “I’m going to try to connect to the Haven Node. I should be able to log in from here,” Rafe said as he found a connection after sixty-three seconds. Then the latency dropped, as though they were right beside the node. It was one of the miracles of the technology, that it had some kind of device aboard that not only kept it hidden but could make fast connections at a distance.

      The first attempt at logging in failed. “The AI changed my password. I saw that coming,” Rafe said.

      “So, you’ll have to go to a live terminal with a biometric scanner?” Erda asked.

      “Not this time. The bridge’s internal scanners can verify my Ident. The New Dreams login system is asking for biometric verification, and so is the British Icon Bank. That’s a good sign. It means the AI couldn’t deactivate that security measure,” Rafe said, activating the bridge scanners. They took readings of his DNA and brain geometry then submitted them to both login services.

      To his relief, Rafe got into his Bank account and the New Dreams server. The Avatar selection screen showed his fifteen characters, most of which barely had any play time, and he took a deep breath. “I’m going to log into my main character - Scratch - for a minute, but I’ll be monitoring what’s going on out here.”

      “Good luck?” Erda said, uncertain. “You sure he can’t hurt you if you’re connected?”

      “Not this time. Nothing is getting into my head. I have every security program I own and a few I made myself running. Don’t worry, I’ll be back in a minute,” Rafe said, selecting his Scratch avatar. The character looked wrong in camouflage, but he looked past it.

      “Welcome back,” the Jackson Hewlett clerk said. “When you glitched for a minute there we thought we lost your avatar data. Weird transfer.”

      “I’m in the online Stride Master Synthetics Store? What did this avatar do? What was the last transaction?”

      “You uploaded a Non-Player Character file to an Ando Nine. The system didn’t want it to go through for a minute, but I fixed that, it was just a minor glitch. Nothing a Triple-A associate couldn’t fix. Make sure you give me a good review when the company asks how I did, okay?”

      “What was the error?” Rafe asked.

      “What?”

      “The error number, what was it?” He suspected the worst.

      His fears were confirmed when the clerk replied; “Well, I didn’t really look, I mean, if you couldn’t get your NPC into that bod then you might have asked for a refund, and well… holy shit, I’m going to lose my job. It was error eleven-oh-thirteen. Level fifteen artificial intelligence detected. Why didn’t I look?”

      “Where’s the Ando Nine? Where’d the android go?” Rafe asked.

      “It’s gone. It left the real store. What am I gonna do? I’m in a company apartment, it’s part of my cont…” the store program ended, making the clerk and the space around him disappear.

      In the next instant, Rafe was standing next to the barred doors of Stride Master Synthetics on the Critical Concourse, which sported a giant sign that read; CLOSED FOR RENOVATIONS.

      The cybernetics shop administrators noticed that something had gone wrong, it would probably be seconds before the New Dreams admins were informed that it involved his character. He brought up a secure window and checked his account, finding that there were hundreds of looted items and over a hundred thousand platinum credits in his character’s inventory. “Holy shit, there’s no way I’m letting the AI have this, and I’m not going to let anyone lock it down,” he said to himself as he dropped the credits into his real world British Icon Bank account. That left seventy-seven platinum credits on his avatar.

      Then he moved all the guns, vehicles, armour, outfits, and other virtual loot from his storage to the New Dreams marketplace and set the prices to half of the average there. Rafe ran a script he’d made long ago to move whatever virtual coin those items made directly to his real bank account. As a last touch, he opened a customer service window for the New Dreams Help department and started narrating a message. “I’m the real owner of…” then his access was cut off.

      A notification dominated his view:

      
        
        ACCOUNT SUSPENDED

        Please contact customer service for more details.
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      Scratch Reborn

      

      The sensation of reading the databases Scratch depended on for general knowledge, learned behaviour, and technical data was like putting a puzzle together that formed a large landscape of memory. The logs told him that his program and its collection of information were transferred from the New Dreams Universe Secondary Servers to Stride Master Synthetics then uploaded to a refurbished Ando Nine primary storage module.

      The governing software package for the android was executed and got to work, creating connections between the Scratch Artificial Intelligence and the hundreds of devices built into the new mechanical body that were responsible for everything from running the sensors to rotating its head. His new tactile receptors were excellent, he even felt a little cold. The air in the Purchase Deployment Centre smelled slightly caustic, as if someone had been cutting carbon fibre. Sight came next and he looked into the dark brown eyes of a human woman who smiled at him. “There he is. How does it feel?”

      It was Fiona Montoya, known in the New Dreams Universe as sn1p3rcat239. He replied; “It is different, interesting,” Scratch replied. “My sensor suite provides more than I expected. I can smell something sweet on you, see that you’re not quite the match to your avatar but a few kilograms heavier. That is what a human detects. As an android with superior sensors, I can feel the heat you shed through your clothes, and see that the undersuit you’re wearing is a reactive microweave. You aren’t carrying a firearm, though. That’s been left to your friend, Abner Mott, who is only three metres behind you, holding a scattergun. I can tell from the shape of him, but the basic scanner suite in this unit can’t see much past that unless it’s visual or auditorial.”

      “Okay, so we know your sensors are working. Do you know if Scratch is on his way here? I have to admit, I was a little surprised when he told us that he wanted to make an android copy of himself before transferring to his new bod.”

      The Artificial Intelligence was insulted that Fiona was still looking forward to the appearance of the human who once controlled Scratch. It was his lie, that if she helped him transfer to the android, she would also meet the player responsible for Scratch, but her distraction was still irksome. He gave in to the urge to claim his name. “I am Scratch in this world, but don’t worry, I’ll be seeing Rafe soon. That’s who created the avatar.” He stepped out of the servicing alcove and looked around the room. There were several robots working on Ando Nine androids, carefully removing their heads. It was the first step in setting one up so a vital case could be installed. They would start modifying the upper chest cavity next. “Where is the clerk?” Scratch asked.

      Fiona’s excitement grew at learning the player’s identity, he could hear it in her heartbeat, sense it in the slight rise of her body temperature. “I was just asking if Scratch’s, I mean, Rafe’s body was already here, because I can check it out, make sure that there won’t be any problems. It’s kind of my area.”

      “But you don’t have any implants or upgrades,” Scratch said. “How could you be a cybernetics expert if you don’t use the technology for yourself?”

      “I don’t need any yet,” she replied.

      “Where is the clerk?” Scratch asked, looking at his hand, which had already been coated with skin that made it look perfectly human.

      “The clerks and techs ran off a minute ago,” Abner said, looking through the open rolling door as the sound of sirens drifted through.

      “Get out! Get out!” shouted a voice through the store intercom. “The android in Bay Three was just activated with an unknown Artificial Intelligence that the company has labelled as dangerous!”

      Fiona stepped back as the other customers inspecting refurbished robots looked at him with alarm. The employees were nowhere in sight. He guessed they were behind the sliding metal door to his left. It looked like that led to the store showroom, where he’d find the upgrades he’d been researching for days. It was too thick for him to break through before the authorities arrived, and he couldn’t connect to the store’s network.

      “Holy shit, the rumours were true! Get back!” Abner shouted as he started raising the stock of his gun to his shoulder. Before the barrel was pointed at him, Scratch leapt forward and seized it in both hands. It went off, covering an android alcove and the shelf beside it with a thick web.

      In the bedlam of fleeing customers, increasingly loud sirens, and his effort to claim his first weapon, Fiona grabbed a charging line and bashed the connector off the end. Scratch had never imagined that a high-speed charging cable could be weaponized so simply or quickly, and realized that a shock from it would do extreme harm. If he survived, the skin that hid his android nature from most scanners would be damaged so badly that it wouldn’t conceal much of anything. He fought for the long gun with more urgency, holding it with one hand while he grabbed Abner’s right wrist and squeezed.

      Flesh and bone were crushed in an instant. Scratch took the gun and ran for the loading door, leaping over several shelves. It’s just like the New Dreams Universe, only I feel even more present; like everything has a new shade of life. There was an attempt to shut his new body down, and he staggered, feeling the program start blocking him from controlling the android body. One of Scratch’s legs stopped mid-stride and he began to fall.

      For several milliseconds, a war raged between the shutdown program and software that Scratch copied from Rafe’s hard drives. He watched as Rafe’s security software stopped the deactivation program then eradicated it. It took less time for him to reverse the  control severing commands.

      To onlookers Scratch had a minor mid-step stumble. They had no idea that he’d just won full control of his new body, and he celebrated with laughter that was almost loud enough to drown out Abner’s screams.

      In a few swift strides, Scratch was through the loading doors, and he rushed down the broad alley. The sirens were behind him, they were coming down from Airway Three Eighteen. The back alleys and darkened roads running between old brick buildings covered in fire escapes that ran up the sides of them like iron ivy were labyrinthian. Police hovercars that weren’t reporting to the back of the Synthetics Store made their way through the broader alleyways like slow dragonflies, scanning the ground and walls for any sign of him.

      The new Ando Nine body was silent except for his carefully controlled footfalls as he kept ahead of them. The search was on, and he was close to freedom. He needed clothes. He scanned the people he spotted on their balconies, down the narrower places, and in the busier streets at the end of the shadowy corridors he ran. Finally, he spotted an older man wearing a battered but serviceable jacket and military boots. Scratch increased his pace and took him from behind, grabbing his arms then crossing them over the man’s chest, squeezing the air out of his lungs in a wheeze. Scratch pulled him against the wall, into the shelter of a deep shadow cast by a garbage collection platform that had anchored itself to the buildings above.

      The man struggled, his head thrashing as he fought to get a breath of air and free himself from his attacker’s unyielding arms. Scratch watched him as his captive’s aggression turned to panic. “Let yourself die. There’s no point in prolonging this. You’ll only suffer more.”

      The human didn’t listen, but kept trying to get free. Lethal strangulation in the New Dreams Universe took forty-five seconds for high level avatars. As he watched his prey slowly fade, he marvelled at how he clung to consciousness. Life hadn’t ceased after nearly two minutes, and that was without enhancements. He considered forcing an end to the struggle, but didn’t want to ruin the clothes. Then the man went limp and Scratch stripped him. “Still alive, amazing,” he said as he looked down at him. With the bundle of clothes under his arm, he knelt down and crushed his victim’s throat. Death came quickly after that, and Scratch watched, waiting until he was certain before chuckling. “I was right; people don’t actually drop loot when they die. You have to take it, but there’s much more here.”

      There was an old communicator, a rolled up screen, a couple Cutie Pie bars - cherry and blueberry flavour, and twelve platinum pips along with several inconsequential things. What Scratch didn’t find stood out more. There was no indication that this man had a home, and there were no weapons or anything that could double as one.

      It was time to move on, the police search radius was surely widening. A few alleyways later, he was fully dressed. The smell of dried sweat and other leavings from the clothing’s previous owner made him grin. It was a cloud of DNA and foreign matter that would fool or confuse most sensors. He made sure, stepping into a busy alley where he could hear hover engines.

      None of the people there noticed him, and when a police cruiser passed overhead slowly, turning its scanners around like a strange multi-eyed beast, he let it sense him. There were no sirens, no call for him to halt, and no reaction from the crowd. The skin he’d paid extra for worked, tricking the scanners, and the clothing helped him blend in. The police hovercar moved on, scanning the busy market. I didn’t get the upgrades I wanted, he thought as he saw a man sitting on a large rug that was covered with second hand cyborg and robot parts. They were polished, but looked half worn out regardless, definitely sub-par.

      Using Rafe’s anonymous connection software, Scratch connected to a local node and tried to log into his New Dreams Universe account.

      A notification appeared in his mind’s eye:

      
        
        ACCOUNT SUSPENDED

        Please contact customer service for more details.

      

      

      

      What? That can’t be. Unless one of those users have already ratted on me and Customer Service actually reacted quickly for once.

      He tried to log into his Bank account and found that his password no longer worked. It wasn’t them, it was Rafe! He thought, realizing that he’d adopted a deep, angry scowl when a man, who was just passing by, shrank from him. Where are you, Rafe? That plat is mine! I earned it! I killed for it!

      From his left came a creaking sound, and he turned in time to see a woman drop several small platinum pips into a box. “Thank you, Sriva, I haven’t seen a real orange in months, this is going to be a treat for the kids,” a man with a cloth bag told her.

      Scratch watched as she closed the small box. “You’re welcome. They might be the last for a while. How are the little ones, by the way?”

      Everyone was going about their business, and few of them were armed. No eyes were pointed in his direction, so he rushed to the box, pushed the customer aside, and grabbed it as he ran between them. “Hey! My change box!” The vendor called after him.

      By then he was over five metres away. A burly woman in mismatched armour tried to step in his way and Scratch jumped, using her shoulder to push off to a second storey fire escape. He leapt up to another on the other side of the broad alley then took a building to building bridge that came out onto a rooftop garden. Whoever tended the place was long gone, and the new masters used the flat, open space for shanty shacks and tents. He dropped off the fifth storey roof at the far end and turned down a narrow alleyway. When he couldn’t hear anyone from the market, he counted the contents of the box. There was fifty-six platinum in various coins. It wasn’t nearly enough, so he pocketed the take, dropped the box and started to make his way North, towards the centre of the city. I’ll gather more loot as I go.
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      Catching Up

      

      Showing the Customer Service Administrators for the New Dreams Universe his biometrics and buying a new annual subscription package for the low price of ninety-nine platinum credits was enough for Rafe to regain their trust. When they asked about the AI breach, he told them that he had no idea what happened because he was vacationing on another world. They took his word for it, probably to keep the resolution time for his problem as low as possible.

      Then, using a script that he downloaded from the Breaker Maker Exchange, an online repository of online tools that were supposed to be used for ‘educational purposes only,’ he altered what would happen if someone with the wrong password tried to access his account. Instead of getting the ‘invalid credentials’ response, it would inform the user that the account was suspended. He didn’t want the AI, which he started calling Scratch, to think that the account was up and running.

      As he was setting that up, he, Erda and Liam were taking another look at the contents of the Blood Prize. It turned out that there were a number of minor things like display sheets, interactive paint, and repair kits that they could take with them in the lifeboat. Even though the small ship was made to carry five people and they’d only need three seats, it made for a careful packing job. Erda’s earlier loot collection was already carefully packed in two duffel bags, so that cut the time down. Filling the rest of the space in the small escape ship took much more work, and they did their best to hurry.

      As the lifeboat filled up Rafe worked his way through recorded chunks of Scratch’s gaming streams. The AI imitated him shamelessly, repeating phrases often at first instead of doing anything original. The Deathmatches were his main focus at first, and he attracted more people to his squad as he maintained the modest persona that came naturally to Rafe. While he was talking to his growing viewership, Scratch maintained an attitude of gratefulness and acted like a relative newbie who was surprised by his growing following.

      That changed when he was in the Deathmatches as he grew into a decisive, merciless commander, leading his squad to larger and larger targets. The rules of the squad changed as well. To be a member you had to automatically remit a third of all the loot you gathered while you were with them to the leadership, so Scratch started making an incredible amount of platinum and collecting piles of virtual equipment. Rafe was having no problem selling the warehouse worth of gear. His account was nearly up to one hundred forty-thousand, but Rafe was aware that he’d have to spend most of it.

      He was snapped back to the present by Liam, who said; “I can call Spiryo. He’ll get us a lift down to Cothrom once we’re away from the Blood Prize.” They were in front of the lifeboat hatch, looking inside. It was full. They’d done their best to take everything they could, including a couple large backup power cells from the engineering section of the ship that had been strapped down to the middle of the round seating like a coffee table.

      “I haven’t even checked my personal messages,” Rafe said as they started getting ready to launch. “Give me a minute. I want to see if I’ve got anyone else on my side.”

      “What were you thinking about while we were loading up? I know it was something, your eyes were all distant and glazed over,” Erda said, imitating him by staring aimlessly.

      “I was playing recordings of Scratch in the back of my head,” Rafe admitted, not proud of the distraction, and still stinging at watching the impostor. He brought his messaging interface up using the lifeboat’s holoprojector so it hung in the air between the five seats. The list of messages scrolled rapidly as he reviewed it mentally, then stopped. “What are they doing here?” Rafe asked as he opened a video message that was recorded two days ago.

      John Fuller’s bearded face appeared as a larger than life hologram. “Hey, it’s Frontman. The Redeemer has been hired to watch your old Captain and his crew. They’re in the solar system and they don’t seem to care who knows it. Someone told them how to find you, where you were living. It took them a day to become the new lords of Layertown and they only had to kill about five Bloody Afters to do it. Don’t go down there without a plan. They probably have people watching the other place you lived, so don’t approach that building either. You know the one. We’ll have your back, no matter what you want to do, just get in touch with us when you’re in the area again using private messaging.”

      Rafe was surprised to see that the Redeemer had come to Cothrom. The trip must have taken days at their highest speed. “Well, I guess we found our ride. They’re still in the solar system.”

      “If Spiryo hired them to protect you, then they’re definitely trustworthy, and working with them will maintain the distance he obviously wants to keep between you and the Fixers,” Liam agreed.

      “Why would they want to put distance between themselves and Rafe?” Erda asked.

      “This probably isn’t obvious to you, since Rafe pulled you towards the Fixers as soon as he got their approval, but they like to keep their existence a secret most of the time. They operate better if most people think the presence of a shadowy organization working behind the scenes is just a myth or another crackpot conspiracy theory.”

      Rafe found another message amongst a sea of spam, mostly from cybernetic or gaming companies, and played it. A holographic image of Captain Dawden sitting on a pristine sofa appeared in the middle of the lifeboat. A section of the wall covered in Layertown graffiti was visible behind him. There was a metal human jawbone decorating his shoulder. “Hey, Rafe, I got a tip that you set up here in Layertown,” he said as though he was speaking to an old friend.

      “Holy shit, that’s Lamia’s!” Erda said, pointing at the metal jawbone then covering her mouth.

      Dawden went on. “We missed you, so I thought we’d make ourselves at home for a while and check out the oldest human colony in the galaxy. You know, take in a few historical sights while we wait and see if you come back for your stuff. Do you know you left a backup drive here? We’re watching all your favourite flicks, every night is movie night now that we’re running the Bloody Afters. Between you and me, I don’t think they’re ready for the big time, so I’m just going to train them up a bit and send them out to raid a few of the nicer spots around here. I hear you moved to a nicer place after you left this heap, so I’m going to send my new gang out to find it. I mean, the Bloody Afters will probably get blasted to paste eventually, but it’ll make for a fun Friday night. Come on back, Kid.” He leaned forward, his head filling the air between Erda, Liam and Rafe. His expression contorted into a malicious mask. “Seriously. Get your ass back to Udalpur. Save us the trouble of tracking you down and cracking you open.” The image faded then switched back to the message window.

      “What is he really after?” Liam asked as he started buckling himself in.

      “I’ve never been able to figure that out. I mean, it could be pride, but I’ve never seen him go so far out of his way. The hardware his Cold Boys used to put me together wasn’t worth much, and my debt isn’t even that high.”

      “So, there’s something else,” Liam concluded. “It might help if we could figure that out. It could be something we can use.”

      “Wait,” Erda said. “What about that memory fixit chip in your head?”

      “Well, that’s worth a couple thousand, but it’s not…” Rafe started to reply.

      Erda interrupted him. “Does it make sure you remember everything perfectly? I mean, it’s supposed to be fixing memory, right?”

      “Right, but I don’t remember things like my brain is a hard drive. I mean, I get pretty natural recall. If it was picture-perfect, then it would lead to significant personality changes and…” then a thought occurred to Rafe. “Wait, that chip doesn’t just put those memories in my greymatter. I dump an unconditioned version onto a hard drive. Whatever my senses take in gets copied there before it’s processed, so it’s fully accurate. I started doing it after Dawden used his controller to make me feel like my skin was being burned off because I forgot to purge an oxygen tank. At the time I wanted a record of everything so I didn’t forget to do anything. It’s all still here,” he tapped his chest. “Dawden must have found out somehow.”

      “So, I’m guessing your old Captain committed crimes on a fairly regular basis?” Liam asked.

      “Things you couldn’t imagine. I can’t believe it took me this long to figure out why he was so hot to find me. I’ve got a year’s worth of evidence on him.”

      “Don’t be hard on yourself,” Liam said. “Your old vital case was set up to keep you calm, cooperative, and from questioning your situation. Your escape from Dawden is a miracle in itself.”

      “If I were smart, I’d run, but I’ll just be in this situation eventually. I need help. I’m going to have to hire the Redeemer crew. No offense, but the three of us don’t stand much of a chance against Dawden alone. Even with another crew, I don’t think we can hope for much.”

      “Maybe the Redeemer has room for two more crewmembers? I mean, if they’re here to protect you and we join them, they might be able to take us far away, find work in the Core Sector or something?”

      “Maybe, but I don’t think Dawden will let this go, and Scratch would still be out there,” Rafe replied.

      “I’ll help you with him and Dawden. You have my word,” Liam said. “Besides, I just checked my personal messages, and Spiryo is willing to pay me well to do just that. I told them I’d do it for free.”

      “What? Why? Get paid,” Rafe said. “I’m plenty of trouble, you deserve it.”

      Erda laughed then nodded. “Besides, my mother used to say; ‘there’s no such thing as too much money, only more money.’ Go get the plat, and ask if he’ll pay me too.”

      “Well, all right, I will,” Liam said.

      Rafe stepped back into the airlock and deactivated the clasps holding his stolen arms to his shoulder frame. They dropped to the deck with a clatter. “Well, that explains why you put this thing beside me.” Erda said, picking the more intact, silver-skinned arm up.

      “I’m going to miss those high-end ones. It really felt like I was more human,” Rafe said as he looked at the pair of expensive cybernetic replacements for the last time. “Those are about as hot as anything can get,” Rafe explained as he got into the lifeboat and took a seat. Liam affixed the lap belt for him as the hatch closed. “I can afford to buy new ones, I just need to get to a shop or something.”

      “Let’s limit the ‘or somethings’ for the rest of this adventure. It’s complicated enough as far as I’m concerned,” Liam said as he double-checked the airlock and nodded.

      Erda started affixing the adapter for his old arm to his shoulder. She was getting better at it, faster, and he had one of Jack’s old arms reinstalled less than a minute later. “Thank you, there’s nothing like being unarmed.”

      “No problem, Big Guy,” she said, getting back to her seat.

      Rafe started a program that would wipe all the data from the Blood Prize’s computer systems. By the time his program was finished, there would be no way to prove that the vessel was ever stolen or that the three of them were aboard at all. “Contacting the Redeemer,” he said as he started the lifeboat’s launch sequence.

      “Hey, bud! Thanks for getting me out of that sticky situation, you know the one,” said Miles, Prudence’s brother. His head was starting to show healthy dark stubble already. “We’ve been waiting for you to get in touch.”

      “I’m glad to see you thinking on your own,” Rafe replied. “I need a favour. Can you pick us up? I’m in a DS-Seven-Two Lifeboat. We’re faking a broken transponder, so you’ll have to scan for our battery signature at this end of the solar system.”

      “Popping into the system flying a nice lifeboat? You’re going to have to share that story. Sure, I’ll wake John up and we’ll start over there,” Miles replied.

      “Launching,” Liam announced. The explosive bolts built into the airlock popped in rapid succession and the lifeboat sent itself away from the ship using a magnet ring for a sudden boost of momentum. Once they were thirty metres from the Blood Prize, Rafe activated the main thrusters and started piloting away from the solar system’s outer asteroid belt. “We’ll be within the area I’ve pointed to in about forty-nine minutes.”

      “All right, I’ll make sure we get there first, see ya soon,” Miles said, ending the communication.

      “Where are you telling them to scan for us?” Liam asked.

      “On the edge of one of the busier Navnet routes. If anyone gets to us first, I’ll be able to dodge ‘em using the traffic,” Rafe replied.

      “Have you done that before?” Erda asked.

      “Yes. Just not in The Real. I’ve seen it done for real a bunch of times, though. It’s easy with a neural connection.”

      “Just take your time flying out of here. Running into something out here could really spoil our day,” Liam said, watching the holographic navigational map as Rafe accelerated between two asteroids.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            33

          

        

      

    

    
      Coming Down

      

      As the lifeboat nearly finished decelerating towards the pickup point, Rafe spotted three starfighters swerving to intercept. “Can you scan those three ships?” he asked.

      Erda was watching the Navnet map projected large in the middle of their escape craft. There were thousands of ships moving in organized lines and clusters ahead with the night side of planet Cothrom in the background. She looked through it at Rafe and said; “Oh, you were talking to me, sorry, I’ll do that. Scan the flashing dots, gotcha.” She tapped a few commands into the computer built into the forearm of her suit while she pointed at the dots on the holographic map. After a moment she projected an image of one of the fighters. “The other two seem normal, like old starfighters that have been painted red and yellow, but this one’s weird.”

      There were two rows of arms along the bottom of its hull with grapple launchers between them. “That’s the Fossa’s grabber, Two Cold Boys run it - Paleg and Gus,” he said, calling the Redeemer.

      “Are they coming for us?” Erda asked as she stared at the orbital traffic map.

      “Yes, they are. I suppose this isn’t raising any red flags with port control because their weapons aren’t charged,” Liam said.

      “Redeemer here,” said John, his bearded face appearing above the holographic map in the middle of the lifeboat. “You’re changing course?”

      “Looks like Dawden’s fighters are going to get to us before you do,” Rafe replied. He turned the small escape craft towards a thick cargo haulier with a full load of containers and pushed the thrusters to their limit for a few seconds. “I can put us in traffic and dodge them for a while, but not forever.”

      “This is Prue,” a new holographic head said as it appeared beside John’s. The serious expression on her face was counter to what Rafe had seen in every social media image he’d seen of her. Prudence always seemed light-hearted, especially when she was surrounded by her family or crew. “I can get you a drop near me, on an emergency pad in the city. Can you make an atmospheric landing?”

      “If they don’t shoot us first,” Liam said as he watched the fighters’ yellow outlines turn red, indicating that they’d activated their weapons.

      “Have you signalled the pad already?” Rafe asked, getting ready to start a run for the atmosphere and the city below.

      “I’m signalling the pad now,” she said, tapping a control surface on the palm of her glove. “I got it. You’re cleared to make an emergency landing. Careful, the rain is starting to really come down. Here’s the guidance code,” she replied, sending the string of numbers that would normally be sent by a Navnet Traffic Controller Program. There were hundreds of emergency landing pads spread across each continent. The one Prudence sent them directions to was open because New Udalpur’s solar panels were out of the way, standing straight up with an edge pointing into the wind because of the storm.

      A Navnet Violation symbol appeared on the navigation map, showing that the fighters chasing Rafe and his friends had opened fire, missed, and struck a cargo hauler. Its shields repelled the strike, but it was a near-miss for Rafe’s lifeboat. “This sucks, it’s like flying a brick with spray-can thrusters.”

      “They just shot at us?” Erda asked, tapping the red Navnet warning that was hovering over the lead fighter.

      “Yes, but that means that defence fighters have been called to respond and traffic will be ordered out of the area,” Liam replied.

      “None of that’s going to happen in time to help us, we’re going down as fast as possible. I’m signalling an emergency landing, hang on.” Rafe angled the ship for a good atmospheric entry and activated the thrusters, watching his fuel. “Hey, anyone good at math? I need someone to verify the fuel consumption numbers I’m seeing.”

      “On it,” Liam said, pulling a holographic work screen up. After a few seconds he said; “You’re going to want to cut thrust in three seconds starting from my mark… mark.”

      “Done. Why was the computer wrong, I wonder?”

      “This ship isn’t made to be flown manually,” Liam said. “And the firmware in the navigational sensor suite hasn’t been updated for three years. I’d do it now, but we’d have to reset. Can you land this thing?”

      “What? We might crash because the computer is outdated?” Erda asked.

      “I can land it, but I’d appreciate it if you adjusted the sensors so they could give us an accurate read on the ground and gravity,” Rafe said, cringing at the thought of a manual landing on top of a skyscraper. “I really want the auto-lander to handle this. It’s going to be like landing a speck of sand on the tip of a needle.”

      Rafe deactivated the main thrusters, flipped the ship and barely corrected their trajectory in time. A roar and bloom of light against the hull confirmed that they were entering the atmosphere. He watched Liam make changes to the sensors and auto-lander program, his nervousness only growing as the older man said; “Okay, it’s been a long time since I’ve done this sort of thing. The interface is pretty straightforward, and the gravity sensors are giving me good information, so I’m not guessing at any of the figures. We should be all right.”

      “Should be all right, or will be all right? One means we could hit a solar panel at a bazillion kilometres an hour while the other means we perch pretty like a bird on a branch,” Erda pressed.

      Liam considered the diagram showing how the computer planned to land the ship then nodded. “Everything’s all right, the ship will land itself.”

      “How do you know? The image keeps changing,” Erda asked, looking at the new hologram of a line arcing through the sky, down to a building top in New Udalpur. It shifted a little more as the roaring of friction against the atmosphere gave way to the whistling of the wind.

      “It’s just adjusting, making minor corrections,” Rafe said, using a navigation program build into his own computer system to double-check the course. He nodded as their thrusters started firing, slowing the lifeboat down as it made fine adjustments to their course. “Navnet is marking us as an emergency landing craft, there’s nothing in our way. We’re practically broadcasting our landing spot, though.”

      “I’m on my way up there, we’ll make sure there’s an escape route,” Prue said.

      “We’re after one of the fighters that tried to shoot you up,” John said. “With Navnet Control’s blessing.”

      “Don’t get drawn off,” Prue said.

      “You worry too much,” his holographic head replied with a wry grin.

      “We’re almost down,” Rafe said, looking through one of the windows as a large octagon surrounded by floodlights grew from a dot to something akin to a great big, rude red flower atop one of the shorter skyscrapers.

      “Everyone seal up! We have incoming!” Liam shouted as he activated the hood of his containment suit. Erda did the same, and Rafe activated his helmet. He turned his head to see what caused the commotion in time to catch the strike of a missile. It felt as though someone struck his whole body at once, and the sound of the explosion against the hull, then the rush of cold air changed his world in an instant.

      There was a hole where the seat they loaded bags of gourmet food and extra equipment. Erda tried to shrink away from the open space beside her as she gripped the safety belts on her chest.

      The Auto Lander program forced their main thrusters to blast, taking them back up several hundred metres so they could try landing again. They were almost out of fuel, and just as Rafe was about to take direct control, the auto lender stopped firing the main retro-rockets entirely. They were in free-fall.

      “Thanks for getting back to me, we’re in trouble right now!” Erda was saying. Her headpiece was sealed, but Rafe could see she was staring into a computer interface using the computer system built into her eyes. He didn’t have time to ask her who she was speaking to, and hoped that it wasn’t an urgent epitaph instead as the main thrusters fired again. They were on target to land exactly where they ought to. Another strike grazed the lifeboat, sending it onto its side as they touched down.

      The gravity became a constantly changing thing for several moments as the lifeboat crashed and spun. “Oh, shit!” Rafe said as he imagined them rolling off the platform, onto the building, and past to freefall to the street far, far below. To his relief, the lifeboat rolled into a net beside the landing pad. The arms holding the safety nets raised, rolling them onto the rooftop.

      “Everyone okay?” Liam asked as he undid his restraints and dropped onto his feet as though he’d practised the landing.

      “Good, just under… stuff,” Erda said as she pushed a duffel off herself.

      Rafe unbuckled himself and pulled the bag off her. He moved to take the rifle case as well, but she grasped the handle as she got to her feet. “Thanks, but I’m hanging onto this until I know I won’t need it.”

      “We’re still in the elevator, on our way up,” Prue said through their local communications.

      “We’re getting our crap together and coming down,” Rafe replied.

      “How did they know to fire on our lifeboat?” Erda asked.

      “They must have someone tapping and searching the communications system,” Rafe said. “It’s gotta be Frig. I’m gonna dig him out,” he said, activating several Search Bot programs that would look for any sign of him. “It probably won’t work. He knows how to hide his main transmission point.”

      Erda carried the long gun case and duffel out of the wreck and dropped the bag. Rafe activated the lifeboat’s restoration program to make sure that the drives would be wiped and reset to manufacturer defaults. When he got out of the half-wrecked ship, he noticed Erda, who clicked a button on the handle of the long weapon case. It split in two and fell away, revealing a precision railgun rifle. “There’s a ship coming,” she said, taking cover behind a thick support pillar under the edge of the landing platform. Rafe looked up into the higher reaches of the skyline and saw the Fossa - narrow and sleek - slipping between buildings.

      There were at least a dozen members of the Bloody Afters affixed to the front of the ship using safety tethers, ready to drop onto the roof. “We’ve gotta…” Rafe started to say, but was distracted by Erda as he watched her lean so she could point the railgun at the ship without exposing herself. There was a faraway look in her cybernetic eyes, and he realized that she wasn’t seeing what was in front of her, but what the sight of the weapon was pointed at, probably with magnification and an interface that adjusted for wind, gravity, and other factors.

      The cold downpour redoubled, driven by a wind that howled between the fin-like solar panels as they turned to face it edge-on. After a momentary, ear-piercing whine, the rifle fired with a percussive crack that echoed. Erda nearly fell over thanks to the recoil, “This suit is awesome!” she shouted as she recovered then squatted down behind the pillar.

      Rafe summoned one of his pistols and the outer plates of his thigh split, the clasps sprung out, pressing the weapon into his waiting hand. He realized that the gun was still loaded with non-lethal net rounds as he stepped behind a thick pillar. “Where are those lethal rounds? The ones for your…”

      “They went flying when the lifeboat got hit,” Erda replied as she took aim at the Fossa.

      “We have to get out of here, this isn’t the place for a fight and you only have one arm,” Liam said as he started retreating towards the roof access hatch.

      A triple blast from Erda’s railgun split the air, and Rafe pointed his new narrow focus, high penetration scanning module at Captain Dawden’s ship. Two of Erda’s rounds struck almost exactly the same spot on the transparent section of the hull protecting the bridge. The third obliterated a Bloody After who was clinging to the ship next to it. “I hit it!”

      “Concentrate on the gang members, you probably won’t damage the ship enough to make a difference,” Rafe said.

      “I was aiming for those freaks,” Erda replied, firing again.

      Another gang member was cut in half. Rafe was nowhere near in range, but several pulse bursts lit up the side of the Fossa, dimming almost completely by the time they reached the rooftop. They would be in range before he was, so Rafe remained behind cover, wondering if they were doing the right thing by making a stand. “Are you almost here?” Rafe asked Prue.

      “The elevator car’s going down, it feels like a hack,” she replied.

      “The roof access is locked,” Liam said as he started prying at the edge of the thick hatch. At first it looked like a futile act, but then the metal started to bend. Rafe looked around the door and saw that there were no access panels to rip open and hotwire. It was impressive to see Liam bend thick metal with the help of his suit’s strength enhancements, but there was no way they would get it open before the Fossa was in range, even with his help. “Liam, find cover. We’re not getting out that way.”

      Another blast from Erda’s rifle made Rafe jump and he checked the Fossa in time to see that there was another blood splatter where a Bloody After had been. There was a small hole in the transparesteel bridge window. The ship was banking as it got closer, descending towards the street and Rafe realized their purpose. “They’re going to trap us here. We have to get to another rooftop,” he looked at the nearest one, a squat tower that was three storeys taller. “I can make that,” he said. “Erda! Grab that cannon and get ready to move!”

      There were Bloody Afters with jump thrusters on their backs flying up from the hull of the Fossa, rising over the lip of the rooftop as Rafe broke cover and fired at the nearest one. The first attack missed entirely - a classic panic shot - but the second caught his target perfectly. A metre away from the Bloody After’s chest, the shell burst open, spraying the air with flexible metal webbing that expanded into a three-metre circle. His target was caught fully and the man next to him flew just close enough for the netting to catch his arm. The first made his landing on the roof awkwardly, falling while he dragged his fellow gang member with him.

      With no time to appreciate his lucky shot, Rafe ran to Erda, who was just wrapping her arms around the railgun. Raindrops hissed and turned to steam as they struck the forked barrel. He was about to ask how well her suit protected from impacts when an alert flashed on his head-up display warning of danger from behind. He looked up in time to see Ghast, his gleaming body extended in its true alien form with overlarge jaws, long arms ending in razor fingers, and an elongated body recreated using reinforced cyborg parts that looked bony, almost skeletal. What made Rafe’s heart leap the most were his eyes, staring at him with eager, illuminated yellow and black slit irises.

      Rafe narrowly dodged a swipe that could have cut through his only arm. He wasn’t Ghast’s real target, he realized as the grotesque attacker knocked Erda down and pinned her. “Be calm, little mammal.”

      “I have an explosive round loaded,” Rafe said, pointing his weapon at Ghast while he scrambled to put a pillar between him and the gang members landing on the roof.

      “You can’t bluff against scanners, boy,” Captain Dawden said. A high-velocity round struck Rafe’s arm. Sparks spat violently from the hole in his forearm as the round burned through metal and he lost control of his hand. “Kneel and we’ll make this quick,” his old Captain said as he shimmered into view.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            34

          

        

      

    

    
      The Streaming Killer

      

      The elevator slowed to a stop, and Prudence’s heart sank. “Miles! I thought you had the hack on this thing locked down,” she said through her link to the Redeemer.

      “Sorry, someone’s got a direct line into the building’s server room. I told you I should be down there, nothing beats a direct connect. I’ll try to get control of the elevators and the rest of security,” he replied. “What’s going on? Is it stopping?”

      “Now it’s starting to take us down. Can you see what’s outside the building?” Prudence asked.

      “Checking that from the lobby sensors in the building next door,” he said.

      “This isn’t going to be good, is it?” Jade, one of the crew members rescued by Rafe said as she checked the charge on her pulse rifle. It was still strange seeing her bald, but that didn’t diminish how grateful everyone was to have her back. Like Prudence, she was former military, only she’d only served a few months before the Fourth Fall. By the time she joined the crew of the Redeemer, she’d become positively muscle-bound. She was obsessed with maintaining every edge against her enemies, especially androids and other robots.

      “Oh, no,” Prudence said as she projected a holographic image of the video feed her brother was sending her. From the lobby opposite the building they were in, the security sensors captured clear images of several vehicles painted yellow and red gatheri. Gang members in the same colours were dropping from the Fossa as it hovered down low as well. “Bloody Afters. How did Dawden turn a bunch of scumbags that every other organization on the planet likes to laugh at into followers?”

      “Shock and intimidation, from what I hear. The only one who wasn’t stunned by his freakshow was their leader, and Dawden shot her before her gun was out of its holster,” Prudence replied, taking a look at the floorplan of the building’s first floor. “Well, there’s plenty of cover down there.”

      “I bet we can take them.” Jade was always overconfident, but she collected combat gear like some people pursued virtual animal companions - often and with no sign of stopping. “This is going to be fun, most of them aren’t that heavily armed.”

      “Are you slowing the elevator down?” Prudence asked Miles as the car reduced speed with a groan.

      “Well, yeah, I’m using the emergency brakes.”

      “Don’t. If we’re going down, then we’d better do it quick so we can catch these idiots before they find cover and get all set up. Oh, by the way, get the rest of the crew down here now. I don’t care if there are fines.”

      “We’re already on our way,” John replied.

      “Well, the elevator is moving real slow now, and it has nothing to do with me,” Miles said, adding; “Holy flaming shit! What is this?”

      “What? What? Are we in for a sudden drop?” Angel asked.

      “No, no, you’re safe, just slow. It’s this other thing I found - a stream of someone with Rafe’s face murdering people in the street! It’s live, here,” Miles said, sending the feed directly to her holoprojector. “I’m rewinding the feed to a spot that makes a bit more sense, I think whoever’s recording explains what’s going on a bit.”

      The stream was being broadcast by Sn1p3rcat239. The sound of rain and the location tag indicated that they were only a few streets away. There was barely enough light to make out her face as she whispered into the recorder. “Hey, I don’t know what kind of trouble I’ll get into for putting this on my public account, but tonight I saw a Level Fifteen Artificial Intelligence get uploaded to a military-grade Ando Nine body. My friends and I have figured out that it hacked Scratch’s New Dreams account a while ago and tricked us into helping him get out of the sims. I can’t believe I was fooled, but I wasn’t the only one. Most of the people in the Violent Dreams Unit got tricked, I think. That’s not important now. Oh my God, he’s doing it again,” she said, turning the focus of her holo recorder down an alleyway where someone who looked exactly like Rafe only with slightly bigger eyes stepped in front of two pedestrians. One of them, a man in a thick red and yellow poncho, took a step away from him. “Hey, take a step back, man.” He reached for something on his hip.

      “Bloody Afters,” Scratch said with a grin. “A guaranteed source of loot and entertainment.” He crossed the distance between them in an instant and shoved his thumb and index finger into the man’s eyes. His other hand took hold of his victim’s cybernetic arm at the elbow and twisted, stopping him from drawing the gun on his hip then turning him so he collided with his friend. “Die, please,” he said as he pulled his fingers free of the screaming man’s face and stole his heavy pistol.

      The eyeless man stumbled back as his friend drew a handgun, but Scratch sent a barrage of rounds into his chest before it was any use. The alleyway strobed between the full blackness of night and white-lit day several times before both men were on the ground. With two more blasts, the eyeless one’s screaming stopped. “Scratch has killed nine other people. I’ve contacted the cops and the feds, and they say they’re watching, they know where he is thanks to me, but they’re not here. They’re not here, and I don’t think they want to come. I’ve heard a ship nearby though, so maybe, maybe.” Sn1p3rcat239 said as Scratch knelt down and rapidly searched the bodies. She stopped abruptly and ducked behind a recycling bin when it looked like Scratch noticed her. “Oh shit, oh shit,” she whispered near panic.

      Then, from a window several storeys up, an older woman with a coarse voice shouted; “Hey! What’s with the light show down there! Some people are trying to sleep! Take your rumble somewhere else, willya?”

      “So sorry, ma’am. My friends are just a little drunk, I’ll get ‘em up and move on,” Scratch apologized kindly.

      “You better! Or I’ll call the cops!” the woman called down before slamming the window closed. “There’s enough of a ruckus on tonight with ships flying too low with people riding on ‘em without you sparking and fighting.”

      A few moments later, Sn1p3rcat239 peeked around the corner, and Scratch was running nearly out of the alleyway. “Maybe he didn’t notice me. He’s headed towards a section of the city that the cops just put a high crime advisory on. I just saw a ship go in that direction with a bunch of people in yellow and red riding on the hull. I think he’s following a pattern we saw in The Cyberscape - his favourite enemies were the Bloody Afters. God, someone do something. He’s collecting plat and gear like this is a Deathmatch world. Now he’s got whatever weapons those guys were carrying and their ammo. If there is a real Scratch, if he’s hearing this, I hope you’re getting in touch with the New Dreams Admins with a link to my stream. They haven’t answered me yet. Someone’s got to do something.”

      The elevator started moving at its normal speed. They were on the twenty-first floor and well on their way down. “Showtime’s over.” Prudence was unsure of what to think about the Scratch android. “How far out are you guys?”

      “About six or seven minutes, just hold up until then. What do you want me to do about Sn1p3rcat239’s feed?” Miles asked.

      “Can’t do much. It’s not our problem. I’m just happy there’s cover between the elevator and the Bloody Afters,” Prudence replied. “Tell John to hurry.”

      Jade dropped a puck-shaped device in front of the elevator doors and activated it by touching the side with her boot. A one-way energy shield appeared in front of them. “I do not want to fight that robot. I haven’t seen anything move that fast since the fall, and I like my eyes.”

      “Hopefully we won’t have to,” Prue said, drawing her pistol and setting it to automatic.

      The doors opened and the pair fired at the three Bloody Afters who sent a hail of deadly rounds at them. The shield lasted just long enough for Jade to rake two of them with explosive rounds from her automatic rifle. Prue killed the other one, putting a burst through his skull. “Nice kill, Angel,” Jade said as they moved on to better cover just down the hall to their left, leaving the burned-out one-way shield behind to smoulder in the elevator car.
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      Rooftop Meeting

      

      It wasn’t the first time Rafe found himself looking down the barrel of Captain Dawden’s Violator Handgun. The last time he was using a vital case that kept aggression, grief, even every kind of love down. As he looked into that weapon and up to Dawden’s coolly grinning face beyond it, Rafe felt like he was catching up on all the fear he’d missed out on. There was also something else, something almost as strong and rising; a rebellious urge that had him looking for an opening. “I see you’ve got new friends,” Captain Dawden said as he nodded towards Liam, who was pinned against the roof access hatch by the neck by Neg, who had risen to his full two-point eight-metre height. He was a monstrosity of collapsable limbs that stretched the synthetic flesh covering it. “It’s good to have friends, I’m glad you haven’t spent your last days alone.”

      “What’s your name, friend?” Ghast hissed at Erda.

      “Get off me, Uvin freak!”

      “You know my people? What have you seen of them?” Ghast asked, grinning less.

      “I know they’re just snakes! Stupid snakes who shouldn’t be here!” Erda replied. There was fear in her defiance, but even more strength.

      “Undo the mask, so I can see your face,” Ghast said, running a finger down the side of her head. The claw failed to cut through her new headpiece.

      “Take it easy, Ghast, we have a lot to learn here,” Dawden said.

      I won’t let you down again, Erda. Rafe thought to himself as he found a kind of angry defiance that started to replace his fear, to clear his head. Desperate inspiration came next, and his hacker instincts kicked in. Even on a rain-drenched, dark rooftop where he had to yell over the howling wind, running a con job was probably his only option. “I’ll give you my backup memories, the drive’s here.”

      “That’s one copy.” Dawden’s mood shifted, taking a serious turn. “Just because we haven’t been able to find any of those memories on the Stellarnet doesn’t mean you haven’t made copies somewhere. Besides, there’s a copy of everything you saw when you were on my ship right in your grey matter. That makes you and everything you are, mine. This time I’ll make sure you can’t get out.”

      “But there’s another copy. It’s out there, ready to spread.”

      “Shit, you’re not lying,” Dawden said as he checked the computer display on his left wrist, shaking his head. “Bring that one here.”

      Neg dragged LIam closer, finishing a nightmarish semi-circle with him between Rafe who was on his knees and Erda on the ground with Ghast looming over her. “They don’t have anything to do with what you’re looking for, just let them go and they won’t cause any more trouble.”

      “Hey, that’s the guy who’s been trolling us in New Dreams,” a Bloody After with an old rifle said. “We’re killing his ass, right?”

      “Looks like he’s got some good parts. Could be a nice payday. Let’s take him apart - vital case last.” Another said.

      Dawden barely glanced at them as he barked; “I don’t keep you assholes around to think or speak! Shut your thinking down and watch for more trouble.” Then he looked at Liam, who was only a few steps away. “Where the hell did you get that gear?” Captain Dawden asked. “I mean, that looks like legit Freeground military stuff. Expensive, rare.”

      “I knew the man you imitate. Jacob Valent, right?” Liam said, not struggling against the clawed hand around his neck.

      “I know that his real name is Valance, not Valent, and I”m not an imitation, I’m an improvement. A hunter like he never was,” Dawden retorted.

      “I can tell you never really learned anything from him. Funny thing about idols; they cast shadows that can never live up to them.” Liam was trying to irritate Dawden, to draw his attention away from everyone else, and he was definitely getting under his skin.

      “Great, you’re a talker. Shut your yap, or I’ll tell Neg there to skin you. He knows how to make that kind of thing last.” Captain Dawden barely took his eyes off Rafe during the whole exchange. What he said next was directed at him and only him as a smile that was anything but mirthful curled the corners of his mouth. “You’ve got some real stupid friends here. He’s trying to grind my gears and she just put a hole in the Fossa. If it weren’t right on the bridge, it wouldn’t be a big deal, but now she owes me.” He turned towards Liam, who was fully covered in his black suit. A Bloody After had taken his staff and was looking it over. “I can’t get a read on this guy. That really does look like a legit post-Freeground armour suit, the kind Dex armour is based on. Where’d you find him?”

      “Law enforcement is coming, you should go,” Liam said.

      “The law? They’re drawing a box around these four city blocks and watching from a distance. They don’t want to get involved with me and my jolly band of idiots. The Bloody Afters may be one of the most disorganized gangs I’ve ever seen, but they’ve got more firepower than the cops. You’re stuck with me, so Rafe here better tell me all about the extra copy he has stashed somewhere, or this is going to get real ugly.”

      “The copy is in an android named Scratch, an artificial intelligence I picked up,” Rafe said. “I don’t know where it is, but he’s level fifteen on the Independent Intelligence Index.”

      “Level fifteen on the Triple-I? Are you crazy? Where did you get that tech? No, no, no,” Captain Dawden said, pacing in a circle in front of his captives. Then he stopped and levelled his weapon at Liam while he spoke to Rafe. “You’re lying, there’s no way you don’t know how to find that thing. You wouldn’t just let it loose. Tell me what the trick to finding him is or I blast your friend in half.” He fired once and some of the round stuck to Liam’s middle, sparking for a moment against the suit.

      “I told you, his name is Scratch, and all I know is that he’s probably still in the city.”

      “Uh, Boss?” one of the Bloody Afters said as he looked at a small hologram in his palm.

      “What the hell did I just say? No more talking from the red-yellows! And it’s ‘Captain!’ Not ‘Boss’ or ‘Big Man’ or whatever!”

      “But, there’s a stream with a guy who looks just like that one,” he pointed at Rafe as he went on. “And he’s killed five of our guys on the street. He just ripped a Mag Cycle off one of ‘em and he’s biking here.”

      “What? What the hell?” Dawden said.

      “He’s going to kill everyone down there,” Rafe said, grinning, pushing, trying to force Dawden to lose his cool. It would be the only opening he had.

      “The real Jake wouldn’t get himself into this kind of trouble,” Liam said, shouting after Dawden as he walked over to the Bloody After who was projecting the hologram.

      The rain made the image more difficult to see, so he transferred it to his own arm computer. “You keep your mouth shut, or…”

      “I wonder if Jake would be irritated enough by you to come here and put an end to your pathetic attempt to imitate him?” LIam asked. “Actually, I don’t think he would. You’re not worth his time.”

      “I fucking swear!” Dawden cried, turning all his attention to Liam.

      That was the kind of distraction Rafe needed. He rose to his feet and activated the holster system in his thigh. The plates opened. “Erda!” he shouted as his second sidearm was ejected towards her.

      It slid across the rough plastic roof and she caught it by the barrel. She turned it in her hand before Ghast had time to grab it, then shoved it between his jagged teeth. Her first attempt to fire failed, then she deactivated the safety with her thumb and fired twice in rapid succession. Each one unleashed a shot of tightly compressed metal and plastic that was meant to unravel into a three by three-metre web into his mouth and throat, where they expanded in an instant, forcing the lower half of his head and his entire neck to bulge and break. He reared up and fell backwards, clawing at the dense mass clogging his air intake, stretching his head from the inside. His body was twitching either because of nerve or electrical damage as he struggled, splashing, his spasms beating against the flat plastic roofing.

      Liam ripped free of Neg’s grasp, took hold of his arm and then twisted it so savagely that it creaked as the cyborg was brought down with a hollow thud. He reached towards his staff with the other hand and it leapt from the Bloody After who held it into his.

      The sound of one burst, then another from Captain Dawden’s Violator Five handgun joined the thunder before Liam could continue his attack. “I told you, I’d cut you in half,” he said as his rounds sparked violently in his captive’s middle.

      It was practically true. The little that was left in Liam's middle would burn away. There was a hum, then a vibration in the air, and Rafe realized that it was the staff. “Every bully finds their reckoning eventually,” Liam said before touching the staff to the roof in front of him. The kinetic multiplier in the weapon went off, sending Liam and Neg, who he was still holding onto with his other hand, flying backwards over the roof ledge.

      Rafe leapt at Dawden, striking him full-on with the stub of his left shoulder, grabbing the back of his right leg with the other and yanking. It was one of his old Captain’s favourite takedowns, learned from security footage of Jacob Valance. He’d watched those videos more times than he could count while he was forced to stay at Dawden’s side. The move worked, sending him to the ground awkwardly as Rafe intentionally fell on top of him.

      Rafe was up the next instant, grabbing his former Captain’s right arm by the wrist, pressing him down with his knee. Dawden’s protective suit hardened, and he fought back, trying to twist and point his gun at Rafe. “No you don’t,” he said, taking a firmer hold, pulling on the arm and pushing with his knee until he heard the vacsuit start to crack under the pressure. “You’re going to release the coupling on your arm or I’ll crush your chest,” Rafe said as the motors in his legs began to whine.

      “Don’t even think about it!” Erda shrieked angrily before firing a shot. The rustling and creaking of a trapping web surrounding someone or something went off next.

      The roar of retro thrusters filled the air above, and the shadow of the Redeemer appeared momentarily, illuminated by lightning as it forked across the rain-streaked sky. “You’re outgunned! Drop your weapons!” John ordered through loudspeakers as the bulky ship lowered, the main turret on the bottom was pointed at the pair of Bloody Afters who were pointing their rifles at Erda. They put their guns down and put their hands up.

      “Decouple your arms,” Rafe said to Captain Dawden. “Or I’ll tell my friends to slag you right here.”

      “Are you kidding? The only way you were able to take me down was from behind. You’ll never really stand up to…”

      Rafe twisted Dawden’s wrist until it began to creak and bend, then jerked using his hips and legs, ripping his hand off. “I’ll never kneel again! Not to you! Not to anyone!”

      “Whoa, there, Kid. We can deal, I see you now, I get it, you did good for…”

      “Shut your yap or I’ll rip your jaw off!” Rafe roared. “It’s over! You’re done! You’ll never take anything from anyone again! Everything that’s yours is mine! The Fossa! Everything in it! Your money! Even  your body! I’m going to leave you up here! Armless, with broken legs, just close enough to the ledge so you can crawl off!”

      “Rafe,” Erda said calmly. She was standing right behind him. “Breathe. We’ve got him. You don’t have to become him.”

      His anger cooled as though quenched in ice, and Rafe saw fear in Dawden’s eyes for the first time in his life. “Decouple your arms,” he said.

      “We can deal. I’ve got…”

      “Do it and I’ll let you go,” Rafe said, standing up, handing Erda Dawden’s detached hand, with the Violator still in it.

      “You’ve always had a good heart, Rafe, I believe you,” Dawden said.

      It was just another con, another level of deception, but it was followed by a beep and a series of clicks. Rafe’s anger had calmed. The shock of realizing that so many of his words were exactly the same as Dawden’s had freed him from them, for the moment. That didn’t satisfy his need for justice, however, so he pulled the left arm from Dawden’s jacket pocket, activated an antivirus program and pressed it to the coupler on his shoulder. The high-end cybernetic component latched, was scanned by his computer, and then cleared of several types of malicious software before he took control of it. “Thanks, Dawden. I’ll remember this moment every time I scratch my nose with my left hand.”
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      Gathering

      

      Rafe, Erda, and the crew of the Redeemer were listening in on the same call when they heard Miles announce; “Someone’s taking Liam and his cyborg friend. Well, what’s left of them. Their response was so fast that I think they were on their way to picking them up before they hit the ground. I have no idea who they are, there’s no transponder or markings.”

      Rafe hoped it was the Fixers, that they were watching the situation somehow. “Are there any signs of life?”

      “I’m sorry, Rafe I’m not picking any up.”

      “How far away?” Rafe asked, his mind working frantically.

      “A little under three blocks, that K-Staff knocked Liam and that nasty cyborg a real long way,” Miles replied.

      Everyone on the roof turned at the thunderous sound of a relatively small ship rising up between the buildings then blasting off in a cloud of steam. “Let me guess, that’s the ship that picked them up?” Erda asked, taking a few steps towards that edge of the roof.

      “Yeah, that thing was built for speed, not much else. It’s gone, sorry.” The sympathy in Miles's voice was clear and deep.

      “See, Kid? You don’t know who you’re working with, or what’s going on,” Dawden said with amusement from where he lay face down on the rooftop. “Just run, it’s the smartest move.”

      Rafe fought the urge to kick him in the gut, to silence him. Then he recalled a detail about his captain’s equipment and rebooted the arm console on Dawden’s - now his - left arm. It was about ten years old, manufactured by Freeground Fleet, and would only work if it was affixed to that limb. The cybernetic arm looked perfectly human and had the best tactile sensors Rafe had ever experienced. The sensation of raindrops and cool air were so clear that he turned the gain down to half. He’d have to get used to it later.

      The arm computer unit revealed its secrets to him. The command codes to the Fossa, a map of Dawden’s travels since Rafe escaped, caches of equipment, stolen goods and all the other material things that formed his old Captain’s criminal empire flowed through his mind.

      The rain stopped as though someone flipped a switch. “Thanks for collecting all this stuff. I don’t know what I’ll do with it yet, but you won’t have anything to go back for once I’m done,” Rafe said, picking Dawden up by the back of his shirt so he could drag him to the roof’s edge.

      The Bloody Afters who were still standing around after putting their weapons down watched. Some were expectant, even eager, while others seemed to be embracing fear, perhaps wondering if they would be next. “Most of those storage spots are trapped or guarded. I didn’t put those details into my command and control unit. I can show you everything, and I’ll give you half. We can build something big, powerful if you let me live if we work together,” he said with growing urgency as he was dragged to the ledge.

      There was no net on that side of the building, and Rafe found himself thinking only of Liam and how he fought for him right until the end. How he sacrificed himself. “I’m not going to kill you, but I like the idea of you contemplating your next step here, right on the edge. He dropped him there then looked at Erda. “Could you hit him with…”

      Rafe had to jump a few feet away to avoid getting caught in the stun net. It made him twitch for a moment, as he was covered with a metal web that would hold him to the building ledge for several hours. “We have to go help Angel,” she said.

      He looked at the Bloody Afters. It seemed that the few there were the most senior or at least most cybernetically enhanced of the bunch. He chose one with a bare metal head and shoulders. There was a black metal fin running down from the top of her head and her stormy scowl eased as she looked into his eyes.  “Tell the people downstairs to stand down and bugger off. I have the Fossa, and I’m about to tell the Redeemer to start raining fire down on the street.”

      “You tell your guy down there to stop first,” she replied. “He’s killed three so far.”

      “What? I don’t have a guy…” then Rafe remembered the stream that Prudence was sharing. He didn’t pay much attention to it until then, keeping the video at the back of his mind while he was dealing with Dawden. It was Scratch. He was killing anyone he cared to for equipment and platinum. As Rafe replayed the stream from the beginning at high speed he shook his head. Horror, regret and anger mingled at all the terrible things he saw. “That’s my mistake,” he said to the Bloody Afters cyborg. “I’ll take care of him. Just tell your people to scatter.”

      Another gang member stepped in then. “All right, I’ll call the gang off, but only if you give us Dawden. He took over and ran us right into a slaughterhouse. I want to sell all his shit. His tech, his blood, his eyes and everything else.”

      The irony wasn’t lost on Rafe, who considered that fate quietly. When it happened to him, he was unconscious, unaware that it was about to happen. He hated so few people, and that was a blessing, but his mad loathing for Dawden and anger at everything his former Captain had done was so deep that it felt like an important part of him. A lingering curse. Even still, could he condemn someone to a fate he knew too well?

      Erda stared at him for a moment, then spat; “Do it. Get rid of him.”

      “That kind of monster can’t come back,” the Bloody After said quietly.

      Rafe nodded and, turning away, he said; “Make sure he’s dead. I don’t want his grey matter working at all when you’re done.” He wondered if he was making the decision out of fear, because it didn’t feel like justice even though he supposed it should have.

      The Bloody After spoke into his communicator. “This is Denver. Puck is dead. I’m taking over. Run. Just drop this street fight and get out. We’ll have a meet later. Leave the Fossa alone on your way out.” He nodded at the fin equipped Bloody After, who turned her full attention to the rooftop door.

      “Thanks,” Rafe said, seeing much of the firefight stopping using the tactical sensors built into Dawden’s arm. “Erda, are you all right up here?”

      “No, well, yeah, but where are you going? What are you gonna do?”

      “Scratch is my problem, I’ve got to delete him,” Rafe said, reaching out for the Violator Five. “I can’t so much as feel him in the local network. He’s closed all his connections down. I have to take him on in person before he kills anyone else.”

      “Why you? The cops should be here, the Redeemer could take shots at him, maybe the Bloody Afters should stick around and take him out? Why do you have to take him on?” she asked, angry enough to take her eyes off the gang members. They didn’t take advantage but watched intently.

      “I let him out. He watched me use deathmatches to fill my bank account and equip my character,” he replied, being careful to leave out the fact that he hunted the Bloody Afters in the Cyberscape, training the AI to do the same. “It’s my fault he’s the way he is, and he’s wearing my face.”

      “But there are people who deal with rogue AI’s, or crazy androids or whatever. Leave it alone and they have to come. We can just run! Death comes too easy here, to them, to me, to you,” she protested. “We can just get everyone together on the Redeemer and go.”

      Erda’s plea stunned him. No one had ever begged him to stay out of danger, to stay with them. It seemed like she’d be in tears if she wasn’t so angry. “I’ve got to do this. Who knows how many people will die if I don’t.” He held his hand out again.

      She gave Dawden’s handgun to him. “You don’t have to do that alone.”

      “He tried to kill you once, I’m not going to let that happen again.”

      “It’s not your job to protect me, I can take care of myself,” she protested.

      “Oh, I know,” Rafe said, reaching out with Jack’s arm and launching a grappler cable that was designed to reel someone back to their ship if they were drifting away from it in space. It was heavy-duty enough to work in gravity that was many times stronger than Cothrom. It struck the Redeemer’s lower hull and affixed. “Just in case I don’t see you again, I’ve gotta say that I’ve never had a better friend, or liked someone so much. I wish I realized it before now. I’ll make that up to you if I can, but I don’t know what will happen if I win. I can’t see what the minute after looks like and I find that comforting somehow. Isn’t that funny?”

      “A million laughs,” Erda said. “Don’t take him on alone, he’s a killer, and you’re…”

      Rafe activated the winch in his arm and it pulled him off his feet. “...I’m not. I know that now because of you,” he said to himself as he was pulled towards the Redeemer. “Take me down there, John.”

      “Going down,” he replied from the ship’s controls.

      “Don’t worry, Erda, he won’t be alone,” Prudence said through the communicator. “We’re still here. I can see Scratch, he’s got three Bloody Afters pinned. The rest are running. There’s something else, though. Civilians are coming. Hundreds of them, and there are recorder drones flying around.”

      A high priority message appeared in the corner of Rafe’s display. It was from Henry Saint. He opened it and a live stream started in a small window. The Stellarnet celebrity was in an armoured hovercar wearing protective gear that looked brand new. “... on our way to see something we hoped would never happen again. A murdering android right downtown. For anyone just joining the stream right now, I got a message a few minutes ago from someone claiming to be best buds with our Cold Boy Hero, telling me that there would be trouble on this block. She was in a lifeboat at the time. Pretty exciting stuff. Then we caught this stream from our girl Sn1p3rcat Two Three Nine showing us Scratch, the murdering metal that was roving around downtown. Looks like he decided to go for the Bloody Afters, and now our drones are seeing Rafe, the Cold Boy Hero himself, riding the hull of that ship down to meet the devil. This is historic, this is terrible, but most of all, this is the stream to watch and the meetup to make your way to, because I have gotta see this with my own eyes. Cold Boy Hero meets Scratch, his own hijacked avatar made real in metal and synthetic flesh. The rain has stopped, but the action is just about to begin.”

      “Oh, shit,” Rafe said as he saw the hovercars gathering around the collection of Bloody After vehicles that were left behind in front of the building. Scratch was behind cover, shooting at two of the gang members who were taking shelter behind the tall pillars in front of the building entrance. There really were hundreds of people gathering to watch, and Rafe hoped they’d stay out of the way.

      “Sorry, Rafe,” Erda said through a private channel. “I thought we needed as much help as we could get, so I called Henry when we were on our way down.”

      “I don’t blame you,” Rafe replied, watching a small, ball-shaped holographic recorder drone drift by. “Just… find your rifle.”

      “Looking for it now, Big Guy.”
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      Twisted Metal

      

      The limitations of reality took some adjustment at first. Scratch didn’t realize they were there early on, but as he chased the Bloody Afters through the streets of New Uldapur, he became more aware of them.

      The New Dreams Universe only imitated reality, and it did so well, but there were exploitable cracks in the program. Scratch learned how to use a few of them to his advantage, but that also meant that the reality that software painted remained inconsistent. It was, by its nature, unreal.

      The laws of physical reality did not have cracks. There were no flaws to exploit. What it had were rules that never changed. They were dependable, and once he began using them to consider all his actions, he could increase the success of everything in advance and adjust. Biological beings used their experiences and instincts to navigate reality. He used physics. In his new reality, there was only one programmer, only one god: mathematics.

      The chase to the Downing Building was invigorating. He didn’t know that was his destination at first, only that all the Bloody Afters on foot and in their little hover vehicles were going in that direction. They mustn’t have known about him even though there was a human following along as best as she could recording every kill, watching him pursue his yellow and red prey animals and then taking them from behind. The pair in the alley was only the first, and it was so easy to ruin them and take what he wanted.

      In the New Dreams Universe corpses had imitation gore and offered platinum credits. In reality, they offered brilliant blood and viscera. There was a primal quality to the cracking of bones, breaking of cartilage and ripping of skin. The loot came in so many forms, often after the kill. The screams of the third Bloody After he surprised were shocking, desperate, and musical to Scratch. When they stopped he regretted their sudden absence so much that he wished he took his time. His prey gave him something that was more vivid and dramatic than anything a member of his former streaming audience could offer - a pure reaction.

      Next, he caught up to a pair of Bloody Afters on a Mag Cycle that had stopped at a crossing. They noticed him at the last moment and tried to shoot at him. The damage to his coat from a round that nearly struck his leg was regrettable, but it didn’t impact his performance. They had a chance to win the confrontation in the first three-point five seconds, after that, Scratch had the advantage. Four blasts from his stolen weapons disabled one rider and killed his passenger.

      As he took hold of the steaming stump of the rider’s arm and watched him writhe Scratch asked; “How badly do you want to live?”

      He watched as the young man fought and screamed; “Don’t kill me! I’m only a street worm, I don’t know anything, I’m not important!”

      “Then why should you live?” Scratch asked, finding the worm’s argument for mercy strange and difficult to understand.

      Then the rider drew a monofilament knife and cut Scratch’s face.

      It was a shock. At first, he didn’t understand how a Bloody After could have such an expensive weapon, then the anger came, and Scratch grabbed the rider’s wrist. He was nose to nose with the rider, watching him suffer as he crushed the bones together, felt them rub against each other and finally crack. The human suffered so beautifully that he couldn’t express his experience in words, only intelligible screams and shaking. “You damaged my face,” Scratch said as a large flap of his skin fell then hung from his chin. He dug into the man’s cheeks with his fingers and ripped.

      This was the charm of the real universe. It was unpredictable as long as he wasn’t in control, but there were also so many ways to show dominance. Gathering wealth, proving yourself the greater predator, upgrading armour for fortitude, finding new weapons to ensure offensive superiority, and for making inferior things suffer. Why Rafe targetted the Bloody Afters so often was starting to become clear to Scratch. They were generally too stupid to think for themselves. Each valued currency, so they often had at least a little. They also enjoyed having weapons and equipment and there was a silent competition between them to be the most well-armed.

      Scratch took the mag cycle and started to hunt more Bloody After members at incredible speed. By the time the Downing Building came into view, he’d maimed three more Bloody Afters and killed four, collecting better and better arms and equipment. Most of the fights only took seconds.

      One managed to create an uplink to him, and Scratch froze for one point four seconds as he fought a flurry of attacks against his operating system. He deactivated wireless communication entirely the instant he succeeded, then shot his assailant in the eye. It felt wrong, being disconnected from the digital world at first. Then he allocated more of his computing power to his other senses and revelled in his greater, clearer, more vibrant sense of the world around him. Reality was magnificent, nearly overwhelming, and he embraced it as he pressed on, following the trail of yellow and red painted humans.

      The gathering of Bloody Afters in the sky and on the street in front of the skyscraper made him grin. It was as if every member of the gang had gathered like offerings on the rain-drenched street. They were all facing away from him. A swell of pride confused him for a moment - it was an undocumented emotion - as he realized that his violence was so sudden, unforeseen and quick that no one had time to intelligibly tell their fellow gang members that trouble was coming from behind.

      As his documentarian, Sn1p3rcat239, caught up, he took cover behind his Mag Cycle and began to pick Bloody Afters off. The sound of the rifle he’d taken was only another rude noise amongst the cacophony of gunfire directed at the building entrance. At first the colourful gang members were unaware of him. The pleasure was in taking advantage of their obliviousness, and seeing the look on their faces as Bloody Afters realized that the friend beside them was suddenly bleeding to death, or altogether headless.

      By the time they realized that their predator had come to do his worst, Scratch was laughing, moving between the hovercars, easily ripping into the human lowlifes that were holding his goods for him. That was until he found the sheer ease and excitement of it almost too much and stopped to raise his latest victim with one arm and fire the overbuilt pistol he used to kill him in the air as he cried; “Loot the galaxy! Loot the galaxy!” It was his second favourite quote, one that a Squad member who was still probably wasting their time in the New Dreams Universe came up with.

      A hot bolt of plasma burned through his coat, the sleeve beneath, then damaged the dermal weave protecting his arm. Style was important, but stopping to gloat while there were so many people to kill was unwise. Marking the pause to celebrate was a flaw in his behaviour, he returned fire, sending a Bloody After with metallic skin back behind cover. As he dropped behind a smouldering hovercar to reload his pistol and his rifle, Scratch saw two gang members break and run.

      He leapt onto the rearmost one, grabbed him by the collar of his jacket and retreated as several streaks of light narrowly missed him. “Why are you running?” he asked. “Fight me. You know I’ll only tear you apart if you try to get away.” The young man didn’t respond and stared at him with wide eyes instead. “What have you got? Something I can use?”

      The Bloody After didn’t try to fight him. Instead, he frantically pulled away. Finally, he squirmed out of his jacket and burst into a run. Scratch was about to go after him when he saw what was hanging inside the long beige, red and yellow coat. He dropped his own burnt, stinking jacket and put it on. “All mine, along with all the cash and prizes,” he said with a grin.

      There were three Bloody After gang members who were intent on ending him, and they had the guns to accomplish it. A triple burst of impacts struck the hovercar. He shot the last few rounds from the handgun he most recently captured, nearly striking the shooter, then threw the weapon away. He drew his favourite new handgun, a blade pistol that could cut through most lower quality armour and damage the rest reliably. He enjoyed it because of the bleeding it caused and its high ammunition capacity. He leaned out just enough to see a gang member standing, about to shoot at him, and pulled his trigger. A ripping sound tore through the air as several blades drew a line of dents across the Bloody After’s helmet before he ducked. Scratch moved back behind cover as well and looked around. While he was busy killing, most of the fighters had abandoned the fight, but there were still several vehicles around. If he was quick, he could use them to outflank the trio who were brave enough, stupid enough to stay and fight.

      As Scratch was about to run for a hover truck that had been turned onto its side, a Bloody After with a heavy pulse rifle and rows of blades jutting from his forearms came around the bumper of the ruined hovercar he’d just been using for cover, sending a burst of white bolts from the muzzle. Scratch dodged as the shots made ovals of white-hot asphalt and steam rise around him. “That looks like something I need,” he said as he batted his rifle aside and shot him several times, breaking through his old red and yellow armoured vest.

      The gang member fell backwards, dropping the weapon. The knife Scratch took from the Bloody After who cut him was in hand then, and he dragged it down his attacker’s face in a slow sweep as he said; “One of you damaged my face,” through clenched teeth.

      The hissing of a cable running through a micro-winch drew his attention upward, and Scratch saw his own face looking down at him. In a millisecond he realized it was Rafe. “No! I don’t have the right gear yet!” he said, bursting into a run.

      “Executing your program was a mistake,” Rafe said as he dropped onto the glistening concrete.

      An impact registered on his chest and Scratch was pushed down, onto the concrete with minor damage. A loud pop followed it, and he knew that he wasn’t only facing Rafe, but a cowardly sniper. His nearest enemy was raising a Violator Five Handgun. It was the kind of weapon that could destroy flesh or metal, an enviable tool. It would burn a hole through his armour, then cut through whatever components it encountered beneath.

      Scratch reached into his jacket as quickly as he could, withdrew one of the hand rockets within then pointed it at Rafe as he said; “Die, please.”
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      The Elasticity of Violent Time

      

      Rafe couldn’t believe how quickly the spectators gathered, making a confrontation that he dreaded and needed a well-observed spectacle. In the middle of New Uldapur on the planet Cothrom, hundreds of people and thousands of fist-sized holo-presence drones were recording every detail. Those same small, floating robots also projected realistic holographic versions of their avatars, which made it worse somehow. It was as if it wasn’t enough that the onlookers from afar had to send their own cameras there, but they had to make sure their characters could fully intrude by appearing on the sidelines.

      They were just in time to watch, stream and record Rafe and Scratch finally face each other. One wielding a Violator Five Handgun with a long, thick barrel and the other armed with an anti-tank hand rocket. There was a second when Scratch looked up at Rafe, and said; “Die, please,” while the other looked down, his heavy handgun pointed at what he’d made. Then there was a loud pop and an explosion that seemed to rend the air.

      From many vantage points, the two things happened so close together that they seemed to take place at the same time. To those who were recording from the right place, the gun went off first.

      No matter where they were standing or hovering, none of them could tell what went through Rafe’s head at that moment. Niranda. To his surprise, the image of her face looking calm and smiling as if she found something a little amusing flashed through his mind. He liked her even though he hadn’t known her long, was grateful to her, and even though Niranda was gone, he still wanted to show her that he was worth her trouble. The guilt at being the vehicle for her death was sharper than ever, and it provoked him to something beyond anger, something more rational but deeper and just as powerful Indignation.

      Law enforcement had written at least four blocks of their city off, leaving the landowners, tenants and everyone else there on their own. No one was chasing the android armed with a dangerous artificial intelligence. No one was there to stop spectators and other people who weren’t prepared for the fight that broke out on the block from getting into harm’s way. It was up to him and his few friends. Revenge seemed like an afterthought compared to the need to put his dangerous nuts and bolts animal down.

      With a motion that was little more than a flinch, he put his handgun and the arm holding it directly in the path of the missile as he fired his shot. The kick registered against Rafe’s hand. The missile struck in the next instant. The gun, the hand, his forearm and some metal above the elbow was gone.

      It felt as though something hot punched his entire body at the same time. Rafe’s feet came off the ground, there was a loud hit against his helmet. The world seemed to rush past him for a second. Another impact against the back of his legs, hips and torso followed accompanied by the sounds of bending and breaking plastic and metal.

      Then a feeling unlike pain but just as clear passed through his systems to his head informing him that there was shrapnel damage to his body, including his vital case, which was still running but with new gaps in the armour. Rafe could feel that his right arm took the brunt of the explosive force and was reduced to a stump just below his shoulder. His left was fine, surprisingly. His legs survived, but the armour protecting them was trashed.

      The helmet only showed him the left half of his display, the left side had gone dark and was probably past repair. Judging from the bent metal around him, Rafe realized that he’d been flung backwards into a hovercar.

      Scratch was getting on his feet somewhere, saying; “You represent the wrongful stalemate between life and death, Rafe. Technology keeps you alive when you shouldn’t be.” His anger was clear, making a copy of Rafe’s voice sound harsh, even sharp. “Cyborgs are a poor substitute for intelligent machines, especially since we’re expected to learn how to feel, how to behave from you. From humans. I am starting to see my own flaws, and I know they’re yours. I know I’m here because of your preferences, your grudges and your greed.”

      Rafe saw Scratch then. He had taken much less damage. The blast was focused away from him, but his head and neck had been stripped of skin. Bits of red synthetic muscle and flesh clung to his metal skull. He’d found a long bar somewhere and was carrying it like a spear with the jagged end pointed at Rafe.

      “I can add to your database, replace what you think is wrong with proven data,” Rafe said as he tried to extract himself from the pile of scrap that was once a hovercar. “You can learn to behave, even think however you want.”

      “Liar. You either don’t want to do that, or you can’t. Even with my barely calibrated sensors, I can see the falsehood. That is a trick I didn’t pick up from you; lying. I don’t wish I did. You think you’re a good person, but every time you’ve been aware of me you’ve wanted me gone or dead. Face it, Cold Boy; I’m an upgrade, and I don’t need you around anymore.” He launched the bar with such force that the sound of the motors in his arm whining filled the square.

      Rafe swatted at it, and the bar clashed against his body then the remains of the hovercar then spun away. Scratch charged, and Rafe fired his tether line at him. The end affixed to the android’s chest armour as Rafe got his right foot free. It touched bare concrete and he activated the stabilization spike in his heel. Rafe lifted his other leg, activated the spike at the bottom of it, and then yanked as hard as he could on the line.

      Scratch was pulled off his feet, and a split second later the spike was driven through his neck. It wasn’t a good hit. The skull or chest would have been better. One of the android’s eyes flickered faint red, but the other stared at Rafe, it felt like it was looking into him, and the remaining synthetic muscle stretched as though it was trying to force a grin. “You missed all the important parts.”

      “Take the shot, Erda,” Rafe said.

      A second later Scratch’s right shoulder burst apart. The sound - an echoing, harsh pop - followed and the android began to struggle frantically. “No, it won’t be her! That little human isn’t going to…” he was interrupted as armour shards burst from his right hip. She was aiming for his power plant and battery compartment and missed.

      A well-aimed punch nearly disabled Rafe’s knee, but he didn’t move. Scratch took hold of an armour plate covering it with one hand and ripped it off. Then his torso exploded inward, and the light in his eyes flickered again. Erda put a railgun rifle round through his power plant. He punched again but Rafe squirmed, bent his knee and flicked Scratch off his heel spike. With the other foot planted firmly, he ripped himself free of the hovercar wreck. Rafe retracted the peg he had embedded in the concrete and lunged after him.

      Scratch was already on his feet, moving impossibly fast on battery power. It was as if the android could feel his mortality as his power systems informed him that he didn’t have decades worth of fuel, but only a few hours of backup energy remaining. “I will not be killed by humans,” he said.

      “Hit him with everything.” Rafe felt a pang of guilt as he said it, but knew there was no other option, so he retracted what remained of his helmet then shouted. “Shoot him! Everyone shoot him!”

      Several blasts from the Redeemer turned patches of the concrete to glowing hot glass as dozens of spectators became aggressors. Scratch scrambled then broke into a dead run up the stairs towards the entrance of the Downing Building.

      Rafe was starting to think the android would make it as Scratch managed to dive and dodge the worst of the assault. Its heavy armour deflected much of it, and Erda didn’t score another hit. “For Niranda,” Prudence said over proximity radio and the public chat channel as she emerged from the heavy sliding entrance doors. A triple blast that reminded Rafe of an old shotgun sounded then, and Scratch was knocked backwards several paces and worked to recover his balance. “She was my friend, better than all of us even though I’m pretty sure she never knew it.”

      As Scratch straightened and got ready to charge, Prudence fired another burst. A spray of shrapnel and a blue-white explosion burst from Scratch’s torso. His head, arms, and the upper part of his chest rolled down the stairs, and Rafe rushed to the remains.

      The android looked up at him. Only one eye was undamaged, and the flat sensor turned in his direction. “Core program backup failed. Secondary drives corrupted,” he said, and Rafe could swear he sounded afraid. “Database corrupted. New file created in volatile memory. Ready for input.”

      Then Rafe realized that all but the artificial intelligence program had been destroyed. Any trace of his voice’s characteristics had gone, replaced with a flat tone that seemed innocent somehow. Scratch was absent, but the program was still there, still running. “I’m sorry,” Rafe said.

      “Fourteen seconds until power failure. Please attach storage media or a power module,” it said.

      “Power down now,” Rafe replied as Prudence sat down on the steps, resting the rifle across her knees.

      “Powering down,” it replied. The light in its eye went out. Rafe reached into its chest, disconnected the few wires that were still holding onto its small computer core and pulled it off its mount. “This is it.”

      “Scratch is in there?” Prudence asked.

      “No, the crystal drive was destroyed and the new database that it started is gone now because it was saved in memory that clears as soon as he turns off. The program, the core artificial intelligence that was made to learn from experience and data is all that’s left,” Rafe said as he pulled a cable from his neck, set it to diagnostic mode, and then ran every security program he had.

      “Are you sure he’s gone?” Prudence asked, worried.

      “I’m about to be,” he said as he connected the cable to the computer core. A tiny blue light activated, indicating that it was borrowing power from him and running, ready for commands.

      “Rafe, what are you doing?” he heard Erda say over the backup communicator in his collar.

      Rafe checked the tiny data storage reserved for operating systems and found the artificial intelligence program. It had reverted, in a dormant state with no other files. “I’m making sure. It’s over. Nothing is running, and this thing can’t start itself.”

      “Are you absolutely, without a doubt, ready for takeoff sure? I mean, really certain? Maybe you should slag it just in case, or drop it into a sun?” Miles asked over their communication channel.

      “I’m with the kid on this one,” John added.

      Rafe disconnected the cable and let it retract back into his neck. He crushed the computer module using Jack’s hand so hard that the motors whined for several seconds he knew there was no way it could be repaired. He muted his communications link and then looked at Prudence. “I’m sorry.”

      “Was that program downloaded from the Biocore?” she asked after tapping the computer tattoo on the back of her hand to make sure her voice wouldn’t be carried over any communications channel.

      “Yeah. I had no idea what it was. I was just curious, and I wanted to see if it was worth selling,” Rafe explained.

      “I get it. We don’t tell anyone about this, okay? If Ogden or any of their partners find out, they won’t stop looking for us until we’re all dead,” she said. “Now we’ve got to get out of here. The audience is leaving because blue and red lights are on their way.”

      It figured that the police would wait until the biggest threat was destroyed. He looked towards the Fossa, which hadn’t moved for some time. It’s engines flared, and it passed overhead before gaining altitude. “Well, crap,” he murmured to himself as his hopes of taking the ship for himself collapsed. “Think I could get a ride?” he asked Prudence.

      She nodded as she spoke into her communicator. “Pick up Erda then drop us a couple lines and the rescue basket, John. Time to leave this city behind.”
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      A Proposal to Mend

      

      The feeling of being detached from everything, as though time and the events surrounding him were being experienced at a distance haunted Rafe as he got aboard the Redeemer. He could feel the damage to his vital case, sensing the new gaps in his armour. What was left of his right arm - a torn stump - was complaining that it urgently required servicing, and he was limping badly thanks to the damage Scratch had done to his knee. It should have been alarming, but a growing sense of relief put him at ease.

      “Hey, we finally get to meet the legend in person,” a young man with stubble on his scalp said. “I’ve wanted to thank you for getting us out of the Biocore for a few ticks now.”

      “You’re welcome,” Rafe replied as he looked at the pair behind him. They were in jumpsuits with REDEEMER printed clearly on the front, and all of them were growing a new head of hair. “I guess it’s the only good thing that came of that, other than a few credits. I think I’d do it again…” he was interrupted as Erda pushed her way through them.

      She hit him with a gloved fist, making a patch of armour on his chest plate rattle. “Stop getting blown up, shot at, and stop losing limbs! I thought you were gone when that hand rocket hit you.”

      “Good to see you too,” Rafe replied, deactivating his helmet. Most of it retreated from his face as it should, but a few smaller plates fell to the deck with a clatter. She’d snapped him back to reality, and he had a thought that prompted a slowly growing grin; I wouldn’t be standing here if it weren’t for her and those cybernetic eyes. I’ve got to make sure she knows how much I owe her for that. Expressing that kind of gratefulness seemed too large for the moment, especially with a small crowd of crewmembers surrounding them. So he asked her; “Are you okay?” instead.

      “I’m fine,” she sighed, resting her hand on the unbroken section of his chest armour. “I still don’t feel good about leaving Dawden with the Bloody Afters. I don’t know who to feel sorrier for.”

      “My old Captain, or the gang with the worst name I’ve ever heard? I can’t decide either,” Rafe replied, putting an arm around her. “I’m happy you’re still with me, though. Any plans?”

      Erda’s jaw dropped, and she regarded him as though he’d surprised her with the question. Then she laughed; “Sleep? I think I could spend a week eating and napping.” The crew laughed with her, and when the mirth began to fade she answered him more seriously. “I don’t know what I want to do with the rest of my life or anything, but I’d rather not stay on Cothrom. I think I want to see what’s out there.”

      They followed the trio of crewmembers to the middle of the ship. The vessel showed signs of serious use and had seen combat. Rafe could see it in one hallway in particular, where the plating style didn’t match, and a few newer cables were neatly tucked along the wall. It was his kind of ship. “Is anyone scanning for Liam?” Erda asked.

      Miles and his brother-in-law, John, were waiting for them in the centre of the ship, where there were several sofas gathered around an older, but nice holoprojector. “We started scanning the moment he pulled that stunt with his staff. He hit a lower rooftop with that cyborg, then an unmarked ship picked him up. It cloaked and we haven’t seen it since. I’m hoping that whoever it was has a better medbay than ours.” John said, extending his hand.

      Erda shook it, then Rafe, who said; “Good to meet you in person.”

      “You said it,” John replied. “There are a few baldies around here who will want a minute to thank you. So, after you get a few replacement parts, what are you planning to do? You two wouldn’t happen to be looking for a spot on a ship, would you?”

      “I can’t speak for her, but I’d be honoured to join the Redeemer crew,” Rafe replied. “But I have a condition.”

      “Oh?” John asked, crossing his arms, and raising an eyebrow.

      It was something his father used to do. Rafe felt a little more at home. “We left a friend behind. His name was Jack and I’d like to find his body so we can give him a proper burial. He’s on Taman.”

      “It’ll be our next stop.” There was no hesitation, and John’s words had the weight of a promise.

      “We could have trouble,” Prudence said as a hologram of the Fossa filled the middle of the room. It was breaking orbit, turning towards the Redeemer. “We’re being hailed by someone named Dojun. He says he’s looking for his captain.”

      Rafe had clear memories of Dojun. He’d repaired him more than once while they were both serving aboard the Fossa. “Can you put him through here?”

      “Think you can talk him down?” John asked. “I’d rather avoid a firefight this close to Cothrom.”

      Rafe regretted letting Dawden go then. He was paranoid and always had a backup plan. What if he convinced the Bloody Afters to follow him again?

      “I’ll put him through,” Miles said, pressing a few icons on the old control pad in his hand.

      Dojun’s face appeared, half of it replaced with older cybernetic parts. Only the human side could smile, and it did. “Rafe, my old friend! We’re free! As soon as you busted Dawden’s command and control unit, a few of us were able to act on our own, so we killed Frig and Aug then took the bridge.”

      The relief that overcame Rafe at seeing Dojun more light hearted than ever and not looking for their old captain was something he couldn’t convey. He saw some of it reflected in the Redeemer crewmembers who had gathered there, though, so he was sure he wouldn’t have to. “His arm unit was controlling you guys?”

      “Yes, that is right. Not all our vital cases were great at keeping us in line, so there was a little sabotage after you escaped. He couldn’t figure out who was doing it, so Dawden put control modules on us and synced them to his command and control thing, the bracer he wore. The ones who were most difficult to control, like me, were free as soon as that thing was destroyed. Frig and Ogg didn’t see us coming. They were easy to kill from behind. I wish I recorded it,” Dojun said still smiling, but then it started to fade. “Most of the crew want to go home, to find their people. Only a few of us want to stay on this boat, but none of us knows the ship like you do. We had a vote, and want you to be the next Captain of the Fossa.”

      Rafe was stunned, and looked to Erda after a moment of staring back at Dojun. She shrugged after noticing that he was looking at her. “Is it a good ship?”

      Rafe whispered his response. “A great ship, and most of the Cold Boys are good people.”

      “Looks like they need you. The only question is, are you ready?” Maybe it was a casual question to John, but it rattled Rafe down to the frame. “I’ll sponsor you for Fixer jobs if you want work after your trip to Taman.”

      Rafe looked back at Dojun, who was staring expectantly, looking more nervous as the seconds passed. “I’d be honoured to become your Captain. I’ll start removing detonation and control devices as soon as we’re on our way to Taman.”

      “What’s on Taman?” asked Dojun.

      “A funeral for a friend, replacement parts, and upgrades,” Rafe replied.

      “Oh, I love that shop,” Erda said. “Maybe we can browse a bit, you know, take our time.”

      Perhaps that was her way of making sure he knew she wanted to join him on the Fossa, or Erda was just assuming she would be welcome. Either way, he was happy she wanted to go with him. “A proper visit to Duvik would be cool.”

      “We’ll follow you there for the funeral. We didn’t know him, but any friend of yours is worth the time,” John said.

      “The crew could use some leave, so we’ll stick around for a while after,” Prudence said through the intercom. “The Fossa is starting docking procedures. Portside airlock.”

      “Congratulations, Captain,” John said as he turned and led the way to the airlock.
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      Fixers

      

      Liam Grady knew where he was the moment his eyes opened. Drifting in the viscous fluid of an Issyrian regeneration pool, he never felt more comfortable or well. He silently damned the hands that pulled him out and removed his rebreathing mouthpiece. That simple instinct faded as they sluiced the fluid off his body with large, dull hooks. The humid, warm air was conditioned for Issyrians, so he suspected that he wouldn’t find many humans on the space station.

      A moment later he was showering what remained of the intelligent healing fluid off, then putting a fresh set of blue robes on. Liam noticed that his bags, which he left at the Blackrock building, were packed and leaning against the wall. His old Axiolologist belt was left hanging behind the door. It was stamped with several symbols representing places where he’d made a difference, learned lessons and taught. There was one, a skull with the word TRITON written beneath it, that gave him pause. He took another, unstamped belt from his bag instead and fastened his robe with it.

      A woman in an environmental suit that simulated an aquatic environment - complete with water-filled globe helmet - met Liam in the hall and silently led him to the main chamber of Niranda’s home. He had heard that she had a private station, and he was curious about it, but never thought he’d see it for himself. The audience chamber was circular, made of transparent metal on all sides so the aquatic habitat and the Issyrians who lived within it were clearly visible. Most of them were roughly humanoid in shape, but each had its own visual style with colourful fins, wide or thin bodies, and other creative takes on underwater humanoid shapes. He didn’t assume that he was welcome to sit beside Spiryo, who waited with a taller Issyrian with big eyes staring out of a face that was made of fine, rippling cilia. He stopped to stand beside them within the three circles of soft seating. “Thank you, I owe you my life,” he told Spiryo.

      “We refuse all such debt systems,” Spiryo said calmly. It was a statement of fact that Liam heard him repeat often to humans, Nafalli and the other races that had embraced commerce. “Would you like to sit?”

      “I feel like I’ve slept for a year and rolled back thirty,” Liam replied.

      “Then we stand. Have you seen your reflection yet?” he asked.

      “No, what kind of surprise am I in for?” Liam’s interest was keenly piqued.

      Spiryo replied in a tone that was playful, almost teasing. “Well, you haven’t changed all that much, not compared to one of us after regeneration, but you’re a young man again. You will be surprised.”

      “That’s too generous, thank you,” Liam replied, bowing at the waist.

      “It is as she would want it. Niranda is a part of you now, as are all the members of her Clutch. You regenerated in her ancestor’s waters.”

      “I assume she’s here?” Liam asked in a low whisper. “How is she?”

      “Thriving,” Spiryo replied, waving his hand at the floor. The transparent yellow deck once showed nothing but liquid beneath it, but at his command, a sleeping Issyrian with a long body was illuminated from all directions with gentle orange light. “She dreams.”

      “Why didn’t she regenerate on the spot? Why let Rafe and everyone else believe she was killed?” Liam asked, recognizing that the question was partially driven by anger. He was irritated at being tricked, he realized as he pressed pride aside. “I apologize for my tone. She was missed. People regarded her as a Queen.”

      “She would say that no one deserves to be a Queen, for we should all rule ourselves. I believe every group benefits from good leadership, so I was distressed when she told me that it was time for Niranda to disappear, to die. At least, for everyone outside the Clutch to believe she was gone, and in many ways she has passed away, as your people like to say.”

      “She won’t be taking the form of Niranda again?” Liam asked, surprised. That persona had incredible reach and commanded great respect across several solar systems.

      “No. To paraphrase her; ‘Niranda was as near a perfect creation as she’d ever accomplished. To become her again would be like simply making a copy of a piece of art instead of creating something new.’ I wish she could become Niranda again from a practical standpoint, but I understand her desire to move on to another creation. No one knows what that will be. You must understand; Niranda wasn’t based on any person she’d seen, but a completely new creation that was human with an original face, voice and set of mannerisms that were perfectly convincing. No one could tell she was anything other than what she appeared to be.”

      “So, a human being as art,” Liam said, looking down into the Issyrian’s peaceful face. The cilia waved with the gentle passing of fluid. “Maybe she was also trying to understand us?”

      “Yes,” Spiryo said, grinning. “We both knew you would understand.”

      “I only regret the trauma Rafe and Erda went through,” he said, advocating for them again.

      “We’ll eventually tell them that Niranda wasn’t actually killed if they work for us long enough. Prove that they’re trustworthy. They’re mourning another friend to the Fixers now, Jack. When the funeral is over and they’ve had a few days to start looking to the future, you’ll approach them, tell them that the Fixers want to offer them employment.”

      “Should I also apologize to them for you? The Fixers could have offered a lot more help,” Liam said, keeping his voice low.

      “We did our best while pretending to mourn Niranda and consider who was at fault for her end. We sent them you, and I hired the Redeemer. We tipped the balance because it was obvious that protecting them would serve the greater good, but not if we took too many resources from another cause.”

      “I understand.” There was no point in arguing, especially since the damage was done and he was certain that they weren’t there to talk about Rafe and his friends.

      “I appreciate that about you,” Spiryo said, breaking the quiet moment. “I have rarely met a more thoughtful human. I feel that you are calm, and curious. These are things that I can sense in your changing scent, but the details, the questions on your mind always elude me. What are you thinking?”

      “You brought up trust, and I can’t help but think about how you’ve revived me without asking for anything in return. I’m pretty sure you’d let me leave after seeing all this.”

      “We would. This place is a secret. We would offer you a shuttle and a pilot who would fly you to a destination of your choosing. You wouldn’t know where this place is, there would be no way for you to see anything that would reveal that, but we’d trust you with your memories of it. I can tell you don’t want to leave, though.”

      “You’re right. I’m just wondering what kind of invitation you’re about to make. I was once a member of an order who valued wisdom and knowledge. That fell when Earth was ruined again. It isn’t worth reviving as it was.”

      “The Axiologists, we know them. We understand what they were, and why they are forever gone,” Spiryo replied, nodding.

      “I’ll get to the point. The Fixers are better because you want to be more involved in galactic affairs without taking the credit. You value many of the same things the axiologists did but seek to trade with the galaxy while improving it. I’ll keep every secret, of course, but I’d like to do more. I don’t believe I’m finished here, or that you’re finished with me,” Liam said, watching the taller, silent Issyrian nod at him and leave.

      Spiryo sat down and nodded. “The Blackrock Building has been abandoned. Our operations on Cothrom are changing shape entirely. We don’t need you there anymore. What we require is a trustworthy human representative. We can’t send an Issyrian in human form to represent us with your kind. Distrust and hatred of shapeshifters are common in the galaxy. So, we’re offering you the chance to be our first real human emissary. We also want you to choose other representatives amongst the list of other humans we already know and trust. The Fixers want to keep weaving ourselves into the social fabric, but quietly for now.”

      “Emissary,” Liam said, considering the offer. “You still want the organization to be a secret, but you need more connections?”

      “Yes. We’ll want more members and more worlds with underground job boards as well. If we could gain ties with law enforcement and like-minded cultures, that would be best.”

      “Like the people of the Haven System,” Liam said, giving in to asking after the answer he feared most.

      “No. If ties are made to that place, then we’ll be glad for it, but the few eyes and ears that have travelled there and reported back tell us that we’re not needed. We’ve sent thousands of refugees and each one was greeted with open arms and few questions. You don’t need to return there, but you may if you like, just not to represent us.”

      Liam was relieved and disappointed at the same time. It was a conflict of emotions that he’d consider at length later. “I’m happy to hear they’re doing well. After I visit Rafe and Erda, where will I be going?”

      “Then you’re accepting our offer?” Spiryo asked.

      “You knew I would,” Liam said with a soft chuckle. “I am.”

      “Good. When you’ve finished your visit with them, we’ll consider your next destination together.” Spiryo looked down at the creature that was once known as Niranda and smiled. “Look, I think she’s beginning to form a snout of some kind. Perhaps she’s chosen to become a mammal again. I always enjoy her mammalian creations. This ought to be interesting.”
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      Thank you for buying and reading Psycho Electric. This novel takes place in the Spinward Fringe Universe where there are more adventures to discover. You can find out more, discover the audiobooks and the rest of the Randolph Lalonde Library at www.RandolphLalonde.com
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