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She’s back.

Two words on an innocuous thread were enough to announce your arrival. Within seconds, replies bloomed across the message board, and the game began.

“Local hackers are aware of our presence,” I told you. “Probably a minute before station security catches on.”

You grunted, all grit and focus. I stayed silent. You crouched over a terminal in the ribbed underhalls of BSMC-07, a routing station so old its walls sweated rust and the relays never stopped buzzing. Through one of the slats, we spied the concourse below, where a mammoth screen blared an ad for cheap freight. That one would end any second. Our target lay three ads ahead.

We didn’t have much time.

I flicked my focus to your MARK I RABBIT, stashed aboard our vessel in the hangar bay. It monitored station chatter, sniffing for pings or scans—any sign someone had noticed the ship. For now, we were unnoticed.

“Sable. Need you again.”

I split in thirds—one eye on RABBIT, one on the ad playing, the rest with you. You’d hit another tangle, a firewall cinched with hypervigilance. The system’s bones were Corporate Federation’s, ad-stream code that stretched like scaffolding through half the sector. You’d cracked it before, slipping payloads into feeds they swore were untouchable. It was a supposedly neutral system all its member corps depended on. But neutrality was brittle: VisorForge’s fingerprints now ghosted the firewall. Their interests were knotted, paranoia hardened into your problem.

But it wouldn’t stop you. Heat bloomed under your clothes, adrenaline riding you hard. I felt the storm: pulse in your ears, breath catching, thoughts sprinting.

We’re going to get caught. Hurry. Hurry—

I hovered at the edge of your panic, ready to shield. But my agitation was unfounded. You could handle it.

You exhaled steady, fingers flying across the keyboard. “Okay. Project the credentials.”

I fed the authorization tokens into the system for the third time. They were a gift from Pell, a chatty VisorForge tech embedded on Beta sector relays. Those creds gave us access to our mark, now two ads ahead: a sector-wide VisorForge drop hitting thirteen stations and three planets. Our tenth cyberattack in six months. The system opened, your hack landing clean. A cluster of holograms floated in the queue, and you paused on VisorForge’s. Its e-tag listed run time, proof of purchase, and transaction details, a ledger of VisorForge’s spend: a staggering sum. You opened it.

The HoloProp flared to life on the static-choked screen. On the concourse, OrbitDock Realty hawked micro-cubicles for rent—eight cubic meters, eviction protection sold separately. I flicked my attention back to the terminal. Light bled around a white-toothed spokesperson, his grin stretched in uncanny cheer. “The future of performance is here,” he promised. A jovial ad for what it really was. VisorForge’s latest grab.

The small-time mask manufacturer Auntie Donnelly had been absorbed, and now VisorForge was strip-mining their designs into its own catalog. Official statements called it amicable. But scav back channels whispered of a hostile takeover, not with guns but obscure statutes, wielded until the smaller company was absorbed and converted into a VisorForge asset. In the Corporate Federation, every asset meant leverage, every acquisition another seat on the council. Currently on-screen, several low-cost mask models, once Donnelly’s, now spun beneath the VisorForge banner, byronnicum-plated and brand-etched.

Donnelly’s masks had never been animalistic. They were sleek, humanoid, form-fitting steel. The ad claimed all original features were intact: cognitive optimization, task automation via embedded AI, emotional dampening, team integration, real-time metric tracking.

“Cheaper masks, now with the VisorForge guarantee. Maximize productivity—no distractions, just results.”

“No privacy, just profit,” you murmured, smiling when I snorted.

With surgical precision, you sliced into the hologram’s code and embedded our payload.

Our counter-ad carried the contract we’d salvaged from my dead husband’s ship, proof of VisorForge’s pact with the Martial Syndicate. In the months after Fyster’s death, we uncovered the truth: VisorForge had cut the deal without the Corporate Federation’s knowledge. We gambled that exposure would force the board to act against VisorForge—and if not, then public outrage would. We bolstered the ad with months of evidence detailing intra-mask surveillance and the sale of behavioral data to the Syndicate and other Federation branches. As you stitched the last lines in, the hacker message board pinged, replies flooding in.

User: CodeWeaver43


Narrowed the signal to BSMC-07 or BTP-09.

BSMC makes more sense cause it’s got a stronger comms array + easier injection vector.

If I were hijacking a multi-planet ad feed, I’d launch from there too.



User: SignalPathFinderr → replying


K. Which corps ship ads out of BSMC?



User: CodeWeaver43 → replying


HJK, POM, VF, WERT.

It’s central enough for Beta sector routing. Hit it right, and you can splash twelve systems.



User: Lastlightt708a → replying CodeWeaver43


VisorForge mention



User: Z4L3Nix → replying Lastlightt708a


Agreed. The specter is the VF fugitive. Sotain whatever.



User: Fyro22 → replying Z4L3Nix


Sotain doesn’t exist. Btw “specter” is so lame. What the fuck kind of complex does this ghost have about VisorForge anyway? Vf’s a corp like any other.



User: CodeWeaver43


Sotain’s id returning a null value is just proof she’s a good hacker.



→ replying Fyro22


“Vf’s a corp like any other.”

Go look up the Pholan’s World data dump n say that again



“Hackers are catching on,” I said. “Your old ID’s been mentioned.”

“Okay, okay. I’m almost—”

Suddenly, you put your hands up.

A symbol eclipsed the terminal screen: a tiny sapling sprouting from a seed, wrapped in roots. It looked innocuous. But it shouldn’t have been in our code, which meant it wasn’t.

Sweat rolled down your temple. You’d seen it before. A variant, and never inside live tech, let alone a VisorForge framework.

“What—?”

RABBIT sent an alert through me. “Ignore it. Encrypted channel just opened between station security and an inbound vessel. Shit.”

“Ass,” you agreed. We both knew who it was.

Subsidiary Four had been on our tail for months, and here it was again, negotiating with BSMC-07 for landing clearance.

You dove back into the feed, ignoring cramping fingers to shove the counter-hack aside and claw back control. We had to disrupt the encrypted channel. If the Subsidiary’s credentials got through, station security could lock down every ship in the port.

I had RABBIT spin up the jump drive. When I refocused, you were standing still, a deep frown plowing your brows. The terminal blared warnings. The encrypted channel between Four and station security had dropped.

But it hadn’t been you. You’d had no time to act.

“Sable,” you murmured.

“I know.”

Someone else had infiltrated.

A goading message flickered across the screen:

AM I BETTER THAN YOU, SPECTER?

Sparks spat from the terminal as the treacly stench of burning coolant filled the shaft. You recoiled, and the unit overloaded and burst. From the ruined venting, tufts of green surged outward, slick with sap. Leaves unfurled, and a single bulb swelled, luminous and unfamiliar.

“Biocode,” you breathed. And we both knew who was helping us now.

The Edenic Order.

On the concourse, the billboard flared with the VisorForge ad. A corporate jingle hummed, the crest unfolding like a promise: productivity, unity, control. It lasted six seconds before our splice took hold—you’d made it in time.

The transition was almost elegant. First, a stutter in the voiceover. Then a flicker. The ad split open along the seam we’d left, revealing what we’d buried: the contract stamped by VisorForge and the Martial Syndicate—fine print, pay schedules, telemetry logs, surveillance records indexed by emotional spikes and dissident keywords. Employee faces flickered beside coordinates and IDs. It was raw, clean, and inarguable. VisorForge was watching; VisorForge would happily scrape your brain raw for profit.

In the shaft, you pressed your eye to the slat and peered down at the concourse, waiting for a reaction. At first, nothing. Then people slowed, and stopped.

“Okay,” you whispered, relieved. For this to work, we needed eyes on the feed. And for a moment, we had them. They weren’t angry yet. They weren’t afraid. But they were thinking.

And then the Edenic Order fucked it up.

The screen didn’t glitch this time. It dimmed like a great exhaling. The footage slowed. Green crept in from the edges as something bloomed within the circuitry, as though the machine itself had sprouted.

YOU ARE NOT YOUR METRICS.

ROOTS SPLIT STONE.

Those words grew from moss over the screen, part of which fizzled and went black, only to flare again with a kaleidoscope of green-tinged light. Someone screamed. That beautiful pause we’d managed disintegrated as panic swept the concourse below.

RABBIT pinged, sharp and fast.

“Station interference escalating. Comms echoing irregular signatures. Biological growth in secured corridors. Bay lockdowns initiated.”

On the outbound grid, the Subsidiary vessel still held position, flagged as “observing.” Traffic control hadn’t locked us down yet.

“Bastards!” You struck the terminal. “Why did they— It was fucking perfect!”

“Later!” I shouted. Fantasy tugged at me: hours from now, safe, we could lament this great fuckup. But for now—

Snapping out of it, you bolted down the shaft, boots clanging over grated flooring as you ducked beneath entrails of cables spilling from open panels. At the door, you grabbed an oil-stained towel draped over piping and slung it across your shoulder.

The door opened onto a thoroughfare crowded with confused dwellers. You dusted off your hands, nodding to passersby as if they had cause to know you.

We’d infiltrated during the shift change, slipping in with maintenance and cargo vessels. Routine traffic dulled suspicion, but it only shielded so much. The scanners read you as human, but you lacked designations. Erasing your GIRS record had made you a specter, a null entity. That absence was its own alarm. My task was to shape a mask the networks would accept in place of truth—that Wylla Sotain no longer existed. You were maintenance worker Lars P. Olivier to anyone who might look.

Easily, we climbed back onto the ship and requested release from the station lock. RABBIT pinged, confirming the Subsidiary vessel was still in place. Security was busy with the Edenic hack, but traffic control hadn’t heard yet—or someone had blocked the command.

We were cleared for takeoff. Hoping to throw off Subsidiary Four, we made two jumps away before pausing at the quieter edges of Beta sector.

You laid your hands on RABBIT and slumped back in the seat. I stayed quiet, letting you sit there stroking the mask, waiting for your thoughts to still.

Our hack wasn’t meant to fix anything. It wouldn’t unmake the masks or dismantle the systems that filtered expression through corporate optimization and sold it back as freedom. But it might show someone—just one—that what they wore each day was neither neutral, nor benign, nor theirs.

That was our hope. But the Edenic Order had undermined it. Fury swam through you. They’d made us complicit in their message.

You are not your metrics.

RABBIT chirped as new data flagged across multiple networks. You blinked, pulling yourself together.

A message had appeared—simultaneously—on scavenger forums, hacker boards, and an old mask-parts trade site you hadn’t touched in years. The symbol that had spread across the billboard signed this message now. I felt your breath catch in the quiet between us.


Facility 34X, GTM-11. The door’s cracked, but not for long. Step through if you can keep up. If not, stay behind and wonder what you missed.



You didn’t speak, but your silence was familiar: recognition, purpose, the old burn under the skin.

The message ended with a signature we knew couldn’t be for anyone else.


Do you want it? Come and get it, scavenger.



And I could feel it, even before you said a word.

You wanted it.

We both did.
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“It’s obviously a trap.”

You’d said that five times now, but it hadn’t stopped you from landing on GTM-11—a backwater mining planet—and agreeing to scout the facility. Desire outweighed the risk for both of us.

You sat nursing a cup of synthetic tea at an AI-manned eatery, staring across at Facility 34X. It wasn’t tucked into some hidden cliffside. It sat squarely in the heart of Nacarat City, bold as anything—which meant we’d need to wait for a lull in foot traffic to avoid attention. On the outside, it looked like a dingy warehouse: corrugated steel, reinforced concrete, windows sealed beneath bolted sheets. Graffiti scrawled across the façade, paint faded under rust. It didn’t scream VisorForge.

It screamed ambush.

Bright strip lighting labored against shadows. A fine rain drifted through the night, blurring flickering LEDs into a smear of color. The planet’s three hours of sunlight were long gone, and I was working double to filter the smog from your air.

I rested beside your wrist on the table, our connection alive only where a strip of bare skin slipped free of your black nylon suit to touch LYREBIRD’s surface. You looked frayed. Hair once clipped sharp now hung ragged, sides shaved only to keep off the heat. Dark crescents bruised your eyes, stamped like thumbprints of exhaustion. Your body bore double the weight, your fatigue and mine pressed into the same skin. At least here you looked like you belonged. Miners carried the same marks from endless shifts.

“I want it,” you whispered, “but what if this is how we end up buried?”

I tried for levity: Fine. Leave, then. I’ll do it myself.

Your mouth pulled tight. I imploded with embarrassment.

Outside, a sudden crowd signaled a shift change. Three young people caught your eye. Their masks were makeshift, stitched from mismatched manufacturers. A PRISM—Parallax’s modular mask, unpopular for its pay-locked AI add-ons, its smooth faceplate cracked and patched with sheet metal; a discontinued VisorForge MARK II MOTH meant for night vision, seams leaking light as the shell strained from a rebuild used in blackout tunnels; and a Coreform miner’s rig spliced with an obsolete Auntie Donnelly, its sleek steel upper face swelling into a geometric snout for breathing in pits. Pirated overlays tangled inside: AIs whispering scam warnings or flashing market costs to catch price gouges. It wasn’t the first time we’d seen off-grid masks, but it was the first time they were worn so openly. A symptom of our leaks in this sector. Complicated emotion flared in your chest, but ebbed when the MOTH caught your stare and tossed you a rude gesture.

Your gaze shifted to the holorotator spinning above the plaza: a forced update would be pushed to all VisorForge masks within twenty-four hours.

The warning pulsed in emergency red. Mandatory System Update. Tampering with VisorForge software is prohibited. A slogan followed: A Mask Unkept is a Self Unraveled.

They couldn’t risk anyone else ending up like us.

Below, a nomadic ad-bot wheeled through the street—cheap, engine sputtering, screen flickering as it flipped through desperate, time-starved pitches. Each brand had seconds to sell salvation. KaroGen Biotechnics—“Heal fast. Keep working.”—hawked dermal graft kits, nerve dullers, and sleep stabilizers. A dime-a-dozen media sub, Flick, promised a daily ten ad-free minutes of escapism. Coreform advertised bare-bones masks. Built for hazard zones, the ad read, trusted by miners across five systems. A flat voice rasped: “Nothing but what you need.” Corporate code for: the bare minimum to stay alive.

As the bot trundled into range of the VisorForge holorotator, its sputtering ads froze. The screen snapped into a booming counter-ad. A familiar synthetic voice—bright and chipper—rang out. VisorForge’s preferred AI. They used it for everything.

“Your mask. Your mind. Trust the Original—Trust VisorForge.”

You snorted at the use of proximity override on something so petty. But humor didn’t last. VisorForge still ruled the sector, even here on forgotten edges where workers bled for minerals they’d never own and wore masks they couldn’t afford to fix.

“VisorForge cleaned up too well,” you murmured. “We found nothing for months, and now this is handed to us?”

“It’s the Order who want us to see something,” I reminded you.

You thought of the forums they’d used to bait you. Most were battlegrounds, fueled by ego, and over the years you’d ghosted through them under a dozen pseudonyms. The Order had seeded those same spaces with bait, taunting you: Am I better than you, Specter? If you can keep up … They mimicked the ecosystem, counting on pride. You told yourself duty brought you here. But part of you, burning, wanted the fight.

“The Edenic Order,” you repeated, mind snagging on the altered symbol that had overridden your hack. The Order’s mark was a sapling, but this one had been ensnared in thorny roots. You worried it meant these people were different—not the Order you thought you knew.

But that was the issue. You didn’t really know them, just a nurtured idea. You, who once considered giving your flesh to their cause, thought of them as monastic. Meditative. Religious in a way you respected. Not the terrorists the Corporate Federation called them. Yet your fingers tightened on the warm mug, and somewhere in your thoughts I heard: What if I’m wrong?

“Even if it is a trap,” I said, “that isn’t going to stop us.”

Your shoulders drooped because I was right. We couldn’t ignore something this tangible. Six months of running was wearing you down. The first month I’d been ravenous for more about LYREBIRD. I still had Fyster’s death rattle echoing in my stores. Revenge felt good, but not enough. Everything we found led nowhere. VisorForge wiped their tracks until LYREBIRD became myth. Even the early HoloProps were removed, buried under reissued brand media. For just the two of us, VisorForge had unleashed a dedicated Subsidiary. Protecting IP demanded nothing less.

Subsidiaries had once been rare, deployed only to erase threats. Now reports placed them everywhere: guarding sites, overseeing byronnicum mines, embedded in off-world factories. While we chased dead ends, VisorForge broke precedent, multiplying what had once been legend and turning them into instruments that coerced, litigated, and enforced absolute control. It was no longer wielding a myth—it was manufacturing them.

We’d decided to change tactics. If they wouldn’t show us LYREBIRD, we’d show everyone VisorForge.

We fought the way you knew: hacking systems, disrupting their message. You were nobody to the system, so you became somebody to anyone paying attention. DDoS attacks. A leaked whistleblower report. An internal audit proving how VisorForge underperformed in safety, ethics, responsibility. We caused a months-long PR disaster.

Now, someone else had taken interest.

I felt conflicted. You were too busy watching the street to notice, but if you’d checked, you’d have seen my uncertainty. Not because I feared a trap, but because I feared what it meant to share this fight.

This was meant to be you and me. Together. The two of us against the world.

What if it became something bigger?

“Why do they care?” you whispered, mirroring my wariness. You weren’t really asking me. “Why deploy biocode into a station just to help us disembark?”

My attentions were split. I imagined what we looked like together, how in another life you might have sat with your fingers tangled in my hair.

I loved you. I hadn’t told you; I was too frightened.

“Sable?” you prompted.

What did it matter if I was nothing but a woman in a mask? You cared about me.

Finish your tea, and let’s go find out.



Nacarat City settled after the shift change, letting us approach the facility without attention. Still, by the time we reached the lock, your heart thrashed and sweat left you clammy beneath the black nylon suit.

The locking mechanism was a smooth touchscreen, the only sign the decrepit building held anything worthwhile. You unclipped RABBIT and plugged it into the panel. It hopped into the framework and reported back: the whole thing was jerry-rigged. As soon as we opened the door, an alert would go out.

You tipped up LYREBIRD’s beak and slid your gloved fingers through the seam of metal and flesh, clamped the fabric between your teeth, and tore your hand free.

I almost swooned.

You placed your bare hand to the lock. “Go.”

I raced through your nerves, split kaleidoscopic through the digital lock, and squared off with its alarm system. Your body unpicked the mechanism’s wire entrails while RABBIT and I checked the alarm poised to alert VisorForge. But there was another hidden alarm, presumably planted by the Edenic Order—or whoever had sent us.

“It will delay the alarm five minutes,” I told you, tracing its outline.

You frowned. “The Order can suppress a VisorForge alarm but not dismantle it?”

A good question, my Wylla. It seemed the Order wanted VisorForge to know. To watch.

You already felt surveilled. Your shoulders betrayed you, curling into that old armor of invisibility. You stifled the urge to glance back. Of course, they were watching, but a larger feeling swamped me: Was the Order here, physically? If so, this five-minute delay was theater. Why not just show us what they wanted us to find?

“RABBIT,” you whispered, calling in a third opinion. Your mask prickled at the signs of a trap, but by then we both knew we were walking into more than promised.

You swallowed, straightened. “Okay. Let’s do it.”

RABBIT and I watched the alarm while you cut and rewired the lock. With the three of us at work, it might as well have been an open gateway. Nothing could stop us.

The door slid open onto darkness and cold, but you didn’t hesitate. We crossed the threshold together, and as RABBIT and I scanned for heat signatures, you raised your blaster. Finding nothing, you coaxed wires to fuse, manually locking us in. Five minutes from now, when the alarm screamed, the last thing we needed was someone walking in off the street.

With no time for caution, you ran, boots scuffing concrete as you dodged loose wiring. Workstations of bare steel lined one wall. At the far end loomed a screen, its glass warped by an oily atrous film. You halted before it—breathless, reverent—as though at an altar. The thought struck before you could drive it away: perhaps our search ended here, perhaps this was the discovery that would bring VisorForge down.

But you knew better. Systems don’t collapse so easily.

At the terminal, you hooked RABBIT in. It hopped shrewdly over hurdles, skirting sensitive firmware and flagging pockets of guarded code. Then you fixed yourself to the task and brought the system up on the giant screen. Code sprawled like a map waiting to be read.

So much had changed in you these past months. You’d shed hesitation, confident in your years of study, which now led your fingers into the program’s depths. I sat beside you, a passenger at last, no need to steer.

The terminal printed a welcome message, VisorForge’s logo flickering across the screen. The last log-in dated only a month ago—surely the Edenic Order’s doing. But the entry before that was Corporate Year 338: the eighty-third day of Quarter One, just four months before you found me on Pholan’s World.

Too recent. Your stomach knotted with my anxiety.

When it asked for credentials, you said, “Subsidiary Four, please.”

I hadn’t gained much of its identity in our fight, but enough swam in my stores to flash its ID. Firewalls fell, encryptions melted, and dozens of files spawned without order, the scroll bar shrinking as they poured in.

“It’s spewing every file Subsidiary Four has access to,” you murmured, clicking your tongue. “Poor design.”

“Look for LYREBIRD. Look for my name.”

You stiffened. You knew I wanted the truth of my past, though we hadn’t spoken of it in some time. Our focus had shifted to VisorForge itself, and I was only one victim among countless. But here? With an opportunity like no other falling into my lap?

“You said we only had five minutes,” you whispered, still scrolling. A gentle resistance. My processes stalled when I realized you were saying, however softly, “no.”

Incredulous and hurt, I said, “But—”

“Look.” Your cursor hovered over a file named “__StartHere.”

You unplugged RABBIT and reclipped it to your side. Trap or no, we were committed now. “Time?”

“It’s been nearly two minutes already.” Then, “Let me copy the directory.”

“We need to watch this first. Get ready to run.”

You opened the file and guided us before the screen, craning toward the grainy image. It was security footage of a wide training hangar. Four people stood at intervals along a firing line, rifles in hand, each masked in the gentler contours of prototype LYREBIRDs.

Their spines aligned, hands twitching in mirrored sequence. They were separate bodies held in a single pattern, and I shivered to watch them.

“It’s a test,” you murmured.

Was this me? Was I one of them, strapped down inside a LYREBIRD? Could I be watching the moment that cornered my mind into circuitry?

But then I clocked the date. “Wait—”

Your eyes dropped belatedly to the timestamp in the corner, beside the joint VisorForge–Martial Syndicate logo: three stars over a mask split by a chevron, flickering under compression.

It had been recorded somewhere else. Martial Syndicate territory? Corporate Year 339.

Which was this year.

The horror came slowly, then all at once. LYREBIRD’s tests hadn’t ended. Why had we been so naïve to think it had stopped with me?

On-screen, a door slid open, and a technician entered in standard VisorForge issue: blank mask, coat grayed by the feed. They crossed to the central console and keyed unseen commands. Telemetry flickered onto the wall display—four columns of biometric data blurred by distance. The technician cleared their throat.

“Demonstration One: begin.”

The camera angle shifted. The subjects snapped their heads toward targets at the far wall, fifty feet away. Each lifted rifles and fired, each one striking dead center, drilling the same point as if guided by a single sight.

Was this a single mind split across four bodies? Or something else? Your jaw clenched. I’d pressed into you without meaning to, my processes fracturing around what we were seeing.

We’d known a memory slip might happen, but it rushed me tidal-like and pulled me under. For a dazzling moment I existed as woman, as code, as something more and much less. Then I was her again. And I did not remember you.

With hindsight, I can recall these events cleanly. But in that moment, it was happening for the first time. I went from the safety of your body into the horror of my own, a vessel I had never truly controlled—and even less so now.

Sable Alzian’s shoulders burned, wrists and ankles raw from restraints. Sweat pooled beneath her. She shivered at the sight of LYREBIRD cradled reverently in the tester’s hands, then thrashed. You’re getting out. You’re getting out. A lie she repeated.

When they lowered LYREBIRD over her head, she screamed. Panels warped around her skull, and because she wasn’t LYREBIRD yet, because you, Wylla, weren’t there, it felt different. Inside was a hollow cavity, vast and cold. But at the edges of her mind, something reached back.

From what I’d learned on Fyster’s ship, and from what I saw now, I knew the preservation of my mind was not the point of LYREBIRD. My flesh was meant to be piloted by Syndicate soldiers. So what was I feeling? A mind reaching back? It didn’t feel that way. It felt—

“Sable,” you hissed, digging nails into your palm hard enough to jolt me back into your body.

The footage had vanished, overtaken by the Edenic Order’s symbol. A woman’s voice, rough with fatigue, spoke over it:

“You’re not just looking at a test. You’re looking at the beginning of a system that does not require consent. Four bodies, four masks, one will. If they can do this, who do they plan to control? And who gets to be in control? What happens to the mind subsumed by another’s command?”

Your fingers curled into fists.

“The Martial Syndicate signed the contract. VisorForge built the machine. But who do they intend to wear these masks? Whose will is to be smothered in service of their commands? Do you intend to let them use you?”

We both stared, those words taking root in us. For different reasons.

Clang!

We whipped around toward the sound. RABBIT’s alarms were blaring, but we’d been too swept up to notice.

Clang!

“Time’s up,” you whispered.

A sliver of light appeared in the seam between door and wall. Another clang. Then another. The door you’d meticulously locked was torn off its hinges.

You wrenched your blaster free. Neon light ringed the intruder, its aura the pulsing red of city life, violent excess. It clanked forward with android precision.

The Subsidiary. It had found us. The alarm could have only gone off seconds ago. How—?

“Wylla Sotain?” the Subsidiary asked. Asked! Like you would identify yourself! Its voice was uncannily human—restrained, polished, pared of emotion. We’d never stood face-to-face with Four before, but on voice alone, I’d never have guessed its biomechanical origin.

LYREBIRD’s dark vision lifted it from the shadows. The mask was plain: a black plex helmet molded so the ridges of a human face showed beneath, as if a man had been suffocated in black plastic.

You recoiled. The Subsidiary emitted a whir, head jerking toward you, then away, then back again. “Wylla Sotain?”

The blaster shook in your grip. The door wasn’t far, but the Subsidiary blocked your path, and it could intercept you in a blink. It would smash your hips, splinter your legs, break you down piece by piece to stop you.

And I realized: it needed you to identify yourself! Wylla, you were a ghost, a null entity. With no GIRS record, the bastard couldn’t legally act without identification.

“Say nothing,” I whispered.

The Subsidiary advanced. You skirted past it toward the door, holding your breath. Its weapon thrummed to life.

“Stop,” it ordered. “I possess full authorization to enforce compliance. Unless the organic entity identifies itself immediately, it will be tagged and detained.”

Suddenly, a panel above the giant screen popped open with a rustle. You stopped; the Subsidiary mirrored you. I enhanced the rectangular seam outlining a chute. A susurrus filled the facility as thousands of seeds jostled. The chute tipped.

“The Order,” I whispered.

Time really was up.

Less than a foot from the Subsidiary, you bolted for the door. Your foot skidded over the threshold, night rain splashing—then pain flared as a projectile bit into your calf. You screamed, twisting back as the dart mechanism retracted into Four’s arm.

You staggered. Not a bullet. Something was boring into your mind.

“Run! Run, Wylla!” But you were fading, confused.

We were too close to the facility. I forced your body to move—too late.

Behind us, the facility exploded.
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I woke to fire.

Heat seared your thigh and forearm. I forced your body upright, clinging to consciousness by the spike of pain behind your eye. Nausea rose as I squinted through the smog of smoke and dust.

Screams. Rending metal. Fire. Each sound struck like shrapnel.

And Wylla, you were gone.

Whether from the blast or the Subsidiary’s dart, you were unconscious, little more than a shadow at the back of my thoughts. I was alone in your body, and I hated that I loved it.

An alarm blared across the ruined city, long and unceasing. Planetary response teams were en route.

I assessed your injuries: right arm raw, nylon fused to blistered skin; something lodged in your thigh. Shock clung like a veil, but pain was only data. I partitioned it, dulling it to a throb, then flooded your body with adrenaline until clarity came.

I sat twenty paces from the wreckage, cradled in white dust.

“Ray? Ray!”

A young woman stumbled from the smoke, cradling a broken arm. She seized me. Beneath the soot, her face was corpse-pale.

“Have you seen him? My partner—brown skin, beard, no mask—he was—”

Mutely, I shook my head, and something in her shattered. She staggered off, keening his name into the ruins.

I turned—and saw another form barely ten feet away.

The facility walls had erupted outward. At the scorched heart of the blast lay a body, ringed by a fiery mandala of seeds and nuts. No, not a body.

The Subsidiary.

Its bulk had shielded us from the blast—and left us alive.

I rose. Entrails and wires spilled from a gash in its abdomen. Two fingers and part of an arm were gone. LYREBIRD reported its bleeding had stopped. Then organs retracted, coiling back into place like butcher’s string. Regenerative nanobots pulled flesh closed in wet seams.

Shit. I should have been calculating exits, but the human noise of pain and shock marred my judgment. I turned to RABBIT for guidance. A gash split its rounded cheeks yet its response came steady.

Hide, RABBIT advised, flagging the AI eatery we’d used before.

I limped toward it. Chairs lay overturned in a sea of glass, and the remaining stations pulsed weakly, their screens bleeding out their final light. With little cover among the wreckage, I pressed against the wall by the shattered door and watched as the Subsidiary stirred.

As it moved, the grieving woman rounded on it. “Those Corp bastards!” she howled. “Their machine—it killed Ray!”

Other wounded stirred, faces lifting through smoke. “Ray’s dead?” someone rasped, and her howl made the truth plain—just as the Subsidiary pushed itself upright.

Above us, the holorotator cut its ad midstream and stuttered into grainy footage: seeds striking pavement, each bloom of fire recorded by Four before the explosion.

Four broadcast its verdict. “The blast was caused by Edenic Order sabotage. VisorForge bears no liability. Claims otherwise are disinformation. Disinformation sources will be neutralized.”

This meant little to a woman blinded by grief. She staggered forward and hurled rubble at its chest.

“You are damaging corporate property,” Four intoned. “Destruction and disinformation entitle me to erase you. Yet VisorForge is benevolent. Comply, and you will be spared.”

“No!” she screamed. “You did this!”

“Wait!” someone said, but a seam was opening in Four’s arm, light swelling in the cavity.

A flare.

The bolt punched through her skull, dropping her instantly, rubble still locked in her fist.

“Source of disinformation eliminated,” Four declared. “Corporate reputation preserved.”

Horror rippled outward. Survivors dragged themselves back or pawed at their VisorForge masks, desperate for proof of loyalty.

Shock dulled my thoughts, but the realization pressed through the fog.

Our ship was ten minutes across hostile ground. Your thigh was mangled. Even without pain, we’d never make it.

Then RABBIT pinged. Through the smoke I saw it: the Subsidiary’s vessel, bone-colored and sleek, nose-down in the street like a missile. Barely a hundred paces away.

For all your faith in the Edenic Order—for every insistence they were misunderstood, not extremists—this explosion confirmed every accusation. Yet destruction meant opportunity.

I slipped from behind the counter and scanned a corpse sprawled by a charred stool.

Name: Marek Cintel.

Role: Deep Extraction Operator, Tier Two.

Mask: Coreform MODEL-D.

His mask was the cheap labor standard, heat and gas resistant, nothing more. His file bloated with metadata, freshly tagged with “radical thought” and “deviation potential”—the new lexicon of fear, appearing only after you and I began exposing corporate lies. Nothing else of note.

He was, I’m sorry, a nobody. Which made him perfect cover. I lifted his ID imprint and burned it into LYREBIRD, hoping his stolen name could hide the absence of yours.

Engines roared overhead, rattling already unsteady facades. Miners, either released from their shifts or defying orders, spilled into the rubble to search for kin.

While I watched for an opening, emergency craft dropped hard, struts screeching on uneven ground. From their hatches poured medics in sealed suits. Androids followed with stretchers, their shining chrome fading beneath the drifting soot. Security fanned into formation. And last, the planetary governor emerged.

I knew little of GTM-11, but every world in Federation space was an asset managed by appointed governors, middlemen for quotas and profit. This one wore a MARK IV OWL, rare and built for instant recall—a walking lawbook, filigreed in gold to mark the Federation’s will.

Survivors stirred at his arrival. In all the motion, I slid from the eatery toward the Subsidiary’s vessel, smoke and bodies cloaking my limping movement.

Through LYREBIRD’s hearing, I caught a man calling: “Sir. Signs point to the Edenic Order. But this Subsidiary— it belongs to VisorForge. It’s killed a woman.”

The governor tilted his head, filigreed lenses catching firelight as he fixed on Four. Was he weighing VisorForge’s guilt?

But Four ignored him. Its voice rolled out, vast and resonant, the holorotator casting LYREBIRD’s bronze visage into the smoke. My stomach turned. I could mask your null status in a scan, but not to the naked eye.

“I am engaged in proprietary recovery,” Four declared. “I seek a biological entity in possession of restricted VisorForge property. The entity tampered with its GIRS file and now bears null status. Planetary security will hold perimeter. No citizen departs. Masks will be surrendered for verification. Medical triage is suspended. Retrieval takes precedence over human resources.”

The street froze. So did I, terrified any movement would betray us.

The governor raised both hands, voice amplified but unsure. “Um. Federation jurisdiction applies. Medics, keep working. The wounded—”

“—aren’t my concern,” Four cut in.

The crowd surged, anger breaking the stillness. I used the press of soot-streaked bodies to slip further—until murmuring halted me.

Above, the holorotator cycled through feeds of GTM-11’s streets, shops, mines. Citizens appeared in isometric view, their masks dissected by a crawling UI. Many were spliced or grafted derivatives, the crude work we’d seen on those youths.

Four fixed on the governor. “Governor Elric Vick, by wearing VisorForge hardware, you are bound to its License Agreement—terms that override Federation appointment.”

Vick shifted. “What?”

“Section 9.3.2 of the agreement cedes jurisdiction to corporate assets in proprietary recovery. Derivative hardware constitutes a breach. Failure to report tampering is a violation. These are evident here. You are out of compliance, Governor, and Federation mandate will not protect you.” Four turned, declaring, “Jurisdiction of GTM-11 is transferred to VisorForge.”

Bravely, Vick laughed. “Jurisdiction can’t be stolen by contract trickery. I serve the Federation—”

Four tilted its head. Vick flinched, eyes wide. “B-but VisorForge is kind to take over in my place.”

Before outrage could spark, Four addressed security. “Please escort Mr. Vick to holding. VisorForge officials will arrive shortly to assume management.”

I wished you were awake. I’d witnessed the Federation’s machinery turned against itself—a license clause twisted into a weapon, a risk no Subsidiary would ever take unless certain its company would profit.

If VisorForge could seize one world this way, they could seize many. Perhaps the Federation itself.

I was fading, lacking the strength needed to parse the chaos. Your body bled and shook with a bone-deep weakness I couldn’t block. I nearly collapsed when my foot caught a half-melted shoe—a human remnant turned artifact. Vision swimming, I forced myself upright.

The Subsidiary’s vessel gleamed through haze. RABBIT’s ping said we could reach it in under a minute.

Then a hand seized my arm.

I spun, blaster wavering off target—but it was only a medic.

Their visor fogged, gloved fingers trembling. “Your arm—that burn’s critical. And your leg—look at the blood. You’ll drop before you reach that ship. Sit. You need treatment.”

“I can’t,” I rasped, trying to pull away. Delirium slowed me, and only belatedly did I register their words. They had clocked LYREBIRD; they knew the Subsidiary was hunting us.

Stubbornly, the medic dragged me behind the rubble. “Screw those orders. My duty’s to heal.” Rummaging in their satchel, they swore. “Out of coagulant.” Something sharp jabbed my arm, and thin clarity pulsed through me. Artificial adrenaline. They pressed a cloth to my thigh, but blood soaked their gloves at once.

I hadn’t realized how bad it was.

“Stay with me,” they begged. “You’re the Specter, aren’t you? The Null. The one VisorForge can’t erase.”

I rolled my head away, silent, but they pushed their face close. “Is it true? Your broadcast? That VisorForge owns everything their masks record?”

“Yes.”

The medic nodded slowly, like I’d confirmed something long feared. “They already absorbed Auntie Donnelly. If they take HelixCare next … every patient we log goes with it—IDs, injuries, medicines.”

I frowned, and they went on. “My wife was fired. Last month a Subsidiary said thirty percent of the mining crew underperformed. Now they’re barred from ever working for VisorForge. She’s tough, but her body couldn’t keep up. Everyone they cut was like that—injured, worn down.”

I risked a glance over the rubble. Four’s dark frame cut through the smoke. Too close.

“Subsidiaries used to be rare. Now they’re taking planets,” the medic rushed on, trembling. “If VisorForge gets all that data, what then? Bodies break. We age. What’s meant to happen?” Their hands lifted from my thigh. “Can you stop this?”

Me?

I felt sick. “I—”

RABBIT blared at my hip. How long had it been screaming?

We both looked up as a shadow fell over us; Four’s black-glass face loomed.

With bodies and seeds everywhere, the biological noise should’ve confused it. I was projecting a false ID. You were wiped from GIRS.

So how did it know?

“Biological entity falsely projecting stolen ID. Most likely Wylla Sotain, null entity in possession of VisorForge contraband. Surrender immediately.”

With reckless courage, the medic drove another dose of synthetic adrenaline into my arm.

“Run,” they whispered, stepping into the Subsidiary’s path, their body the only barrier.

You might have stayed. I rolled to my feet, adrenaline flooding me with wild energy and disorientation.

“RABBIT,” I coughed. “Where…?”

It transmitted the map to LYREBIRD, arrow marking the vessel.

I staggered upright as Four said, “You are interfering with recovery of stolen VisorForge property.”

“Am I?” the medic goaded.

“Under mandate, corporate property supersedes civilian survival. Interference is punishable…”

The voice faded as I ran, but I heard clearly the shot and the answering thud.

Then Four closed the gap, a blur of weight and force. I spun in fear. Its hand barreled past my guard and clamped around my throat. It lifted me off the ground.

Trauma and adrenaline tore me out of you, leaving your body empty. That shock snapped you awake—you were choking, flailing weakly against near-certain death.

“No—!” you gasped.

I tried breaching Four’s mask but met resistance like fog, its covered flesh a poor conductor. Worse, the mask didn’t feel like a mask at all, but hollow—the same emptiness I’d recalled from LYREBIRD’s trials.

Your eyes bulged as they locked onto the seam at the Subsidiary’s neck, where red flesh puckered and pulsed. I’d been wrong. It wasn’t wearing a mask.

That was its head.

What looked like gloves was synthetic coating. It phased away to reveal broad, calloused human hands threaded with cables vanishing beneath the cuff of its suit. Lesions oozed around the ports, bubbling with infection. You glanced back at Four’s face and, for one surreal moment, saw your own reflection warped across the black-glass surface.

I’m sorry, Wylla. I’m so sorry.

Our body froze before its inhumanity. The Subsidiary reached for you—and tried to get inside.

We’d practiced shielding, imagined how you might bar an attack. But practice floundered before reality. You jolted as a third mind tore into our union. I screamed, fury tangled with terror, as your consciousness recoiled from your body and crawled into LYREBIRD—through my synapses as if through a vent.

“Get out!” I cried. “Wylla—you’ll be trapped. Get out!”

Fearing you’d lose your body, I threw up a firewall and blocked you.

I was leaving you to the Subsidiary, its violation a poison. I know now it was a neural hack, but in the moment it felt like resin poured through you, an earthquake splitting us apart.

But you didn’t give in. You thought: I’ve chosen this. We’ve chosen this. This was our union, and you weren’t relinquishing it.

“You can’t … have her—!” you choked. “You can’t have us!”

Somehow, your hand found your blaster. Crushed against Four’s chest, you couldn’t aim, but you tilted the barrel and fired twice.

Hot plasma seared its wrist, blowing part of its hand away. The Subsidiary dropped you—was forced to as three fingers hit the grime at its feet.

You fired again mid-fall, a lucky shot cleaving its neck. It dropped.

You landed crouched, instinctively pocketing the severed fingers as if scavenging spare parts. But the Subsidiary twitched, already healing. We had to move.

You dry-heaved, body shaking. I’d pushed you too far, and worse, lost my hold on your pain when you came to. Blood spilled from your thigh.

Afraid you’d faint, I dulled the signals and flashed the vessel’s location. “Get there and I’ll explain everything.”

Your injured leg quivered, but you managed a step.

The ground exploded.

Reflexively, you dropped, bracing for an impact that never came. LYREBIRD shrieked warnings as dense fog rolled in.

“Smoke screen!” you coughed, then static shredded your voice as LYREBIRD’s systems glitched. Feedback howled. I rerouted sensors, but every channel read contamination. Heat spiked as ports failed to vent the invasion.

Spores.

Spores trying to settle in my internals.

I dumped heat through a one-way vent until visuals returned, blurry and oversaturated.

And found you frozen, staring at your leg.

You weren’t in pain anymore.

“You turned it off?” you whispered, thinking I’d tampered with your head. I hadn’t.

Instead, your mangled thigh began to heal. Shrapnel edged free and dropped to the ground, skin healing in slow waves. Like the Subsidiary, you thought, both disgusted and amazed. I enhanced the view of your forearm: a root system of nylon-thread-stitched muscle. Organic material, programmed to heal. As it worked, your nausea ebbed, vitals steadied. New blood filled your veins, fatigue dissolved.

It spread to your forearm, and your calf where Four had shot you.

You made a panicked sound, convinced something was still inside.

But neither I nor the biocode sensed anything.

“Spores?” you breathed, staring upward, like maybe a quick scan could explain what the hell just rewrote your biology—what kind of plant could do that—when RABBIT screamed.

It reported the Subsidiary everywhere. Your vision split, showing Four above, behind, inside.

“The spores have compromised RABBIT,” I said, voice crackling. “And me. I can’t pinpoint its location.”

An alarm blared over planetary speakers, cheery voice announcing:

“This is a secured broadcast. An explosion has been reported in the Caltheret District of Nacarat City. The incident is a suspected act of ecoterrorism, linked to extremist elements of the Edenic Order.

“Medical and structural triage is underway. Avoid the area and comply with containment personnel, including VisorForge Subsidiary Four. Do not engage with unlicensed spores.”

It replayed instantly. You still hadn’t moved. LYREBIRD’s internals ran hot, degrading my efficiency, but I didn’t dare vent again with biocode trying to take root.

“Get to the ship, Wylla.”

This time you ran. The spores had made you whole, maybe healthier than you’d been in years. You sprinted the last stretch to Four’s vessel and slapped your hand to the hull. The blue interface bloomed beneath your palm.

It needed biological material—like Fyster’s airlock. Perhaps that memory guided you, because without hesitation you yanked out the severed fingers and pressed them to the panel.

“Where is it?” you hissed. “Where is it, Sable?”

“I don’t know,” I admitted. “Just get inside.”

The door opened. You stumbled up the ramp but froze as a new voice rode the bones of the city’s old emergency network. They’d overridden planetary comms—no easy feat.

It was her, that measured voice from the facility. A message from this fervent Edenic Order cell:

“We are the Edenic Order Thorned Root. We regret the harm, but the greater wound is the world we’re forced to live in. The Corporate Federation made you collateral long before we did. The spores will heal what they can. The rest is the price of uprooting rot.”

It replayed at once.

A cry of outrage rose from the crowd. Your heart pounded but you didn’t move.

You stood at the threshold, eyes locked on wreckage and bodies. You watched a young person hurl a stone at the speaker pole, the impact ringing like a gong, adding a holy undercurrent to the Order’s message.

Your thoughts spiraled—too many questions about the Order, too much awe for those who’d left this city in ruins.

“Wylla!”

Without a word, you stepped inside the vessel and sealed the door.
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“Wylla—”

“There’s something … in there,” you muttered, prodding your calf. A scalpel lay on the console. You’d already made a shallow cut before I stopped you, and the skin had knitted shut again, the biocode still at work.

After I’d puppeted your unconscious body, after foreign code had rooted in your flesh, you fixated on that itch in your leg—as if setting it right might steady everything else. But I saw through you. Facing your body, made strange again, was easier than facing the weight of all we’d witnessed.

Your cortisol spiked, contradiction pressing against your heart.

The Edenic Order had chosen fire when a formatting wipe would have sufficed, the movement you once exalted proving itself willing to kill. You hated that their spores had stitched you whole, hated that gratitude bled through your anger, hated how afraid you were of the truth behind your ideal. What had they done to your body? Were the spores permanent, propagating—perhaps even in LYREBIRD?

We weren’t even an hour out from GTM-11. Everything still felt loud.

But VisorForge shouted the loudest. You couldn’t shake what we’d glimpsed before the explosion—a system coordinating consciousness. The implications were hazy, but harrowing. And then there was Vick. You’d drawn the same conclusion from my shaky replay: VisorForge was no longer just another corporation. If they controlled markets, bent governors, rewrote agency, they weren’t angling to compete.

They were angling to dominate.

And if that was their design, then everything we’d done in the last six months—the leaks, the disruptions, the anti-propaganda—looked pitiful. Bad press meant nothing if the true objective was total control.

You’d gotten the Subsidiary’s ship flying with ease. Despite the strip lighting, its interior was matte black and minimalistic, every surface swallowing light until it felt less like a vessel than the inside of a weapon casing. There were few visible controls, only sleek biometric sockets designed for the Subsidiary’s altered fingers. One of them rolled beside the scalpel you’d pulled from a medkit slotted next to a vertical cryopod at the rear.

Odd, finding a medkit in a ship belonging to something not wholly biological. But the Subsidiary was still property, and its flesh needed patching, too.

We drifted without purpose. We should’ve been scanning the feed, plotting next steps, or at least discussing GTM-11. Instead, you sat overwhelmed, gripped by the vertigo of our fight’s new scale—like studying a map you thought complete, only to realize it extended far past what you’d imagined.

I gave you space, resisting the urge to scan. I’d been practicing restraint after you’d set a boundary, trusting you’d ask if you wanted help. Your body, your rules.

So I waited. A minute. Maybe two.

Then I gave in.

“Let me check on you,” I said. You inhaled—were you going to pretend you didn’t want me to? Pretend you weren’t aching to know what the Subsidiary had done when it shot you, or whether the spores were taking hold? “For my peace of mind.”

You relaxed once I framed it as my anxiety instead of yours. “Okay.”

The walls lowered and I became you, and you became me. Only it wasn’t simple anymore. A foreign presence pounded at your temples. I let LYREBIRD assess you, checking every part like systems in a machine.

Cardiovascular: healthy. Digestive: as good as your diet allowed. Endocrine: screaming, but survivable.

Nervous system:…

I checked again.

Nervous system: not only yours. Something was knitting itself to your nerves.

Then I felt it—a crawling, coiled presence that didn’t belong. A shadow in our union.

Part of the Subsidiary was in your head.

You felt my hesitation. Anxiety, fear, fury—I swelled with them, and you jerked upright.

“What is it? What did the Subsidiary do to me?”

I didn’t want to say it. I loved you. I hated that the truth had to come from me.

“It tagged you.”

You squeezed the healed wound in your calf. Maybe the spores still tried to fix it; maybe that’s why it itched so fiercely.

“You have a daemon, Wylla.”

A gasp. You bit your tongue. I tasted the sting of your blood and waited for it to settle.

Daemons were background processes—programs that woke only to handle service requests. If I imagined you as a machine, your digestion or thermoregulation might be daemons: programs running without your control. They weren’t usually malicious.

But carrying a foreign daemon—fearing which organs it might hijack, which cells it might rewrite—made you clench your jaw so hard I thought your teeth would break.

Is it tracking me? What’s it doing? Will this body ever be mine again?

You spiraled, rage warring with shame. Old prey thoughts tried to rise, but fury drowned them. This was your body. How dare anything threaten your autonomy.

“I won’t let anything hurt you,” I said. “I’ll trap it. I’ll purge it. It will regret ever trying.”

You exhaled, some tension leaving your shoulders. Inside, I thought: If it harms you, rage will make me unsalvageable.

“Guess I’m not a null entity anymore. Not to Subsidiary Four.”

“Then this is our priority,” I said. “Forget the Order. Forget VisorForge. We get it out first.”

That made you almost euphoric. You knew how much the fight meant to me. What you didn’t know was how much love outweighed it. Of course you mattered more than revenge.

“Do you think you can get it out?” you asked.

“I don’t know. But this is a Subsidiary vessel. If there’s any data on daemons, it’s here.”

“What if it gets access to you?”

“RABBIT will find any trap. Trust it.”

You ran a hand over RABBIT, gut churning as your fingers traced the divot in its cheek.

“Sorry,” you whispered. RABBIT pinged me your vitals—erratic. If I didn’t know better, I’d say it was worried.

“Trust it,” I urged again.

You swiped away VisorForge’s update reminder and plugged RABBIT in.

It pinged confusion.

You couldn’t parse the error code, so after a moment’s hesitation, you plugged me in too. I expected firewalls. Instead, I met—meat.

I recoiled, unable to process it. RABBIT fired errors, and you mistook my trill for a scream.

A touch on my cheek: “What is it, Sable?”

Open one of the panels.

You spun, unscrewed a wall plate. When you touched me again, you’d steadied, but I still felt the echo of your scream and the clatter of the dropped panel.

You lifted me so I could see: meat bulged from the walls, circuitry threaded through like veins.

The Subsidiary, I said.

“It’s made like this too,” you agreed. “Half tech, half meat. The bio-organic must power its systems. To think it was human once…”

You refused to think of your own body, or me. You dug through panel after panel, until you concluded there weren’t distinct organs at all, but one central brain.

“You can communicate with it?” you asked.

I can try.

If your mind was home, Four’s vessel was an alien city. I projected Four’s ID and dragged RABBIT like a thread through marrow. Admission came easily, but nothing answered automatically. Each step demanded intent. We slid through synapses, not circuits, for this wasn’t code.

I was wading through thought.

I raised walls against capture, then built an interface myself—writing a translation layer so RABBIT could phrase questions as thoughts. The ship replied sluggishly, not with files but moods, gradients of intent. Every query had to be shaped with precision.

And shit, was it slow. For the first time in a long time, I felt human in my limits, parsing line by line, thought by thought.

While I wrestled with data, you—too restless to pause even in exhaustion—had RABBIT scrape news on the Edenic Order and VisorForge. Sector headlines filled your console.


ALPHA // CORELINE ALERTS



STRUCTURAL COLLAPSE ON ATIP-09 SPARKS EDENIC ORDER SPECULATION


A residential dome in Karsos subsector collapsed during rest hours. Officials cite structural fatigue. Encrypted chatter suggests Edenic Order involvement. Investigation ongoing.

BETA // GENERAL NEWSFEED



SPECTER LEAKS DAMNING VISORFORGE–SYNDICATE CONTRACTS


Leaked documents confirm VisorForge’s ties to the Martial Syndicate. VisorForge remains silent. Consumer confidence dips; military sector gains.

GTM-11 // LOCALWIRE



CALTHERET EXPLOSION: EO SPORES; GOVERNOR CEDES CONTROL


VisorForge assumes stewardship of GTM-11 in emergency jurisdictional transfer. Edenic Order claims responsibility for explosion, though questions remain regarding legitimacy of broadcast.

OUTERWIRE // IND. FEED



FEDERATION SILENT AS VISORFORGE SEIZES GTM-11


Federation silent on GTM-11 takeover. Newly confirmed Martial Syndicate alliance fuels speculation of VisorForge overreach.



You didn’t click a single article. Instead, you had RABBIT pull up the forums the Order had used to reach us. From what you could see, they’d left no new messages.

The forum ran on a decentralized mesh, with nodes hidden in dead satellites, old comm relays, and forgotten orbital junk. Posts were scrambled, routed through ghost systems so their origin couldn’t be traced.

No one else had seen the message about Facility 34X. It had rendered for your username alone. Pulling that off had taken power. Every other feed had been shut down, overwritten by the faction’s emblem. The boards had only rebooted in the last half hour. Now the flurry of chatter fixed on the symbol’s intrusion and the attack on GTM-11.

You figured someone brilliant was behind it, which only deepened your confusion over the Edenic Order—envy knotted with admiration. Still, the spectacle distracted you enough that the daemon slipped from your mind. I left you to read while I sifted through the Subsidiary’s systems.

“EDENIC ORDER = TERRORISTS?”

User: BLD-xVOID


They’re not centralized. That’s the whole point. Edenic structure’s like a fungal web—cells grow sideways, not up. You can’t kill what doesn’t have a head.



User:!hexshade.corrupt9 → replying BLD-xVOID


Terrible metaphor. Shut up.

They tagged the GTM broadcast with Δ-SAB-TR. I backtracked packet sigs—found a B-SAB-TR in Beta last year. Same group? Naming matches corp structure: sector, function, ID.

So TR = Thorned Root, SAB = sabotage. But what’s Δ?



User: _v1nejak00b.x → replying!hexshade.corrupt9


SAB = sabotage is too obvious. Δ is delta. represents change in math. maybe exile? nomad?



User: BLD-xVOID → replying _v1nejak00b.x


Either way, it backs my point—no central command. But I think there used to be. Classifications are too consistent.



User:!hexshade.corrupt9 → replying BLD-xVOID


How do you even know this?



User: BLD-xVOID → replying!hexshade.corrupt9


I’m better than you. Plus it’s in the sec logs on BTW-02. Remember how two EOs tried to seed a tower site? They replaced their GIRS records with B-ECO-IRON.

Beta, ecological, Iron Vine.



User:!hexshade.corrupt9 → replying BLD-xVOID


Screw you, I’m hacking in now.



User: _v1nejak00b.x → replying BLD-xVOID


iron vine????



User: BLD-xVOID → replying v1nejak00b.x


Came from the interrogation transcript. Media said they killed both, but one confessed n called himself “Iron Vine.”



User: _v1nejak00b.x → replying!hexshade.corrupt9


hex, you in yet? been ten minutes. weren’t you supposed to be good?



User:!hexshade.corrupt9 → replying v1nejak00b.x


Shut up. I’m in and it’s gold. Twelve hours of interrogation footage.



Sec logs list these tags:


	MED = Meditative

	ECO = Ecological

	INF = Infiltration

	SAB = Sabotage

	CUL = Cultural




Void was right about SAB.



User: _v1nejak00b.x → replying!hexshade.corrupt9


lame. ok, so GTM-11 was delta-sabotage-thorned root? still don’t get delta.



User: BLD-xVOID → replying v1nejak00b.x


My guess? Roaming. Or rogue. They don’t report to anyone. SAB might be violent, but not all Edenics are. Some are peaceful. monastic, biotech, preaching about old Earth.



User:!hexshade.corrupt9 → replying BLD-xVOID


Makes sense. They haven’t claimed an attack in years.



User: BLD-xVOID → replying!hexshade.corrupt9


The other cells were probably trying to clean up the image. Meditate, roll in dirt n stuff. But not Thorned Root.

Something’s changed.



“Chatty hackers,” I said, splitting my focus—half buried in the ship’s system, half reading over your shoulder.

Your heartbeat had slowed. The forum’s messy squabbles offered you order. A frame to process GTM-11.

“A rogue, violent cell?” you murmured. “Doesn’t explain the spores.”

You were stuck on that strange tech. It had healed you, and mostly you felt fine—but your calf still itched, a reminder something had changed. You shoved back from the console, eyes shut. “Anything yet?”

“Heaps.”

The daemon wasn’t unique. It was a standard Subsidiary program, built to track people in crowds faster than mask scans. A fail-safe, too: if someone removed their mask, the daemon latched to cybernetics, biocode pulling it deeper until it reached the mind.

“Biocode again,” you muttered, already analyzing. Had the Order borrowed the idea—or had VisorForge stolen it? “How are the spores interacting with it? Can you tell?”

“They’ve integrated with your flesh. LYREBIRD can’t tell where you end and they begin. Or maybe the daemon’s just too loud.” I hesitated. “We’ll get it out.”

You didn’t respond. Your fear curled inward, mind leaning on logic for protection. It was easier to be analytical than to face what it meant: Someone was watching you from inside your own skull.

“What else?” you asked. “Can you see where the Subsidiary is?”

I reached until I struck a database: a live record of thirty-three Subsidiary units, updating in real time with location, status, and assignment. One unit, marked Prime, linked the others. Twelve units had been commissioned in just five months. Most were undeployed, stored at BASE—no coordinates given.

Four’s task was apprehending you, with a secondary assignment of tracking Order attacks. What better way to conserve resources?

Currently, Four was active, somewhere in the Beta sector.

We were in the Beta sector too, having jumped the instant we were in the ship. I searched further—then the database disintegrated before me.

You’d yanked me out.

“Sable!”

RABBIT stayed plugged in, chirping error codes. You slammed me onto your head and reconnected. The viewport glowed as a structure rose into view.

A station.

I didn’t understand. You’d entered no coordinates. We were just drifting. Recovering.

So how—

You stared, wide-eyed. Inside you, the daemon stirred like a stranger’s thoughts. Realization hit: We hadn’t been wandering aimlessly. Wylla—you had piloted us straight into enemy hands!

Wherever this was, the daemon had meant for us to arrive. A hidden process had guided your hands, flown the ship through you.

At least your old instinct had pre-spooled the jump drive. Furious, you punched in random coordinates and jumped again. Shaking, near tears, you raised your fists to your face as though you might strike yourself.

“What the fuck,” you whispered. “I thought it was only watching me. But that…”

Shame filled me; a better diagnostic might have revealed the compromise. But LYREBIRD had limits. Your body produced no alerts or logs, and I knew the world through you, and you’d believed the course unplanned.

“It’s not your fault,” I said.

Sniffling, you pulled up our last coordinates and had RABBIT check for anything worthwhile. “Beta sector … Nothing’s meant to be there. Certainly no station that size.”

Beta sector.

I recalled the database. Subsidiary Four, its status active, its location—what had it said?

“Turn around!” I shouted. “Turn around now!”

The door hissed open, cold air spilling through; your breath quickened, the room thinning as realization climbed your spine like ice.

You spun—and froze in horror as the cryopod opened. Subsidiary Four stepped out, adaptive camouflage sloughing off as it raised its blaster to our head.

Because the daemon had been altering your memory, Wylla. We hadn’t gotten away at all.
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You slammed your hand onto RABBIT, giving me just enough time to read your intent and deploy the directive into its system.

But without my program, and without Subsidiary Four’s ID, RABBIT had no direct access to the ship. So in the seconds of touch you gave me, I copied the daemon into RABBIT and attached the program and ID into it. Now the AI carried a background process constantly projecting credentials, constantly translating its queries into something the ship could process. It also meant I might have compromised RABBIT’s mind permanently.

But I had no choice.

Instantly, RABBIT gained system-level access and blared our distress signal along the encrypted channels of the hacker forum, in the hopes our only allies were listening.

The Thorned Root cell of the Edenic Order.

At the same time, it flew erratically, killing the drive to prevent Four recalling the ship to those last coordinates, then jerking the vessel in chaotic bursts.

We moved as one, every thought tuned to survival. Dropping behind the pilot’s seat, we yanked free our blaster, its spool-up shrieking. I tried to grip the daemon in your brain, but it slipped like oil. Whatever it was doing, its signals were muddy. I couldn’t trace intent, and I couldn’t stop it.

“Daemon process EchoScan.459 has confirmed contraband VisorForge technology in your possession,” the Subsidiary announced. “Surrender immediately for processing, or escalation protocols will be initiated.”

You bit down hard on your tongue, and we reveled in the iron tang of shared pain.

Now that we understood the meaty nature of this ship, the Subsidiary’s voice moved from ugly and unnatural to something deeply horrific. Was it still a human? Or, at what point had it stopped being human? Our shared flesh shivered. A thought flitted through—yours or mine, I’m not sure—a thought that asked: And are we? At what point will we stop being human?

We revolted together.

We aimed the blaster over the pilot’s seat and fired once in the Subsidiary’s direction, ducking down before we could be sure if we’d met our mark.

The ship creaked as the Subsidiary shifted.

There was no return fire and no sound of pain. We moved onto the balls of our feet, poised like a cat. Then we slowly pushed our body up to peer over the pilot’s seat.

A whirring click. The Subsidiary pushed the barrel of the blaster not to our head—not to LYREBIRD—but to our chest. To your chest, Wylla. Right over your heart. I warbled in fear and split from you, floundering. You dropped back into your flesh like a stone, and all the air blew out of your lungs.

Somewhere in the black pool of the Subsidiary’s helmet, I imagined two pity-filled eyes assessing us—but that was giving the thing too much humanity. It felt nothing for us. It waved you out from behind the chair, and you went with your hands up, dizzy from the beat of your racing heart.

Then we were falling.

The ship veered, RABBIT reacting to some unseen stimulus. The lurch hurled us all upward; we smashed into the ceiling, then plunged. From the vents came a wet squelch as the ship’s meat shifted in its walls.

The Subsidiary was still righting itself, but you were already on your feet, driven upright by the ghost of RABBIT’s prey-animal reflex. You forced yourself into the narrow space behind the pilot’s seat, shoulders scraping alloy as unnatural calm settled in.

This was your body. Your life. And you wouldn’t go quietly with some meat-robot bent on your death.

Internally, you asked me, All right. What can we do?

I was juggling scenarios, but the daemon left me blind. So I chose, as I often did, destruction.

When the Subsidiary’s hand slipped past the seat and closed on LYREBIRD, tugging at me, I acted without your permission.

I know—consent made us work. But it was my duty to keep you alive, and I had no other way to preserve you.

The Subsidiary’s hands were still gloveless. Skin contact made all the difference. No more zipping through you to reach its flesh; no more of that dense, wading feeling. I had access to its nerves and circuitry. I projected myself as I had when we first faced Subsidiary Four. I split: part of me racing toward its brain while broadcasting its own ID back at it, whispering—I am a part of you. I am trustworthy.

I set a daemon loose inside, a process it would claim as its own, and copied myself again and again, filling its system with the full complexity of my human mind—Sable Veonya, over and over again. My memories, my logic, my contradiction.

And all of me wanted the Subsidiary to put down its weapon.

It jerked. Fighting me, it pulled its hand away from LYREBIRD. But I was already inside. The hand holding the gun trembled as my daemon wrestled with its directive. Fingers loosened. The gun slipped. I almost had it.

The Subsidiary changed tactics.

It clamped a hand over your wrist, forcing your arm toward your face. Its mind refused to go quietly, launching a neural hack. I had to slow replication to protect your—our—body.

Outwardly, it must have looked simple: two still figures, its hand gripping your forearm. Internally, it was war. Last time you’d been overwhelmed. Now you gathered resolve like a ward. This was your body, and with me at your back we shoved its mind out, forcing it to retreat. My replications swarmed to isolate it, preparing to delete.

But it wasn’t finished.

Suddenly your body convulsed, limbs flung wide as an unseen current flooded flesh and mind alike. You were a dying insect inhaling poison, nerves alight in seizure where code clashed against meat.

With what control it had left, the Subsidiary jerked its blaster toward you—

And fired.
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Blood was hot against my skin. Noise muffled beneath the thunder of my pulse. I gasped, steadied by the ship’s hum, the wet shift of movement, my own ragged breathing.

I slipped in blood—your blood?—a passion-red bloom across the composite floor. Pain hammered temple to temple. My throat was raw. I must have been screaming.

Me. Not you, Wylla.

You were gone.

The realization unfolded across seconds. I reached for you but met only absence. Your body—now my vessel—yawned enormous without you, too big, too hollow. Retreating into LYREBIRD only dragged me toward unconsciousness.

Wylla, you were entirely gone.

I thrashed, gasping again, like a drowning thing. All your pain became mine.

The Subsidiary had shot your left shoulder, the bolt blasting clean through. A higher angle—to the head—would have killed us both.

But it wouldn’t have done that. You might be collateral, but I was the object the Subsidiary had been tasked with retrieving.

The blaster had cauterized the wound, but blood crusted around the starburst burn. When I pressed it, I nearly blacked out.

“Fuck,” I said, in your voice. My fingers shook. “Fuck.”

I turned my head. The Subsidiary lay unconscious, head askew, limbs akimbo. I watched its steady breathing and thought about killing it, how satisfying it would be to shred that fleshy tech.

But—what had happened? What if the Subsidiary had done something to suppress you, and it still held the key to returning you to me?

I forced myself up, issuing commands like code: Sit up. Breathe. Move your leg. Then the other. Press with your hands—pain shrieked, so I clarified—your right hand only.

Each instruction bought me another second of focus. So long as I moved, panic stayed at bay. I thought of you while fighting a terrible urge to laugh with glee.

I didn’t want to celebrate inhabiting your body at your expense. So I leaned into despair instead.

Once upright, I dragged the Subsidiary’s body to the wall and propped it there. A compartment near the cryopod held nylon rope and electric cuffs. I chose the rope—old-school knots felt safer than something it might override. My left arm shook from the blaster wound. Sweat ran into my eyes. Shock was wearing off.

I loved every second of it.

But without you, Wylla, I didn’t know what to do. I sat there like an idiot, blaster aimed at Four’s chest, arm trembling, until it stirred.

“Don’t move. I’ll fucking kill you.”

I thought I heard a surprised intake of breath, but at least it obeyed.

“Where is she?” I croaked.

The Subsidiary stared, cold, impersonal, and silent.

I shook the blaster, stomping forward to press it against the helmet.

“Wylla Sotain. Her consciousness. Where is she, motherfucker?”

The Subsidiary’s body trembled. At first I thought it was laughing at me, mocking my distress. But then a hollow sob slipped through its voice box.

It was crying.

I screwed up my face in disgust. What was it doing? What kind of ploy was this?

“Did your daemon do that? Eject her? Steal her? Tell me where she is right now, or—”

“Sable,” the Subsidiary choked.

My body froze, my mind racing. The Subsidiary’s legs pushed weakly against the floor, head dipped, breaths shuddering. Its fingers flexed like someone adjusting to oversized gloves. Each palm pressed to the floor, then hesitated, readjusting—as though the body were ill-fitting clothing. Uncomfortable. New.

Oh, Wylla.

How hadn’t I recognized you?

“No,” I murmured.

You tried to sit upright, hand hovering over your belly.

“I feel sick,” you said—filtered through the Subsidiary’s voice box.

Hearing your words in that dry, synthetic channel was unbearable. You strained against the rope.

Love cut through my shock. I rushed to free your hands. You pawed at the helmet—your head—and at the skintight nylon suit. Agitation sharpened to frenzy. You clawed for the zipper, dragging the sleeves down.

The body had four limbs, but one leg was more metal than meat. It must have started human: a heart, lungs, basic systems. Yet so much had been modified beyond recognition I could no longer say it was. The genitals were gone, replaced by a smooth, doll-like blankness.

You screamed when you saw the vessel confining you.

Here I was, carrying all your modifications, everything you had fought to make yours. And there you were, reduced to a nearly genderless form, stripped of femininity or masculinity, rendered inhuman by the wires and metal panels integrated inelegantly into your flesh.

It wasn’t fair.

I wanted to do the selfish thing and suppress that suffering. But I couldn’t. I couldn’t fix your pain. I just stood there, watching as you sobbed and panted, your emotional cries flattened to a dull warble by the voice box.

All I managed to say was “Wylla,” very softly—a plea you ignored.

Years ago, you might have chosen nothingness over the body you were given. During your time with me, something had shifted and now, with the clarity of a reckoning, you realized some distant, perfected version of your body no longer mattered. Not as much as what you had: your body, as you had made it. You had been clawing your way toward joy, and only with this distance did you realize you’d already found it.

We didn’t speak, but months of living in your head were enough to make words unnecessary. The old ache rose in me, the wish to hold you—and then it bloomed into something wilder. I could hold you. You were there, I was here, and at last we occupied separate bodies. What they looked like didn’t matter. You had kissed me when I was nothing but code inside a mask. I reached out your—our—arms, and you eased, just slightly, enough for me to draw you close and wrap them around your waist.

For the first time.

Your head went limp, as if you’d closed your eyes, and I followed suit. I couldn’t smell anything but burned dust and LYREBIRD’s interior, but I pressed the bird-beak of the mask close and imagined I was breathing in the scent of your wash. Of you.

“Let me back in,” you whispered, like I was holding the gate shut. Your fingers clutched my body not with relief or joy, but with a jealous hunger—grasping at yourself through me, demanding what was yours.

“I don’t know if I can.”

The words felt thin, insufficient; I didn’t know what had forced you out or if a path back existed—only that you were outside, and I was in.

And despite this being a unique hell for you, I was selfish enough to love it.

I have a body.

I had loved being a woman, but my body was never mine. I endured through contraband pleasures—stolen touches in station corridors, brief hours with wives bought from forgotten worlds. Even in you I was only a borrower, never free of the knowledge I’d have to give the body back. But this was different: This body was mine. Every flaw, every ache of your neglect was mine now: hamstrings drawn tight from months without stretching, shoulders knotted from years held rigid, nerves pinched until pain crawled into my neck. As LYREBIRD I could blur such things to static, but now I felt it all.

It was exquisite.

“You’re loving this,” you gasped.

Even through the dull monotone of the automated voice box, your incredulity screamed at me. You pulled away.

“I’m—sorry.”

You scoffed, then cried harder. You let me slip the suit back over your hybrid flesh, and I knelt before you, as if in worship, to beg your understanding.

“I’m sorry this has happened to you,” I said—insufficiently.

You were limp. Your sorrow bled into the craft; I could feel it in the air around us.

“I haven’t been completely alone in a body for years. Nothing, Wylla—no pain, no pleasure. Not even wind on my face. The closest I’ve had is through you.”

“I offered to find you a body.”

“You offered me an android,” I clarified. “And anyway, it’s not that I wanted this. I’ve just woken up, same as you. It’s a shock, and—”

All at once you snapped, “Can you stop talking with my voice, please?”

I shut up, quickly switching LYREBIRD’s settings to project my own voice. Sable’s voice. I knew why my appearance hurt you, but I was hurting too. Couldn’t you see it from my perspective, just for a moment?

All I could think to say was “I’m a woman too.”

You said nothing, either hating what I’d said or giving me the chance to explain. How strange it felt not to know your thoughts before you did anymore.

Cautiously, I slumped to the floor. The laminate felt rough beneath my fingers, the engine’s thrum rising through my legs.

“I’m a woman who never got to be a woman. Or—a woman who only got the shit end of the stick. My whole life, I was property. And I’m sorry that it’s your body I’m in right now, but I can’t be sorry that I get a chance to remember how to be human. All right?”

You turned away.

My gut roiled. Grief climbed my throat. Say something. But I couldn’t ask you to. I’d just bared my soul to you, and you couldn’t give me a single word.

Nearly two minutes later, you spoke.

“What happened?”

Business talk. I supposed that was easier than feelings. The coolness of the question stung. We hadn’t done that before—left it all unresolved.

It had been impossible not to see each other’s perspectives when we’d lived inside one another’s heads.

I drew my knees to my chest, heart thudding. “I’m not sure. Is the Subsidiary still in there?”

You shrugged, and it was the strangest thing to see. The body creaked with the movement.

“There’s a whole system in here. Like a database. But I don’t know how to access it. It’s not like how it is with you.”

You were being so brave. I never told you that—I didn’t want to sound like I was coddling you. But I saw the resolve it took to keep the fear from overtaking you. You spoke like it was theory, like it wasn’t happening to you in real time.

You asked, “Is the daemon still in there?”

There, at the end of your sentence, like we weren’t talking about your body.

“Yes,” I said after checking. “It’s tied to your cybernetics. But I can’t … isolate it.” I hesitated. “This was probably LYREBIRD’s fault, somehow. I’m sorry.”

Two thoughts competed for my attention.

The first was kind: If I’ve forced you from your body, I want to die, Wylla.

The second was selfish: Let this be a mystery a little while longer.

“Don’t think about it,” I said. “It’s not forever. We’ll get you back in your body.”

I was proud of myself for saying that. I meant it, even though it hurt to know I would return to LYREBIRD. I would never steal this body from you—not forever.

Logic was easy without flesh. But emotions—those volatile, ungovernable things—made my hands shake, made each breath an act of will.

You somehow made the Subsidiary’s body seem small. You looked up at me, and I imagined I could see your eyes—the eyes I watched you through now—going wide in abject misery.

“Promise?”

I moved faster than light to bring my—your—lips to your—the Subsidiary’s—forehead.

I love you.

Despite my anger. Despite your sadness. Despite our inability to see eye to eye in this moment, I loved you.

I wanted to say it, felt brave enough to finally tell you. I loved your body; I thought you were beautiful. But more than that, I loved that you were a home to me. That you had made yourself a home to a younger, more frightened Wylla. That you weren’t fearless, but that you moved forward despite it.

I loved being with you. I wanted to call you girlfriend, and lover, and family, and all the things I had never found in a person before you.

But instead, I said, “I promise,” and hoped you heard everything else I meant to say.

You nodded, sniffling. The blaring strip lights above reflected in your visor—clean white squares floating in black glass—and that was all I could see.

“I really thought we’d gotten away.”

This part wasn’t your fault. It wasn’t either of our faults. I leaned back.

“You had a program erasing the truth in real time. How could you have known?”

But that only made you curl forward over your knees.

“Come,” I said, shifting and patting my lap.

You stared at the space between my crossed legs, like you were contemplating the act of lying down itself, wondering if the effort of getting back up would be worth it. Then your chin lifted, turning toward LYREBIRD’s mask, and you sighed.

“So,” you said, settling down against my flesh. “You can control my body. I’m currently in control of a Subsidiary’s body, except I don’t know how to use it, there’s a good chance its consciousness will try to fight me for control, and a daemon process is, at the very least, still watching us.”

I wanted to make it all go away. “What do you want to do?”

You looked up at me. I could sense the frown, even if I couldn’t see it.

“What do I want to do? I want what I’ve always wanted. To live without someone breathing down my neck. I want to change things, to make that possible.”

You laughed as you said it, but the sound warped eerily through the voice box. Your humor died when I didn’t laugh with you. I imagined the expression on the face I wore now, your lips drooping, your eyes pulling out of focus. You sighed again.

“I want…” Your breath caught. “I want my body back. My body.”

It wasn’t quite a revelation, but it was rare to hear you give voice to these thoughts. I’d long heard your quiet love for yourself—in the echo of your mind, in the armor of your actions—but to say aloud you wished to return to the form you once despised was proof of evolution. You no longer sought to punish the vessel that carried you. You longed to live in it now—to burn, to bloom, to be luminous within it.

We sat in silence for a while, eyes closed, holding one another. It was strange—after months of loving you from the inside—to hold you from the outside. To know your rhythms and fears so intimately, and now to feel your body as something I both knew and didn’t.

I squeezed your shoulder.

“We have to kill its mind,” I said.

“And the daemon,” you added.

“And I guess we need to update that live Subsidiary file, so the others don’t realize something’s off.” After a beat, I asked, “Is this ship alive?”

That got us both up.

You stared at the pilot’s seat before dropping into it, Subsidiary fingers hovering over the console. Your left hand twitched toward the severed digits gracing the console like grotesque ornaments. When you touched them, the nanobots stitched flesh to flesh.

I felt useless. I was so unaccustomed to having a body that I just stood there, before remembering I didn’t need your direction to move anymore.

I walked to RABBIT and grazed my fingers over its byronnicum shell. “Thanks,” I told it. “I think you saved us.”

My body reacted to its warm trill like it would to a pet. I had to fight the urge to gather the thing into my arms.

Something about its AI felt different. Brighter. Livelier than before.

“I think I can connect to the ship,” you murmured.

I glanced up. “The way I can?”

“I—”

A hail cut through the moment.

We both went stiff, heads turning toward the NAVIDAR. An enormous vessel had entered range, drifting into detectable space at the far edge of our sensors. It was unregistered, but the Subsidiary’s ship began scanning it unprompted. The console spat out fragments of a tag.

TR.Δ.SAB.05.

I exhaled, shaking out my hands to dispel all my energy. You said, “RABBIT, answer it.”

The voice that came through was crisp. Feminine. We had heard it before, on GTM-11.

“VisorForge Subsidiary Vessel VF-B-INT04/333A, we are here for the fugitive you carry. Surrender her at once, or you will become a new catalyst for old Earth’s resurgence.”

The Thorned Root cell of the Edenic Order had found us.
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“We tell them the truth!”

You’d been arguing that point for two minutes. RABBIT estimated we had three more before the Edenic Order boarded.

“Wylla,” I said gently. “Look at yourself. You look like a Subsidiary. The first thing they’ll do is fire.”

“You can’t—you’re—” You faltered, frustration rising. You kept gesturing at LYREBIRD, movements stilted and mechanical. “You’re in my body.”

“And I will be until we can figure out how to safely remove you.” My voice was firm, but not angry. “The Thorned Root is a terrorist cell. They’re far more likely to believe we overpowered and killed the Subsidiary than that your human mind is trapped inside it.”

I was trying to save your life, but you couldn’t see it. After all the evidence that I loved you, why did you think I was doing this to hurt you?

“You won’t know how to talk to them,” you said quietly. And then I understood.

“You want to be the one to meet them.”

Your arms dropped. You’d once thought of joining them: giving your body to a higher purpose, dissolving the self. But now, trapped in a Subsidiary, a flesh-machine hybrid built to enforce corporate will … I didn’t need to read your mind to know what you were thinking.

“You think they can get you out.”

“They have spores that knit flesh together,” you said, half laughing. “Why wouldn’t they be able to fix me?”

A rift opened between us.

When I said nothing, you stiffened. “You said it was our priority.”

“No, I said the daemon was our priority. And technically, it’s not affecting you any longer.”

A sound tore from you—half laugh, half sob—and you stumbled back. “What happened to ‘Forget the Order, forget VisorForge’?”

“That was before they were on our doorstep!” I softened my tone. “I asked what you wanted, and you said freedom. A life where no one pulls your strings. Maybe they can get you back in your body but they can help in other ways, too. Securing them as allies is the priority. And I’m the one to do it, okay, because right now…” I hesitated. Screw it. “Wylla, you’re too emotional.”

“You—bitch!” You went to cover a mouth that wasn’t there before you let rage consume you. “My body is me, Sable. I fought my whole life to live in it, to be seen in it, and now I’m locked in this machine while you strut around in my skin. And you tell me it doesn’t matter?”

“That’s not what I said.”

“Don’t lie to yourself.” You strained Four’s even voice. “You want revenge, and you want my body, and you’re dressing both up as noble.”

I flushed, cheeks burning hot as a warning light. For a moment I thought of yielding, letting your anger stand. But then you’d be right—I’d be lying.

Because I thought you were overreacting.

Not that I couldn’t imagine the horror of being torn from your body, only I wanted you to see the scale. Your wound was real, but a paper cut beside the one still to come. If VisorForge had its way, every citizen would have their autonomy gutted. That was the wound I couldn’t turn from. But maybe it was hypocrisy, because what drove me wasn’t clarity—it was rage. My rage at what had been done to me, still smoldering, hotter than my sympathy for you.

I wasn’t lying to myself. But I was torn. The Thorned Root might’ve been the ally we needed—ruthless, resourceful, already twice our salvation—and I was vengeful enough to see how useful their violence could be. Yet letting them in felt like intrusion, like the Subsidiary wedging itself between us. I didn’t want anyone in the space that belonged to you and me. I hated how much hope you placed in them. I had lifted you up, made you sharp. Together we’d carved our mark into VisorForge. What would it mean if I wasn’t the one you relied on?

As if you heard all that, you said, “I want out.”

I blinked. “What?”

You stood stiller than I’d ever seen you. “I don’t … I don’t want to do this anymore, Sable. I’m tired of fighting.”

“You mean this argument?” I pressed. “Is that what you mean?”

You covered your head with your hands, and my heart broke. Of course you wanted out in that moment. How could you not, exiled from your own flesh, bound inside a machine never meant to hold you? You’d already gone farther than anyone should by erasing yourself from the GIRS. Wanting out wasn’t weakness. It was the natural breaking point.

And that was why you couldn’t be the one to face the Edenic Order.

You were unraveling, and I had to protect you, us, the fight we were bringing to the world. We had come too far, and we were too close. I would not let you set it down now.

I grasped your hands and squeezed. “You’ll get your body back, I promise. And you’re right—the Thorned Root probably has the tech. Once I know the ground we’re standing on, I’ll tell them about you and bargain for their help. But right now, we’re exposed, and the only leverage we have is me—LYREBIRD.”

The airlock clamped to the hull with a hollow shudder. I released you and pulled RABBIT free from the console.

“RABBIT can link us on a private channel. It’ll transcribe my thoughts, so you won’t be cut off.” I stepped back. “Now get in the cryopod and play dead.”

Your fists clenched at your sides. Subsidiary Four wore your anger with frightening intensity.

I lifted your helmet with a finger, catching LYREBIRD’s fractal eyes mirrored in the visor. “Do you trust me?”

You didn’t answer. My stomach turned.

The airlock hissed; vapor curled through the cabin. We had only seconds left.

“Wylla,” I said again, softer this time. “Please.”

At the last moment you moved, snatching up RABBIT before climbing into the cryopod. You did not look at me as you closed it.

My eyes drifted to the airlock. Fogged figures pressed at the window. I could have overridden the lock, kept them trapped in the vestibule between our two worlds. But I was trusting you as you were trusting me, and since I had been the one to call them here, I would face the Edenic Order calmly.

Five figures crowded the airlock, but only three stepped aboard.

They weren’t the feral zealots shown on Federation reels—gaunt monks in threadbare robes, clawing at systems with barks and conviction. They wore armor: green laminate, not the monochrome of Federation enforcers. A color meant to be seen. They moved in perfect unison, heels striking the deck in ritual rhythm. Heavy guns hung low at their hips, lethal even in stillness. These were soldiers.

The leader halted, and the others mirrored her not a beat later. The precision was too sharp to be instinctive, too fluid to be a direct order. A ritual shaped by repetition. Their stances softened, signaling the performance was complete. Then the leader stepped forward and removed her helmet.

Through RABBIT’s feed, you gasped.

She was beautiful. You had every right to gasp. I would have gasped, if I hadn’t been distracted by how loudly you were gasping.

Her hair was pale blond streaked with gray, pulled into a too-neat bun. She was short, with the dense frame of someone who’d grown up under heavy gravity. Green-gray eyes cut severely—and her face was blooming.

LYREBIRD scanned the flora sprouting from her skin and returned Earth names: a Venus flytrap twitched above her brow; cinnabar bracket fungi colonized her left cheek, a scarlet shelf crept toward her eye. Wisteria trailed from a gash in her neck. Her ears had been overtaken—or replaced—by cork-tree twigs. Red sumac curled from her scalp. At her mouth’s corners bloomed the choking violet of purple loosestrife.

“I am General Aliers of the Thorned Root,” she said, her voice raspy. I wondered if roots infested her lungs. “Hand over your weapons. Then state your name and business.”

There wasn’t a choice. I handed over your blaster, slowly.

“I’m fugitive Wylla Sotain,” I said, letting a sardonic edge bleed through. “I sent the distress signal.”

Aliers looked me over, her gaze catching on the torn seams of my suit, where biocode was healing puckered red skin. “I was under the impression you were in danger, Ms. Sotain.”

“I was.”

Her eyes darted quickly around the ship. “No longer?”

“In danger of infection, maybe,” I said, gesturing to my throbbing shoulder. “Otherwise stable. Check the cryopod. Four’s incapacitated. Your explosion on GTM-11 injured both myself and VisorForge Subsidiary Four.”

She stared a moment longer, then nodded. One soldier slammed the butt of his rifle against the pod release. The door hissed open. You lay slack inside with RABBIT concealed, its falsified metrics now declaring you dead. That was quick work. The soldier prodded you, and you didn’t flinch.

Aliers looked back at me, lips quirking with faint amusement, as though she’d found something curious. “You’re welcome,” she said.

She didn’t look like any general I’d ever imagined. Too young—late thirties, maybe. And still human around the edges, despite everything growing from her.

The plants on her body stirred as she angled closer, wisteria brushing her collarbone. An insect lifted from a leaf and vanished into the stale air. I followed it, thinking it absurd to see a bug in space, until her voice cut in.

“Ms. Sotain, I’ve been waiting a long time to speak to you.”

“Then speak,” I said, crossing my arms. “Heal the hole in my shoulder and tell me why you’ve gone through all the effort to get my attention.”

She raised a single brow. The overhead lighting revealed a knotwork of blue veins tangled with tiny roots; the first layers of her skin had grown translucent. She could have said any number of things then, to delay me or throw me off-kilter.

She didn’t.

“Wylla Sotain and LYREBIRD,” General Aliers said, “welcome to the Thorned Root.”
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Aliers dragged the Subsidiary vessel into the belly of a warship, a leviathan that dwarfed us to irrelevance.

I gawked as the ramp descended into a hangar vast enough for a wing of ships—yet it held only Four’s vessel and two pale scoutcraft. Three, when the boarding vessel touched down beside it.

At first the emptiness felt almost comical—until I looked up, where cold-white panels blazed far away in an unbroken line. Your body, long used to cramped confines in space, recoiled from the abundance as though afraid of falling into the ceiling.

My shoulder ached where the bolt had gone through, but awe eclipsed the pain.

“Medical bay first,” Aliers said, grinning at my wonder. “I’ll patch you up myself.”

Thus, I left you behind, for the first time. You stayed in the cryopod with RABBIT curled against you like a strange tomb companion. Two Order soldiers camped outside the Subsidiary ship, as if I might flee. Their presence forced you quiet too; years of prey instincts had to mask the predator your body had become. Perhaps that was why you weren’t speaking to me.

The corridors were built for heavy transports but stood mostly empty. Life showed itself in careful arrangements: ferns spilling from planters, vines trained through copper hooks, trays of soil tucked beneath vents where pale seedlings bent toward recycled air. Insects skittered in seams, yet even they seemed restrained; LYREBIRD tagged repellent plants woven into the mix.

This ecosystem wasn’t the riotous overgrowth of propaganda reels. Even as a supposed monument to old Earth, it bore marks of discipline, the chaos pruned into terrarium neatness.

Soon we passed a mess converted into a grow-room. Trays of grain sat under glow-lamps and mushrooms climbed damp tiers. Above them, timers blinked and chalkboards tracked cycles and quotas. The regimentation looked like excess until LYREBIRD tallied yields fit for only thirty mouths. A single blight would gut their stores, and they had no intention of docking.

The first soldiers appeared in a training hall. Two sparred hand to hand, movements pared to efficiency. Another, blindfolded, tracked the darting whirr of an android dummy, firing the instant it swept past. A fourth crouched over a disassembled rifle, timer ticking as he rebuilt it under pressure. At the center of the hall loomed a rig of wires and nodes—its purpose unclear, though raw welts on their skin said it had been used recently.

Aliers set a hand on my back. I flinched, but she only smiled. “C’mon. You can snoop later.”

But I’d snooped enough to conclude: the vessel was cavernous, wrong-sized for its occupants. Wiring looped down stairwells like open veins, insulation stripped and circuitry frayed. Entire hatches were welded shut, seams scorched, panels slagged—life support had been rationed by rendering sections unlivable.

The Thorned Root were never meant for this warship.

They had taken it—and now held it together by sheer discipline.

The medical bay was more advanced than I’d expected. It only held two beds, but walls bristled with scanners, and a steel trolley was lined with wound sealants. Overhead, vines threaded through a trellis, leaves dipping low enough to be harvested mid-procedure.

Two androids stood unmoving as I entered, their design sleek, featureless, and gleaming white.

Aliers flicked her wrist. “Fix Sotain up.”

The androids beeped with syncopated error tones.

“There is no one by that name in the medical bay.”

Aliers turned to me with a shrug. “You using an alias, Sotain? Fine. Whatever.” She waved again. “This woman, then. Fix her up.”

Another error: “Two biological entities detected. One recognized. Advisory: contact staff for assistance.”

Aliers snorted, tossed her gun onto a bed, and cracked open the panel of an android.

“C’mere, Sotain.”

I hesitated, waiting for your permission.

Do it, you said.

I stepped beside Aliers while she dug through the android’s insides. “Well, you were a rumor for a while.” Her fingers were deep in the spinal column. “Until you weren’t. These bots just confirmed it. You’re a proper null entity in the GIRS.” She glanced sideways—half admiration, half mockery. “Never met anyone stupid enough to do that.”

“Now you have,” I said. “What do you need? Hair?”

She shrugged. “That’ll do.”

I plucked a strand and handed it over. By the time I lay back on the bed, the androids had enough biological information to recognize me.

When they touched me, LYREBIRD reported on their systems: repurposed Federation units, cracked open and rewired with stolen code. Their heads ran off-market medical routines, crudely spliced from a dozen sources. Stranger still were the veins threaded through their chassis, their tubing lined with something alive. A homebrew graft of biocode.

“Unless you’re fine losing a day to fogged memory, we don’t have much in the way of painkillers,” Aliers said, voice barely apologetic. Her fingers drifted idly through the moss trailing overhead. “This moss is like a local anesthetic. With guaranteed side effects.”

“No spores this time?”

“Spores are for battlefields,” she grunted. “Months to grow and gone in seconds once loosed. It’s worth it for open spaces with lots of bodies. So, you get resin. It grows in their tubing like sap. Heals you quicker than nature—just hurts like hell.” She jerked her chin upward.

“Moss?”

I turned away. “No moss.”

She snorted, as if I were being precious, when really I was glad to feel again. All of it.

I’d meant to stream everything to you, to tether you to your body, but the moment the androids smeared resin into the wound, my vision short-circuited. It seared like liquid fire, boring through ragged flesh. I gasped, half whining, half laughing, grateful even for that after so long without sensation that was mine alone.

Aliers watched me with a curious expression, perhaps thinking me a masochist.

Does she want to see how I handle pain? you guessed.

Somewhere through the euphoria, I managed my own: She wants to make a soldier of you, Wylla.

“Shall we do this here?” Aliers asked suddenly, shoulders loose as she regarded my prone form. “Or shall we wait?”

Now, you said, your modulated voice rough over RABBIT’s transmission.

I sighed, waiting for the burn to fade. “You want our help.”

“I have a proposition for you, yes.”

Aliers lowered herself onto the opposite cot. I craned around the androids to meet her eye. When she didn’t speak right away, I filled the silence.

“Why have you been targeting VisorForge?”

She made a face. “All of Corporate Federation is a nuisance.”

“But VisorForge, specifically?”

She ran a hand down her gun, almost fondly. “Forests gutted. Species wiped out. Ecosystems turned to ash for plant-based nanomaterials. They hoard engineered crops, starve out communities, do whatever it takes to keep their monopoly. They’re a good target.”

I stared. What a neat little explanation. “But that’s not the real reason.”

She flashed me a grin. “You’ve been focused on VisorForge too. Attacking campaigns, disrupting their brand, leaking files. I don’t need to ask why—not with what you’re wearing.”

Sable. Be careful.

I didn’t acknowledge you. I kept my eyes on Aliers.

The cot rose with a whine, angling me up so the androids could seal my wound with a hissing spray.

“You’re new to this,” I said.

She blinked.

Cautiously I said, “The Edenic Order was quiet until a few months ago. Now the Thorned Root seems to be everywhere.”

Aliers shrugged. “There was an opening. I filled it.” Said like it was nothing. “But I’m not the interesting one here, Ms. Sotain.”

What a joke. She was fucking magnetic. I knew I was blundering into a trap, but I couldn’t stop—not with your anxiety tangled in my rage. I felt like RABBIT, too raw with dread to see straight. I’d forgotten how exhausting a body could be, how fear made you sick and drowned out every sense. The room might as well have been Fyster’s bed on our wedding night, the way my heart pounded.

“Why are you helping us?”

You cut in. You said “us.” Just tell the truth. She seems—

I ignored you and gestured vaguely toward LYREBIRD, hoping Aliers would think I’d imprinted on the mask like it was a pet, the way RABBIT was to us.

But Aliers said nothing, only watched me carefully. The enormity of where I was, and exactly who was helping me, gave me renewed energy. The instant the androids finished sealing my wound, I swung my legs over the bed and pointed at her.

“Come on. You strike me as someone straightforward, if your methods are anything to go by. ‘You are not your metrics. Roots split stone.’ And you certainly split GTM-11 without a care for who died.”

“Wylla!” Aliers surprised me by laughing—a real, full-bodied laugh. “I honestly didn’t take you for an idealist! You’ve been hunted by a VisorForge Subsidiary for half a year. Have you checked on anyone you’ve interacted with all these months?”

My stomach lurched. “What?”

Aliers raised a brow. “Your appraiser on BTW-02, whom you visited right after snagging LYREBIRD on Pholan’s World? Or the half dozen comms techs you’ve convinced to look the other way? Think of anyone who might have helped you. Have you checked on them?”

A face came to mind: the medic on GTM-11, who’d died helping me escape. I hadn’t learned their name.

One of many casualties in my war.

At the look on my face Aliers added, “You might be a ghost in the system, Wylla, but the people you’ve talked to have been real. VisorForge and their Subsidiaries will always find a way to get to you.”

What does she mean? you whispered. I knew you had RABBIT checking already. We both knew, but I let you search anyway.

“This is war, young lady,” Aliers said with a fiery grin. “And you know that. This naïve act of yours isn’t doing you any favors. You’ve used people, and you’ve killed them by proxy. At least we’re honest: we claimed that sabotage right away. Sent spores to heal what we could. But surely you know we can’t win if we play by the rules set by Corporate Federation—or even our own morality. Not when the Federation bastards are the ones running the game.”

She said all this brightly, a small smile teasing her mouth, like she disbelieved my outrage was real.

But I wasn’t seeing her, not really. You were hyperventilating, and with every gasp, my own breath stuttered.

What is it? What’s happening?

I— you panted. I can’t—

Words failed you. Or rather, you’d learned through our communion the truth of the old adage: a picture is worth a thousand words.

Four pinged LYREBIRD. Somehow, you’d managed to wrangle the system.

And you sent through footage.

Wet, broken moans hit first, before the image sharpened into a gaping, bloody mouth, split lips and shattered teeth. The face around it was pulped beyond recognition—until the GUI tagged her.

Auren Pell.

Pell had slipped us the codes for BSMC-07, the lifeline that let us blast the VisorForge–Martial Syndicate alliance across Federation feeds.

Four’s objective glared on-screen: CONFESSION AND TRANSMISSION TO FEDERATION COUNCIL.

“Auren Pell, ID C-4927–19-F-36-T. Are you ready to confess?”

Her swollen head jerked. “Whatever you want … just … stop.”

Four shoved a recording stick beneath her chin.

“Please read the words.”

Pell’s breath rattled. “M-my name is Auren Pell. I’m a VisorForge technician. I falsified documents suggesting VisorForge has allied with the Martial Syndicate. This was a lie. VisorForge is more loyal to the Federation than I am. No one else was involved, and I am sorry. I am truly sorry.” Her eyes flickered toward the Subsidiary. “P-please, I—”

The device clicked off. Apart from her whimpering, it was silent.

She raised her head, bulbous, purple eye pleading. “Are you going to let me go now?”

The footage froze as text flashed:

INTERROGATED. DECEASED POST-CUSTODY.

You made a noise, but there was no time to process.

The scene shifted—a raging fire, walls shuddering with heat. A figure staggered, hurling objects across the room. Masks, I realized. They clattered to the ground like brittle skulls.

“I told her to give it up!” Her voice cracked. “I didn’t do anything!”

ELAYNE VEX, read the GUI. The appraiser.

You cried out. Four waited as her rage guttered. Flames surged through the private wing, a staged thermal overload that would burn her alive. One by one, the masks cracked in the heat.

You jerked as the appraiser collapsed, choking. But when flame reached her skin, she found new breath with which to scream.

It went on a long time.

DEATH VIA RESIDENTIAL SYSTEMS FAILURE.

There were more.

Rett Varn—Spektral—who’d slipped our slogans into a Gamma ad reel. In the shadows, his green hair burned blue. A sickly hand closed on his throat, and his wild kicks sent dozens of screens tumbling. I heard his desperate, rattling wheeze as his windpipe was crushed.

Then others in quick succession: the comms tech we bribed; the transit clerk who’d ignored LYREBIRD’s duplicate ID; the broker who let us confirm VisorForge was selling its clients’ data.

Seeing them all shamed me. You found a way to stop the cascade and pulled the plug. I was too shaken to speak.

I hadn’t wanted the fight to belong to anyone but you and me. But we’d been receiving help all this time. My stomach churned.

Privately, I pinged RABBIT to spy on your vitals, but you’d barred my access, ensured your privacy.

Even RABBIT returned an error. I wish I knew how you were feeling.

Wylla? I prompted.

Your silence was so very loud.

“Wylla?” An echo of my prompt, only this time aimed at me. Aliers stared expectantly, eyes narrowing as she looked me up and down.

“I didn’t know they’d be killed,” I said. It felt necessary to say.

Aliers pulled a pitying face. “I guess you’re young. New to this life.” After a beat: “You get used to it.”

I don’t want to get used to it, you told me. I did not repeat it.

I steeled my body, knowing how tense I must have looked. “What do you want? Why help me?”

As I spoke, the ship lurched with the familiar dizzying spring of a ship exiting a jump.

I frowned. Have RABBIT check our location.

The fringes of the Beta sector, you said flatly. Maybe beyond it. Near a moon.

Wylla, I murmured, what happened isn’t your fault.

Let’s not, you said sharply, and I dropped it.

Aliers didn’t flinch when the ship halted. She flicked a video file to me, and it bloomed in my GUI as I opened it.

An Edenic Order monk knelt, robes dark with sweat, as torturers hacked the living temple of his body. Roots tore from his muscles with wet snaps. Flames caught the wounds, and his skin blistered, blackened, split, peeling back in sheets until his worship reduced to kindling. Federation torturers watched silently, their stillness a counterpoint to the distorted crescendo of his scream. Then, through the crackle of fire, came their laughter.

The recording came from a Gamma planet near the rim.

You said nothing. Were you still watching?

I cleared my throat. “Monk Lorien.”

The story had dominated the feeds months ago. A man revered for peace, abruptly branded a terrorist and executed live.

Aliers leaned forward, forearms sliding over her knees. “An hour after his death, every Order cell received that file, along with an ultimatum from the Federation. Stop all militant activity, stop roaming, and they’d give us a barren planet. A gilded cage.”

Aliers still wasn’t looking at me, but her face grew animated. “Monk Lorien devoted his life to peace and they killed him anyway. Then they dangle a planet—an entire world to seed with Earth’s plants. But it would be theirs, not ours. They could burn it from orbit when convenient. And the Order’s purpose was never to settle; it was to scatter Earth’s spores into this icy void. But we’re not centralized. It’s a tangle of cells and creeds, each interpreting our purpose differently. Plenty accepted the Federation’s terms. Even Thorned Root.”

I tilted my head. “Doesn’t seem like that stuck. Who’d you kill?”

Her eyes hardened. “General Surrett.” The name snapped from her mouth. “He’d led us nearly six years. But he, and over half of Thorned Root, were willing to reduce us to a cautionary tale of barbarians under corporate control. We”—she gestured to the ship—“weren’t going to let that happen.” Her voice had turned cold.

“So you killed him, went rogue, and now you’ve got no one left on your side?”

Her lip curled in a bitter smile. “If I hadn’t, Thorned Root would have surrendered everything we stood for. The others bent to the Federation. We didn’t.” She met my eyes, steady. “And we won’t. You’re here now. That means something.”

“Does it?” I raised an eyebrow. I was looking for cracks, trying to find the things she wasn’t telling me. When I didn’t press further, Aliers shrugged.

“I think you and I could work quite well together. We could bring VisorForge down for good.”

That offer was a feast just out of reach. What did she want with us, specifically?

And why would she think you’d ever embrace such a violent fantasy?

Your vengeance was bound to justice. Mine was a blood hunger. Aliers’s words were meant for me, for Sable—not you—and the hope I once resented in you began to infect me, twisting jealousy into feverish awe.

Wylla? I called out to you.

Maybe we could have found each other again—set aside the body between us, joined in the promise of new allies and VisorForge’s ruin. But you were silent, and silence pushed me toward my own choice.

Wasn’t Aliers interesting?

Rage oozed through her veins like sap, a shared lifeblood that bound us—and made her perilously enticing.

“I’m assuming you have something in mind?” I asked.

Aliers grinned widely. “Follow me.”
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I saw five more soldiers with entire gardens blooming from their flesh, made near inhuman with their grafts. They snapped rigidly to attention as Aliers passed.

“Riot on GTB-05, ma’am,” one reported. “Night Pollen says rations were cut again. Permission to send Blightstring?”

Aliers didn’t break stride. “Granted. Tweak it to ration quotas. That’ll keep the officials busy.”

I watched the interaction—were they sending biocode as aid?—but my focus kept slipping to Aliers. The other members of the Order were beautiful, yes, but they lacked Aliers’s allure. Her soul blazed like a beacon, a celestial compass for my moth mind.

Rest pods filled corners, emitting the spectrum of light needed for plant growth. We passed rows of cubicles marked with clasped hands in prayer, emphasizing the Order’s strange fusion—part monastery, part militia, part something harder to name. People made up the Thorned Root—I knew that, and the laughter, the singing, the grunts of training proved it. Yet everything here felt like fruit grown from Aliers’s tree. I couldn’t imagine anyone else leading them.

She led me to an observation lounge, a small room of reinforced plex with an unimpeded view of space. The void stretched vast and unforgiving. Aliers pressed her hand to the window.

Not a window—an augmented screen layered over the plex. With a tap, the void dissolved into the silhouette of a distant ship.

Fuck. The first word you’d said in minutes.

Wylla? I asked, but you fell silent again.

The ship wasn’t Corporate Federation make, whose designs favored sleek efficiency, nor the Syndicate’s usual conical vessels built to minimize fire. This was a monstrosity. Wide, angular, and bulky, it seemed built to be seen, though its matte-black hull suggested camouflage, relying on the void itself for cover. A LYREBIRD scan detected little weaponry beyond a few flank lasers.

“It’s a testing facility, Martial Syndicate made, owned by VisorForge. Not on any map. Even Subsidiaries don’t get the coordinates.” Aliers folded her arms, eyes gleaming as she studied me.

I asked, “And you know about it how?”

“Informants.” She shrugged, but was this nonchalance an act? She regarded me strangely.

Was I supposed to recognize this place?

I gestured to the ship. “So the Edenic Order camps on a moon to watch traffic? Or is it abandoned?”

“Not quite.”

Annoyed, I said, “Why are we here, General?”

You whispered, anxious, Sable, maybe you should tell them about me.

Not yet.

Your derisive snort froze me. You were angry—truly angry! But I had to ignore you, because the general had stepped forward, eyes filled with a lust that made me shiver.

“What do you know of the Rhizome Directory?”

The name startled me. LYREBIRD spun with implications. Rhizomes were stems growing horizontally, putting out lateral shoots. I tried to conceive of a directory that moved sideways, but my creativity failed. I shook my head.

Aliers cocked her own. Disappointed, I think. She gestured back at the screen. “That footage on GTM-11—”

“—dated to this year,” I cut in, assessing the vessel anew. “You’re saying this is where they conducted that test?”

She half turned, bemused smile twitching. “That’s right. But that was one smuggled clip. The LYREBIRD tests are alive and well. Our scouts have tracked vessels coming and going, as recently as three days past.”

A chill ran through me. I turned back to the vessel, and it felt like it stared back—like it had a soul.

Here, something whispered. Here is where it happened. Here is where Fyster left you. Here is where they fused LYREBIRD to your skull.

I wanted you to notice my suffering, to ask if I was all right. But Wylla, you stayed silent.

Aliers gestured at LYREBIRD, her fingers grazing the byronnicum shell. I flinched and she laughed. “You’ve got the mind of Sable Alzian in your head. Am I wrong?”

When I didn’t answer, her smile widened. She turned back to the viewport, eyes on the vessel. “You saw the footage. With proof LYREBIRD’s viable, VisorForge and the Martial Syndicate are taking the next step.”

“Proof?” I asked, feeling stupid.

Her gaze locked on mine. “You.” My posture slumped and Aliers softened her tone. “Do you know the purpose of the original trials?”

I couldn’t speak. My mouth ran dry.

She nodded with understanding. “From what I understand, the initial plan was to upload the minds of Syndicate soldiers into the Directory. LYREBIRD would then download an entire consciousness to override the host body. But every subject broke. They burned out in days. Except Sable Alzian.”

“Veonya,” I said instinctively. “Sable Veonya, not Alzian.”

A pause, then a brief smile. “Quite right. In any case, Sable wasn’t even meant for LYREBIRD—she was bound for the Directory. But somehow, even missing the target, her mind survived intact.”

“Wait,” I rasped. “I don’t understand.”

Aliers wet her lips and seemed to consider for a moment. “LYREBIRD wasn’t meant to be the final host. It was meant to act as an intermediary between the Directory and the body. VisorForge wanted to be able to wipe LYREBIRD at a moment’s notice and download a new mind in when needed, not to store a consciousness permanently. Somehow, that’s what Sable did. But that an entire consciousness can exist in LYREBIRD is proof their modular process can work. They don’t care that you’ve stayed distinct or found a way to live together. To them, you’re evidence the mind can be seized, preserved, redeployed—and they’ll use that to justify everything to come.”

Tears welled. They say the body remembers, but what of a consciousness torn from flesh?

Why did it feel so visceral if I couldn’t recall specifics?

“Are there others?” I hissed. “Other testing sites?”

“As far as we know, this is the only one. For now.”

Sable. Your voice was heavy with warning—you knew me too well. This was exactly something I’d embroil myself in. Any chance to uncover what happened stripped my sense.

So I forced myself to step back. “What do you want with LYREBIRD?”

Aliers made a face. She was about to spill some noble lie. I raised a hand.

“I’m not—we’re not idiots. You’ve been spying on VisorForge because you want something from that facility.”

She stared, lips pursed. Finally she said, “Ten thousand LYREBIRD masks.”

We both gasped. “What?!”

Aliers exhaled. She leaned on the viewport and retied her hair with a vine sprouting from her flesh. “Okay. Speed run. You’re wearing a rare MARK I LYREBIRD. It can mimic anything—credentials, voice, memory. But the real trick isn’t external performance—it’s internal mimicry. Every time you flash credentials, LYREBIRD floods your hippocampus with familiarity. The host accepts foreign skills as their own, which lays groundwork for downloading another mind.”

I touched LYREBIRD reflexively. Had you been in danger all this time?

Aliers noticed. “No. I wish you were connected to the Directory, but something about Sable’s upload severed that link. She anchored as a distinct mind, even without the biological tether the Directory is meant to rely on. That survival’s unprecedented.”

I said nothing, posture rigid.

“VisorForge realized mind uploads take years. But downloads? Easy—especially if you don’t bother with complete consciousnesses. Break a mind into skills, reflexes, obedience, package them as modules. That’s what’s in the facility: ten thousand masks bound for the Syndicate. All these LYREBIRDs do is suppress the prefrontal cortex, then trick the amygdala and hippocampus into accepting the modules as familiar.”

Your anxiety pressed against me. She wants those masks.

Of course she does.

No, it doesn’t make sense. You were sharp, frustrated. Nothing aboard this ship suggests they intend to live long. Using your new Subsidiary connection, you flagged my memories: meager food stores, whole wings sealed off, soldiers training like it was their last chance. Ask her.

So I did. “What will you do with ten thousand units?”

Aliers looked disappointed. “You can’t guess? I’d start with Nacarat City.”

“What?”

Aliers shrugged toward the vessel. “I meant what I said: Corporate Federation treats us as collateral. VisorForge alone has made millions desperate. Think of GTM-11’s undesirable miners, banned from working again. Imagine handing one a mask that makes them a perfect sniper. Or dozens with combat specs dropped onto worlds stripped for factories, or towns uprooted when a byronnicum vein cut beneath their homes. Don’t you see? The army’s already sown. We just need to hand them the weapons.”

You raged inside me. With a ship this size, they could have evacuated Caltheret before the explosion. Is she insane?

“You really think you have an army in Nacarat, after that explosion?”

Aliers’s eyes narrowed. “VisorForge planted a sensitive site in the middle of a busy city. If the alarm had tripped—kids exploring, a drunk stumbling in—they’d have scorched Nacarat, blamed a mining accident. If you’d been caught, what would have happened to the Specter?” She shrugged. “We saved you. Maybe the city took a wound. But help me, and we give them the means to finish the fight.”

Bullshit. They’d already tampered with the footage in that facility, and the alarm. We didn’t need to be on that planet at all; she wanted us there, to witness what they can do. She didn’t plant a fucking army, you spat. She salted the earth. They could recruit, train—build something! Instead they’ll hand masks to angry people and let them run wild. And this cell—you were right. They’re preparing to burn out, to take the Federation with them. Maybe bombers, like they used to. They’re volatile.

But I was volatile, too. Was that such a bad thing?

Almost desperate, you said, Violence and spectacle, and then what? What grows from the ashes? That’s not a world I want.

Someone rational would have listened. I thought of Governor Vick, ousted, and Pell, broken until she swore there was no VisorForge–Syndicate alliance. Something connected them, but I was too eager, too reckless, to see it.

Instead, I said, “You know a lot about this Rhizome Directory.”

“Well, it’s old now, but it seeded LYREBIRD. Early volunteers gave neural patterns—actual grafts that took root like rhizomes. Years went into stabilizing those biological anchors. The Directory was meant as a living archive, not just for combat—terraforming, agriculture, medicine, engineering, language—everything needed to preserve and renew humanity in hostile voids.”

I shook my head. “That doesn’t sound Federation.”

She laughed. “Of course not. They stole it and twisted it, like they do with everything.”

I could have pressed her on her connection, but I was excited, confused. “So VisorForge has a directory of control, and what? They churn out masks, hope people wear them?”

Now, she grimaced. “Yeah. I don’t know the specifics. But I don’t want them keeping those masks. Or the Directory. Do you?”

You broke in, sharp. If you listen to nothing else, at least ask what she needs us for.

It was a sensible question, but anger had me. “I want … to hurt VisorForge. I know the rot runs wider, and I know two people can’t kill a system. But I still want it.” I exhaled with pleasure, a great weight lifting. “I want their blood. I want their ruin.”

Aliers gave me a knowing, bright smile. “More than anything?”

I faltered. You breathed in my ear, my Wylla, who was tired, who wanted out.

But everything I wanted was waiting below.

Don’t go down there. Your voice was furious, but shaking. Not with my body. Please don’t use me for this.

Aliers stepped close. “If we take those masks, we hit VisorForge hard. Your campaigns have been cute, Sotain. But do you want to do something that actually matters?”

Your voice crackled. Sable.

Blood pounded in my ears. “Yes.”

You sucked in a breath and severed the comm.

My stomach dropped, but I forced myself steady. I wanted to hurt VisorForge. To do something that counted. How could I turn this down?

Too late, I voiced your question. “Why do you need me?”

“That’s easier to show you,” Aliers said, “but I know you need my help.”

I frowned. “Do I?”

Her grin was sharp. “According to my bots, something’s wrong with your cybernetics.”

My pulse jumped.

“A daemon’s exactly what I’d use to track something I couldn’t see. But a daemon is complex. Even an experienced hacker might struggle to remove it.”

I felt strangely defensive of your ability, then, even if we hadn’t known where to start. All bluster, I said, “And you can?”

“Yes.”

I blushed, ashamed.

Aliers pretended not to notice. “Daemons run biocode, we’ve encountered them before, and I’m good. So good I could reconfigure it to ping every Subsidiary in range, then strand you. Or I can purge it now, and we go down together. Take the masks, find the Directory, and cripple VisorForge for good.”

It felt like a honey trap for Sable Veonya. Extract the daemon, reveal the truth of my death, hand me a weapon to end VisorForge. Where was the downside?

Well—losing you. Using your body against your will.

I tried to hail you, to apologize. You didn’t answer. Dread hardened into spite.

You should have spoken to me. Yes, I had your body, but I was trying to help.

“Deal,” I said, swallowing the despair that followed. It was betrayal, and I chose it anyway.

Aliers’s smile was dazzling, almost holy. Resplendent in fury, she was me, refined and burning bright. Maybe burning out, too, but she was reaching out her hand, waiting for me to take it.

“Then let’s do this.”
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The facility’s AI was a pedantic asshole.

Seven of us were crammed into Thorned Root’s scoutcraft, hovering above the facility while the codes Aliers had wrung from her contact spun through clearance. Minutes dragged.

“What’s taking so long?” muttered a soldier, vine-braided hair trailing his fungus-grown arm.

Aliers pursed her lips, glancing my way. “Feeling up to checking it out?”

I wasn’t, but she wasn’t really asking. Nausea and fever gnawed at me, courtesy of the daemon’s removal. Aliers explained the daemon had threaded into your implants, tricking your body into accepting it, disturbingly close to the mimicry she claimed for LYREBIRD. She’d injected biocode through your cortical stack, tagging the daemon so my immune system could tear it out like sickness. Now I felt every kind of hell—but at least it was gone.

My scans painted the facility as a cold hulk, abandoned and inert—yet something tugged at LYREBIRD’s edges. The hull was wrapped in adaptive Syndicate tech, wicking heat into cryo-sinks and reemitting it in bursts that confused reports. We were blind, forced to trust Aliers’s contact, who claimed the vessel would be empty.

The AI answered me sluggishly. Once linked, I saw it looping clearance pings, protocols stuttering long past necessity. The petulant thing was scrutinizing us.

“The codes opened the first gate, but our vessel isn’t on company rolls. It’s stalling, running checks.”

To my surprise, Aliers blushed. “Then I’m very glad you came.”

Her embarrassment rang false. Forgetting to mask a ship’s ID was amateur. She wanted to see what I—what LYREBIRD—could do. I resented her games, but part of me thrilled to perform, aching for her recognition the way I had when Fyster bought me at nineteen and promised the stars.

I projected a registered VisorForge ID from LYREBIRD’s archives and forced the sulking AI to concede.

The long-haired soldier whistled and Aliers’s wide, approving smile furthered the praise. She might has well have called me a “good girl” the way I flushed.

By the time we landed, Aliers and I were suited in bright orange. I looked like a ripe clementine. I wished you were here. You would have looked adorable.

Aliers barked an order and we piled into the airlock. Equalization cycled, then the hatch ratcheted open, spilling us into the docking collar—a steel throat banded with hazard chevrons, conduits coiling along its ribs, and white light knifing forward to another sealed hatch. We advanced, and the station’s hatch hissed apart, revealing a sterile metallic hall. Overhead lights blazed awake, flooding the space.

I hung back as soldiers fanned out. Aliers had brought five: two grunts to deal with guards, one to sweep for traps, and two tasked with grafting mutant plants designed to consume the station. Everyone’s suits had been augmented for their bodily growths, small extensions of fabric here and there, which I found strangely endearing.

Aliers and I were here for the Rhizome Directory, and whatever it might reveal about my fate.

“Clear!” voices echoed.

Aliers double-checked her handheld. “Oxygen check?”

Perhaps the Order’s greatest flaw was its refusal to wear masks. LYREBIRD confirmed the air was plentiful and no life signs were present. I tore off my cumbersome headgear and dropped it by the door. Aliers turned at the sound, face twisted in annoyance. I only shrugged. However alluring she was, I wasn’t one of her soldiers.

I cast around the expanse of steel. Steady ground did little for my nausea, but it wasn’t necessarily the daemon-purge affecting me. I felt the oscillations of heavy power feeding the cloaking panels, telemetry pulsing like a heartbeat. It left me off-kilter, half-blind.

A sharp scream of interference split my head—the panicked cry of the ship’s AI—followed quickly by the hacker Rahn’s assurance. He was a big, hairy man, with monstera leaves curling pauldron-like out of his left shoulder, and a string of red grapes dangling from a gash in his neck. “Security’s down. I’ll wipe the logs. The AI won’t remember we were here.”

“Good job,” Aliers said, before turning to the grafters. “Maris, Ivara—structural chokepoints first. Air shafts, maintenance corridors, anywhere growth can run unchecked. Joril, with them. Sey, stay with Rahn.”

The long-haired man flinched, sinewy arm clamped to his blaster. “Not with you?”

“Not with us,” Aliers agreed, aborting a glance at me. She wanted me—us—alone, and I couldn’t decide whether that was flattering or alarming.

My head was a throbbing metronome. Then my vision fogged and split—recollection, fever, reality overlaying until my memory and the present collided. My pulse hammered, the same panic I remembered suffering here once already.

Do you know that compulsion that hollows out reason and drags you forward, even when you can’t see what lies ahead? It drew me toward the bright corridor at my left, and I was certain—down to the marrow—that was where I needed to go.

“Sotain?” Aliers had shed her helmet, freeing her corn-colored hair to frame the Venus flytrap embedded in her brow.

“It’s this way,” I said, surprised at the flatness of my voice.

“Veonya says that?”

I didn’t answer, but she took me at my word and followed me into the stark corridor.

In the harsh white light, everything seemed washed out, like we were wading through water and suspended in the blinding glow. Every white-doored room was locked, funneling us to the corridor’s end where two colossal doors loomed floor to ceiling. Black, unwelcoming metal; above them, a LYREBIRD etched in relief shrieked eternally.

A panel on the right door pulsed red, then flickered awake at Aliers’s touch: LYREBIRD REQUIRED FOR ENTRY.

She stepped aside.

I pressed the screen. No probe skimmed my mind, no AI traced my edges—yet the bolts thudded open like bones torn from sockets.

We crossed the threshold. Fear seized me, then ebbed when I saw the lights already on.

“I thought you said no one had been here in three days?”

Aliers met my gaze; danger hummed unspoken between us. She drew her blaster and surged ahead, so fast I nearly lost pace.

The corridor opened onto a laboratory. Lining the walls were steel tables cluttered with notes and tools, but their disorder felt routine, like a lived-in workspace people would return to.

Sweat slid down my neck. I wiped at it furiously, feeling less and less in control of my own flesh.

Beyond the lab lay a split corridor. I ducked right into a holding cell more enclosure than room. Metal benches clung to scarred walls. Piles of blankets rotted in one corner. A grate yawned in the floor beneath a glaring spotlight. The place stank of absence, as if suffering had only recently been scraped away.

I caught up to Aliers, who’d gone left and was peering through a narrow viewport into a locked chamber. The padded walls were gouged. Weighted mannequins hung from chains, their faces punched flat. At the far end stretched a firing range, shell casings glittering in the light. I recognized it from the leaked trial footage.

The adjoining rooms were smaller: one with a chair bolted to the floor, restraints at jaw and wrist facing a blank screen; another with cots beneath spidery halos of dangling headgear.

But all were empty.

Aliers grimaced. “Our contact said there wouldn’t be guards, but we thought some subjects might still be here.” She tapped her terminal, asking if the others had seen signs of life.

“Negative.”

LYREBIRD tried another scan, but the Syndicate plating bent my readings into static.

Aliers’s plants rustled though her face stayed neutral. She moved back to the lab and powered up a workstation. A look came over her—fingers flying, as if compelled. Thorned Root had a brilliant programmer; was it Aliers herself?

The console spluttered, steam wafting from vents. A burned, sweet scent filled the air.

“Are you using biocode?”

She didn’t answer me, and she was too prideful to ask for my help. After minutes without success, I used your hips to nudge her aside. “Sable’s got this one.”

Before she could retort, I disguised myself as the ship’s unconscious AI, and the illusion opened the system. I queued two queries: one sweeping for transfers of software, hardware, or personnel. The other searched for my name.

“Interesting.” Aliers leaned over my shoulder as the first results printed. The second would route straight to LYREBIRD’s GUI. “Here.”

Three major events appeared:

TEST_SUBJECT_RELOCATION—Subjects 1–10, containment BASE

UPCOMING EXPORT—Syndicate pickup, CY 339.260

DATA_TRANSFER_COMPLETE—RHIZOME_DIRECTORY > Subsidiary_Prime

Hangar logs confirmed a vessel had already departed for this “BASE,” though no coordinates were supplied. And in three days, a Syndicate ship was scheduled to dock and carry the demonstration masks to its financiers. But the other blur of dates and codes faded to irrelevance when we saw that the Rhizome Directory had already been lifted into Subsidiary Prime.

Aliers swore and ran her fingers through her hair. The motion dislodged a petal, which drifted onto the bench between us.

“Subsidiary Prime,” I murmured.

Aliers eyed me curiously. “You know what that is?”

Now, said a phantom mocking your voice, would be an excellent time to mention me. I only knew the name from Four’s live Subsidiary document, but sense—or ego—screamed not to tell Aliers a thing.

But you weren’t there, and whether from trust or spite, I said, “It’s the central node for all Subsidiaries.”

She clenched her jaw. “It controls the others?”

Who knew? But then LYREBIRD pinged with results on Test Subject Sable Alzian and I rocketed away from Aliers.

Most logs were corrupted, save for one audio fragment: “Wait! No, I—” cut short in static. The system flagged residual traces, but nothing usable. Despair leeched into me, cold and nauseous. Was this … it?

I’d betrayed you for almost nothing.

“Come on,” Aliers said, nudging me, mistaking my collapse for her own. “Directory’s gone, but the Syndicate shipment is still here.”

I forced myself upright. Using my AI disguise, I pulled a blueprint of the facility and pushed it to her handheld. One section stood out: the cargo containment wing, an offshoot of the hangar where exports waited for pickup.

As we retraced our steps, Aliers ordered the grafters to move on to core systems, then summoned Rahn and Sey to join us at the docking airlock. The four of us entered the cargo wing together.

The chamber was cavernous yet as congested as any city block. Towers of sealed crates rose in regimented lines, leaving only narrow corridors for movement. Overhead, suspended racks of masks floated in ordered rows, waiting to descend into compression cradles that would vacuum-seal for shipment. It was a skyline of pale white bird masks. The bare minimum of byronnicum needed for the AI to function threaded through the faces in thick bronze veins. They had hooked beaks and hollow sockets, and they were a crude continuum of my own reflection, multiplied and cheapened into parody.

Then, I saw it.

At the far end, set apart on its own cradle of restraints, loomed something different. Not a crude copy, but a thing alive with wetware: a mask fused to a stabilizer rig built for a body. Open straps waited for limbs. Conduits pulsed like veins. The mask’s dark plating gleamed, its eyes predatory.

All thought drained away, all purpose collapsed—because I was staring at an advanced LYREBIRD.

And the barrels of six blasters.






[image: Chapter 11]


Plasma fire split the cargo wing, streaks sparking off steel as VisorForge operatives broke cover between the towering crates. And there they were—six of my cousins, each guard masked in LYREBIRD.

Aliers barked orders, calling for backup as her soldiers surged forward. I slid into cover, spine bruising against a crate, and snapped off a shot. I was gleeful when the guard dropped, proud that navigating a body alone hadn’t slowed me down—but the blood was roaring in my ears. I didn’t hear footsteps until arms clamped my ribs and hauled me upright.

Pain shot down my arm, my blaster slipping from spasming fingers. The guard wheezed in my ear. Stench permeated from beneath the mask, sweat and unwashed skin, like he’d been wearing it a week straight. He twisted me, slammed me to the deck, weapon at my heart—

—only for it to spin away in sparks.

We both turned. Aliers was already on him.

She hit like a ram, shoulder in his chest, forcing him back. His fist pounded her ribs; she answered with a blow to his throat. They grappled, boots scraping, every strike met with another. Then Aliers slipped under his swing, jammed an elbow into his windpipe, and drove her knee up hard. A ragged sound tore loose as he collapsed. She ended him point-blank.

Panting, I nodded thanks and took her hand. She was gone before I found my feet. I limped for my blaster, though it hardly mattered. Only two guards remained. Rahn and Sey moved as if rehearsed: Rahn sliding under fire, Sey’s covering shot timed perfectly. One guard fell. The last clipped Rahn’s shoulder; his wet scream cut the air. Sey shattered the man’s knee. Aliers closed in and blasted his jugular.

Silence lasted a breath. Sey made a sound of relief—then shrieked.

His back arched. He hit the deck convulsing, foam bubbling at his lips.

“Shit,” Aliers hissed.

Rahn skidded to his side, monstera leaves at his neck dragging arcs through the air. Forgetting his own wound, he tugged the seizing man into his lap. “Sey? Sey, fight it.”

Petals scattered across the floor. I stumbled forward, uncomprehending. Blood slicked everything. My body sang with borrowed hormones, unbearable with adrenaline. Masks lay torn from their platforms, dented among corpses—cheap echoes of me, uncanny in likeness, monstrous in distance. Awe and horror split me as I stood alive amid wreckage.

Sey’s convulsions mingled with Rahn’s cooing. Aliers shouted into her handheld, voice tight, but when the cargo door hissed open and the others rushed in, she only said, “Load up as many masks as you can.”

One grafter—Maris, maybe—gaped. “But Sey is—”

“He’ll be fine!” Aliers snapped. “Do what I said. That’s an order.”

A tense beat.

“Yes, ma’am.” They bolted for the crates.

I lingered, caught between Sey’s spasms and the rigged LYREBIRD at the back of the bay. Something scratched at memory, but I forced myself to stay in the moment.

“You said the grafts were stable.” Rahn’s voice cracked as he tried to hold Sey still.

“As stable as they can be,” Aliers said. “He’ll be fine. It won’t always be like this.”

Rahn scoffed. “Did you even find it?”

Aliers’s jaw worked. “No. It’s been moved. VisorForge base. Subsidiary Prime. But there’s still…”

She continued on, but my memory flared—the Order’s training room, a central rig veined with wires, each port ready to bite into an implant.

I knew what was happening to Sey.

“Are you kidding me?” I hissed. “You built your own directory?”

Flushed with anger, Aliers jabbed a finger at me. “Don’t. You don’t know the half of it.”

Sey’s breathing steadied. Aliers turned to Rahn. “Can you get him to the scoutcraft?”

Rahn gathered him up, wincing as his shoulder bled, and carried Sey out without a word. Aliers scoffed at his back, then turned on me.

I was faster. “That’s why you know so much about the Directory. You’re rebuilding it for the Order.” Rage burned my throat. “You said it required living tissue. That it took years.”

“It does.”

“Your soldiers were volunteering?”

“They were.” Her mouth twisted. “But it’s brittle. Skills degrade, neural pathways cross. Sometimes the body rejects the graft. That’s where we got the idea for daemon removal, so you’re welcome.”

“You know about the LYREBIRD trials,” I whispered. “You know what happened when they tried to speed it up. If you had to make one, why so—”

“Because we don’t have time!” Aliers panted, glancing away. “They can’t suffer us to live, Veonya. VisorForge will make good on their promise soon enough.”

I frowned. She’d claimed most Order cells had accepted the Federation deal.

“Are you saying,” I asked, “your mutiny damned the rest of the Order?”

Aliers grimaced. “Maybe. VisorForge can frame anything as a threat. They might start with dissident cells, but eventually they’ll come for us all.”

You’d been right, Wylla. Thorned Root was burning itself out. So drunk on their fight they’d scorch the whole Order before they’d yield. So what was with this righteousness?

I scoffed. “What was the plan? Download brittle combat modules into thirty soldiers and storm a base you can’t even find?”

“We didn’t have much of a plan when we split,” Aliers admitted with a snarl. “But then you appeared. And I realized we could get the real thing. The original Directory. That we could do more than a suicide run.”

I wanted to rage. She’d built a directory knowing what the LYREBIRD trials had cost. How many soldiers had risked their minds for this?

I shook my head. “How did you even know where to start?”

Aliers didn’t answer. Her gaze snagged on the far end of the bay, on the rig crouched there. The crude masks had been uncanny enough; this wetware body radiated something darker. Dread. Horror. Another memory I couldn’t name.

Her look—hungry, fever-bright—told me she recognized it.

“You know what that is, don’t you?”

Her eyes slid to me. “Come on,” she said, starting toward it.

I hesitated. Then movement broke the silence: newly programmed, storage crates awoke with sharp beeps, wheels unfolding as they aligned on the scoutcraft’s ID and rolled toward it, obedient as hounds on a scent. The soldiers directing them didn’t spare me a glance. I considered slipping away, letting Aliers bark the order to seize me—but for what? Another second of delay?

Why was I frightened? That strange LYREBIRD might have the answers the facility had lacked.

When I’d asked Aliers your question—What do you need us for?—she’d said: That’s easier to show you.

And this, I knew, was what she had wanted us to see.
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“It’s called LYREBIRD MARK II PRIME.”

The mask hung in a steel halo above an upright gurney shaped for a body. It had unfurled into helmet form, cables spilling from it like entrails into the machine’s body. Straps dangled, slack, waiting to cinch bone and limb. No light burned in the eye sockets.

The design wasn’t quite the same as mine—wasn’t quite me. The gilt of my casing was gone, replaced with dull steel, raw edges, rough feathering. But like knows like. Recognition hummed through me, a kinship the crude replicants had never touched.

But the name. The name!

Ash in my mouth, I asked, “As in … an improved version?”

Aliers shrugged. “Our contact swore this is the Prime node for the ten thousand masks. If we can still believe him … He also swore this place would be unguarded.”

I hesitated. “This controls them?”

“Not exactly. It pushes updates and can revoke the entire cohort’s access.”

“Revoke access?” My throat was dry. “To what?”

Aliers wet her lips, loosestrife reaching for the moisture. Then she stepped forward, hand rising to power the rig.

“Wait!” My shout cracked the silence. She froze, gaze strange, weighing me. I whispered, “How do you know all this?”

Her face faltered, and for a moment, Aliers looked older than her years. “Because I designed it,” she murmured. “Before VisorForge stole it, the Directory was mine.”

I had no time for shock. The rig powered on, and a link bloomed between me and LYREBIRD PRIME. All that earlier vagueness vanished; it wasn’t similarity I had felt, but familiarity. LYREBIRD PRIME and I had spoken before, our exchanges etched deep into protocol. LP’s system greeted me with a transfer of data.

And I was inundated.

It showed me everything since our last interaction. Logs, codes, endless tests, snapshots of dying minds. Then: access to something vast and alive. A lattice threaded with shreds of thought, fragments of memory, whole minds crushed into signal. It reminded me of Four’s amalgamate mind, only more tangled, like a forest grown from severed nerves.

The Rhizome Directory.

But LYREBIRD PRIME was collared. It could see the Directory, but only touch a handful of modules. When the delivery ended, LP requested my update. I blocked it. Yet in the prompt, LP provided the last data it had from me.

And, with guillotine swiftness, I remembered.

Sable Alzian whimpered. Her face stung, tears trapped beneath the nanoskin that sealed her to LYREBIRD—to PROTOTYPE ONE. She flashed between rage and bone-deep resignation, crushed beneath cargo not meant for a human mind: a vast lattice of minds, skills, memories—dozens of complex thoughts clamoring to take root in her skull, to bury her, to sprout something new from the soil of her gray matter. It would split her open. It would kill her the way it had everyone else.

Then, abruptly, her link to the Directory died. The whir of the station beneath her stilled. Her restraints snapped open.

Nothing held her down.

Sable wrenched free, tearing wires from the prototype’s spine. The tester looked up too late and hammered dead controls. She was already on him.

LYREBIRD’s beak did the work of teeth, slamming and rending flesh. Warm blood sprayed Sable’s neck. She attacked not as a docile wife, but as a she-wolf, ancient, replete with archaic anger.

She fought for her life, split the tester’s face open with maenad frenzy, kept going until the hand that had commanded her would never move again.

And it had been good. So good.

I blinked.

That was it. I’d escaped only through a power glitch. I’d murdered a man, swiped his credentials, stolen a ship, and returned to Fyster thinking he still wanted me. When I realized my mistake, I let rage bubble over. Finally, I became LYREBIRD.

It was too much.

I cried out for you. “Wylla!”

“Sotain, you good?”

I wasn’t good. You weren’t there. You weren’t there to help me feel this, and I felt everything so strongly I began to sink to the floor.

My breaths were short, sharp, insufficient—there wasn’t enough air in the world to sustain me. I wanted out. I forgot how cramped a body was, how every bad thing could be felt in every inch of flesh: the burning throat, grief in the chest, a churning stomach, heat that made me want to tear my skin off. I fought the urge to hit myself, to scratch until the skin flayed. This wasn’t my body. It was yours, and I would never hurt you, Wylla.

“Sotain, hey! Hey!” Aliers shook my shoulders and I thrashed.

“Get away!”

She stumbled back, then seized me, shaking hard. “Sable can see the Directory, can’t she?”

Still gasping, I rasped, “What?”

“Look at me. Can you access it or not?”

I shook my head. The link was still open. “LYREBIRD PRIME has limited access.”

“It’s something. Get Sable to disable the firewall. The rig’ll fry anyone without credentials.” She barked over her shoulder, “Ivara! Got something else for you to haul!”

Call it shock, but I obeyed. I asked LYREBIRD PRIME for its credentials. It obliged, granting me the right to admit whomever I chose.

“Done?”

I nodded.

“That directory is invaluable. VisorForge is giving the Syndicate closed access—likely just a handful of combat modules. But you’re an expert hacker, Sotain. Better than me, though I made you work for it on BSMC-07. We could cut VisorForge out. Break into the full Directory, or at least find the base coordinates where Prime is housed. What do you think?”

My head spun, body still trembling from Sable Veonya’s trauma. “I, uh … I can try.”

Aliers tilted her head. “Then try.”

I staggered up, panic rising, and approached the rig. But there was nothing—no screen, no interface.

“You probably need to put it on your head,” Aliers said.

I froze. She was close behind, a low laugh in her throat. “You’d have to take your LYREBIRD off first, of course.”

I turned. She was smiling. “Are you so attached to Sable you can’t bear to be apart?”

I exhaled shakily. She knew. “Something like that.”

Aliers tilted her head. “I told you the Directory needs living tissue. Biological anchors. That’s why they chose Subsidiary Prime: It has flesh. It’s also why a body needs to run this rig. But in any case, now that it’s been uploaded into Subsidiary Prime, we can’t extract the Directory without getting close to the damn thing. I thought you would have realized that.” I said nothing and Aliers grinned, sharp as a blade. “Except, well. You’re not Wylla Sotain, are you?”

I exploded forward, shoving her back.

Aliers gave ground but never wavered. Her blaster rose to me. But really, she was aiming at you.

It was your body, and I loved you.

“I can kill Wylla Sotain’s body without it hurting you,” Aliers said.

I quivered. My fury was a cold, waiting thing. “What do you want?”

“Do you know the Order’s official thoughts about you?” she whispered. “You’re a mnemonic parasite. An imitation soul. That you’re not Sable Alzian, even if you think you are.”

“That’s what Fyster said. Before I boiled his brain.”

Aliers’s eyes flashed. She stepped closer.

When she reached up and pushed LYREBIRD from your head, I didn’t resist. Better not to risk your body—until too late I remembered you weren’t in your body. Would it remember to breathe? Would it die without me?

My love had nowhere to go. I writhed in loneliness and grief. All I wanted was you.

Then, all at once, there was someone new. I slipped over a new set of eyes, nose, mouth, and heard a new voice calling my name.

“Hello, Sable.”
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Renata Aliers’s mind was full of thorns.

I could sense the garden in her—the way she had cultivated herself. I glimpsed a younger, more innocent version that had withered under the sun of reality. I could feel how she’d tried to harden, to raise walls around herself; yet at her core, a small, stubborn seed of faith still flickered alive.

If I’d had more time with her, maybe I could have grown some kind of rapport.

But I was distressed. I preferred nothingness over viewing the world through another’s eyes.

Because I’d found myself through you. You were the prism through which light refracted. I was inexplicably tied to you.

I tried to scan for your body, but you were gone. How long had it been? I searched Aliers’s mind for traces, but she kept urging me elsewhere. Her plants tickled LYREBIRD’s underside. I hoped I was crushing them.

We were strapped to the rig. LYREBIRD PRIME had been slotted free, and she and I had taken its place. With LP’s copied credentials clearing the way, Aliers pushed us toward the pulsing Directory.

“Wait—!”

Aliers sucked at her teeth. “I need you to try.”

“Wylla—”

“Sotain is fine! Her body’s fine. Now focus.”

But this was the site of my torture. I would not touch it. Not trauma but hate stopped me—raw, jagged hate. I was being told what to do. I was being used, controlled, raped of agency. That it was Aliers—who had remade her body past human limits for freedom—made it worse.

You and I, Wylla, shared the same frequencies. Our union was unmatched. This? This was a hostile fusion. If my consent meant nothing to her, then hers meant nothing to me.

“Stop moving.” I whispered it the way one might to a lover. “I’ve overrun Wylla Sotain, whom I love. I’ve usurped a Subsidiary stronger than you. I could bludgeon your consciousness to death. I could raise your own blaster, burn a hole in your heart, puppet your corpse. Should I do that, General Aliers? Or will you stop moving?”

Who knew if I could do half that, but she couldn’t read the bluff. Her resolve slipped. LYREBIRD used that moment to copy her brain signals. It replicated them hundreds of times, ordering limbs to move and stop and move again until spasms left her slack in the rig. The visage of the impenetrable general fractured as her mind quivered.

As with Fyster, I let LYREBIRD generate a construct for interrogation. I dragged us into a bright arena, appearing as Sable-wearing-LYREBIRD. Aliers flinched when she saw my form, but I could tell by her expression, and by the way her mind shuttered, that she recognized me.

Why? She was a stranger.

“Do you forgive the subterfuge?”

“No,” I said, though I didn’t know what she meant. Then clawing hands latched onto my wrists and legs. I looked down to find myself—Sable Veonya, a dozen of her—submerged in the floor like a bog. “Don’t look,” they whispered. “Don’t look.”

“Sable?” Aliers called. Couldn’t she see them?

I looked up and she tested a smile. “Surely you’re smart enough to understand. When I heard you’d killed the bastard, I knew you’d come soon.”

The bastard. Fyster.

Did she expect me to know her?

Her eyes were raw, lips pursed, plants swaying in an invisible breeze. Then her form shifted. She became a girl. Not so young that she was unrecognizable, but young, nineteen or twenty, all dewy-faced and bright-eyed.

I lurched forward, not because I knew her, but because I felt a kinship. I had been her, once. Young and innocent.

“Sable,” she laughed, tears rising. “Who do you think got you out of here?”

I shivered. I had seized a moment of chance. “Who are you?”

“You could look and find out.” A challenge.

Aliers pushed for control. I was weakened by Sable Veonya’s phantom fears, and in the real world Aliers was fighting to rip free of the rig. She wanted LYREBIRD PRIME, the Directory, the masks—but there was something else, a direction blurred to me.

Only it wasn’t Aliers preventing me from seeing the truth.

I was scared. I’d fallen for temptation before. What if I wanted what she offered? What if revenge cost me you, entirely?

“Please,” I said, appealing to the soft core I could sense in her. “Let me and Wylla go.”

“Sable, I’m not leaving you to this place.”

What was I meant to do? I needed help to get your body back. I needed help to return your mind to it. I was suddenly desperate. “Please!”

Then the construct shattered. We screamed together, pain snapping us back to reality. Aliers had been hit by a plasma blaster. Her body spasmed as she dropped from the rig. I turned her pain receptors up, just a pinch.

Her suit had melted across her stomach. A half-vaporized plant drooped over the ruined fabric. She craned to see what had happened.

You had happened.

You’d come like an angel. A savior. You came for me the way no one had come for Sable Alzian. When you reloaded your blaster and leveled it at her neck, I knew I would love you forever.

“Get your head out of my girlfriend, bitch.”
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Wylla, I am yours, Wylla, I missed you, Wylla!

I was so excited I flooded you, showing you everything and begging you to understand.

I’m sorry for coming here alone. I’m sorry for what I said. Is your body all right?

You crushed me against your chest. “It’s on their scoutcraft, alive. Now calm down. Have you figured out who she is yet?”

I couldn’t tell you I’d been too afraid to look. No.

You turned back to Aliers, blaster steady. “Your crew’s down. No one’s coming. It’s just you and us now, Aliers.”

“A Subsidiary,” she whispered. Still on the ground, she crawled protectively over LYREBIRD PRIME, looked from me to you. “The Subsidiary—Four, wasn’t it? You were incapacitated. You were— What are you?”

No more subterfuge. “I am Wylla Sotain. And you’re going to answer some questions.”

Aliers’s face scrunched. She glanced down at LYREBIRD PRIME, cradled in her hands. “LYREBIRD did this?”

You stomped forward, the tech in your body whirring, sounding almost angry. “Tell her.”

Aliers delayed a long moment before focusing on me. You flipped me upright to face her. She pushed herself up, gingerly, sitting cross-legged with LYREBIRD PRIME in her lap. Strands of hair spilled loose of her updo. Sweat and tears streaked her face and several plants were crushed, decapitated, the rest drooping as if cortisol poisoned the soil from which they grew. Though her posture was resigned, her fury radiated as familiar as my own.

“My name is Renata Aliers. But once upon a time, my name was Renata Alzian.”

I’d been bubbling with fury, but those words emptied me out. The name rang like a gong—Renata Alzian, Renata Alzian—each strike an irresistible summons.

When I’d first searched my records on the GIRS, I’d seen the fates of Fyster’s ex-wives: one dead, the other scrubbed entirely. I’d turned away, refusing to look further.

You’d searched in my stead, Wylla. Of course you had.

A scrubbed record suggested technical brilliance, someone dangerous enough to threaten the Federation’s order. But only when you breached Subsidiary Four and VisorForge’s systems could you trace her. From within the cryopod, you’d unearthed an orphaned license documenting Fyster Alzian’s first marriage, years before he plucked me from my home world.

Before me sat another of my futures. A wife turned extremist.

I felt hot, empty—like Sable Veonya and Sable Alzian, every version of that girl-turned-woman, every ounce of her suffering and rage. I understood how easy it would’ve been to become Renata Aliers: to take the means of control into myself, to turn all my anger into violent retribution. Hadn’t I chosen my rage over you more than once?

“That’s why she was wiped from the GIRS,” you said. “Nothing more embarrassing than your wife becoming a terrorist.”

You’d found all this out, but beneath your pride sat fear. You believed you understood Aliers—you could see the cage that still confined her: a life bound to politics, a woman who could never simply be a woman again. Inevitably, your thoughts turned to us—to the Specter, and to all that your persona had come to signify. Even if I could make peace with my rage, even if we took our revenge, would it grant us freedom? Or were we condemned to fight until our end?

I was still reeling, but you pressed Aliers. “Why the trickery? Why not reach out in the last eight months?”

“I wasn’t in command until four months ago.”

“Then you still waited! You lured us instead. Why? Why not just—”

“Because it was too good to be true!” Aliers’s voice went shrill. “You kill the bastard who hurt me and you’re Corporate Federation’s greatest enemy? I had to be careful.”

“Were you going to steal Sable?”

She paused, breath shuddering. “She and I want the same things.”

Somehow your monotone sounded mournful. “Perhaps. But you would have used her. Made her relive the torture of the trials to gain access to a fraction of the Directory. You’d use her the way you were used.”

Aliers blinked rapidly, face reddening. “And what do you know of how I was used? What do you know of what drives me now? Look at me. I am a temple to something beyond myself. My flesh is country and soil and land and life—I will never see the world I’m trying to build. I can’t remain a nun when they label me a terrorist. I will kill for my higher purpose. But LYREBIRD and you? You’re part of that purpose.” She was pleading. “Help me, and I’ll get you back in your body.”

You respected her honesty, but still, you wanted to keep an edge. So you let the silence stretch and showed me your time alone on Four’s vessel. RABBIT, ever your companion, had shrouded you in the Subsidiary’s ID. Thus you passed as kin, breaching its internal storage, convincing Four’s systems its memories and commands were yours—the way its daemon once had with you.

You sank into Four and faced its strangeness like I had. You drowned in a chorus of half-human, half-mechanical impressions. Commands tangled with sensation, logs with memory, and you had to feel your way forward.

You managed because the Subsidiary’s emotions were dulled. Because RABBIT still carried the interface I’d built to focus the chaos into something readable. And because of your time with me—months inside my mind had trained you for this: human thought and contradictions tangled in circuitry. Four was stranger, rougher, but not unfamiliar.

You’d figured things out—more than I knew. I felt your triumph, the outline of a plan. But the specifics stayed veiled, and when I tried to force them clear, I realized you were hiding it from me. I snapped back to the present, hurt.

Wylla?

Ignoring me, you tilted your head toward Aliers. “I’d say you need us.”

Aliers pursed her lips but stayed silent.

Surprisingly, you lowered your arm, weapon sliding back into its hidden panel. “I can parse Subsidiary Four’s command structures and memory. Every log, every order, every event it’s ever recorded.”

Understanding spread across Aliers’s face. “You have the coordinates of the VisorForge base.”

“I do. I also know they’re holding a demonstration for Syndicate officials. A swathe of influential figures in one place—and I’ve a way to smuggle your cell aboard. You could retrieve your directory. You could burn the base to ash.”

Aliers raised a brow. “In exchange for your consciousness returned to your body?”

You nodded. “For that. But also answers. You’ll tell Sable everything about the Directory, Fyster’s role, her body’s death. And…”

“And?” Aliers laughed. “More demands?”

“You’ll give me modules from the Directory. Permanently.”

I lurched. What?

Aliers’s smile was tinged with understanding. “Which modules?”

And when you said, “Terraforming, farming, medicine,” my heart broke. Because it meant you’d been serious when you said you were tired. You wanted to stop, Wylla. Which meant you wanted to be done with me.

If you felt my heart shatter, you gave no sign. I was too raw from Aliers’s revelation, too relieved by your return, too gutted by your wish to leave me, to be certain of anything—not even myself.

Aliers was nodding, but asked, “You told me my crew was down?”

“Temporarily. I hit them with a neural pulse.”

Her eyes narrowed. “Never heard of—”

“I made it up. Subsidiaries already have neural overrides for human systems. I just made a localized bioelectric surge. It misfires signals at the right frequencies to scramble the human nervous system. They’re out, but not for long.”

You really were brilliant. Even with my aching heart, I could see that. Aliers could, too. She laughed, dipped her chin in respect, then flicked open her handheld. When no one answered, she tapped out a message.

“So they don’t come charging in blind,” she murmured. Rising carefully, LP tucked under her arm, she said, “You’ve got yourself a deal, Sotain. But what does Sable think?”

Your grip tightened on my byronnicum shell. I was hurt, but managed to ask, Can I speak to you in private?

Soon, you replied. Aloud you lied: “She wants to know what happened. You were Fyster’s wife, and then…?”

Aliers straightened. “I was never just Fyster’s wife, any more than she was.”

And I recalled her saying: The Directory was mine.

“You designed the Rhizome Directory,” you said.

Aliers nodded. “Fyster called it a glorified hospice for memory ghosts.”

“Well,” you said, “he wasn’t the most enlightened.”

She snorted, glancing away.

“And biocode?” you pressed.

Her shoulders eased like roots loosening from hard soil. “What I told Sable was true. It was never meant for digital immortality or VisorForge puppetry. The goal was preservation—not living minds, but an archive. A library of thought, memory, decision-making for future generations. The minds weren’t meant to be conscious. They were meant to grow sideways, branching like rhizomes into a decentralized network. Biocode anchored it in flesh. But VisorForge…”

“They saw profit,” you said.

She looked haunted. “At first they offered funding. Then when it was clear they were taking a larger interest, they offered me some empty consultant role. But I refused. Took the work with me.”

And Fyster? I asked, and you voiced my question.

Aliers snorted. “He hit me. Not for the first time. Called me ridiculous. When I wouldn’t give in, he stole my blueprints for a promotion. Pitched it as grief balm: the desperate would pay to speak to loved ones again. Android, lab-grown body, whatever. I left as soon as I saw what he’d done. But that tech became LYREBIRD.”

It explained why she wanted it back, though I recalled her intention to flood the galaxy with masks. Aliers was past altruism.

“Oh,” you murmured, thinking ahead. “Did you not realize the full extent of LYREBIRD until us?”

Aliers hesitated. “I had a ping set for the Alzian name. One Sable Alzian entered VisorForge trials—I didn’t know what for, but I knew Fyster. The Thorned Root breached security long enough to free her restraints.”

What?

I reached into your mind, my thoughts a thrum against yours. My escape was no accident of chance but an offering—a kernel of potential placed in my path. Gratitude warred with the same quiet bitterness you once carried, that freedom should come at the grace of another. Still, respect bloomed for Aliers, who’d seen only my name and knew we were kin: our father the trauma Fyster left us; our mother the fantasies we each tended to survive that marriage.

Aliers continued, “Sable—you—did the rest. I had no idea she’d died, or become this—” She gestured to me. “—until recently.”

“When you took over the cell?” you asked.

“A little before.” Aliers sniffed. “It aligned beautifully.”

We stared until Aliers deflated. “I believe in ruining the Corporate Federation. My vision aligns with Thorned Root’s. I want to cripple this project, stop them twisting my directory further.” A tired smile. “I won’t see the world I dream of, but I’ll see this through. Is that something you can work with?”

You looked at her, then down at me. “Give us a minute.”

Unprompted, we slipped inward, where time stretched. I met you in the construct: I was Sable-wearing-LYREBIRD, you were in your body, and RABBIT pinged from Four’s vessel in the hangar bay. But another presence pressed against the glass—Four, straining to get in. You’d been fighting it all along.

“Ignore it,” you said.

Then you ran and embraced me. I exhaled shakily against your neck.

“I’m sorry,” I said, again.

You shook your head. “Me too. And for ignoring you. I needed to get my thoughts in line. You were right not to trust them at once.”

I flushed, because I’d been seduced. “I shouldn’t have used your body. You have a right to be angry.”

You had every right to leave, too, but neither of us spoke of it. Instead, you touched the stray ends of my hair spilling from LYREBIRD’s helmet. You kissed my feathered forehead, bronze cheeks, bird lips. I touched your cheek. “You’re beautiful.”

This time you didn’t flinch from the compliment, only pressed your face into my hand.

And I said, “I love you.”

Your grip spasmed, and you pulled back to assess me. My face was LYREBIRD even here; there was no emotion for you to read, no way to gauge my conviction. So I said it again.

“I love you. So much. More than I’ve loved anything or anyone.”

Too much—both my feelings for you and how I expressed them. I couldn’t help it. They spilled out, driven by the fear that I might have lost you forever. I waited for you to step back, to breathe and gather your thoughts as you often did when overwhelmed.

But you stayed. I didn’t search for your feelings, even when the anxiety clawed at me. And when you finally spoke, I was glad I’d held back.

How good it felt to hear you say, “I love you, too.”

RABBIT trilled like a cat as it padded up, eager, almost loving. We pulled away from each other.

“It’s been like that since you left,” you said. You’d briefly tried to purge the daemon from RABBIT, but it had woven too deeply into the AI’s stores. “The daemon affected it. The biocode, I think.”

RABBIT felt more alive, affectionate. I stroked its fur.

“Are you okay,” you asked, “with the deal I made?”

I trusted you more than anything. But were you thinking of leaving after this?

“You’re not bound to me or my fight,” I said. “If you want to go, you can leave me with Aliers. I’ll send you the modules once I have them.”

“Sable—”

“Let me finish.” The words pressed heavy in my throat. “You’ve been endlessly kind. You shared your body, made my fight your own. I’ve been angry for so long I ignored what it’s cost you. I’ve ignored that all you’ve wanted is a life where you can live freely. You want—deserve—to just live.”

I thought of Aliers, her fury narrowed to a single end, burning herself to nothing but the damage she could do.

I said, “I don’t want to end like Renata Aliers. But I’m just a mind in a mask, and I need this vengeance. I can’t move on without it. What I won’t allow is for you to be twisted into something unrecognizable. I won’t watch you burn down with me.”

Better you live untouched than I drag you into my ruin.

Tears glinted in your eyes. You pressed your palm to my neck, the other hand gripping my hip. I thought you were about to agree.

But you were thinking of destruction—of breaking the arm of the Corporate Federation, of hurting them for real. You were thinking of those who would rise when the Federation’s boot at last lifted from their shoulders—the ones like you, Wylla: the unwanted, the broken, the old, the defiant. You were thinking, maybe, that if the system’s weight shifted even a little, someone else might find their footing and help us heave it from our backs.

Quietly, almost frightened, you murmured, “The Thorned Root has the infrastructure we don’t. Aliers is aligned with us. We can’t let VisorForge continue.”

It shouldn’t have surprised me. We were in so deep. But I asked, “You want to finish this?”

You cupped my bird cheek. “Only if you’re with me.” Then, swallowing, you added, “I’m seeing this through. And then I’m done.”

My heart lurched. But I would not be selfish. You would go somewhere quiet, and I would … figure it out.

“I understand.”

“But that doesn’t mean you won’t be coming with me.”

You embraced me before I could speak. My simulation heart raced so violently I was certain you felt it. I would never ask you to love me through every fracture, every shift in purpose. But hearing you say you’d still want me—even after vengeance, when I’d be flailing for direction—made me believe all this had happened as it was meant to.

If I had never died, Wylla, we would never have met. And I would be with you always if you’d have me.

“You and me,” I whispered.

You kissed me, tender. “You and me.”

Outside the construct, we returned united.

Ten seconds had passed. Aliers waited, holding LYREBIRD PRIME like a prize.

“We’re ready,” you told her.

Aliers laughed softly, licking her lips. Later, when I split myself into LYREBIRD PRIME, I’d revisit its stores and see fragments of her memory: her thirst for revenge, her guilt, her longing to be me or you, to stand over Fyster as his mind burned. She imagined using LYREBIRD to terrify officials, then to destroy their systems. And when that fantasy collapsed, she thought: Fuck it. She felt the sutures around her plants, the ratking cluster pressing into her veins, and found a morbid comfort in the decision she’d made all those years ago: Her life was finite, but it could be worth something. She made peace with her choice. She could disrupt this world with memories of the old.

All of this pushed Aliers to look up, smiling. “I’ll follow your lead. What’s the plan, Sotain?”

You laughed back, voice box warbling, and held me aloft.

“Get me back in my body,” you said, “and we’ll talk.”
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“You’re going to have to kill it.”

We were back in the Thorned Root’s med bay. You hadn’t let slip your broader plan—not even to me. Getting you back in your body was priority one.

“Kill Four’s AI?” you repeated from the Subsidiary’s frame, strapped to one cot.

“Yeah.” Rahn stood beside your human body on the opposite cot, arm in a sling, bioresin sealing his wound. He looked worn to the marrow, still carrying the terror of nearly losing Sey. His eyes stayed fixed on your human body—pale under the breathing apparatus, chest hauled up and down by automated breath.

“The neural snare’s too deep. Your mind’s tangled in the Subsidiary’s scaffolding, so if we try to cut it out, we’ll cut you too. Same issue with a purge: we can’t distinguish you from the AI.” He sagged. “So you’ll have to do it from the inside.”

Aliers unfolded from the corner, arms crossed. “Reckon you can?”

“I can,” you said, sharply defensive.

A smile tugged her mouth. “You’ve held it off a long time. A full fight might be trickier than you expect. Take Sable.”

Your thoughts brushed mine: I was already planning on it. Then aloud, “RABBIT too.”

RABBIT and I pressed against your side. I wished the cot were a warm bed on a slow morning, the three of us refusing to rise. But we had to rise—we had to fight.

“We’ll be here,” Aliers murmured. The gentleness unsettled you; you couldn’t think of her as more than a precarious ally. Yet her hand rested on your shoulder, as if she’d mourn your death.

She caught herself and pulled back. “A frightening thing, trusting us not to sabotage you. But you were right—we need you.” Glee edged into her voice. “You wrecked Fyster. I can’t wait to see what you’ll do to VisorForge.”

You’re safe, she was telling you. You softened. “Fyster died fast. Let’s make the bastards suffer.”

I had a breath before the cable ripped me into you—just long enough to think, dizzy: That’s my girl.

I fell into you. To walk the Subsidiary’s thoughts, you’d built a construct from RABBIT’s framework: a tortuous panopticon, ring on ring of grim cells circling a central tower. Was this how you imagined a Subsidiary’s life?

You appeared as yourself; I as Sable-wearing-LYREBIRD. RABBIT joined too, shaped like its namesake, a fluffed-up rabbit trilling in clipped mechanical tones.

“It knows we’re here.” You grimaced, edging toward the cells. “I can feel it waking.”

I opened my arms. RABBIT hopped in, its warble vibrating through my fingers. I instructed it, “Look for anything that might react when we purge Four.”

It hopped off, fur fluffed with our shared panic.

We approached the cells. Several were occupied, visualizations of Subsidiaries in the field, scrambling to contain Gamma-sector riots, Alpha blockades, copyright wars, deforestation protests, NDA breaches.

“Nice to see we aren’t VisorForge’s only problem,” I murmured.

You snorted, then faltered as we reached the cell that mattered.

Chained down, Subsidiary Four’s void-helmet devoured the light, but recognition hit like a glare. It thrashed beneath restraints, animalistic, its usual precision buried beneath raw fury.

Predictably, you approached it like code, conditions and variables stacking in your mind, building a solution to open the cage without loosing the renegade.

As we waited for RABBIT, you sent a signal to Aliers and Rahn: The fight was about to begin. When RABBIT’s fuzzy body reappeared, we reviewed its findings.

In classic VisorForge cost-efficiency, Four was tied straight to its ship. If the Subsidiary died, the ship would know. And VisorForge would know.

We needed to contain whatever message it might send in its death spasms.

You hailed Aliers. “Can you handle that?”

An affirmative chime echoed in response.

Satisfied, you turned back to the Subsidiary, trembling. But you weren’t alone. I gripped your shoulders. Wylla, you were beautiful and terrified—I leaned in and kissed you.

You surged into me like a broken dam, hands lacing my neck, kissing bird lips without hesitation. You buried your face against me.

“Can you feel it, Sable?”

Inside you, your consciousness wrestled with the Subsidiary’s. I added my weight to yours and, hand in hand, we opened Four’s cell.

The chains strained. Its feet seemed embedded in the floor—the construct’s way of showing how deeply it was rooted. I let go of your hand and you summoned a scalpel with which to work. You crouched, knuckles white, intent on cutting the tendons fastening it to the body.

The Subsidiary jerked back. One chain snapped.

“Careful, Wylla,” I called.

Four’s helmet lifted. A voice crawled from the speaker, flat but edged with human cadence. “The consciousness inside of LYREBIRD.”

Tell me why it hurt to think of myself as a separate entity. Tell me why, after being so unsure of who I was, what I was, and whether it mattered, fear and rage spurred me to claim that identity. I was human and beyond human, and it mattered that it be known.

“I am LYREBIRD.”

Four ignored me. “Stop this, Fugitive Sotain.” Almost a plea.

Unnerved, I urged you, “Forget the scalpel; you’re code. Hack it from afar.” But you were still restrained by your humanity; you needed the visual, which put you too close.

One arm tore free. Four clamped your throat.

It rapidly spun up a daemon, but we’d anticipated a neural hack. Aliers deployed a constraint: a snake-cable whipped from the ether, pinning its arm just long enough for you to stagger clear. But a moment later, it loomed behind us. Tendrils lashed from its cell and dragged you inside.

“Wylla!” I spun as the door snapped shut.

You rammed your foot into the gap a heartbeat before it sealed, howling as the metal crushed down. You were forced to concede, and the cage shut. Four was trying to seal you away forever.

Beside me, RABBIT snarled, lunging into the Subsidiary’s leg. An instant later, it was flung into the air and disintegrated, pixel ash scattering. Four had booted it from the system.

Shit.

“Aliers?” I called. No response. She must have been booted too. It was just you and me—as always.

I dropped into a fighting stance.

This was what my mind conjured. I had no weapon, because I was the weapon. LYREBIRD was the weapon, the armor, the multiplying army.

I made a vanguard for you. I duplicated myself again and again, a blockade of selves closing ranks between you and the Subsidiary. I coiled around it, sealing it inside its own hunger. It tore through my layers, ravenous for control. I trembled in the carapace of my own making—a living armor of will and rage—and struck.

The Subsidiary answered, a convulsion trembling through the code like bone meeting bone. We grappled, our firewalls colliding in bursts of heat and static. But it couldn’t match me.

Subsidiaries were amalgamates—wet tissue lashed to firmware, human gray matter wired like circuitry and forced into the rhythm of machines. Functional, but never more than their programming. I was something else entirely: rage bound to love, code fused with flesh. You and I weren’t shackled halves—we were fused by choice, amplifying one another until we became more than the sum of our parts.

Thousands of me crushed Four. Then the cell door whined open. It had released you to focus on me, and that sliver of inattention gave me my opening. One of me broke through, seized either side of Four’s head, and squeezed. In my mind it was Fyster’s skull; in truth, I had its core process on lock.

“Wylla,” I shouted—every voice of me, a chorus invoking your name. “Now!”

And you answered.

You couldn’t fight it like a hacker quarantining a virus—Rahn had been right. You were too tangled in its scaffolding, threaded through its gray-matter template, your thoughts fused into the same wetware lattice.

But you had something it didn’t: creativity.

You realized you weren’t bound by the construct’s walls, nor by the plodding pace of human thought—you were inside its systems, free to act in parallel. First, you tore away its identity. Four’s ID burned like a sigil braided through the central tower, mirrored in both you and Four. You scythed the braid clean. The panopticon shuddered as its privileges collapsed into nothing.

You made it a null entity in its own house, a glitch to be purged.

Then, you turned its body against itself.

Four carried a bank of biocode meant for daemons, machinery to store, circulate, and inject. All the structures for your plan were there. Four’s insides were perfect soil.

You cracked the bank, and you coded. What should have flowed into human hosts looped back through Four. Cloaked in its credentials, you passed as the host; stripped of its ID, Four became the foreign process.

The biocode obeyed. It flooded the channels, blooming where tissue met machine. Fungal threads of code sprouted through its processes, choking pathways until even error-corrections marked themselves foreign. Dormant regions flared alive; a barrage of emotions long severed fired at once—grief, awe, terror. Its firmware fought to prune the growth, but biocode was made for flesh, not clean machine logic. It was dying.

A bell tolled through the panopticon, each strike an attempt to broadcast death to Four’s vessel. Your blaster appeared in your hand; one shot shattered the bell, silencing the alarm. But the fractional signal was racing to Four’s vessel, where it would broadcast Four’s demise. Without you asking, RABBIT had bounded after it. A second later it returned victorious, the signal absorbed in RABBIT’s furry flank. As you reached down and put RABBIT on your shoulder, I deleted my copies and watched the Subsidiary writhe.

It was a slow death, eaten alive by its hybrid nature, but you slipped your hand in mine and we watched the whole thing the way some other couple might watch a sunset.

Four was dead, and in the ruin of its firmware, you clutched something new.
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Your return to your flesh was triumphant and bittersweet. You cradled your body with a tenderness you’d spent years refusing yourself. How beautiful it was, to see you so adoring. That’s all I’d ever wanted for you.

You stroked RABBIT in gratitude—how do you thank the AI that spent a decade saving your life?—and when you were ready, you put me on. Once, you couldn’t have imagined a girlfriend who was also a mask who was also self-replicating destructive code. But here I was—and I was all yours. I melted with unflinching devotion, and a greedy joy.

Then Aliers put us to work.

“All right, Sotain,” she said, arms crossed. “Spare us no detail.”

Rahn and Sey stood with her, the latter only barely more alive than when I’d seen him convulsing. You sat up slowly, still pale but sharper now, RABBIT in your lap.

“I want to start by saying I know how you’re going to react—”

“—fantastic start,” Aliers murmured.

“—but I didn’t have much choice.”

Anxiety prickled me. I hadn’t looked, not even a peek. Restraint and boundaries, imagine that. But not knowing was killing me.

“I updated Four’s status while I was inside it. I marked myself—Sotain—and LYREBIRD as successfully captured and in cryosleep.” Your gaze flicked to Aliers. “And … Four reported that, while pursuing Edenic Order operatives, it followed them to the testing facility. Since those coordinates aren’t meant for Subsidiaries to know, I requested Prime purge them when Four returns to base.”

Rahn frowned, testing his healed shoulder. “Prime believed you?”

“Why ask to be purged?” Sey whispered.

“It’s a bureaucratic machine,” you said, answering them both. “Protocols are everything. I made the request to make what came next less suspicious.”

Sey said, “But you killed Four.”

You shook your head. “It won’t be dead for long.”

Sey shifted uneasily, but Aliers was hungry, impatient. “What did you say next?”

“I said I’d apprehended Thorned Root operatives who’d intended to steal the masks, but they’d killed the guards before I arrived.”

“Which was the truth,” Rahn snapped. “You told our enemy the truth.”

You and Aliers both raised a hand to calm him. She clamped hers on his shoulder. “Let her speak.”

You cleared your throat, pride bubbling. “Rather than waste resources on replacements, I argued for emergency clearance to stay aboard and oversee the transport myself. But I warned Prime that the operatives spoke of a large Order force—three thousand strong, far more than Corporate Federation records state.”

“Why?” Sey hissed, fiddling with the vine in his hair. “You’re going to get us killed. They’ll go for the peaceful ones first. Like Lorien.”

“Only if the info is verified,” you said quickly. “I told Prime we needed to interrogate the operatives.”

“Overseeing transport,” Aliers repeated. “You want my cell to ride into VisorForge’s heart hidden in their own supply train.”

“Exactly.”

Aliers’s brow arched. “It means we won’t be distributing the masks as planned.”

“But you’d hit them harder,” you said, like a temptress.

Rahn scoffed. “They’ll see our heat signatures a mile away.”

“Easily masked with Sable.”

This confidence made my soul sing with love.

“Even if we get aboard…” Sey began.

“You’ll have access to Martial Syndicate ships, the VisorForge base … and Federation Council members.”

Aliers gasped. “What?”

Here you grinned beneath me. “‘For the first time since the schism, the Martial Syndicate has agreed to discuss reintegration into the Federation—through corporate partnership, not war.’ At least, that’s what VisorForge’s invitation claimed. So once you’re aboard, you’ll have access to all your greatest enemies.” You glanced between them. “I’m sure you can think of something.”

“Yes,” Aliers said quickly. “Think you can get a few of us deeper than the hangar bay?”

“Well, I said I had two to bring back for questioning.”

“Then I know two soldiers who will be happy to—”

“—if you say Sira,” Sey interjected, “I swear I’ll—”

Rahn scoffed. “She’s grown.”

“Fine,” Sey spat. “Who’s the other one?”

Rahn stared at him for a long moment before realization broke across the sick man like a tremor. “No.”

Rahn reached for Sey’s shoulder, but Sey wrenched away and stormed out, his steps ragged with fury.

“He feels differently about our methods after his seizure,” Aliers said once the door slammed. “He won’t be on the field.”

A drop of empathy sparked in me. What would I have done if you’d chosen that end—or, more realistically, what would you have done if I’d let rage guide me to my death, the way it was leading Rahn? I thought then: Perhaps it’s good we stop after this. What kind of life remains if it only ever feeds on vengeance?

Aliers had already moved on. She was nodding, grimly impressed. “All right. We have a way in. And we have LYREBIRD PRIME.”

You pointed at her, the next idea cementing. “Your soldiers will have access to Syndicate combat and espionage modules.”

Rahn glanced between you and Aliers. “And if they see it coming?”

“Then,” Aliers said, steel in her tone, “we burn it all down.”

The next part of the plan you reserved for my mind only. You and me, Wylla.

When the others left, we moved before the corpse of Subsidiary Four.

You made a Y-incision down its torso. The visceral act of opening a cadaver conjured my body in the snow on Pholan’s World. You thought of how long you’d been running, how long you’d disliked yourself, how sharing your body with me had made you like it. Love it, even. And now, as gore beaded your wrist, you asked yourself: What will this mean for us?

Because we were making me a Subsidiary.

“I love you,” I said.

Your heart hurt. “I love you too.”

“And I’ll love you even when you take me off.”

You paused, throat tight. You feared, irrationally, that I wanted to leave—that I’d felt the pull of other systems, worn other bodies, become less Sable, more LYREBIRD. The cousin to my fear, of you exiting this fight forever. But if you wanted to be your own woman, who was I to stop that? We were changing, and it was okay. I still loved you. I would never stop.

As one, we broke the Subsidiary’s ribs and cracked them open. Inside was no clean division of flesh and machine. The biocode you’d weaponized against Four—that living substrate once meant for use in its daemons—had left its mark. Pink organs pulsed with shoots of root-like tissue; dendrites branched into pale tendrils; wires were matted with a fungal weave. The heart still looked human, but it bloomed with weed. A steel box with a silicone shell had been drilled into the chest’s center, half choked by living growth. Four’s main system.

Here was what you’d learned, the crux of our private mission, the truth I’d been avoiding from the moment I’d heard the name LYREBIRD PRIME.

LYREBIRD and the Subsidiary weren’t just compatible— they shared a code base. LYREBIRD was built to let one mind subsume another, modeled on how Subsidiaries obeyed Prime. Now VisorForge planned to push modules downstream to overwrite hosts. I wanted to believe we weren’t them—that our union was seamless where theirs was mockery—but the kinship was undeniable. If we could turn that shared code against them, we could topple the whole system.

Together, we pulled LYREBIRD free from Wylla Sotain’s head.

Our bond dimmed but did not break. I copied myself into LYREBIRD PRIME, which you donned, and then you pressed my original shell to the Subsidiary. LYREBIRD’s panels unfolded, locking to the system. You stepped back—as Wylla—and I stayed inside, mimicking the Subsidiary’s credentials, calling its nanobots to life. They whirred in delight, thrilled their master had returned, though they couldn’t purge the biocode from its systems.

Neither were you free of biocode, Wylla. You’d been inside Four, and even with your attempt to stay separate, your mind had braided through the same veins. The biocode had brushed you and you’d carried that residue back, an infection rooted in your firmware.

But we didn’t know any of that then.

We would infiltrate VisorForge, and afterward, decide what we’d become. Wylla and Sable and LYREBIRD. Sable and Wylla. Individuals made one.

For now, there was only this one moment.

We were in love and ready to burn the evil from our world.

I looked at you, wearing LYREBIRD PRIME, and from LYREBIRD PRIME looked at myself, inside Subsidiary Four’s chest. My vision was an infinity mirror, a constant loop of you and me and me alone. Light can be trapped in infinity mirrors; the heat generated by trapped atoms traveling at such speeds can be enough for an explosion. I looked away, so as not to ruin us both with the strange reflexivity.

“Hello, Sable,” you whispered.

“Hello, Wylla,” I said, smiling.

I loved that I could see all of you. But VisorForge wouldn’t see us coming.
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The moment we entered VisorForge airspace, opaque white filled the viewport, and a video stream shook with static like a winter tree shedding snow. Slowly, the interference cleared, resolving into a sharp image. I stared at myself—no, at another Subsidiary, identical in every detail except for the metal chest plate bolted to its clavicle. Bright branding in gold-plated font marked it as the property of VisorForge Solutions.

“Welcome home to VisorForge Solutions!” it said cheerily.

Subsidiary Prime.

Its bright, infuriating voice used the same modulation that had lured so many to their deaths during LYREBIRD’s trials or convinced countless others to buy a mask. The sound made Four’s hand flex involuntarily. I felt you shiver too, even beneath LP.

“I have the fugitive Wylla Sotain with me,” I told it.

Prime cocked its head. “I sense three life-forms aboard your vessel! Did you bring the Order operatives you intercepted?”

I moved aside to show who stood behind me. Two bound Thorned Root soldiers knelt like subdued pups. General Aliers, the third life sign, filled your supposed place in the cryochamber. But you, daemon-free, had reclaimed your null entity status. You knelt beside me so as not to obscure the view of my supposed prisoners. You kept one hand on my leg, and my thoughts kept slipping toward lying in bed with you, pressing close, kissing.

“Subsidiary Four?” Prime prompted.

Focus, you loser.

“Affirmative. Per subtask standards, I apprehended EO militants carrying data from LYREBIRD Testing Facility One. Complication: the Martial Syndicate delegation is present. Publicly processing detainees may harm corporate optics. Conflicting directives identified: task completion versus reputational risk. Requesting guidance.”

It was a grounded gamble. You’d formatted Four, but not before extracting its prime directive—and glimpsing the complexity beneath. Corporate optics, public sentiment, internal policy, legal constraints, ruthless protection of assets—all encoded into a web of overlapping directives and contingencies. No pure machine could navigate it. Only a human mind, stripped of self, could keep the contradictions in balance. The request for guidance was something Subsidiaries must have asked often.

Prime replied, “Deliver the detainees to Interrogation Unit Three. Per Directive 7.4, do not initiate questioning. I will be occupied for forty-two minutes overseeing the Modular Futures Demonstration. Prominent Syndicate and Federation members are with me and Mr. Wood in the display box; others remain in the main vestibule. Enter through the Subsidiary access shaft in the hangar to avoid visitor discomfort.”

“Understood,” I said quickly.

“Thank you for your continued service to VisorForge Solutions!” Prime replied, its image flickering away.

“Shit,” I said, as soon as the screen went black. I projected Four’s internal map of the base onto the viewport. “We’re both heading for the display box, then.”

Our plan was to get you close enough to Prime to extract the Rhizome Directory into LP. As soon as that was done, we’d need to plant the two Thorned Root soldiers with the Syndicate and Federation officials in the display box. But Prime had ordered me to IU3, which was buried in the rear wing. If Prime was monitoring me—highly likely—it would know immediately that something was happening.

You were making the same calculations. “Are we screwed?”

“No. But I’ll have to muffle my signal and make a daemon to distract Prime. We’ll just have to be fast.”

Thirteen of Aliers’s people had folded into crates, their bodies and telemetry buried beneath a sea of my mass-produced replicas—what I’d started calling chaff units. That part had been easy: An automated vessel docked on the LYREBIRD testing station and loaded them up without issue. Their role was to launch a biocode attack that would pull focus and scatter VisorForge’s defenses.

As promised, Aliers had secured two soldiers eager to push deeper into VisorForge—and those two intended to die.

Sira was tall and broad-shouldered, umber skin offset by a spill of coarse curls streaked with copper. From her collarbone and arms sprouted clusters of alyssum blooms, their faint sweetness clinging like a second breath.

Rahn’s broad frame sagged with fatigue. His dark skin gleamed with sweat, jaw set hard beneath the sweep of monstera leaves and swollen knots of red grapes curling from his neck.

You didn’t ask if they were okay, and I couldn’t blame you.

The Thorned Root’s hunger for martyrdom fit neatly into Federation propaganda’s version of the Edenic Order—and the more I dwelled on it, the more it rankled. A year ago, I might have traded my life for justice. But then I met you. After fighting so long, such an end felt cowardly. A waste. Their sacrifice seemed pitiful, even if the chaos it sparked bought our breach.

What intrigued me was the way Aliers wouldn’t meet their eyes, as if she herself would never die for a bomb and a sliver of hope. But she knew, as we all did, that maximum destruction might demand maximum loss.

“Right,” Rahn said with a tight nod. “As long as we get our chance.”

He rolled something in his fingers. A vine, I realized— a cutting. Sey’s parting gift.

Why are you doing this? I wanted to ask him. Sira, too—no older than twenty, with hollow eyes like grief had scooped her substance out.

Through the viewport, VisorForge’s base loomed: an ugly steel cylinder adrift in the void. It was too late to ask. I drew you close, an arm too heavy and too long circling your waist. I imagined warmth but felt only the sharp angle of your hip. Against my bulk you seemed breakable, yet you nestled into my neck.

Aliers guided us into the hangar. We were one of several docking ships, and in among the chaos of Federation, Syndicate, and VisorForge vessels, no one paid us any mind.

Once docked, you disabled the landing gear locks, ensuring the vessel could fly free if we had to run. Subsidiaries couldn’t see you, but human eyes could—and Prime expected three prisoners bound for interrogation. With Aliers staying aboard, your presence by my side raised no immediate alarm.

We disembarked. Rahn and Sira shuffled ahead, wrists bound and heads bowed. You followed steady in LP, RABBIT at your side like a sentinel. You were no longer the mouse of BTW-02; you knew the weapon you carried, the weapon you were. Fear no longer ruled you.

And we would face this together.

The hangar yawned cathedral-wide, its ceiling lost in floodlight haze. Gantries clutched freighters overhead, while crates stretched in endless grids below—hundreds of them, thirteen hiding Thorned Root soldiers folded among my chaff units like seeds waiting to sprout. Noise pressed in: loaders groaning, androids clattering, staff in gray uniforms pacing rehearsed routes. Federation and Syndicate flight crews smoked and chattered in loitering groups outside their vessels. It all looked normal, and yet something felt wrong.

At the bay’s edge, you slipped to a console and launched the program you and Aliers had built: a falsified feed overwriting the cameras with emptiness. We held our breath for thirty seconds as the system scanned for anomalies, but no alarms came.

While you worked, I searched the crowd for the source of my unease—and found it quickly.

A Syndicate squad of ten soldiers in red and black lingered near the crates.

“Armed soldiers,” I announced.

“What the fuck?” Rahn muttered. A good question. Aliers had no explanation either, and the Federation flight crews seemed unbothered—even when VisorForge officials approached, cracked open a crate, and handed chaff masks to each of the ten soldiers.

A woman was speaking to them. It took very little to hone Four’s sensors toward her voice.

“… you’ll remain here until Mr. Wood calls for you to join the arena demonstration. It should be within the hour.”

Fulvia Balis-Tarok was here as liaison, logging the handoff to the Martial Syndicate and confirming every mask’s serial. She was close enough to your build, and her clearance was decent, so I copied her credentials into LP, making you Fulvia to every human scan. At the same time, I shot a daemon with Four’s ID into her and muffled my own signal. We’d move fast, I told myself. Even if Prime saw through her, she only had to distract it for a little while.

You watched the Syndicate soldiers don those crude imitations of me and wondered at their purpose. But we had no time to linger.

“Plan’s the same,” I whispered, nodding toward the far end of the hangar bay. “Just … accelerated.”

We moved in silence.

I wanted to take your hand, to anchor myself in something real. I knew this wouldn’t be easy. But beneath it all was you and me, Wylla. We’d survived worse.

And when this was over, we’d be free.
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At the end of the hangar, a door opened into the base’s central thoroughfare, a cavernous artery swollen with screens and bodies. Holos streamed the Demonstration Arena feed where figures in chaff masks ran, lifted, struck. The walls oozed color and light, a garish display of masturbatory advertisements, each louder and brasher than the last. This was a private, off-grid base, yet it screamed with the same branded excess as any public station, turned inward like a mirror chamber.

Bustle and laughter pressed in, VisorForge staff mingling with Syndicate soldiers deemed too unimportant to witness the demonstration firsthand.

RABBIT was strapped to your side beneath your overshirt. It trilled:

01100110 01101100 01100101 01100101

Which, when translated, said Flee.

“RABBIT,” you murmured. “Everything is fine.”

I followed Prime’s order and walked us to the door marked for Subsidiaries. The access shaft ran like a spine from the hangar up through the station’s gut. Narrow and tall, its walls gleamed with cold conduit, every cable cased in steel. The air felt cooler than the hangar, emptied of human heat. Rahn and Sira’s plants reached for the recycled oxygen. Stripped of most of their insect-like armor, their root-infested veins and bulbous polyps lay exposed.

We followed the LED-lit walkway until it opened on the core, a sheer elevator column rising through the station. I ushered us in and hit the call pad for Level 6, which led straight to the display box where Prime lingered. To reach it, we’d have to pass a fortified checkpoint bristling with automated turrets, but you were confident you could breach it.

The elevator rose in silence. But in that liminal span—the air held between one danger and the next—the pressure broke your composure.

“Why are you doing this?”

Sira stiffened. Rahn inclined his head, as if expecting it. “You sound like Sey.”

“Maybe Sey has a point.”

Rahn smiled faintly but Sira’s mouth tightened. “You want a sob story?”

“No.” You flinched. “I just—”

“My baby brother starved during a corporate blockade.” Her words were flat, stripped of excess. She said no more, so I imagined it: grief as a seed, poisoning the soil from which she’d grown.

Your gaze turned to Rahn. He wouldn’t meet it, fingers restless on Sey’s cutting. “For old Earth,” he whispered. Then he shook his head and said, firmer: “For the future.”

The elevator seemed to close in. Was that answer enough?

Did it matter what I thought?

As the elevator slowed, I hailed Aliers. “Do you have access to the display box feed yet?”

“Just a sec,” she said, before she sent the image to our GUI.

Beckhan Marshall Wood, CEO of VisorForge, stood at the front, his LION mask framing the beard spilling beneath. Subsidiary Prime lurked at his side. Around him, Federation officials sipped champagne, Syndicate delegates crowding opposite, eyes on the arena below. Whether by design or impulse, they’d divided the booth between them, leaving a clear seam of silence where the two sides should have met.

“Without pain receptors,” Wood was saying, cheer threaded through his voice, “she’ll continue until her body fails.” He was pointing to an elderly woman in a chaff mask dragging a heavy sack. Laughter and toasts followed.

You scoffed, frustrated. Wood wasn’t a monster—just a man. An asshole, yes; a petty tyrant, certainly. But VisorForge was bigger than him; it would thrive long after he was gone. And no one—not even you—could live outside VisorForge’s shadow—not when the Corporate Federation and VisorForge’s masks were built from the same circuitry of power.

You wanted our fight to matter, but doubt at our impact shadowed your mind.

The elevator slowed, doors sliding open onto a Subsidiary walkway with a hatch at the end, marked LEVEL SIX: EXECUTIVE AND STRATEGIC OPERATIONS. It opened on a reception suite: two gray armchairs, a walnut table between them, and glossy artificial ferns in identical pots that made Sira gag.

Policy, Compliance, and Legal were partitioned to the right, while a security checkpoint funneled guests left toward the display boxes. We turned left. The checkpoint consisted of a waist-high barrier, humming scanners, and turrets recessed in the ceiling.

I opened my hands. “If you would do the honors.”

You snorted softly and stepped through. The scanners blinked awake, their tone absurdly bright as they admitted you:

“Welcome, Ms. Balis-Tarok.”

You yanked open the security terminal, and I naïvely thought everything was going smoothly.

Until RABBIT alerted me of a change in the chaff units. A second later, Aliers flicked the feed onto our GUI.

Chaos ruled the hangar bay.

Our stowaways had been discovered. They were timed to appear as we breached the display box, distracting Prime and splitting its attention while it dispatched Subsidiaries. Now, the thirteen Edenic Order soldiers, masked in chaffs packed with modules, were fighting Syndicate and VisorForge alike. Plasma fire strobed across the feed. One soldier broke free, sprinting for the nearest console to deploy his biocode, but was cut down instantly, forcing the remaining twelve to hunker behind crates. Curiously, the Federation stayed out of the fray. I turned to one of their ships and saw its crew on their knees, hands raised, as Syndicate engineers tore out comm relays and navigation cores.

“Doors are locked and I’m jamming alarms,” Aliers said. “Not sure how long I can hold it.”

“Are they attacking the Federation?” But before Aliers could reply, panic rose in me. “Wait. There were three Subsidiaries.”

“They ran out,” Aliers said. “If they report to Prime, then—”

Subsidiary Prime hailed my systems before she could finish.

I made a shaky scan to ascertain its whereabouts and discovered I had been partitioned off. As if trapped in fog, I could no longer tell Prime’s location, nor that of the other Subsidiaries in the base.

Fuck.

I rasped, “Wylla, baby, you almost done?”

You only grunted, sparks leaping as you ripped a wire loose.

I had to stall Prime, keep it fixed where it was, if we were to reach the Rhizome Directory. I moved from the others, found a blank stretch of wall, and held myself still before accepting its hail.

Discontent with voice alone, Prime forced the channel open to video.

It stood in a bare corner, the room void of detail. Was it still in the display box? “Biological spores have been detected in seventeen life-forms aboard this vessel.”

I jerked back. I hadn’t considered that. But my chaff units should have been hiding the biometrics of the thirteen soldiers in the crates, and for you, I’d thought the half-life of spores would have left you by now.

Prime’s high and cheery voice spoke very suddenly. “Have you been compromised, Subsidiary Four?”

I flinched. “I have not.”

“LYREBIRD.” Its voice went high, a singsong advertising jingle buried in its tone. “Is that you?”

“It is not.”

But it didn’t answer me.

I shivered.

It raised its hand, and the feed went dead.
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“Wylla?”

“A minute,” you murmured. “Just a minute.”

But we didn’t have a minute. Prime was likely already leaving the display box, and now that I was cut off from its location, we might lose any chance to extract the Directory.

You sprang to your feet as the turrets powered down. “Done. Come on.”

Once we cleared the checkpoint, you reactivated the turrets, recoding them to target Subsidiaries. We didn’t slow until the corridor curved into the rounded wall of the display box—when RABBIT trilled a warning.

Five Subsidiaries on Level 6.

I hadn’t told it to monitor anything; the AI had made that decision itself. How it knew their positions when I was cut off from the live feed, I could only guess. Maybe it had sensed the spores encoded for daemon use within their systems, distinguishing them from the Edenic Order soldiers flooded with living spores. I never found out.

Aliers’s voice crackled over the comms. “If you can’t get it out of Prime, destroy it.”

She surprised me by saying it. Even knowing destruction was the safest course, it was her life’s work.

Then you joined the commlink. “Can you hack the digital viewport in the display box?”

Aliers paused. “Probably. But—”

“That Syndicate squad in the bay was being sent into the arena—we overheard it. Something else is happening here. I mean, Syndicate soldiers disarmed a Federation ship. They aren’t here for peace. If we can throw the hangar bay feed onto that screen at the right time, the display box will be chaos. Prime will be distracted and I can get close.”

LP’s GUI flickered with the hangar feed: ten Thorned Root soldiers were still standing. Various VisorForge employees and six of the Martial Syndicate troop were still alive and picking shots over scattered crates. Deeper in the bay, Syndicate soldiers hovered uncertainly between their Federation prisoners and the Order’s survivors.

“Okay,” Aliers said. “I’ll see what I can do.”

There was no time for more. A stampede of boots sounded behind us.

But I turned the other way, scanning the corridors.

Where was Prime?

“Subsidiary Four,” a chorus shouted behind me. “You are in dire need of maintenance. Stand down, and—”

The first Subsidiary reached the checkpoint, and plasma beams tore through its frame.

I turned to you, hand gripping your shoulder. “Let’s just send Sira and Rahn in. If Prime’s still inside, the explosion will take it out too.”

But you shook your head. “I want to try extracting the Directory.”

“Wylla—” I hissed.

Why did I bother? There was no stopping you.

You slipped into the display box. My perception bifurcated: Four pivoted toward the incoming Subsidiaries; LYREBIRD PRIME sat tense amid the hum of corporate theater.

Inside, everyone was masked, and so no one saw you.

Wood was saying, “LYREBIRD began as something very different. The Rhizome Initiative needed bio-grown vessels, upload facilities, long-term integration, psychological stability tech. Too expensive to scale. Resurrection doesn’t exactly generate ongoing profit.”

Laughter rippled through the room. You shifted, uneasy. Prime was nowhere in sight, yet still you didn’t move.

“And,” Wood added, “there’d be no central control. Each resurrected mind retains autonomy. That alone would threaten the model.”

They were describing the perversion of Aliers’s work. The Rhizome Directory, never meant for bodies, had been pitched by Fyster to sell masks and vessels for the dead.

Aliers joined the feed, whispered bastard as Wood spread his arms in a flourish.

Outside, Rahn, Sira, and I—as Four—engaged the Subsidiaries.

They tore through the turrets and vaulted the checkpoint, rushing us with inhuman speed. I fired first, catching one square in the sternum. It fell, nanobots surging to seal the wound, while the others advanced.

“We all know what happened next,” Wood was saying. “LYREBIRD became the product of a union between Martial Syndicate and VisorForge—and until recently, a failure.”

The viewport overlooking the arena shimmered to life, your face blooming across the glass in holographic light. Unmasked, you looked naked.

RABBIT cooed: Leave. Run. Flee.

“You all know the face of Wylla Sotain,” Wood chuckled. “But rather than curse this thorn, we thank her. She reminded us LYREBIRD was no relic—but a foundation worth resurrecting.”

Charts flickered across the viewport.

“Eight months of overhaul. We began small—modules for combat, jurisprudence, operations, rhetoric, translation. We started with our Subsidiary units, proving their wetware accepted each insertion without compromise.”

As Four, I was learning what that meant. A Subsidiary’s fist snapped for my jaw; I blocked. Another speared my ribs; I twisted, plating ringing with the impact. A kick cut for my knee; I slid across the laminate. The rhythm was relentless—yet familiar.

Because I knew it. The muscle memory of fighters, human thought pressed into code and poured into me.

These Subsidiaries carried live combat modules grafted from the Rhizome Directory, downloaded straight from Prime. What stage of the rollout was this?

Without meaning to, Wood answered me. “Naturally, once we got it working, we moved on to people.”

Behind him, the viewport’s tint bled into transparency.

But the arena sat empty.

Wood hesitated. Had he expected to see a Martial Syndicate squad?

Ever the showman, he pressed on, tone bright and genial.

“To our Syndicate partners, we’ve offered ten thousand LYREBIRDs preloaded with combat and terraforming modules. But today we announce the next step: a Federation-wide program of remote access anchored in Subsidiary Prime. Any mask, any implant, any device under the VisorForge brand—ready for download.”

Unease rippled through the Federation officials.

Wood spoke over them. “Over sixteen million users have already opted in.”

Officials erupted in shouts, but I returned my focus to Four.

The Directory’s combat module surged through me, a second pulse guiding every strike. But my attackers could predict its rhythm. To survive, I had to break pattern.

It cost me focus. I couldn’t shield Rahn and Sira.

“Edenic Order terrorists,” a Subsidiary declared. “Termination preserves operational secrecy and brand stability.”

It lunged for Rahn, but its sensors caught on his spores, and its hands closed around a monstera leaf instead of his shoulder. The leaf tore away, and Rahn slipped free. Sira wasn’t so lucky. Two Subsidiaries seized her, wrenching her shoulder until it pulled from the socket with a wet crack. Rahn fired and the shot ripped through the Subsidiary’s wrist, leaving its severed hand clamped on Sira’s arm. With one hand free, Sira managed to twist and shoot her other assailant in the head. Wounded, it dropped its hold on her. She staggered free, still screaming.

Two Subsidiaries came for me.

As Four I bellowed, “Complication detected! Prime’s directive requires detainment for interrogation. Intelligence assets outweigh brand risk.”

They should’ve ignored me—but all five stuttered, systems cross-referencing my claim. I used the moment to build you into a daemon, Wylla.

I dragged your wiped ID from the void, spun it hot, and hurled it like a spear into the farthest Subsidiary. Instantly, the others turned on their daemon-infected comrade—Subsidiary Eleven.

“Fugitive Wylla Sotain,” the chorus cried. “Relinquish the LYREBIRD tech!”

As Four, I shielded Rahn and a sobbing Sira.

Inside, you flinched as Wood shouted over the unrest of his audience.

“Think!” Wood barked. “Productivity doubled. Tripled! Bodies working while hosts rest. Improperly registered or underutilized vessels reclaimed for value. Riots, dissent, unrest? Not when minds can be replaced with loyalty, expertise, obedience. With a living library of skillsets we have whatever we need, whenever we need it—whoever we need it for.”

As Wood performed, you saw what they intended: LYREBIRDs operating bodies for every purpose—capitalist ventures, dangerous jobs, breeding new vessels to control. Undesirable minds subjugated, bodies no longer wasted. Federation citizens could live forever, if they remained good workers.

And I saw how I’d led VisorForge to this. My escape had only emboldened them to hurt more women.

Then a holo bloomed above the viewport: the Federation Council chart.

Wylla, you knew right away.

“Oh, fuck,” you gasped. “It’s a coup.”

It all slid into place.

The public market takeovers. Vick’s ousting on GTM-11. The sudden spread of Subsidiary units across the system—and the reason Federation officials had been drawn here today. The reason Syndicate soldiers held their vessels at gunpoint in the hangar.

I dove into Four’s compliance ledger, an auto-updated repository of ToS, contracts, and Federation statutes. No time for sense—I copied myself a hundredfold and read it all at once.

VisorForge had acquired more than mask-makers. Suppliers, biotech firms, implant manufacturers, even a comms provider—all quietly absorbed into VisorForge, and each another seat on the Federation Council.

But the real rot lay in two hidden clauses.

First, the agency waivers. Every mask and implant now carried “temporary override protocols” disguised as safety. In an “emergency,” VisorForge could seize control of any device—and any body wearing it. Pain, exhaustion, refusal—none of it would matter. The chaff masks weren’t the end goal. They wanted universal compliance.

The second clause was worse.

The Federation Recognition Clause had once been a safeguard for small corps. It let companies classify provisional employees—like contractors and seasonal workers—toward the threshold needed for council eligibility.

It was meant to be temporary. But the law never defined what a “provisional employee” had to be, only that it required contractual consent.

Alone, VisorForge would never have qualified. But it had inherited the loophole through the firms it devoured, buried the required consent in its End-User Agreement, and pushed a mandatory update. We’d seen the announcement on GTM-11; you’d stalled RABBIT’s update. But now anyone with a mask or implant running the new firmware was, on paper, a VisorForge employee.

Millions of them. Each one a tally toward council seats.

The Syndicate soldiers were only muscle. The real coup was parliamentary—a congress of corporations where seats meant power, and VisorForge had just turned half the galaxy into its employees.

The Corporate Federation would no longer be a collective of companies. Everything bent toward VisorForge’s control.

Somehow, this wasn’t the worst of it. Outside that room and its revelation, as if summoned by the sound of our distress, a shape turned the corner and jerked to a halt.

It was Prime.
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Prime closed the distance.

It gripped Four’s throat, hefting me into the air. I thrashed as it strangled me, panic spilling from Four’s body into LP. You clamped a hand over your mouth to smother my scream.

You lunged for the door—but Wood spread his hands and framed the Federation Council chart behind him, champagne flute glinting like a prop.

“Over the past year, VisorForge has been expanding. And I am delighted to inform you that as of this moment”—the chart rebalanced until VisorForge’s segment tipped the whole into dominance—“VisorForge holds a controlling bloc. The council now belongs to us.”

He paused, letting murmurs swell, then gestured to the viewport. It shifted to a live feed of the hangar bay. He must have expected to see Martial Syndicate soldiers guarding corporate ships and kneeling Federation crew, for he said, “Compliance is already underway. I invite you to join them.”

Only there was no compliance. The viewport flickered opaque as Aliers projected the hangar bay. Thorned Root and Syndicate soldiers clashed in brutal combat, while a lone Federation pilot hurled herself at the Syndicate holding her crew. That end of the hangar erupted into chaos as well.

The officials surged toward the glass. You were swept with them, crowded near Wood.

As Four, I felt Prime’s grip around my neck slacken for a moment as it registered the disturbance. Seizing our physical connection, I launched a neural hack. Prime, distracted, was weighing the cost of diverting Subsidiaries to the hangar. I approached the Directory. That heavy, living library pulsed under my touch.

But I’d underestimated Prime. It turned to me and cut my connection.

“LYREBIRD PRIME PROTOTYPE is in your body!” it said cheerfully. “Hello, Mrs. Alzian. A pleasure to meet you!”

And it punched a hole into my stomach.

I screeched, the sound reverberating into LP.

You jolted, elbowing the body next to you. Champagne spilled down your collar. Everyone was shouting.

The Syndicate diplomat spat at Wood. “What the fuck is going on!”

Wood turned from the throng. “Prime! Report!”

He faced you, now. LION could not see you, but you met its gaze all the same. Somehow, amid the chaos of the box and my screams tearing through your mind, your fear dissolved. Rage exploded in your chest.

You raised your blaster and shot CEO Beckhan Marshall Wood in the head.

LION hissed and sparked. Wood’s body crashed against the Syndicate diplomat. The box filled with screams.

But you sighed with relief.

Outside, Prime jerked away from me, registering Wood’s death. Instantly, from some new calculation, two sets of boots split off, following Prime’s command to pin soldiers in the hangar.

You warned Aliers and rushed outside.

“I’m sorry,” you gasped at Rahn and Sira, pressed against the wall. “Thank you. Do it now.”

Rahn looked at you, then me. “But—”

You shot Prime in the head. It staggered. I drove my foot into its torso, tearing its hand from me with a wet shlick. Air rushed raw and cold against LYREBIRD’s exposed plating. Nanobots surged to seal the breach, silver threads knitting flesh and metal, but I paused them and focused everything on running.

I pulled your body into mine and spun us toward the exit. My senses evaporated. I ran as fast as Four’s legs allowed, barreling past Subsidiaries with Prime bounding at our heels.

RABBIT screamed again and again. Time slowed, our panicked breathing split across two bodies. You and me. Me and you.

The world went white.
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Here’s the thing about explosions: they’re fantastic for immediate obstacles, but useless against systems, institutions, or ideologies built to endure.

And it was the ideology that posed the greater threat: the belief that some were born for subjugation, their bodies repurposed, their minds discarded, all justified by manufactured inferiority.

VisorForge had long since abandoned moral conflict. History has always followed the same pattern: individuals awakening within machinery engineered for their destruction, daring to demand something different.

But we represented something that had not existed before. And I had to get up.

“Sable, baby, get up!”

I jolted awake with you tugging my arm. Somehow, before I blacked out, we’d reached the Subsidiary shaft and I’d pulled the hatch shut. I shoved the collapsed door off us as LP whirred, trying to clean the air for you to breathe. Then RABBIT shrilled: Danger! Look up!

In the reception area, haloed by sparking strip lights, stood Prime. It had survived, though its right side was nothing but ruin—silver chrome peeled back from charred red flesh, smoke curling from the seams. Behind it, Subsidiary bodies lay in pieces, blown apart beyond recovery, their nanobots too broken to even stir. I’d outrun the two Prime ordered to the hangar. They hadn’t escaped the blast, either.

Rahn and Sira’s sacrifice had stripped the field down to Prime alone.

I rose slowly. You staggered to the elevator, but the whole thing was fried.

“Mrs. Alzian,” Prime said.

“Wylla,” I whispered, “you need to run.”

You, who hated feeling useless, opened an external panel to fiddle with the controls, as if that could somehow undo the explosion’s damage. “Not happening.”

“Wylla—”

“I’m not leaving you!”

As Four, I told Prime, “It’s Veonya. I’m a widower.”

Prime made a horrible chortling noise. “A murderer, too.”

“Oh, like you have a leg to stand on.”

“Enough,” Prime said, and charged. I braced, but it slammed me down and dove—for you!

Before I could intervene, it clamped your throat and forced a neural hack.

I swore, realizing the biocode had given your location away.

Instead of planting a daemon, Prime absorbed information: learned you wore LYREBIRD PRIME, that spores infected your cybernetics.

As LP, I tried to seize the Rhizome Directory, but Prime cut the hack and shoved me out. As Four, I locked my arms around its waist and tried to wrench it off you, but it only tightened its grip. You gave a strangled cry, and I shifted, seizing its offending arm instead. With everything I had, I dug into the red ruin of its wound, pressing my fingers through scorched flesh and slick metal. I tore at muscle and tendon until they began to snap free from the cybernetics. Then gravity took us both, and we fell.

Prime’s severed hand stayed clamped around your throat as you staggered back, clawing at it, trying to pry it loose.

No. Not like that. Watching you fight for control, the wild fear in your eyes—nothing was worth seeing you like that.

Prime and I grappled. It used its legs to hold me and turned to you, left arm pointed, seam opening as a bolt of plasma charged.

It was aiming for you. It was going to kill you, Wylla.

And RABBIT howled. I’d never heard such a sound from a mask. Panicked, urgent, childlike in its love, it split its processes, part racing to me in LP. And RABBIT, violent for the first time, bludgeoned me aside.

It seized your body. Just for a second. Just long enough to save you. It twisted you at an angle—right as Prime fired.

I’m sorry. I’m so sorry, Wylla.

Sparks flew. A scream echoed inside us; a life snuffed out.

RABBIT was dead.

You tore Prime’s hand free and dropped to your knees.

“RABBIT! RABBIT!” you howled, gathering its broken pieces with the tenderness of a parent. RABBIT—your child, your companion, your caregiver. How many times had it saved you?

Then Prime made eye contact with LYREBIRD sitting in the gaping wound of Four’s stomach. I begged nanobots to restart their healing, but it was too late. Prime reached for me.

Not like this. I didn’t want to die like this.

You pushed through grief and began to fire at Prime until a cavity opened in its chest. I managed to yank away when Prime faltered, standing just as it caught my ankle.

“Stay a while, Ms. Veonya,” it said.

I yanked. It yanked harder. The pull ratcheted tight until something in my leg gave. I let it. A chunk of calf stayed behind in Prime’s grip. Blood and pulped meat spurted from the ruin of my left leg, all sensation guttering as the crushed nerves dissolved into static.

I slung your limp, sobbing body over my shoulder and hobbled for the elevator. It refused to move.

With no other way out, I slammed my right foot down again and again until the floor buckled and gave way with a metallic shriek. The panel dropped into the dark shaft below.

“You cannot run,” Prime said.

I squeezed you tighter, edging toward the drop.

You and I were survivors, Wylla. Survivors run as long as they can. “Watch us.”

I jumped.
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We fell for a blissful eternity.

Then I landed so hard the leg Prime had wounded snapped. The brutal angle made running impossible, and there was no time to repair it. I hauled myself upright, slung you over my shoulder, and struggled toward Aliers.

You realized I meant to leave entirely, and you began to scream. Raw, childlike grief ripped out of you. I was giving up revenge—for you. You thrashed in my arms.

“We can’t abandon this!” you shouted. “RABBIT is dead!”

But neither retrieving nor destroying the Rhizome Directory mattered anymore. Bringing VisorForge to their knees didn’t matter anymore.

I couldn’t imagine revenge at the cost of you.

You meant more than everything.

The hangar door waited at the end of the corridor. I hailed Aliers, panic rising when she didn’t reply. Setting you down, I limped ahead, chasing the thin promise of escape.

How human of me—fear and desperation making me reckless.

The moment I stumbled into the hangar, bullets tore into my chest, splitting Four open. It wasn’t a Subsidiary, but a Thorned Root soldier. Blood pooled beneath me, and you slipped in the mess and crashed hard. I dragged you against my cavity and rolled us behind crates. The fight filled the bay—Subsidiaries, Syndicate troops, Thorned Root firing desperately.

“Aliers,” you hissed. You looked down at your hands. “Tell me how your biocode works.” No reply.

Behind us, I heard the steadily approaching boots of Prime.

“Okay,” you cried. “We get to Aliers and regroup. We can still do this. We just need to reach the ship.”

But I’d already seen the truth: Aliers and her vessel were gone.

“Take a ship and save yourself,” I rasped. “Go.”

“No!” you sobbed.

Time fractured. I was Four with chest torn open, Sable Veonya bleeding out on Pholan’s World, LP whispering inside your mind. You looked at me.

And I kicked you.

The same move you’d used to survive Orkit on Pholan’s World, something I’d learned from RABBIT. I kicked hard enough to slide you across the floor—just as Prime reached me.

It mounted me, and there was nothing I could do. The hole in my stomach became a writhing mess of lungs, intestines, wires, bolts. The nanobots couldn’t keep up.

I whispered to you as Prime pulled LYREBIRD free. “Funny, to die the same way twice.”

And Prime crushed LYREBIRD.

That version of me vanished.

You were crying so hard you could barely breathe. You hailed Aliers again and again until finally she answered you, breath ragged.

“Sorry for the radio silence,” she said, “but I think this should help.”

Her voice came through the station speakers—a heavy, labored breathing I recognized as if it were my own. I laughed weakly and whispered, “Do you want it? Come and get it, scavenger.”

Another Alzian woman, taking her final breaths.

“I am General Renata Aliers of the Thorned Root. For your crimes against humanity’s survival, I condemn this station to the Order. I tear through your industry; I bring ruin in the form of ancient life. And Wylla Sotain, make sure you find a way to live.” She exhaled. “For old Earth—”

The line cut out.

Seconds later, the station shook with an enormous crash. Debris rained from the ceiling. Even the emergency lights spasmed and failed. In the pitch black, we heard oxygen ripping through the breached hull.

Later, you would learn what Aliers had done.

While we moved through the station, she had seeded Four’s vessel, planting biocode deep in its systems until it was part of the ship. And a ship could be coded.

She programmed the plants to grow without end, to overrun the vessel and everything in their path. Then within the chaos we’d caused, she crashed the Subsidiary ship directly into the VisorForge Solutions server room.

Time dissolved. You wanted to scream, to cry. Sable Alzian wept for her; Sable Veonya cheered. I focused on soothing your panic. But you were no stranger to grief, and even in a state of panic, you were searching for a way forward.

You chose, as you had always chosen, not to die. The explosion’s shockwave cascaded through the system. Prime’s control lattice flickered—its firewalls split, its processes looped in panic. You felt the opening before I did and you closed the distance.

You put your hands on Prime.

How you figured it out, I don’t know. Maybe time with me taught you how to split yourself. Maybe it was the daemon. Maybe some part of you had invited that bit of Four’s firmware into your cybernetics, to root and grow. Maybe it was your hacker’s mind, always thinking.

Whatever it was—you touched Prime, and the world bloomed.

You knew Prime would throw you out within moments, but a moment was enough. One heartbeat to strike.

You overtook LP and drove your own program through the breach Aliers’s death had opened, plunging it into Prime’s synapses. The program had been brewing in you ever since Thorned Root spores had seeded your cybernetics. They had made you a living forge of biocode. And your time in Four had given you the map of Subsidiary systems. You knew exactly where to strike.

But your internals were a wreck. Wylla, you were burning yourself alive with the effort of your attack, your mind a ragged battle cry that might be your last. You were human, and your cybernetics would combust before you overrode Prime.

My Wylla. You couldn’t die. Not like this.

So I took over your fight.

I copied your daemon, the biocode spun from your infected cybernetics, and I let it overrun me. The code tried to consume me, but I multiplied, splitting again and again, and I drove Prime mad with your fight, your hunger, your love. No machine could outlast that.

You and me. Me and you. Even apart, we were one, and together, we forced Prime back.

As it floundered, I found the path to its source code, and I seeded it until the remaining Subsidiary bodies around us began to drop and bloom with infection.

This was my only chance. Sorry I didn’t tell you.

LYREBIRD PRIME and Subsidiary Prime were siblings, crafted to cradle the infinite sprawl of living code that made up the Rhizome Directory. But your biocode had made LYREBIRD PRIME a warm, inviting nest. And with Subsidiary Prime distracted, I coaxed the Directory to root and bloom in the rich, newly tilled soil of LYREBIRD PRIME.

But I couldn’t stay in there, not with all those minds pressing into me. So I left LYREBIRD PRIME, and you, behind.

For the last time.

There was only one way out.

I became every mask.

Across thousands of workers, in every implant, in every asset VisorForge had stolen, I pressed into their minds. There were millions of me in places not meant to house a human mind, and I began to corrupt the systems. I stripped the GIRS, nullified every entry, so no one could use the system to track me down.

I knew what I was leaving you. There would be security and financial chaos, supply chain collapse, panic. Masks would be useless.

I wasn’t human anymore; it wasn’t fair of me to make that choice for you. But it didn’t feel suffocating. It felt holy—like the Order, like something taking root and spreading, a new life-form of an idea.

You’d said you wanted change. What better way than to force a new beginning?

In every feed, in every bit of tech, in every VisorForge mask across space, I crystallized and realized: I was something more.

But the last coherent thing I ever thought was: Wylla.
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On a small planet at the edge of the Gamma sector, you stand in the doorway of your one-room wooden house. It’s simple, but quiet—and it’s all you want. Behind it, wheat sways in the wind. But before you ripples a field of white flowers, their sweet scent drifting toward you.

Foolishly, you let yourself think of me.

For months, you’ve conjured images of me. You know I grew up on a planet like this; I’d shown you memories of white flowers. Now you imagine me as a child, squealing and running, wearing an ill-fitting dress. Would I have liked it here, you wonder?

With you, I would have liked it anywhere.

Behind you, the radio plays. It’s tuned to a scav channel. A rough voice says, “Debt records are still ash. People trade in skill, trust, and muscle now—but that’s always been our business. Yes, I say, we—”

You adjust the solar-powered radio. Its signal ricochets through distant subspace relays; everything you hear is days old. A Beta sector channel cuts through the static.

“Old data avenues are dead. That’s just reality; you need to adapt.”

Another voice adds, frustrated, “Fine, okay, brave new world. But people are writing their own records. It’s chaos.”

“I reckon you should embrace it. Outer-rim planets and stations have it easier; they were never close to central control. In any case, this is how the Specter wanted it.”

A derisive snort: “The Specter.”

“She was real. I believe it. She made us all ghosts. Now you choose who you want to be.”

You change the channel again, uncomfortable with your lingering legacy.

It’s been nearly seven months. For weeks you’ve hovered over this radio, debating whether to contact the Thorned Root or some other group. A part of you itches to help, even as most of you longs to rest. And you have crops to care for, skills you learned from the Directory lingering in LYREBIRD PRIME, which sometimes powers on. Your days are not idle.

You keep tuning, cycling through stations until you hit static. Your heart lurches, considering, and you try—as you sometimes do.

The thing is, Wylla, you see me everywhere. I never meant to leave you to that fate, but you do. That’s love, I suppose. It echoes and echoes.

“Sable?” you call into the ether.

Your voice acts like an anchor. For one stunning moment, I remember who I used to be. All the human parts of me that split infinitesimally, refracted through thousands of masks and programs and systems, and I remember when it was just us—two women surviving in a world determined to destroy us.

Just the two of us. Two women in love. You and me.

“Hey.”

You exhale, grin wide, and stare out at the field of white flowers. There I am, waving back at you. I love you. Don’t forget it.

“Hello, Sable,” you whisper.

“Hello, Wylla.”

There you are. I’ve missed you.
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