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“Good morning, Samah”

The man — the director of human reseurces for Metrozone-7 Sector
33-B — stared at her from across the desk. Ewery inch of him cozed
H‘."P""‘:orP sleaze. His hair shone with the P-J.ul:ic m exclusive o
electrostasis strands, and an old man skull poked L4 rougl: his smooth skin
im & wey that made him lock less Foung and more like the victim of some
intzrnal parasite. The dull unde:glo‘l«rafbjs COMmpUter monitor -:u1.|.] drew
the sallowness of his face into sJul:p-e: relief.

“Saral,” she mid. "My name is Sarai”

L Shie shifted beneath his gaze, kepl: her hands clenched betwesn ber
n=es,

The man g]am:\en:l back at his moniter, narrowed his eyes for a second,
and turned back o her.

“0f course. Sarai. My apologies.” he said smoothly. He cleared his
threat, “We here at Cl:a.nn.ing Robotics CchrPol:a.l:im care about our
cmplo:r\ces. We care about you. We worry abeut you. We have the most
comprehensive health care plan of the Seven Hyperocaps™

Low bar to clear, Sarai :hougl:l:. bt she bit her tongue.

“It%s come to our attention that }r\ou'v\e been having some trouble wich
your hands.” the director said, and he smiled, a fash of oo sl:l:a.ighl:. (T
p-er.Fec: teeth.

And it was true. Sarai’s hands had :ecv:nl:]':,r stareed :r\eml:ling. The HI:]:F
onset archritis that bessr so many fac ory workers,

“Your health is of utmost importance w us,” the director said, “bu it
would be jrl:e::pun:il:-l-e o mention your health without mentioning the
Po:cm:ia] los in PI:DCI.I.I.EI:i\'iI::F Four conditon may cause”

“Are you....” Sarai shifeed again, orying 1o And a position that made her
feel less like a specimen beneath the director’s gl.a.l:e. “What are Fou s.'l.}'in.g?
Am 1 Ared®™

“0Of course not,” the director said. Another too sl:l:a.ig}u:. too Perl:-e-cl:
smmile. “Chur P-l:oPosal.— best for your health, and for the company — is o give
you advanced cyberne:jc repla.cen:enu."

A chiill of Fear an down Sarai’ spine.

“Replacementsi™ she said. “You... you want vo take my hands"

The hands she had once run :En:u.gh her n:la.u.gl::e:'s hair. The hands

which she used to press agains her hushand’s chese, chat used to make him
murmur happily because :Le}- were aJwa.}-swrm.

e Tm Ju:JP alleviate your condition,” the director said, inh ninel.}'.
in.Ful:jarm.gJ':,r patizne. "W propose the CRC-MD-3s"

He swiveled his monicor towards her. A model of mbotic hands —
circuiy and cables encased in translucent p|..1:|:jc — rotared SI.OW‘I.}"D.I‘I. the
moniter, wich L:mg columns of spedi fcations in a font too small to read.
Mone of the :}'ru:h—:k.in or biotic nerve-links of the maore expensive models.

“"‘-“-:’h}r not just send me to a su.l:gcon:.'" Sarai said, “Aren’t there
operations that can...™

“Would chat I could,” the director smiled. “But chat sp-aciEc P:oced.ul:e- is
proprietary te Han-Jeon Biotech ™

Sarai could onJ:r stare at him.

“Tewculdn'c do For Chann.in.g Fobotics to par 20000 o a comperiter,

even for one of survalued emp]ml,neu. Han-Jeon has ies sohutions, we have
OuTE.

He pestured towards the hands rora ting on the monicar.
. iF I refus=?™ Sarai said.

“Trwnuld be counterproductive to everyone imolved.” the director
said. “"And even so, | must remind you that the covenant Fou have entered
with us s:jpu]i:es thar the COMpany may offer whatever solutions necessa ¥
£o maincain Pmducu'vil:}'."

Sarai stood, slowly.

“T'm lﬂ.'ving.' she said.

“We've run the numbers.” the director said. “This is the best option For
everyone.”

“Tm |.-e.w|ng Sarai :epea:ed

She turned away, and before she knew it her hand was feeUn.g the cold
of the doadknob, !JIPP\.III.S from the sweat on her p:]rn when she tried =
oo it

“Ms. Bellefonte,” the director said, and For the At time his voice lost
the g\em]e curh ofutinn.aliq,r. “I}-}'\ou walk our that dear, Fou have broken
our covenant, and may | remind you thatwe will prosscuts Fou o the Full
extent of che law™

Sarai -Dp-ened the door.

“Securicyl”

Sarai ran.

For the past decad= - marl:-e o, ma:,rl:-e less — she had spent
thireesn hours of every d.'lr conifined here. Two six hour shifes on the line, an
howr's hanch in l:e:wee-n Thirteen hours of every day within the boundaries
of thess walls. The umembhr line Hoor a l:hc-undaq,r within a boundar] She
had never spent much time in the .:.drmms::adwwng S0 now, she ran, not
quite k.nm-.ring where she was.

A recessed n:lmrwa:r ahead. She P:s!ed. herself into it, and tried o

kﬂ:p her breaths more ::ead}'. She listzned For the h.cmr:.r boots of the
security team that must have been sent to puarsus her. The Feotfalls were
ther= — quist, distant, but no less I:e.zv-r and when she tried to hgur\e
out the direction of their apprmch it cm.l}' sounded like l:heq,r had her
surrounded. She chosed ber syes; breathed.

The footfalls crescendoed and Faded, and she breathed a sigh of
relief. Her hands trembled, From the fear or archritis, she couldn® eell. She
clenched her Asts o Iy o Stop them from sl:a.l:ing. and emerged. from che
doow.ra.}'. She Pic}:\ed a direction and walked as swi t-l:]':,l' and sijenl:]':,r asshe
could towards what she hop-ed. was the exit.

Wich every turn, and every ha]lway empty of secu rity forces to
drag herinto the CRC: private prison, her hope grew. The direcoor
had overestimated how much Sarai needed the .Fa.n:l:ol:y _iol: —and
underestimared how reseurceful she could be.

She’d Arst taken che Fac n:-r'r]c-l:- bar su.l'.u]ll:'r for the P:omlses it m]gl:n:
have afforded, back when there had been others o wn:urwa.l:ou: A
husband werking his WA e of a data plraqr_ml:- an m.Faru: dau.ghner that
needed food anclgcjothjn.g and an educaticnal fund

And then her husband had died in che crosshre of a conflict she didn’
understand, and in the haze of n:l.epremion and s':,rnl:l:—s:ims thae followed,
her daJ.Lghner had vanished into the foster care sYstem. The _ic-l:- had become
licele more than habic.

Afrer all tha time, she had I.'I.'EI.I:J':.I' E:hrg\:h:ncn the lessons she learned
from her 1l,nou|:J'|. in the Underd ty.

Mever cruse a Hypercorp.

In the Undercity, between dropping out of high school and staring a
t-amjj':,r. she had lived a different life, J'DE'PI: herself alive with her Jmm.wled.g\e
and shill with deepnet hardware. There would :J'\-.rays be meathackers,
circuic surgeons, datascape communes that could use her skill. For the :jgh:
mh.'mge. some back :Jl-e'}r decror could Prob:l:ul}r even Ax her hands.

Mo more covenants, then, Sami decided. We more bodrmn-cl clauses
buried in the fne print; no more boundaries within boundaries. Mo maore of
these goddamm:d too I:rig}u:. oo P-erfec: Jullwa]rs.

Sarai found a s:aj:wa.y]ead.ing to the ..‘l.ﬁernl:-ly]ine Hoor, and as scon
as her feet hit the familiar concrete, she ran again. Ancther woman was
i]l:l:-:l.d.':f at her old station, m]-:l-el:in.g the same bit of wire to the same bic of
cirouitry that she had for the past honever ANy years. Sarai ran past her,
towards the double door J:ad.ing to the Jol:-l:nl,r. then outside — open air. It
wasn't the open air Sarai was interested in. thou

Her gmlw:s the nearest elevaror leadin down below the 15r|cul|:un:
levels, to the perperual neon nighe of the Unﬂercu:'r to the Maw and che
E-e“.] districts close to the sunlic levels of the Orvercity, o the deep dade of
Dreadend Dirive, to the alleyways full of Faces lined with dirtand oil. The
luminescent tateoos sh.ining :h:ougl: the smoke of street-focd gri”: sizzlin.g
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with vermin meat seasoned o a taste thar would put the best Dwrv:il::r
CJ'I.E'[S o !]'I.EIDE.
She burst out the door, Blinked agpinst the san. A -:Ie-ep breath brougb:

the c risp, scrubbed air of the Gve-r\cil:y rusl:in.gjn. but it was empiy, nol:]'l.ing.

against the anticipation of the Undercicy'’s smell. The dull mold chac
p-ermeaned. everything, the :]u.:P smell of cuisine and antisepric cutting
rJ'u:ol.LgJ'l. itin intervals. The MEmory of the dantpm:s. the permanent
n\ri]igh: of underpowered m.nl.'ln:ps ha.nging from the Un.d.el:cjl::r's wanle=d
cejJinE —she could feel it. She wanted ic.

Her hrse stop had to be her apartment a fewr bevels abeve che Mave, o
g:a.l: what cash she had, to stuff a Few changes of clothes into her l:ug. That
was all she would need get herself starved. She tl:u:-ugl:ut back to her time
there — Ju:rw]ong ago was it? Ten 1l,nen|:s':' More? But she knew where ©o B0
which streetshine bars |::rpic1|.|. hosted .Fl:jcr.u:”:r recruiters, which arcas were
rife with organ harvesters and Lrprml:ic pr\eda tors. She knew the LTn.d.ertir:,r.

Five minutes, she wold herself. In and cut.

And then, whatever she wanted. It had been a Jong time since she
rJ'mu.gl:l: about J'Liring ada tscape sniffer to hind her daughn&r. but she
rJ'Lc-u.gl:l: about it mow.

Scon, she said. Pive minutes. In and cut.

The elevatar descended qu:-:k]r and she made the journey :hmugl:u the
nearly empe alks without incident. She slipped her key into the lock.
The i::u:-r f\n:.l:fgrﬂﬁuv open before she :urnetffl:ue knob,

Fora J-Dng moment, she was still. The wood around her deadbalke
was broken, the metal reinforcements cwisted out c-fp]i-:e. From within,
she heard foo:sneps — the soft xufﬂ.ing ofa group ofpeople trying o be
c-:;]lcc:iwl}' silene.

Fuck.

Sarai backed awar. Somcl:]ﬂng hard and I;e-r:r smacked the back of
her head. She stumbled forvard and fell.'lgajns: the door. It burse the rest
of the vy n beneach her weight. Her vision fashed, swi rlirLg P:l:c]'us
of dark and t Flgu.l:u rushed towards her, all of them impo:sil:-l}r eall
From her prone position on the gl:cu.l.nd. Hands —cased in rou.gJ'L rubber
that seracched and burned her skin with che force of their grip. Her I:-i-cep:.
elbows, wrists — immobilized.

“Is this her!™ someone asked. “Sarah Bellefonte?™ She didn't hear a
r\epl] but the hands dm g\ed her ineo her kitchen. She Pu.Ued against them,
-:hn]r for her Forearms :-:vgl:\u.:n. when a hand d.l.l.g inte a pressure poine.

“What the hell is going oni” Sarai demanded, but she a]:-ud]r knew.

..‘Lpusl: sent her to her kness — a dull crack inst the linclum Hoor
and a spike of pain. Her head struck the edge of the rable. In the long
moment that followed, she was able o look around. The Egu:-s were
dressed in white body armor, trimmed with blue — the colors of CRCs

Private S-ecu.l:jl:}'.

“This is my home.” Sami said, mumbling past a tongue chick wich pain
and fear. “You can’t-"

“Prep her” somecne said, and she felt hands farcing ber arms behind
her back.

Wich angry mation, the .Fa.c:-:\r}' _iurnpsl.l.il: she still wore was wrenched
down to herwaist, and before she could even feel the fear, the :ougl:-
rubker hands dug\ed her to her feet and hauled her up cnto the table.

The rable? edge du.g into her pe]w's. For a moment, the thoughe she would
be able to rise, before hands on her neck, her arms, her shoulder blades,
turned every movement into useless n\ri:ching.

A bustle Dt-.n:l:i\'il::r she couldn® quite see. A sound of metal rasping
against metal.

A different hand — gl.o‘wd in viclet rubber — reached foramrd, a seab of
cotton pinched between two Angers. She st d against the weight of
the EanF::ls le.tnjn.g down on I:er.ge gle = §J‘

“Mocherfuckers,” Sarai said, the screech in her voice so humiliating thac
she felt her cheeks grow hot dﬁPiDﬂ' Mr}-:hing. "You motherfuckers!™

The cotton swab left a line uf'pe“w.r disinfeceant just belovw her elbows.
She tried o buck away Froan the table, but somel:-c-d}'s oot s p:-ssed
into the back of her knee, preventing her from getting any sare o“everage
The wioler hands produced twa ::rlps af electrostasis leather, wupped
them arcund her acms. With a jolt of elec I:I:JL'I
:ighnencd untl her skin was bu{gjn.g and purp

A fash of silver in the Aucrescence of her J’Lu:-c]'l.en's ligl: ts.

'ﬂ'xmu.ghm: the whole process, Sarai had not Sop, Cursing or
screaming. Her throat was raw — so raw that she thought she would gag:

The ]-:mg knife sliced :Emu.gh the hrst ]a]n:r af Hesh.

She s:opped. cursing. The screaming continued until there was no air
lefein her |.|.|.r.|gs. and then she couldn’s And it in herself to inhale.

The pain Howjn.g t—l:ﬂ-l.'ﬂ herarm — Howjng. I:-u:ning. :Jl-cc-nsumjng—a“—
erme]opmg was somet she couldn even I:egin ] comp:ehend. She
watched it I:.:ppe-n 'Wﬂl:l:hjlt unfold, her skin Pee]ing away from bone,
blood le.tkmg in impotent spures pase the tourniquet. Nobod:r sF-nJ'ue i
sounds Except for the asthmatic, de:pe:ane gasps |:u.|.|::|:ing inand out of
Sarai’s throat.

“Tll go back.” she mid, when the viclt hands retrieved a second blade,
short and hocked. °T1l go back, I swear.”

Bur what sense did chat make? They were tking her hands, whether or
not she came back. It was pu r\el}' punitive. Mo peint to it except the pain. A
lesson w amyones else who mighl: refuss the pr-:\misl:d mercy and kindness
of the Hypercorps.

She watched th rou.gl: the mudk D.Fcndol:]:\l:ins as the viclet hands
warked. By the time her skin was p-eeled away, muscles seversd, tendons
sliced, nerves cut, the pain was gone. Unconscicusness took her before :l:uer
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