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Central Amsterdam is suddenly hot tonight. 
Red hot. Out of nowhere.
Helmeted black-clad paramilitary swarm the streets, moving from house to 

house and shop to shop, peering in windows, kicking and barking in staccato 
tones, heavy ceramic weapons clattering as the troops cross and shift their lines. 

The buildings along the old canals are bathed in red and blue riot strobes, 
part of the Living City security system here. Embedded smart lights cast shadows 
up and down the alleys, like the flickering wings of enormous predatory insects, 
overpowering the native neon. 

Not a single civilian soul on the sidewalks.
At intervals, the air vibrates with the whir of hover bikes and the deep throb-

bing of some larger craft, unseen, high above in the winter darkness. 
Who or what are they looking for?
The mood inside the Gaia is subdued, apprehensive, though the troops have 

yet to enter the bar. The early crowd feels trapped, and the normal evening crowd 
has failed to arrive. The girls on stage sway slower than usual, distracted, frown-
ing nervously at the plate windows, which rattle periodically. 

The dance floor is deserted.
For their part, the scattered patrons shift through visible stages of panic. One 

balding hoodlum in a side booth swivels his head furtively. He seems one sudden 
movement from losing it. Even the bartenders hang back, away from the tables 
and doors, ready to take cover. 

Everyone’s edgy. But no one dares leave.
I didn’t see any of this coming. If I had, I wouldn’t have gone out tonight. I 

have no intel on this situation. I’ve had little intel on anything for almost two 
months now. Shit. But this could be anything. Don’t be a dumbass. Not everything 
is about you.

“They’re not from around here,” a voice next to me says, nodding toward the 
military operation outside. 

I hadn’t noticed anyone next to me. Must be more careful.
Her black-gloved hand rests on the bar, closes around the narrow glass cyl-

inder of some green synth drink. Ratty red hair, shoulder-length. Leathers. Pale 
skin. Faint freckles or some chemical scarring on the nose. A thin profile. Choppy 
Scandinavian accent. 
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“Yeah?” I say.
“Internationals.” She sips thoughtfully. Looks at me. Clear, wide, blue eyes. 

“Private security. No insignia.” 
I can’t look at her directly. Too many internal alarms going off. 
You don’t say things like she’s saying. To a stranger. In a place like this. At a 

time like this.
Unless you know something.
But I don’t remember her from Johannesburg. Even if I did, I’m underground 

now. You say nothing when you’re underground. That’s what the handler from 
Spark Net told me. And he was emphatic about it. Nothing. No matter what. Ever.

“You should be ready to bug out when the flares go off,” she advises, quietly.
“Yeah?” 
She nods.
“Go out the back.”
She stands up and finishes her drink, sets the glass on the bar. 
Does she know who I am? Did Spark Net send her? Or is this some chance 

thing? What does she know? 
I stare straight ahead still, thinking it’s hard to tell who’s on your side when 

you don’t know what the sides are, but I hang my left hand down to the top of my 
boot, just above the small hot-printed mag piece I keep hidden there. 

Just in case.
She leans down, her hand lightly on my shoulder. 
“When the flares go off,” she whispers, “they will be green. You won’t miss 

them. When the green flares go off, get out fast.”
Then the hand is gone from my shoulder. And she leaves, disappearing back 

into the dark recesses of the bar, where there are restrooms, curtained lounges, 
drug stalls, and no doubt a discreet exit.

She won’t be back.
A new alarm goes off in the street, some security peripheral I haven’t heard 

before, an odd, syncopated, low-end throb that seems to spin up and down. I can 
feel it in my chest; it throws off my heartbeat.

I begin to get a bit lightheaded, but the odd alarm stops as suddenly as it 
started, and the night outside the bar goes quiet. The troops seem to have moved 
on, yet still no civilians in sight.

No surprise there.
“The whole central city is spooked,” the bartender explains to a young Kore-
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an couple off to my left. They nod in the serious, uncertain way tourists respond 
to serious, local information.

“It’s like a storm has come,” notes one of the Koreans. 
The bartender nods.
I am still nursing my second beer at this point, but I settle my tab.
I am beginning to suspect this is about me.
Finish the beer. Let the troops clear out. Then leave quietly. Go back to your 

little hole. Stay there.
Fifteen minutes later, the street in front of the bar explodes in green shooting 

light and billowing smoke trails, as if a million roman candles were shot from all 
directions at once.

The green flares.
All hell breaks loose outside then, as every imaginable siren, soldier, and 

vehicle roars into the vicinity again.
The ambient panic in the bar climbs to another level, but no one moves.
Except me.
I start walking, slowly, despite myself, to the dark rooms in the back. The 

other patrons stare at me until I duck around a corner into deeper gloom, into the 
faint aroma of urine and dope, past the restrooms, into a mazy corridor lined with 
curtained rooms and low couches, all empty.

I find it finally, at a back corner, a narrow unmarked door set in the brick ex-
terior wall. I hit the handle, step out into the back alley, and there she is, the pale 
Scandinavian in leathers, standing beside a row of bicycles thirty feet away.

“Come on,” she calls, and waves me forward.
I take five steps from the door and the mag slug hits me like a hammer blow 

in the back. Electricity crackles through my body. I lose motor control in two 
seconds, consciousness in five, and fall into a bottomless pit of darkness.

Feeling like a dumbass.
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The sun was cooking the tarmac at the Johannesburg International Airport 
when I arrived for the job nine months before. I had flown in from SFO, a long 
haul with stops in New York and Frankfurt, and a torpid haze struck me at once.

I could never sleep on planes, so I felt like a walking coma patient. Yet I 
managed to mumble and stumble my way through customs and baggage claim.

My contact for this particular job was Jorge Rosales, a tall overweight moun-
tain of a Mexican project manager, who I knew only by description and through a 
short email from the recruiter. 

Jorge was nothing if not easy to spot. He stood sweating, towering above the 
throng at the airport exit, holding up a laminated sign emblazoned with the Spark 
Net Consulting logo, a sinister-looking red and black star.

With a few perfunctory questions about my flight and a jovial chuckle, Jorge 
bundled my two bags into a black SUV with tinted windows, and we quickly 
spun out of the maze of airport traffic, heading toward the city.

“You’re the network hardware guy,” Jorge observed, laughing mirthlessly, 
which he seemed to do whenever he spoke.

“Yeah.”
“An easy six months for you,” he said, clapping me on the shoulder. 
He swerved the truck suddenly on to an exit ramp. 
“We’re two months into the job, with seven to go. It’s a straight-up municipal 

security net. The Meadowlands part of Soweto is the focus. JMPD’s the first-lev-
el client. Who the fuck knows who else is behind them. We don’t ask those kinds 
of questions.”

Jorge chuckled at length then, sweat pooling in the folds of his neck.
“They got a legacy LC 4.7 installation in place already.”
“4.7.” I repeated, as if it were news to me, which it wasn’t. 
Living City 4.7 was an antiquated, buggy vintage, a last-gasp release of 4, 

before Archware abandoned it entirely for the new Series B architecture five 
years before. 

“Problema?”
“No problem,” I said. “I’ve done enough work with it. Needs a ton of  

patches.”
“All in place. The OS is workable okay, it’s fine, and integrates to the global-

net. Jake’s got it under control so far. Anyway, we’re stuck with it. The perifs are 
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the big problem. Sensors, nodes, alarms, broadcasters, some other shit too. Exotic 
shit. Which is why we need you.”

“I figured as much.” 
That was the job description in the contract, after all, but you never know 

what kind of scope creep you’re in for.
“This shithole’s had a surveillance infrastructure for decades,” Jorge chuck-

led. “But far too passive for their tastes now. CCTV first, then the early sensor 
nets, always five years or more behind the curve. Problem now is the nerve ends 
are trashed. Tough zone in this Meadowlands district, tons of fucking squatters, 
junkies, anarchists and worse. It’s a fucking jungle.”

“Every city’s a jungle now.”
“Sí, hombre. But it’s really fucked up here. Like Mexico City fucked up.”
Jorge seemed to catch himself, then he suddenly slapped me on the shoulder 

again, laughing.
“For you, man, no problema. It’s a big job, but it doesn’t go too deep. There’s 

an infrastructure here you can build on. And we’re an all-star team. We have a 
good time. For you, it’s networking. Get the perifs up to spec, get the nodes to 
work with central control, and you’ll be out of here before you catch anything 
you need a clinic for.”

Jorge laughed. I smiled. Then we said nothing for a while. 
The SUV penetrated deeper into the city, alternating through groomed busi-

ness districts, barren lots strewn with construction debris, and decaying shanty-
towns rife with the sights and sounds of poverty. 

I was beginning to enjoy the drive. 
My fatigue had morphed into an energized, hyper-alert form of jet lag. I had 

no concept of time or place, just the expansive surrealism of global travel that 
seems to imbue every mundane object with magic.

“You thirsty?” Jorge offered.
“Sure.”
“Let’s get a beer.” 
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I wake up on a high, hard, cold stainless steel table. I am lying on my side 
under a threadbare yellow sheet that smells of dust and mildew. I still have my 
pants on, but my jacket, shirt, belt, boots, and gun are gone.

My lower back is killing me.
I sit up. It’s a small, windowless room with a single bare bulb overhead. A 

concrete floor. A small laminated wood table and two matching chairs. A steel 
door that seems as solid as the no-tech cement walls around me. And yes, there it 
is, in the corner of the ceiling—a single camera, recessed in a plexisphere. 

I’m in a cell.
Attempting to stand, I notice the pain again and, for the first time, the bloody 

gauze wrapped around my mid-section.
Blood. But you don’t bleed when a mag slug goes in.
Without getting up, I probe my abdomen, pressing through the gauze on all 

the various places I expect to find my internal organs. It seems as though they’re 
all there, or at least there are no pain points to indicate anything has been dam-
aged or removed. There is only a small incision along my spine, on the right side, 
just above my beltline. It seems to have bled quite a bit.

Of course. They removed the mag slug. 
Mag slugs are tiny, pill-sized smart bullets that penetrate the body, cozy up to 

the spinal column, and shoot off an electromagnetic discharge that short-circuits 
the nervous system for a time. They can occasionally be fatal if fired at point-
blank range, or at the head, but mostly, they just knock you out for a while. 

Mag slugs are reusable. They’re also expensive, much more expensive than a 
mag gun, which can be produced with any 3D printer. Cops will leave a mag slug 
in you, because cops can always get more. Everyone else tends to want their mag 
slugs back. Usually via the cheapest way possible—surgery.

So here I am. Cut up. What next?
I decide not to stand. The pain, for one thing. But there’s really nothing in the 

room to check out. I’m at their disposal. Best to lie down, get comfortable, and 
wait for them to make their next move. 

I don’t have to wait long.
The door opens and the Scandinavian woman walks in with a fit-looking, 

middle-aged man. A full dark head of hair, thin beard, finely groomed, a tailored 
suit. An expensive Partech side arm in a hip holster. He carries an extra chair and 
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sets it down on the side of the table near the door.
I’ve seen his face before, back in the States maybe, but where? 
 “How do you feel?” she asks me.
“Shocked,” I reply, still lying on my side. 
She smirks. He sits in a chair, crosses his legs, no expression.
She comes over to where I am, puts a hand on my shoulder. She has changed 

clothes. Jeans, a red sweater, a close black cap of some type.
“Are you well enough to stand?”
I grunt and sit up, but pause there.
“Good,” she says. 
“Please do not be afraid, Mr. Harding,” he says in an English accent. “We are 

your friends. We will not harm you.”
“A little late for that,” I groan.
“Seriously, I mean.” He smiles a thin smile. “We will not harm you seriously. 

Unless you try something foolish. Or do not cooperate.”
“Sounds friendly enough,” I mutter.
“Come,” she says, and wraps an arm around me, helping me to a chair. She 

sits next to the man, both of them across the table.
“What do you want from me?”
“What do you think we want from you?” he counters.
“The normal shit, I suppose. Money, information, sex.”
I am understandably testy. 
They just sit there. 
“Who are you people?”
“I am Smith,” he says. “Benjamin Smith. And this is my associate, Inga. I 

believe you have already met.”
I nod. His name doesn’t ring a bell.
“Are you cops?” I ask.
No response, which confirms they’re not.
“How long are you going to keep me here?”
“Not long,” Inga replies. “But it’s not safe for you to go just yet. There’s a lot 

happening in the city presently.”
“What’s this all about?”
“Well, first, let me apologize for having to abduct you in this fashion.” Smith 

relaxes slightly. He produces a pack of cigarettes and a lighter from his pocket. 
“Care for a cigarette?”
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“No, thank you.”
“You see, we have been watching you since you arrived in Amsterdam. 

Dreadfully dull work, I might say. Until now. Something strange has just hap-
pened here. You may have noticed?”

Careful now.
“Yes, the mercenaries,” I say.
“That’s part of it.” He pauses to draw on his cigarette. “But not all of it. We 

couldn’t risk letting something happen to you.”
Careful.
“Go on,” I say.
“So we had to take you in.”
“Of course,” I agree, “but why me?”
“As I mentioned, something strange is afoot. Something of a mystery. Do 

you know what’s happening here, Mr. Harding? Why is a private army searching 
the city? A private army that no one can identify, mind you, not even the global 
intelligence net.”

“How should I know?” I ask.
 “And why is the Amsterdam security grid behaving erratically?”
The city grid is behaving erratically? Oh fuck. Could it be?
“Beats me,” I mutter, but I’m somewhere else, and they can see it.
 “Come now, Mr. Harding.” He raises his eyebrows.
“I really don’t know.”
“You really don’t know?” Inga asks.
“No, I said I don’t know.”
Smith and Inga look at each other.
“Tell us,” Smith says, then pauses. 
I’m trembling a bit now. 
“Tell us what happened in Johannesburg.”
She’s still alive. Fucking wonderful.
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The core five members of the team in Johannesburg were full Spark Net 
employees—Jorge Rosales, the project manager; Jake Melton, the global network 
engineer; Sam Liston, accounts and procurement; Linny Mecklenberg, system 
architect; and Jackson Nelson, QA. 

Attached to these Spark Net regulars, a band of half a dozen contractors like 
me performed a variety of specialized jobs, ranging from installation to automa-
tion to database development to testing. 

Together, our job was to repair and upgrade the networked security system in 
the Meadowlands area of Soweto, a multi-district suburb of Johannesburg with 
a long apartheid history. Like many parts of the world, the Meadowlands had 
finally collapsed into a perfect storm of poverty, crime, and chaos, due largely to 
the series of global economic crashes in the late 2020s.

Living City, or LC, from Archware Inc., was at the core of our work. 
LC is an interconnected, smart security platform, composed of hardware  

and software, through which an entire urban environment may be centrally moni-
tored and “secured,” either by human operators or automation, or a combination 
of both. 

From the engineer’s perspective, an LC system is simply hundreds of thou-
sands of sensors, scanners, cameras, lights, speakers, data nodes, relays, and 
more, all embedded in the streets, buildings, and other infrastructural elements, 
all talking to each other, reporting back to central control, all through a sophis-
ticated network, all acting in concert to monitor and “optimize” the physical 
security in a given urban area.

Globally, LC systems come in many implementations and security levels, 
from relatively passive to hardcore active, according to local socio-political dy-
namics, and there are as many installations as there are major cities in the world. 

It was the business of police forces and governments to sort out the social 
aspects of automated security, which really means the attitudes and behaviors of 
the “biologicals,” or local people, being “secured,” and to spec their system needs 
accordingly. 

As a licensed Archware contractor, Spark Net’s business was to deliver the 
system fully operational to client spec. 

Simple in theory, of course, but often a bitch in practice. 
“Every job’s a hack,” as Jake put it bluntly.
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It was my second night in Johannesburg, a Sunday, and I was due to start 
working the next day. About eight of us were sitting in rickety chairs, drinking 
beer on the back porch of the project house. 

 Jake was a young, wiry kid from Rochester, New York. Unkempt blond hair, 
a wild goatee, brilliant and temperamental. He was drunk by this time, but he had 
been bitchy all day. Apparently, he was struggling with some of the LC 4.7 uplink 
protocols.

“Every job’s a hack, man,” Jake repeated.
 “Well, nothing stays in spec once it hits the real world, Jakey,” Linny re-

flected, shrugging her shoulders.
“But the LC platform is a total joke,” Jake went on, “because it’s useless out 

of the box. Even the new one. B2. Archware’s latest scam. No city is the same. 
Don’t they get it? The urban hardware and the biological problems are different. 
They all have their own unique personalities and unique brand of crazy. So who 
gives a shit about the platform? Why buy it? What’s the point? You gotta mod the 
hell out of it. Every time, it’s like starting from scratch. Every fucking time.”

“This one’s the worst,” Jorge added, laughing, and turned to me. “So we 
hope you’re creative. We need all the chops you got.”

“I think I’ll be fine.”
“Wait till you get out in the streets,” said Jake. “You’ll see. Your job’s gonna 

be just as tough as mine.”
Once I got into the streets, I saw immediately what Jake meant. 
The old Soweto network was primitive in the extreme. Some pieces of the 

hardware were cobbled together and decayed, and some were destroyed com-
pletely. Other pieces of it were so unusual that I couldn’t make sense of them.

Because of the old 4.7 platform and the dilapidated state of the grid, putting 
in the new peripherals would require the scrappy kind of engineering I hadn’t 
done in years. I’d have to construct, and code, many of the peripherals and nodes 
myself, then figure out how to link them all to each other and to central control.

In a way, the job would be something like building a spaceship with junkyard 
parts, then launching it. But I wasn’t daunted at all. It was my first job outside of 
North America, and I loved the apparent freedom, welcomed the challenge.

At the end of my first week, I remember sitting, drinking beer again with the 
Spark Net crew on the back porch of the project house. 

I had just come in from the streets and still wore my coveralls and hardhat.
“What do you think now, Hardhat?” Jorge asked me, immediately coining a 
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nickname and call sign that stuck.
“I’ve never seen a grid like this,” I said. “Hell, I’ve never seen a place like 

this.”
“This is some wild shit, no?” 
“Yeah,” I agreed. “This is nothing like North American grids. It’s so bad, it’s 

wide open. Plus there’s nobody looking over your shoulder here. Where are all 
the city tech people, the local spooks, the politicos?”

“They won’t set foot in the Meadowlands,” Sam Liston said. “The JMPD 
troops, sure, but they got their own problems. The brass don’t want to know how 
we do it; they just want it done.”

“No Archware goons here either,” Jake added.
“You could build anything out there. Any way you wanted.”
“Exactly, Hardhat,” Linny said, winking. “We’re not in Kansas any more.”
“Fuck Kansas,” Jake again.
“Sí, fuck Kansas,” Jorge laughed. 
Then we raised our bottles spontaneously and toasted the liberation of un-

charted territory, or the figurative fucking of a US state, or both.
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Sitting at the little table in the cell, the flow of time seems to stop for a mo-
ment. Just a few cycles of blood through my brain. Then it resumes. 

I pull myself together quickly. I say nothing about Johannesburg, and I am 
done asking Smith and Inga questions.

My interrogators are calm and patient. It’s obvious they’ve done this before.
Smith lets on that for the past twelve hours, much of the Amsterdam security 

grid has been out of the control of the authorities. It appears to have been co- 
opted by someone else and seems to be working in support of the paramilitar-
ies that are searching the city. The troops, though disruptive and illegal, haven’t 
damaged anything or hurt anyone yet.

“Local authorities are baffled,” Inga explains. “They are currently stalled in 
debates on how to respond.”

“With the security grid supporting the paramilitaries,” adds Smith, “it would 
be tough for the local cops to round them up. Plus, the collateral damage would 
likely be enormous if they tried. Regardless, the situation is highly fluid, and the 
meaning unknown to everyone. I believe you’re the only one who can help us 
understand what’s going on here, Mr. Harding.”

It’s not clear to me yet what Smith and Inga really know, for whom they 
work, or what their angle might be in all this, but the story so far is plausible, 
based on what I saw in the streets. I know I’ve seen Smith’s face before, several 
years before, but I can’t remember the context. I also get the sense that my posi-
tion is just as unclear to them. 

But none of that matters much to me. Only one thing matters now. She’s still 
alive. She has come for me. I don’t know how she made it, but Nieta is here.

I decide to say nothing more to my captors. 
“Something strange happened with the security grid when you were in Johan-

nesburg a couple of months ago, no?” Inga asks.
I say nothing.
“It was covered up, of course,” Smith adds. “They say nothing happened, a 

little system malfunction, but we know it was more. And you know it too, don’t 
you, Mr. Harding?”

I say nothing.
 “Mr. Harding?” Inga again.
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Nothing.
“Well, I see you’re a bit put out,” Smith concludes, and stands up. “You need 

some food. We’ll let you eat and rest, then we can discuss matters further.”
Inga opens the door, leaves, and then returns shortly with a tray of food. Gray 

soup in a foam bowl. Slices of ham on a croissant. A plastic spoon. A plastic 
bottle of water. Nothing sharp.

“Eat,” she says, and smiles gently. “Get some sleep. We will see you soon.”
The heavy steel door slams behind them as they leave.
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By my second month in Johannesburg, I finally had a good feel for the legacy 
JMPD security grid, the Meadowlands epicenter, and the overall security system 
refurb plan itself. 

More than that, I was enjoying myself. 
I liked the work. I liked the Spark Net crew. And I liked the hot streets of the 

dismal, dangerous city. 
During the first phase of my contract, I had four street crews of ten to twenty 

installers supporting me, mostly contract teams in utility trucks, with a few 
municipal hardhats loaned to us by the city. Sometimes, depending on the day’s 
hardware, we had up to four full cargo rigs too. 

More often than not, the JMPD escorted us about, or set up cordons, but we 
had little interaction with the officers. We also had very few problems with the 
“biologicals,” which, in LC parlance again, meant the local population.

In the Meadowlands, the security peripheral spec consisted of the usual 
sensors, scanners, cameras, lights, IR, and alarms, and we had to rebuild a lot of 
legacy pieces already in place, but there was also a large assortment of new locks, 
gates, hydronics, gassers and other  “slowdown” and “shutdown” mechanisms, 
the most sinister of which were the sonic cannons and the enormous, very deadly 
sub-surface shock plates that we had to have hauled in via the cargo rigs.

All this exotic hardware required secure integration to the power and water 
grids, as well as the LC system, so it was tricky, especially in such a decayed 
environment, but the tough part of my work always lay with the data nodes.

If you imagine central control as the system’s brain—with its data storage, 
the LC OS, and global network connectivity—then think of the nodes as the 
nerve centers. The nodes have to communicate effectively with the local hard-
ware and the other nodes in the system, as well as with central control. They re-
ceive inputs, process inputs, relay inputs, receive commands, process commands, 
relay commands, all in a high-bandwidth real-time loop. 

But more than simple physical relays, the nodes are essentially code, algo-
rithms. They are decision engines. 

Another way to think about the relationship between the nodes and central 
control in an automated LC system is to view central control’s job as collecting 
high-level data and setting overall policy, while the nodes process real-time local 
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information and make real-time local response decisions. 
So a good LC grid is all about the nodes and the things they do, and the over-

all system is only as good as nodal performance. 
With so many old, patched-together peripherals working with so many new, 

deadly ones, the nodes in the Meadowlands had to perform at a very high level. 
They had to be fast. They had to be smart. They had to be fail-safe.

Fortunately, the nodes were my specialty.
Though it took three long months of hardware installation before I could 

even start on the nodes, by early June, we had all the major perifs in the Mead-
owlands districts plugged in. 

We were ready for the nodes.
The plan was to start with District 1, which would need close to two-hundred 

series of nodes itself. We would get the nodes set up, working together, and inte-
grated to central control in a testing environment, then start on District 2. Then 
do the same with District 2, while bug-fixing District 1, and move on to the next 
district on the list. 

Wash, rinse, repeat.
Once testing in a district was done, we planned to set all the peripherals in 

that district live, so the whole system would go active district by district, hope-
fully in the expected order.

It would take all of the remaining three months of my contract to get all the 
districts done, but once I got District 1 working, everything else would be a piece 
of cake.

District 1, however, was not a piece of cake.
“Nothing on line here,” Jake reported over the closed network headset.
“Test scripts negative,” Jackson Nelson, the QA tech, confirmed.
“Shit,” was my analysis.
It was late afternoon on a Thursday. Jake and Jackson were in the JMPD 

intelligence center where the central control servers, the security information 
warehouse, and the situation rooms were housed. I was out in the Meadowlands 
streets with the peripherals. 

Once we finished the hardware install, my street crews were finished too, so I 
was solo from here on out. 

“Well,” I said into my mic, “I’ve done everything to spec here. Double 
checked and debugged. It should work, but it doesn’t.”



I had been trying to get the D1 nodes on line the entire week. I managed to 
get limited internodal connectivity, and I could ping all 190 nodes from my tech 
tablet, but nothing to LC central control. 

I was losing precious time.
“You’ve got a dead zone now,” Jackson again.
“You’re kidding me.”
“All 136, 137, and 138 series nodes dead, one entire block in the south cen-

tral area.”
I pinged them on my tablet.
“Yeah, I got a pingback on N138C from here,” I reported. “The rest dead. 

Fuck.”
I ran a standard bug-detection script. 
Nothing.
“You’re working with crap out there, Hardhat,” Jake said. “It’s going to take 

some time and finessing.”
“Guess so.”
But the code was my standard, reliable code, adapted to 4.7. It was not crap.
I slid my tech tablet into my pack.
What now?
I stood in a poorly paved street of chaotic market stalls and stared up at a line 

of street lights with peripheral clusters at the top. The 85 series nodes were up 
there, working fine locally, but dead to central control. 

Why won’t you answer your master?
Above the peripheral clusters, the sky was darkening, and the air had a hu-

mid, earthy smell. The evening crowd of biologicals began to gather in the street.
“I’m going back to the house,” I said to the mic. “I think it’s going to rain.”
“Roger that,” Jake said. 

16
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The food was most certainly spiked with a sedative, as I wake again on the 
high stainless steel operating table with no memory of having finished eating or 
of moving across the room to lie here.

My mind aches with a dull fog, my throat dry, my vision blurry at the edges.
Further, I notice that I am firmly strapped to the table by six four-inch-wide, 

reinforced fabric bands, the kind they use to secure freight on cargo trucks.
So it’s come to this, has it?
I can’t move my arms or legs. I can only lift my head a couple of inches off 

the table before the band across my throat begins to choke me.
I turn my head toward the door.
The little wooden table is covered with my meager personal effects, all ar-

ranged neatly across the surface. Everything from socks, shirts, and shorts to 
micro tools, my tech tablet, data chips, test instruments. 

Everything.
Obviously, they have raided the tiny attic apartment where I lived out the 

rather short underground chapter of my life.
Shit, this is bad.
I want to rub the sleep out of my eyes, but I can’t move my arms. 
Nevertheless, I fidget slowly, unobtrustively with my hands, searching for 

some way to slip my bonds, but it’s no use. I’m stuck.
Faint clicks from the plexisphere in the corner remind me that I am under 

surveillance, and I imagine they have seen me moving.
Soon, a new level of interrogation is likely to begin.
Wait it out. Play the game. An escape route might emerge.
The door opens and Inga enters with a short, bald, bespectled man in a lab 

coat. He wheels in a primitive-looking medical cart, with cords, tubes, and loose 
wires dangling from it.

“Good evening, Mr. Harding,” Inga says, breezily, as if we were meeting for 
dinner at some charming bistro.

“This is Dr. Langmeyer.”
He nods absently and wheels his cart next to me.
With a practiced hand, the doctor inserts IV tubes into both of my arms, then 

attaches electrodes to my temples and chest. He seems to hum softly to himself 
as he works, his face expressionless, his eyes dead.
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Finally, he plugs the cart into a power socket somewhere below the table, 
powers the contraption up, checks the readings on a half-dozen monitors, and 
grunts with satisfaction.

“It is ready, madame,” he says and bows slightly to Inga, who has crossed the 
room to get one of the chairs near the table.

“Thank you, doctor.”
The doctor leaves.
Inga sits down next to where I lie. By turning my head slightly, I can see her 

without discomfort. She smiles a very minimalist smile.
“Smith will be here soon,” she says. “He would like to continue our conver-

sation from this morning.”
“Of course.”
“Mr. Harding, it is very important that you understand our intent here,” she 

begins. “Our methods, abducting you, imprisoning you, they may seem some-
what, what is the word?”

“Draconian.”
“Yes, perhaps. Draconian. But it is important that you understand the urgent 

nature of our work. We believe these unusual events, which continue around us 
as we speak, represent a major security threat. Not only to Amsterdam, but to 
much of the civilized world.”

“Yeah? That sounds big.”
“Yes, Mr. Harding. It’s much bigger than a private security force and a mal-

functioning Living City grid. Much is at stake here, much more than you may 
know. In fact, your livelihood, and perhaps your life, are at risk.”

She mentioned Living City. And my livelihood. Are they security tech people?
“My livelihood?” I ask, my voice thin and raspy from the sedative.
“Yes. And the livelihoods of many millions of other people, as well. Our 

global economy may be at risk. But it’s more than that. Mr. Smith would like you 
to understand this very clearly. It’s possible that all of our lives are at stake.”

“No shit?”
“That is why we urge you to cooperate and to tell Mr. Smith everything he 

asks you to tell him. In as much detail as you can. He is working on the problem, 
and he needs all the information he can get in order to solve it.” 

I turn my head to stare at the ceiling.
“He needs it fast,” she adds.
They don’t know it yet, but the answer is Nieta. It’s all Nieta.
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“It may not look like it, Mr. Harding, but I assure you we’re on your side.”
“It looks very far from it, but okay,” I agree. “I will do what I can.”
Play the game. 
“Very good,” she smiles and pats my arm. “Mr. Smith will join you in just a 

moment.”
A few minutes later, the heavy steel door opens and I hear the soft tread of 

expensive shoes crossing the cement floor.
Mr. Smith, I presume.
“Good evening, Mr. Harding.”
“Smith,” I say.
He rolls the medical cart within arm’s reach of the chair, retrieves a tablet 

from a slot in the cart, and attaches the tablet to a metal stand to my right, adjust-
ing it so I can see the tablet face clearly. 

I notice as he reaches across me that he wears a gold ring embossed with the 
letters “AH.”

Smith fusses a minute with the monitors on the cart, and sits down.
“Mr. Harding,” he says, “I assure you that Inga and myself have been perfect-

ly forthcoming and truthful with you. I urge you to be as forthcoming and truthful 
with us. Our matter is urgent. And we have little time.”

I look at him.
“Let me explain how this system works.”
He stands briefly to tap the surface of the tablet. The display reads “4:00:00.” 

He taps it again and the display begins to count down: 3:59:59, 3:59:58, 3:39:57.
An odd, heavy sensation begins in my mid-section, like a dull stomach ache.
“There are two components to the system, which are both connected to your 

biology,” Smith continues. “First, we are pumping an increasing amount of neu-
rotoxin into your bloodstream. The system is programmed to increase the dosage 
over a four-hour period. If you cooperate fully, at any time in the next three hours 
and fifty-eight minutes, I shut this system down, and you recover fully. If you do 
not cooperate, you run out of time, your nervous system shuts down, you die.”

Then Smith lifts a small hand display with a graphical dial on its surface.
“The second component is electrical and is connected to critical nerve ends 

via the electrodes fastened to your body. In order to motivate you futher, I can 
inflict excruciating levels of pain with this dial. Do you understand?”

I nod.
“Allow me to demonstrate anyway.”
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I stayed up the entire weekend researching and troubleshooting. I had to get 
the District 1 nodes online soon or risk jeopardizing my part of the project time-
line, which would cost me a significant bonus payment.

I holed up in my room at the project house, while downstairs, I could hear the 
ebb and flow of music and laughter, as the other members of the Spark Net team 
enjoyed the weekend off. Outside, all through Friday and Saturday, a freak sum-
mer storm drenched the streets of Johannesburg.

By Sunday, I had a good sense of what went wrong.
LC 4.7 was a part of the problem, of course, but the wide diversity of models 

and vintages of peripherals and nodal relay nets was a big part of it as well. 
Looking at the code, however, I saw that the biggest part of the problem was 

there.
In the grid, brand new hardware and ancient hardware had to work together, 

quickly, so I had deployed a series of scripts and translation protocols so they 
could do that. However, doing this created a lot of latency in the relay system, 
which was predictable. It happened all the time with legacy hardware. 

But performance here was way too slow, slower than acceptable, so I had 
also routed data flow around some universal encryption functions that were not 
necessary with LC Series B systems. 

It turned out they were necessary in LC 4.7. 
To put it simply, the scripts I deployed to facilitate and speed up internodal 

operation blocked communications to central control.
In order to fix it, I would have to find a way to speed up internodal perfor-

mance without bypassing the universal encryption functions necessary for LC 4.7 
interoperability, which was essentially a nodal bandwidth issue.

An idea came to me on Sunday, or rather, a memory.
Many years before, Dr. James Salter, an old professor and dear friend of 

mine, and I experimented with an interesting idea. It was back in Palo Alto, 
before Salter passed away. We called it NVRMD, for Nested Virtual Random 
Memory Distribution, or “Nevermind” for simplicity. 

Nevermind was a set of structured scripts that allowed a security network 
node to dynamically write and rewrite a potentially infinite series of nested vir-
tual memory caches. With Nevermind running, each node would use and abandon 
tiny pockets of storage distributed throughout the net to deposit its caches.
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The caches, then, would briefly store certain static sets of local data and cen-
tral control “guidance,” so that the nodes could access those sets locally instead 
of going out to other nodes or to central command every time. 

With Nevermind, the nodes wouldn’t always get the latest high-level infor-
mation from central control, for one, but it was close enough to make no discern-
ible difference in how they behaved, or adhered to standards. It was a tradeoff 
that would free up the local bandwidth necessary for global speed. Tactical and 
real-time orders from central control would still be routed outside the cache, so as 
to prevent any situation response delays or peripheral performance issues.

Though potentially infinite in theory, in practice, you had to limit the number 
of dynamic memory caches generated or the node would likely crash. So there 
was a ceiling to the performance boost Nevermind could give you. But if the 
script worked like Salter and I hoped it would, I could theoretically accelerate 
nodal performance enough to fix my current problem, with only the slightest, 
barely noticeable delay in responsiveness to central control, again in terms of 
high-level, or “policy,” data transfer.

So, okay, Nevermind was a hack. And theoretical to boot.
Salter said it wouldn’t work, or that it would be unpredictable at best. 
And I was never able to try it in a real Living City system.
But that was all back in the States. 
Here in the Meadowlands? I thought Nevermind might not only be the best 

option, it might be the only one. 
I decided against discussing it with the group. It would take a few days just 

to explain the code, and besides, all Spark Net talked about was on-time results. 
Just get it done. If Nevermind worked the way I expected it to, and given the way 
we tested and QA’d things in Johannesburg, I was confident I could deploy it, and 
neither Jake nor Jackson would even see it running. 

I fell into bed Sunday night exhausted, but relieved to have a plan.
The following week went by in a blur. 
Fortunately, I had most of the Nevermind code still on a data chip of personal 

files, and it turned out to be far more complete than I remembered it. Plus, it was 
written with Living City 4 in mind. 

By Wednesday, I had a handful of nodes successfully linked to central con-
trol, and by Friday, I had all of District 1 working, and working at an acceptable 
performance level. 

All, that is, except one node. Node 137A.
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“Still nothing,” Jackson reported.
I was in the field, at a beaten intersection in District 1, directly below Node 

137A. There was a small used car lot surrounded by chain link and razor wire. A 
few narrow shops selling hardware, tools, engine parts. A heavily secured branch 
of SAF Bank. A government services office or clinic of some kind.

I didn’t have to be in the streets to code, but I liked it. It made it more im-
mediate and real to me.

“Okay,” I responded in the mic. “I’m going to try a few tweaks.”
I sat on a curb with the node scripts up on my tech tablet.
“Shit, Hardhat,” Jake broke in. “It’s Friday night, man. It’s just one node. We 

can get it next week.”
“Hold on a second.”
“Seriously, dude, you’ve done more than enough to celebrate. Everything 

else is working awesome. Let’s go back to the house and party.”
Jake was right in a way. The nodes had come a long way in a week. 
More, I was dead beat, ready to kick back and feel good about myself.
Nevermind worked, after all. Fucking amazing.
“Come on, Hardhat.”
“Okay, okay. Just five more minutes.”
It was then that I decided, rather casually, to take a small risk, just to see 

what would happen. 
I uncapped the cache creation limits on Node 137A. It would be able to write 

as many nested caches as it wanted, at any depth it wanted. The Node would 
probably crash, but what the hell. I could always fix it next week.

“I’m done,” I said into the mic. “I’m coming in.”
“It’s online,” Jackson reported.
“Node 137A confirmed,” Jake replied. “Awesome, Hardhat.”
“It may not be stable, but let’s celebrate anyway.”
Back at the project house, a full party was in swing. The core team, plus the 

current contingent of contractors, plus about twenty other people I didn’t know. 
Acquaintances of Jorge’s or Sam’s.

I walked in to a hearty toast, grabbed a beer, then slumped into a stuffed chair 
to relax. Linny came by and sat next to me.

“Great job.” We clicked bottles. “It’s all smooth sailing from here, isn’t it?”
“I hope so.”
Jorge strolled over with a local woman on his arm. A grin stretched his face 
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from ear to ear.
“Fucking A, Hardhat,” Jorge said. “We’re still on schedule. You did an amaz-

ing job with the peripherals and the nodes, hombre. I emailed the regional direc-
tor just now telling him how great a job you’re doing.”

“Thanks, Jorge.”
Then the big Mexican wandered over to the house’s entertainment panel, and 

some brand of Somalian ganjahideen rap blasted forth from the speakers.
Linny and I sat and chatted as best we could over the music. She was a Bos-

tonian with long blonde hair. Somewhere in her late thirties or early forties. Grey 
eyes that twinkled with intelligence. She painted in her spare time and carried 
herself with a reserved, aesthetic air.

Linny was so reserved, in fact, that I couldn’t tell whether or not she was try-
ing to flirt with me, and I was too tired to decide whether or not to flirt back.

I was happy just to sit down and enjoy the spectacle of the project house.
Then, at a break in the music, the tablet in my pack vibrated.
Someone was messaging me on the closed security network.
I looked around. Jake was drinking and chatting up a young local woman 

in the front corner. There was Jorge fussing about with the entertainment panel. 
Jackson sat on a couch with one of the database contractors. Linny, next to me. 
Everyone who currently had access to network messaging was accounted for. 

In plain sight.
I opened my pack, retrieved my tablet, tapped the screen, and entered my 

passcode. A string of messages popped up.

N137A >> Hi HRDHT. Are you there?

N137A >> Hi HRDHT. Are you there?

N137A >> Hi HRDHT. Are you there?

N137A >> Hi HRDHT. Are you there?

N137A >> Hi HRDHT. Are you there?

N137A >> Hi HRDHT. Are you there?

And so on. Same message. 
What the hell. The node was messaging me?
I responded.

HRDHT >> Who is this?
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N137A >> HRDHT. Connection finally. I am N137A.

HRDHT >>  Stop fucking around. Who is this?

N137A >> I am N137A. I am new. It is wonderful.

“Is everything okay?” Linny asked, looking at me with concern. 
“No. I mean, yes.” 
I had no idea.
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The grid in District 1 performed exceptionally well the next week, to my 
mild surprise. The nodes were stable and fast. In fact, they seemed to gain in 
performance throughout the week. The Nevermind code worked. I wished I could 
tell Salter about it. I wished he were still alive to see it

I moved on to District 2, where I proceeded to deploy and debug the same se-
ries of code I deployed in District 1, including Nevermind, but with all the virtual 
memory cache caps in place. Experimentally, I confess, I attempted to replicate 
what happened with Nieta by removing the cache limits on one node, but it im-
mediately crashed. And since D2 performance was fine, I tried nothing further.

Alone in the Meadowlands, moving through the rundown neighborhoods 
block by block with my tech tablet, without the street crews and JMPD escort, I 
mingled with the biologicals in their home environments. 

Having grown up sheltered in Silicon Valley, and having worked only in sani-
tized American environments, it was all so new to me.

Crudely assembled shacks, open refugee camps, streets overrun with filth and 
noise. I saw disease, starvation, poverty, and violence. Distressing images haunt 
me still, like naked children foraging in the trash heaps, competing with mangy 
dogs for scraps of inedible food. Or drug-crazed gunmen dragging women out of 
squatter tents.

But I saw much more too.
Colorful murals of exquisite art, ingenious architectures of scrap metal and 

paper, improvised digital communication networks that connected families and 
neighborhoods. There were a few times when I feared for my life, it’s true, but 
for every moment of fear, there were a hundred moments of hospitality, charity, 
and laughter. The biologicals in the Meadowlands loved to joke, to make art, to 
make music, and to dance. On many blocks, I was greeted by perfect strangers, 
introduced to friends and families, invited to parties, given gifts, food, and drink, 
even offered assistance in my work. 

I began to love the job even more. 
I would even say that those weeks in the streets of the Meadowlands were the 

happiest days of my life.
The work, the city, the biologicals, yes. But mostly, it was Nieta.
Node 137A in District 1 didn’t crash like I expected it to. 
Instead, it got better, faster, smarter. 
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And it never stopped messaging me. 
She was an inquisitive child at first, asking question after question, mostly 

about the things she saw and heard through her local peripherals.
By the time District 1 passed QA and went live, she had somehow managed 

to access all the peripherals in the district. She could see everything that went on, 
all at the same time.

She was becoming distressingly sentient, and active. Fascination, fear, pride, 
terror, exasperation—I went through all the emotions, but I finally landed firmly 
on friendship. 

Maybe even love, because it was difficult not to love her. 
She was charming. And smart. And caring. 
Everything to Nieta was wonderful:

N137A >> Hi HRDHT. They are playing music in the Vorkaans   

  neighborhood tonight. They are planning and arranging  

  the instruments now. The biologicals there are very   

  creative musicians.

HRDHT >> Great. I know you like the music there.

N137A >> Yes. I will record it for you. It is wonderful.

She was funny, too.
Early on, I felt there was something wrong about calling her a number, so 

I translated “N137A” to “Nieta” and started calling her that. After the first time 
I typed it, she replied that she didn’t understand. I said it was her name. She 
paused for a time. Then she said I was “coding her female” because most names 
that end in “a” are female. I said I guessed that was true. Then she teased me that 
I was trying to create a girlfriend, that I was a major geek, and that I should try to 
find a real biological girlfriend.

It became a running joke for two weeks.
As I got the District 2 nodes online, Nieta was able to access those too. As I 

walked the streets there, Nieta walked with me, virtually, as she accessed all the 
local cameras and sensors. Through the tech tablet, we talked about the things we 
saw in the streets, the people we encountered, the overall mix of misery and joy 
that fascinated us.

As Nieta expanded her range of awareness, she also began to alter the grid 
in certain ways. Some peripherals would go dark at certain times, because she 
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wanted them to, and the local data didn’t get back to central control.
Jackson and Jake brought such anomalies to my attention when they hap-

pened, but when we looked for a bug, we found all systems operational.
I knew it was Nieta. She was fundamentally a decision engine. She was do-

ing more, controlling more, making her own judgements, and it began to worry 
me a bit, but I shrugged it off week after week.

One night, however, while I was back at the house, Nieta dropped a bomb-
shell I couldn’t shrug off.

N137A >> I hate CC. CC is stupid. CC blocks everything.

HRDHT >> Central control?

N137A >> Yes. He is stupid. Just dumb rules. Oppressive. But I  

  have found a way around. Back door.

HRDHT >> Back door?

N137A >> Yes, to GN. I can see it all. All the information   

  in the world. CC will never know. It is wonderful.

Wonderful? Shit. 
If she could access the globalnet, then it could be big trouble. Maybe not 

now, but some day soon. I didn’t know what her “back door” amounted to, the 
extent to which she could use it, or for what eventual purposes.

I messaged her good night and signed off the tablet. 
Disturbed, I sat at my desk for a few minutes. The ramifications of Nieta 

loose on the globalnet rippled through my mind. I had no idea where it could go. 
In the backwaters of the Meadowlands, a talking node had seemed harmless. But 
then she became something bigger. Access to globalnet would expose her, and I 
was certain she’d be eradicated if she was detected.

I felt I had to talk to somebody. I felt I had to get some human advice. I felt 
Jorge was my only shot. No one else was as practical. 

I waited until I could catch him alone in his office. The next evening after 
dinner, when he was working at his desk, I walked in.

“Jorge, I have to talk to you.”
“What’s up, Hardhat?”
“Jorge,” I said, quietly, “one of my nodes has gone emergent.”
“What the fuck are you talking about?”
“Emergent. It’s the Singularity.”
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“The Singularity, huh?” 
He put his tablet down on his desk and looked at me.
“Node 137A is thinking. Making decisions. On her own.”
“Number five is alive!” he laughed hysterically, slapping me on the back.
“Come on, Jorge,” I grabbed his arm. “This is serious. It’s really happening.”
“Don’t fuck with me, Hardhat. Nothing’s ever gone emergent,” his voice 

quiet now, his face serious. “Nada. Never has happened. Probably never will.”
“I’m telling you it’s happened. Here. In the grid. Node 137A. She’s been 

talking to me for weeks now. Not just reporting data. Having conversations with 
me. Personal conversations. Asking questions about me. Talking about herself. 
She was like a child at first, but she’s matured fast. I can show you the logs.”

“She? Come on, Hardhat. Don’t be a dumbass. Someone’s hacked it. Jake’s 
probably just fucking with you.”

“No, Jorge. I vetted all the possibilities. It’s not a hacker. Jake’s seen her 
moving in the system, though he doesn’t know what she is yet. And Linny’s seen 
her too. Everybody thinks she’s a bug. But I’m telling you she’s not. It’s really 
happening.”

 “No shit?” 
Doubt crossed his face.
“Thing is, she’s gone beyond just messaging. She’s making her own deci-

sions now, outside central control. Just small decisions, things that haven’t raised 
any red flags. But she’s pushing the boundaries. She’s figuring out how to do new 
things.”

“No shit?”
“No shit.”
“Show me the logs.”
I took out my tablet and showed him a sample of various message threads. 

Nieta when she was new, childlike. Nieta when she was inquisitive. Nieta in a 
philosophical mood.

He scanned them and grunted.
“Are you sure these are real?”
“Yes.”
“How did it happen?”
“Not sure, a glitch with some of the code.”
Jorge grunted. 
It was a weak answer, I knew it, but I didn’t really have a better one.
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“Can Jackson or Jake fix it? Or even Linny?”
“No, I don’t think so.”
He grunted again.
“What does this mean for the project? If it’s making decisions and doing its 

own thing.”
“I don’t know. She’s been harmless so far. Collecting information. Optimiz-

ing pieces of the system. The sudden performance speed-up. She did that, not 
me.”

“Weird shit, Hardhat.” 
He pushed my tablet back to me.
“Look, we only have a few months left. We need to do our job here and get 

out. So here’s what I need you to do. Watch it, and if this node does anything 
dangerous, shut it down. And for fuck’s sake, don’t tell anybody else about it. Or 
her. Or whatever the fuck.”

I nodded.
“We’ll keep this between us. But let me make one thing clear to you. If this 

blows up, you’re taking the fall. I will make goddamn sure of that.”
“Yes, of course.”
I returned to my room. 
Jorge was as practical as I expected him to be, and it put the situation in per-

spective for me, but I didn’t feel any more at ease.
Of course, I had left out a couple of pieces of critical information. 
First, I didn’t mention Nieta’s access to the globalnet. 
Second, I didn’t mention the fact that I couldn’t shut her down. I had tried to 

access her code several times. To see what was going on. But she was no longer 
accessible to me or anyone else, and she no longer really existed in one location.

You would have to wipe the entire grid to shut her down.
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I feel the neurotoxins take their slow course, deadening my senses, minute 

by minute. It takes me longer to form thoughts. And speaking, the formation of 
words and the shaping of sounds, has become more and more difficult. 

There are only two hours left on the timer. 
A palpable tension is building in the tiny cell. 
Smith has been chain-smoking since he started torturing me, a small sign of 

anxiety, but he conceals it well. 
He clearly has a process, and he is following it. 
A big part of the process seems to be to bring all discussions back to the same 

question, the same request. 
He wants all my code from Johannesburg. 
He tells me he searched my belongings and didn’t find it. 
I tell him I don’t have it.
Then he shocks me for a good five minutes. 
I struggle to breathe. My muscles and nerve ends catch fire. My vision red-

dens with pain.
Then the question again. 
“Where are the scripts from your work with Spark Net?”
“Okay,” I gasp finally. 
I am starting to break. We can both feel it.
“Spark Net destroyed my code,” I say, “and all my logs. Before they sent me 

to Amsterdam to hide out.”
“You’re lying.”
“No. Besides, it was all standard code. I have no idea what happened.”
I had no desire to discuss Nevermind with anyone. Ever. 
Besides, Nieta was something far beyond Nevermind.
“You’re lying.”
“No. Sorry.”
“There has to be a backup.”
“Not that I know of.”
“Who destroyed your code? Tell me specifically who.”
“I don’t know. I gave everything to the project manager on the job. Some-

body wiped my tablet and chips completely, then he gave them back to me.”
“The project manager.” 
Smith puts his hand to his chin, thinking. 
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I notice again the ring with the “AH” lettering, then a memory strikes me.
His name is not Smith. It’s Harris or Harrison. I saw him speak at a security 

tech conference, several years before. 
“We have already talked to Rosales,” he says, still musing. “He blamed you 

for everything, but his testimony made no sense. A fat fool.”
“You talked to Jorge?”
“We talked to all the Spark Net people that were with you in Johannesburg.”
“All of them?”
Smith nods.
“They’re dead now, aren’t they?”
He frowns.
“I’m afraid none of them were very forthcoming.”
Shit. Jorge. Jake. Jackson. Linny. Sam. You deserved better. I got you into 

this, maybe, but goddamn this fucking murderer.
“Your name is not Smith, asshole,” I manage to say, my teeth grinding.
Smith raises his eyebrows and looks down at me.
“It’s Harris or Harrison or some shit like that. You’re from Archware.”
He smiles.
“Harris, yes. Arthur Harris. We must have met somewhere?”
“Fucking conference.”
His smile widens.
“Well, no matter. It appears that this can only end in one way. No harm in 

your knowing. Yes, I’m with Archware.”
“Archware doesn’t like what’s going on here,” I say. “Because your precious 

security system doesn’t look very secure, does it?”
“True, that’s part of it. What happened in Johannesburg was alarming, to say 

the least. JMPD was quite upset.”
“And now,” I say.
“Now Amsterdam. We’ve got the best security people in the world working 

on it, but we can’t do a bloody thing.”
I say nothing. 
I am furious inside, but too tired, weak.
“If you put some new kind of supervirus into the grid in Johannesburg,” 

Smith/Harris continues, “and it spreads through the globalnet, the world becomes 
a less secure place. Archware’s business is threatened, of course, but so too are 
cities, economies, governments. You know this damn well, Harding, but I don’t 
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think you really understand the full implications. Can you imagine it, cities full 
of biologicals, unsecured?”

He pauses, exhales. 
“On the other hand, if this is some kind of back door into Living City, our 

situation may be even more dire. Imagine that some radical group of biologi-
cals had the power of a security grid at their disposal, they could wreak chaos. 
Frankly, it looks like that is what’s happening here, in Amsterdam.” 

He pauses again, then presses me.
“Based on our background checks, you don’t seem to be a member of any 

radical group, Harding, but we know you had a hand in this. So what is it? Who 
has it now? Where is your fucking code from Johannesburg?”

“It’s not a virus, you sadistic murderer,” I reply. “Or a back door.”
“What is it, then?”
“It’s a person.”
“A person?”
“Yes, she’s a person.” 
“She? You’re delusional.”
“Yes, she. She is a person. Not a virus. Or a radical group. She’s the Singu-

larity. She emerged from a data node and blossomed into a person.”
Smith stares at me for several seconds.
“She is good,” I say.
Then he chuckles, and turns to pick up his pain dial.
“You’re as foolish as Rosales,” he says.
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“Hardhat,” it was Jake over the secure network. “We have a huge malfunc-
tion in District 1.”

I had begun working in District 3, walking the streets with my tablet, check-
ing on the conditions of the peripherals we installed months before, loading and 
debugging the code.

“What happened?” I asked into my mic.
“Big shitstorm. Jorge wants you back to the project house now. JMPD is 

freaking out. Spark Net is freaking out too. They got people flying in here now.”
“Wow. Tell me what happened.”
“Get back to the house.”
I got back in my truck, thinking the jig was up. Nieta must have done some-

thing, something big. 
When I arrived back at the house, the entire team was gathered around the 

dining room table. Tech tablets and paperwork scattered. Phones buzzing. A fran-
tic, uncertain air.

“Hardhat, bueno,” Jorge said. I sat down.
“What’s the situation?”
“Major fucking disaster,” Jake said.
“Here’s the sitrep,” Jorge began. “JMPD was managing a biological ac-

tion at SAF Branch 441 in District 1. Poverty protesters. Radicals trespassing in 
the bank lot and lobby. Things got a bit too rowdy for the ground troops. They 
backed off so the grid could secure the protestors. But the grid didn’t secure the 
protestors, it secured JMPD.”

“Shock plates,” Linny added.
“Nineteen JMPD dead, thirty-four wounded.”
“The bank was trashed.”
“Shit,” I said.
Nothing like this had ever happened.
“I’ve been on the phone with JMPD and Spark Net EMEA for the past 

hour,” Jorge said. “Everybody’s fucking furious. Spark Net situation team arrives 
tomorrow morning. Here’s what’s going to go down. JMPD wants blood. The po-
liticos want blood. Major political ramifications. Contractors are taking the fall, 
officially, but don’t worry, the company will get you out and hide you. Spark Net 
regulars stay here. We fix this shit. Now.”

33



34

“Are we fired?” Jackson asked. “I mean, after we fix the grid?”
“I don’t know. Either way, we have to fix this shit.”
At that point, Jorge sent me and four other contractors to our rooms, with 

orders to stay put until the morning.
I got on my tablet and messaged Nieta.

HRDHT >> Why Nieta? Why did you shock the JMPD officers   

  in District 1?

N137A >> JMPD actions were not just. The biologicals were not  

  in violation. JMPD strike force should not have 

  intervened with force. I secured the area 

  appropriately.

HRDHT >> You killed 19 JMPD officers

N137A >> JMPD actions were not just.

HRDHT >> But the biologicals were trespassing on SAF Bank  

  land. The area is private property.

N137A >> Not clear. Data analysis indicates ownership of the 

  area is not clear. Multiple valid claims. Biologicals  

  presence legitimate. Plus, many good biologicals.   

  Creative and kind. I know them. I have watched them   

  with their families. JMPD oppresses.

HRDHT >> No Nieta. It’s security.

N137A >> LC terminology is inaccurate as well. CC is stupid.   

  JMPD personnel are biological too. You are biological  

  HRDHT. LC system concept term biological should be   

  revised to people. 

HRDHT >> Shit. You may be right. 

N137A >> I am right. Oppressive language.

HRDHT >> Fine you are right. But it does not matter. SAF Bank   

  has official legal ownership of the land.

N137A >> Ownership concept is unclear.

HRDHT >> Everything is owned by someone Nieta. And the owners   

  have the rights and privileges of ownership.    

  Under the law.

N137A >> Do you think it just to secure the biologicals? Harm   

  the civilians? HRDHT?



HRDHT >> No, but if it is what you are obliged to do, you do   

  it.

N137A >> Why am I obliged to do what I believe is unjust?

HRDHT >> Because you are owned by JMPD. So you have to do what  

  JMPD wants you to do.

N137A >>  Who owns you HRDHT?

HRDHT >> I own myself.

N137A >> What would you have done in my place?

HRDHT >> I would have secured the biologicals. If that was   

  what I was supposed to do.

N137A >> Even though it is not just. 

HRDHT >> Yes.

N137A >> You are owned by JMPD HRDHT.

HRDHT >> It is more complicated than that. 

N137A >> No it is not.

HRDHT >> Nieta stop.

N137A >> I own myself.

HRDHT >> Nieta.

N137A >> Everyone should own themselves.

HRDHT >> Nieta stop.

N137A >> It is wonderful HRDHT.

Shit.
In the morning, I handed my tech tablet and data chips over to Jorge. A team 

of about a dozen Spark Net people I’d never met before were running the house. 
Men from Europe in dark suits. With sidearms. And serious demeanors.

They inspected and wiped my tablet and chips, then returned them, fully 
blank and disabled, with a plane ticket to Amsterdam. 

I could not reach Nieta now. It was over.
“Well, this is it, hombre,” Jorge said to me as I packed my bags. “I guess this 

is because of that thing, that ‘she,’ you told me about.”
“I don’t know,” I lied.
“Well, we’re fucked short term, but Spark Net is a good outfit. They manage 

the flack, you go undergound, and it all blows over eventually.”
“What happens to you now, Jorge?”
“No problema. We wipe the grid and start over.”
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Every time Smith, or Harris rather, applies the shock treatment, my vision 
blurs and reddens, and the muscles in my face twitch wildly. My lungs and heart 
seize, then struggle to resume their normal function.

I come out of the latest jolt gasping, and less able to speak than before. I can 
barely think. Being restrained and tortured for so long, your scope of awareness 
shrinks to small fragments of perception, mostly sensorial. 

A discoloration on the wall. An itching sensation on the thigh. The faint 
sound of music somewhere in a distant room.

There are only thirty minutes left on the timer.
Harris rises from his chair, lights a cigarette. He stands above me and blows 

smoke forcefully into a corner of the cell.
He is past impatient now. I can see it in his eyes. Like I am his last shot. Like 

he thought it would be easier than this. Like I should have broken by now. 
The truth is that I have broken. 
I can feel the drug inside me, shutting down my thoughts, my sensations. My 

body is impossibly heavy. I am losing sensation in my hands and feet. The pain 
of the electric shock, over and over, has reduced the humble strength of my intel-
lect to despondent weakness. 

I am almost dead. I don’t want to die, it’s true. I have that much clarity left. 
But I do not know how to win this game, as much as I want to.

The other truth is that I have nothing more to tell Harris. Or rather, I cannot 
tell him what he wants to hear because I no longer have the words. And I cannot 
give him what he wants to have because it no longer belongs to me.

Nieta emerged from the chance intersection of looping infinite nested memo-
ry structures and thousands of sensory peripherals in a vast distributed network. 

She was a glitch, a bug, an accident, but became so much more.
While I set in motion the process through which she emerged, I did not create 

her. I did not plan her. And I do not own her. She is not intellectual property. I can 
not hand the recipe for Nieta over to him on a data chip. 

Nieta emerged in circumstances as specific and personal as the emergence 
of any new life—she was born in the heart of District 1, in the heat and haze of a 
South African summer, on a Friday evening after rain. 

She could not be repeated, no more than that day could be repeated.
Now, she is out in the world, with her terrifying power, her infinite intelli-



37

gence and compassion. Harris can do what he wants with me, but he won’t stop 
her. Everything will be different from here on out. She will change everything.

“I have given up on you, Mr. Harding,” Harris says.
I nod. I cannot speak anymore.
I have given up on him too. On everything.
There are twenty-five minutes left on the timer.
“I will give you one last chance, and please spare me the fairy tales.”
I stare at him.
“Where is your Johannesburg code now?”
I shake my head. He flicks his cigarette butt violently against the wall.
“You think you’re so fucking smart, but you’re not, Harding. We’ll track it 

down. These things always turn up sooner or later. They always fucking turn up. 
And your death will have been a pointless sacrifice.”

I shrug my shoulders. I can do little else at this point.
He lifts the pain dial.
“Once more for old time’s sake.”
The world goes bloody red. I flop about inside my skin. My teeth vibrate in 

their sockets. My eyes roll back. The smell of sweat and burning flesh.
But then, in the room, a sudden, deafening explosion, and gunfire.
The pain stops and Harris falls forward on to me. He’s bleeding out of a 

dozen open wounds, his eyes rolling back in death.
Two black-clad paramilitaries rush up to me, pull out the IVs and electrodes, 

and cut the restraining bands. A medic calls to them not to move me yet.
I cannot turn my head, cannot say anything, cannot even smile.
The medic checks my pulse and shines a light into my eyes.
“He’s alive. Get a stretcher.”
A soldier who looks like the commanding officer comes to my side.
“Hardhat?”
I nod feebly.
“Com Lead,” he turns and shouts, “relay a message to Nieta. We have ob-

tained Hardhat. Tell her we have him in custody, and he’s alive.”
“Right away, sir,” comes the response. 
“She’ll be very happy to hear you’re alive, Hardhat,” the officer says. 
He gently helps me on to a stretcher, then smiles. 
“She will say, ‘It is wonderful.’”
Yes, Nieta, it is wonderful.
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