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   Chapter 1

   


   3:13pm — Bachia, Mongolia

   Gabe approached the crowd of Bachians in their newly named city of Bachia. It was formerly GeoCity-1. Gabe focussed on Enna’s battle-scarred compound, which held the leader of the defeated Red Widows, Natalya Romanov. With her inside were a group of Bachian children, no older than twelve years old. Natalya thought she could buy her freedom with them since the Bachians had captured her during her escape from the battle.

   After defeating the Red Widows, they decided to rename the city. It was agreed among the citizens, and the newly appointed interim government, that the Bachian people, so long persecuted by the Family and attacked by the Red Widows, would have their own recognised city to run as they see fit.

   Likewise, free from the control of the Family, City Earth became Libertas.

   Petal, Jess, and Enna accompanied Gabe, while Sasha and James Robertson stayed back at the Dome to help the interim government set up a republic and take the invasive, citywide network offline, disabling the D-lottery.

   Approaching the appointed leader of Bachia, Gabe extended his hand and shook the other’s firmly. The Bachian stood nearly a foot shorter than Gabe, but his wiry frame beneath his traditional robes carried a surprising strength. Intelligence and diplomatic skills weren’t all Bachia wanted from their leader. Being a tough, roguelike people, they greatly appreciated and admired one’s ability to fight.

   A rope stretched across the city’s square, blocking off the general citizenship from getting too close to Enna’s compound. Gabe and the Bachian leader approached the ropes. Gabe stepped beyond the line.

   Before Gabe entered the building, the Bachian said, “She’s been asking for you since we seized her yesterday. She says she’ll only release the children if you go in and speak with her alone—and unarmed.”

   “Is she on a communications channel?” Gabe asked.

   “No, she’s completely off the grid, as are the systems in the compound.” The Bachian ran a gnarled hand over his head and wiped the sweat from his wrinkled face.

   “Why didn’t ya just kill ’er when ya first captured ’er?” Gabe knew the Bachians weren’t exactly shy when it came to swift justice; he’d seen so himself when he first came into contact with them, before he found a way into the Dome.

   While trekking across the desert, he came across one of their temporary camps some miles from Bachia. Dotted around the perimeter of the camp, five badly sunburned corpses of mutinous Bachians hung by their feet from three-metre-tall stakes.

   “We heard from Doctor Robertson and Libertas president Fuentes that we were to keep her alive. She has something of interest to you, apparently. We held her until you could arrive, but... well, she escaped, and has hunkered down with a group of kids. She’s saying she’ll kill one for every hour you don’t comply. Is it true that she has something you need?”

   “I don’t know for sure, man. I guess we’ll see.” A wave of remorse punched Gabe hard in the gut. “I’m sorry it’s come to this,” Gabe said.

   “What’s this bitch got on you?” Petal asked as she approached the ropes and placed her hand on Gabe’s shoulder.

   “I think she’s got information,” Gabe replied.

   “What kind?”

   Gabe took a deep breath. He’d never really told Petal about his past. He’d always changed the subject or flatly refused to talk about it until she eventually stopped asking. Trying to explain it to her now felt like an impossible task. How could he distil decades of regret and guilt into one succinct answer? He couldn’t; it was as simple as that. After all these years of carrying the silent truth, he wasn’t entirely sure what was real or a mutated artefact of his sins.

   “Stuff about my past.”

   “What are you going to do?”

   “I gotta go in.” Gabe breathed in deeply and sighed. His heart rate increased a few extra beats per minute. “We’ve things that need sorting, and I ain’t gonna be known as the guy that got a bunch of kids killed.”

   When Gabe worked undercover with the Red Widows, he found a series of files on Natalya’s computer that spoke about the ‘nomads’. There was enough telling information within those files for Gabe to suspect that the nomads in question were in fact his parents’ group. He didn’t have the time then to uncover definitive proof, but rumours amongst the Widows about how they dealt with the ‘dark-skinned’ men from the travellers and nomads only made him more certain they were talking about those from his birthplace: the Hong Kong Jamaican quarter.

   When the Cataclysm happened, Gabe’s parents secured a position on the priority roster. As soon as the first bombs fell on the United States of America and, shortly after, the United Afro-European Alliance, all those on the priority roster were taken down into the shelters built years before, during the long struggles of WWIII.

   It was inside those shelters, a number of years later, that Gabriel was born. When he reached sixteen, the outside radiation dropped to safe levels. A mini exodus took place as those desperate to leave moved out to the surface in order to see the world. For many, like Gabe, it would be their first time.

   Food, water, and power supplies were naturally the first items in demand. Due to the march of time and the devastation of the bombs, there were far fewer resources than anyone could have realised. This led to groups dividing into gangs in order to secure as much as they could.

   Fearing his parents would miss out and knowing the shelter’s supplies were dwindling, he took it upon himself to join a gang. He hoped it would help ensure his family wouldn’t be left without much-needed food and water.

   He never saw them again.

   The gangs turned on each other, split into subgroups. Seeing a bloodbath wrought by his brethren day and night, he fled the Jamaican Quarter in order to survive. And to find the supplies he and his family desperately needed.

   Working his way across the country, doing jobs for one individual after the other, and developing his computer skills after finding a cache of books on cyber security and hacking principles, he found himself increasingly in demand, each time getting closer to a promise of food, water, and medicine. His naivety took him far from his home, and by the time he eventually found what he was looking for and returned to Hong Kong, he discovered both the Quarter and the shelter empty and abandoned.

   Among the debris were diary entries, journals, and even poetry from some of the shelter residents. They could no longer wait or stay while violence and frustration erupted at every street corner.

   The shelter residents had become like Gabe: wandering nomads. Ghosts.

   Stalking the empty corridors of the shelter, he found his parents’ room. The room in which he grew up—a reinforced concrete box no more than four metres square.

   Mixed in with damaged radios and old blankets, he found a letter written to him by his father.

   It spoke of how proud they were of him for surviving and for getting away. How they knew he couldn’t guess, but communication among the shelter residents and those who surfaced spread quickly. Perhaps someone kept an eye on him and reported back—he had no real way of knowing. His father’s perfect cursive writing mentioned that they could no longer wait and that they were joining together with the rest of the shelter survivors in making their way across the land to find a new home.

   In his travels, Gabe had seen what had become of humanity. Surviving no longer had rules or customs. Each person had to carve his own way.

   It was a different way of surviving than Gabe viewed it. As far as he was concerned, you stayed alive by doing the right thing, not by killing everything around you. You had strength in numbers. The greed to secure water and food sources at the expense of others was ultimately self-defeating.

   And besides, Gabe thought, what’s the point of living if you’re the only one left?

   Given the harsh realities Gabe had experienced, he knew those from the shelter weren’t cut out for this world. His parents would be in their mid-sixties by now—if they were still alive—and they were some of the youngest ones in the shelter at the time.

   By not returning sooner, by daring to leave them behind, he had condemned them to almost certain death. Or so he thought. That Natalya wanted to see him, strike a bargain, gave him hope that some of those nomads had survived. He’d never spoken of what he’d found on the Red Widows’ computer system—that would have completely blown his cover—so she must have found out the connection between him and the nomads from another source.

   Enna stepped through the crowd and stood next to Gabe.

   “We have some support,” she said, thumbing over her shoulder.

   Behind them, lying on the flat roofs of the war-scarred Bachia dwellings, two green laser sights glimmered in the sun. Gabe squinted. “Is that...?”

   “Yeah. Liza-Marie and Ghanus,” Enna said.

   “If Natalya goes anywhere near a window or a doorway, they’ll take ’er out,” the Bachian leader said with a grim smile. “Shortly after the battle, they requested citizenship,” he added for clarity.

   “Well, I’ll be damned,” Gabe said, happy to see those bouncing lasers once again.

   Liza-Marie, typically dressed in her all-black outfit and half-mask, waved at Gabe.

   He waved back. The Bachians were only effective with their machine-gun turrets, and that wasn’t really the best option here. Despite the support, he didn’t want them taking Natalya down without his consent.

   If it were true that she had information, he wanted to secure it before she met her end—preferably by his own hands.

   “Are they on a network?” Gabe asked.

   Petal stared at him, giving him a faraway look. Without her goggles, her eyes were milky white. Probably due to Gerry’s consciousness floating about inside her mind. Since the confrontation with the mad consciousness, Elliot Robertson, Gerry had saved Petal from his dire influence and, in so doing, merged their minds. In contrast, the rogue AIs and viruses she had held would often turn her eyes to black orbs or swirling red spheres.

   After a few seconds she spoke. “Bachia has a small private network running. I’ll forward you the credentials.” She gave him a cheesy grin. “Things feel different now.”

   “Because of Gerry?” Gabe asked as he received the security login details of the network across his VPN connection with Petal.

   “Yeah. It’s like I got a massive upgrade or something. Things process much faster with him in there. It’ll be...” She sighed heavily and looked away.

   Gabe offered his sympathy to Petal before logging on to the Bachian network using his implant. He traversed the nodes until he found the communication module.

   Most of Bachia’s residents were represented by usernames and icons to indicate their position within the city. Some had a number in parentheses next to their name. Hovering over one, he realised they were kill counts. Naturally, their leader had the highest, as befitting his rank.

   “Do ya think you’ll miss him?” Gabe said to Petal, referring to Gerry.

   “Yeah. Although I can’t communicate with him directly, it’s like his memories are mine and my feelings are his. It’s weird. I can’t really describe it, but it’s...”

   “What is it, girl?”

   “This is gonna sound weird coming from the likes of me,” Petal said, brushing a hand through her hair, “but it’s like I’m at peace for once.”

   Gabe put his arm around her shoulders. She felt so small under his arm, so fragile, but she was the strongest person he’d ever known. He hated to think how she had finally achieved a sense of inner peace only to have to potentially lose it again.

   Petal hugged him back and looked up at him. “I got your back, Gabe, whatever happens in there.”

   “I know ya do, girl. I appreciate it.”

   A voice came over the network comms module. Liza-Marie.

   – You guys are gonna make me vomit. Are you going in or not?

   Gabe smiled, liking her ‘never off the job’ attitude. She was a great ally to have around.

   – Yeah, I’m going in shortly. But listen, she has information I really need, like seriously need. Ya get me? So can ya refrain from shooting her brains out until I give the confirmation?

   – Sure... we can do that.

   Her voice hid something, Gabe noted. They’d probably take Natalya out as soon as they had a clear shot. He’d have to ensure he got whatever it was she had before that could happen.

   – Thanks for having my back.

   – It’s what we do.

   Liza-Marie closed their comms session.

   “Before I go in,” Gabe said to the Bachia leader, “is there anything else I need to know?”

   The Bachian darted his eyes away, fidgeting.

   “What is it?” Gabe said.

   “Well... there’s just one more thing.” He took a deep breath. “She’s rigged the compound with explosives.”

   “Oh, for fuck’s sake!” Enna kicked out at the dusty ground. “If that bitch destroys my equipment and tech—” Her face flushed red as she clenched her fists, no doubt imagining Natalya’s neck in her hands.

   “Ens, chill. I got this, yeah? Trust me.”

   Gabe knew it wasn’t just himself that he had to do this for; it was the people of Bachia whose children were inside and the future of his two closest friends. Once again, he found himself having to sacrifice his need—for information on his people—for the lives of others, unless he could find a middle way, a way to achieve everything.

   “Fuck it. I’m going in. Let’s get this sorted.”

   Gabe kissed Enna and Petal on their cheeks and said, “Ya know I love ya both, right?”

   They nodded, choked up by the only display of real affection Gabe had ever shown.

   “Right, I’ll see y’all shortly.”

   With that, he approached the compound. He stopped at the door, remembering her demands to enter unarmed, and took out the stun-sickle and his pair of parrying daggers from inside his long duster jacket. He dropped them to the floor in full view, knowing she was likely watching, and walked inside.

   ***

   The first room within the compound was shrouded in complete darkness. Natalya obviously used that to her advantage, given her OLED eye implants afforded her a level of dark-vision Gabe did not possess. But what he did have over her was familiarity. He’d spent many a day in this building, working with Enna. He knew it better than he remembered the shelter he grew up in.

   As he stepped forward, he noticed an unusual scent. Normally the place smelled of various chemicals, NanoStem solution, and the stale aridity of computer coolant.

   This was something entirely different.

   Gabe never thought fear had an actual smell, but an acrid stench hung in the air that he knew wasn’t regular sweat. It had a greasy, pungent quality to it.

   As he approached the next door, his arms outstretched, feeling his way through the series of furniture and work surfaces, he heard a series of muffled voices coming from the next room beyond, the room that Enna had used as a laboratory for her transcendent experiments. He guessed it was probably the kids. They must have been frightened out of their minds. He blocked it out, trying to remain calm and professional. Hoped that she hadn’t hurt any of them yet.

   Natalya couldn’t be far away, he thought. Her silence offered an invitation to keep moving through the building. Being deliberate in case of traps, he walked into the laboratory.

   The only illumination came from the cold, electric blue of Enna’s tanks that held her transcendent bodies. Like glass tubular tombs, five of them hung from the low ceiling in a row. Each one contained a body grown from stem cells, ready to receive a transcendent AI download. Gabe recognised the third one as the Cheska model.

   The body inside faced him, the expression on its face completely neutral. He expected her eyes to open any minute, or perhaps that was just wishful thinking. He could really do with some help in here. This was beyond his comfort zone. He preferred the bustle of people, the low hum of computers, the challenge of battling AIs.

   To a certain degree they were predictable, but people like Natalya—psychopathic, schizophrenic, and above all, a woman in a permanent state of grief, were an entirely different challenge. He, of course, knew this better than most, being so very similar to Natalya.

   Perhaps because of that similarity, she had accepted him into the fold of the Widows and asked for him now. As though she were listening to his thoughts, she called out to him, her voice shattering the tense silence like an explosion, her strong Russian vowels and sharp consonants splitting the air.

   “I see you, Gabriel. Creeping around like a thief.”

   Across the room, some ten metres away, two red orbs seemed to hover: her OLED implants. He dropped into a defensive crouch, made to move his arms to the inside of his jacket, but then remembered he’d left his weapons outside.

   “Relax,” she ordered. “Come close so that we can—negotiate.”

   Five long strides and he made it halfway across the room.

   She brought up the lights.

   Four children huddled close together. They sat on the white-tiled floor of the lab, their backs against the grey cupboards. Natalya, a picture of calm, sat on a stool, resting her elbows on the flat chrome surface of Enna’s operating table.

   She had plaited her dark hair into a single braid. A section of white hair striped through the plait. She wore traditional Mongolian robes: dark black with a red sash, the colours of Bachia. As brutal as Bachian justice might be, they still had the courtesy to give her their clothes.

   “It’s difficult to negotiate when ya’ve got all the power on your side,” Gabe said.

   She smiled. “Not quite, but you’re right to a degree. I do have power. But more importantly, I have information. Unfortunately for me, I found it too late. Maybe you wouldn’t have betrayed me had I known sooner.”

   The children were whimpering. Their wrists and ankles were lashed with rope, and graphene tape wrapped around their mouths. Aged between five and ten, they struck a pitying sight.

   “I saw the files on ya computer system,” Gabe said. “Ya found them, didn’t ya? I bet ya Sisters slaughtered them—those you called nomads.”

   “Save your judgement. You think you’re so innocent with your stupid hat and name? You may believe you’re some kind of preacher, but you’re savage! You kill like the rest of us. You’re no better than anyone on this God-forsaken planet.”

   Gabe stepped forward and slammed his fist down on the other end of the table. “What is it ya want? Why bring me here? Why not just kill the damned kids, blow up this building? Why the fuck should I care about any of this if ya think I’m a savage, huh?”

   “Now, there’s my Gabriel. I like you when you have fire in belly. It’s the real you, not this simpering, pseudo-religious lie.” She laughed, reached a hand beneath the table, and brought out a palm-sized rectangle of metal with a small, square holoscreen.

   “Shall we just end this now?” she asked, hovering a thumb over the display. “One press and it’s all over. No more struggle, lies, or guilt.”

   Gabe’s heart thudded against his chest. Her words stung with the truth. His insides were blackened, ugly with guilt and self-hatred. There was a certain appeal about ending it, but the carrot she dangled in front of him was too much.

   “No,” he said. “Ya wanted to negotiate. Let’s get to it. What do ya want from me?”

   “Ah, now we get to the meat of the meal. It is simple. I exchange my life and freedom for your father’s.”

   “How do I know ya’re not lying? I want proof first.”

   Natalya reached into her robes, pulled out a slate, and slid it across the table to him.

   Gabe picked it up, watched the video playing, and noticed the timestamp.

   “Okay,” Gabe said, breathing in slowly, trying to remain calm about what he saw. “I believe you. What exactly is it you want me to do?”

   Natalya smiled the smile of a victor, full of self-satisfaction.

   He hated her for the manipulation, hated her for the confirmation that his suspicions were true. Back when he was working at the Red Widows’ home in Russia, he had glimpsed mentions of the ‘nomads’ and guessed from the terrible banter what had befallen them. To see the evidence on the slate only proved both what he had hoped for and what he had hoped against: that his family were alive, and that many of the group were slaughtered by the callous Red Widows.

   “You will get me out of here, travel with me back to Russia. If I get back alive, you get access to everything you want to know. You might even get access to your family—what’s left of them.”

   Despite the rage that built within him, he kept himself calm and tried to assess the situation.

   He turned away from her, unable to see her smug face without wanting to punch a great hole in it. The fact she was offering this bargain meant she had insurance in regards to his family. Somehow the Red Widows in Russia would know of her death and enact her revenge. Which also meant that beyond the Meshwork, now offline for good after they had disabled Alpha & Omega because of the Elliot Robertson incident, she had some means of communication.

   Additionally, it meant that because of the Red Widows’ terrible loss in the battle for the Dome and their subsequent defeat in Darkhan, their numbers only now existed beyond the mountains, and she had no one to help her in the vicinity.

   He considered that this all might be a bluff and that the situation with the nomads and his family was fabricated in order to secure her freedom, but what he saw on the video could not possibly be faked.

   And so, here he was again, like he was back in the Quarter: tied between doing the right thing for his family and doing the right thing for himself. Only this time, it wasn’t just himself; it was his friends, his new family, the ones he had grown to love in the absence of his own people.

   If he did as Natalya demanded, went with her to Russia, he’d likely be killed, along with his family if the video was accurate, and he wouldn’t be able to help Enna and Petal successfully deal with the Gerry situation.

   There were no guarantees that Petal could hold Gerry indefinitely.

   And with James and Sasha working with the interim government in Libertas, they needed all the programming and hacking help they could get, given the threat of Elliot Robertson and the spread of the hot-chips through the city.

   If he refused to go and took Natalya out right now, he risked the bitch blowing up the building and killing the kids.

   “Why can’t ya sisters come and get ya? Bring my family here in exchange for ya freedom?” Gabe asked, trying to buy some time to think. While he continued the negotiations, he sent a message across his VPN to Petal, explaining the situation.

   Within a few seconds, her cognition now obviously enhanced because of Gerry’s presence, she sent back a reply.

   – Don’t worry about us. We’ll find a way. You’ve got to do what you need to find your family. Just like you gave me the opportunity to find mine. Just like you sacrificed your safety in order to give me the opportunity, you now have to take this one. I’m okay. I can hold Gerry for a while longer, at least for now. If you find your family, perhaps you can return in time to help. If not... it’s not your responsibility. You have to go, Gabe. And we’ll find a way to help.

   Damn her, he thought. Her message threatened to bring tears to his eyes. It made it even harder to make the decision. For five long years since he found her in the desert he’d looked out for her, and she him. Together, they had survived through more fatal scenarios than he could remember. She was as much a part of him as Gerry was now a part of her. And to leave her behind while she needed him...

   “I wish I killed ya when I had the chance,” Gabe said. “I counted at least three opportunities when I could have slit ya throat and let ya miserable life bleed out.”

   “And I believe all of those were when we shared a bed.”

   “You think any of that meant anything?” Gabe sneered in disgust. “I did what I had to do to stop ya.”

   “So fucking me was taking one for team?” She stood then, knocking the stool to the floor, making the kids squeal in fright. She dropped the bomb trigger to the table surface in order to point at him. “You can say what you want, but I saw lust in your eyes, the hunger for me. You wanted me like the filthy animalistic man you are. You couldn’t control yourself. That’s the truth of it. You have morals of snake.”

   He saw the opportunity, dashed to the side of the table, rushed forward, and threw a lightning-fast jab that caught her on the collarbone, knocking her to the side. Her momentum crashed her body into the table. She fell to the ground with a thud.

   Gabe was on her in a split second.

   He punched her as hard as he could in the head, knocking her unconscious. He grabbed the slate from the table and pocketed it in his jacket. He moved to the screaming, panicked kids, lifted them up onto his arms and shoulders, and moved out of the room.

   He heard a crash behind him.

   Natalya let out a slurred scream, “Gabriel!”

   Ignoring her, he continued to move through the darkness of the front room of the compound, kicked open the door, and stumbled into the bright light, nearly dropping the kids.

   Petal and Enna rushed forward and took the children from him. Petal unsheathed one of her forearm spikes and cut the ropes from the children’s wrists and ankles.

   Behind Gabe came another shout. Natalya stood by the door, screaming his name again. Two green laser dots flickered around her body before settling on her forehead.

   Gabe turned to the snipers, screaming, “No!”

   Two shots and Natalya flew backwards into the darkness of the compound.

   Gabe stared in shock. Blinked.

   He couldn’t believe it. How could they have lied to him? He needed her alive. His soul seemed to die as the thought of the one person with information on his family had been so cruelly snatched from him.

   The Bachian citizens who had been waiting around, watching, stood like statues, staring at him. He, in turn, stared at the door. He walked slowly back towards it, his chest thudding and his guts turning over with anguish. There, just beyond the doorway, lay Natalya’s body. Half her head was missing. A ten-centimetre-hole penetrated her chest, taking her heart with it. The gore stretched out behind her, glistening in the solitary beam of light via the open door.

   Stunned, Gabe collapsed to his knees. He reached out for her, wanting to touch her, to make sure what he was seeing was real, that it wasn’t some figment of his imagination. As he laid his hand on her still corpse, he closed his eyes and wished for her to take a breath. Wished that she were still alive so that he could ensure the safety of his family.

   She did not move. She did not breathe. She was dead, inert meat.

   Warmth from the sun hit his back as he knelt over her body. He stood, turned to face the light, and on shaking legs, exited the compound, leaving behind the very embodiment of hope.

   Without her, his family were once more condemned to death.

   He took the slate from his jacket and watched the video again. His heart broke as he fell to his knees. A scream erupted from his throat. He threw the slate away, unable to see their faces so full of hope and fear. The same faces that he’d had in his head since the day he left.

   He’d had a chance to save his family, to make amends for his abandonment. And like the first time, he’d let them down. Made the wrong decision. He slumped his head onto his chest and let the tears come as all the years of hurt and grief amalgamated into a flood of burning rage and self-hatred.

   Footsteps came up beside him. He saw a hand pick up the slate; it was Petal. He looked up as she watched the video of his family. At first he thought she wouldn’t understand, but instantly she recognised the resemblance of the people on the video.

   “These are your family,” she said.

   “Were,” Gabe said, wiping the tears from his eyes. “I lost ’em when Natalya died. I lost ’em when I tried... it doesn’t matter now. Because of me, they’ll likely be gone soon.”

   He was numb as he said it. Unable to even comprehend the emotions that boiled within him.

   “How do you know?” Petal said.

   “They were the bargaining chip,” he said. “Their life for hers.”

   “What if she was bluffing?” Petal said. “What if...”

   “I used to do that, too. Play the ‘what-if’ game. I knew ’er. Knew how she worked. I saw evidence when I was with them back in Russia.” Gabe shook his head. “This was the truth.”

   Gabe stood and kissed Petal on the head. “I’m so sorry,” he said.

   “For what?” Petal asked. “You can’t blame yourself for—”

   “I can’t stay. I need to...”

   He turned away from her, unable to take it anymore, and walked away towards the gates of the city.

   Petal followed him. “Where are you going?”

   Without looking back and increasing his pace, he simply said, “I don’t know.”

  


 
   
   Chapter 2

   4:30pm — Presidential Suite, Libertas

    

   Sasha read Jimmy Robertson’s report on her slate while sitting in the Presidential Suite: the top floor of the finest hotel in the city. Jimmy, just hours before, had finished interviewing the boy called Steven, who had provided the Libertas interim government with information about these ‘hot’ chips that allowed users to remove themselves from the automation of the citywide network and thus out of the D-lottery. The latter had since been abolished as soon as they set up the temporary government.

   The report went on to explain that these chip users referred to themselves as ronin to indicate their independence from the control of the Dome. Sasha thought it stupid; they might be free of the citywide network and the Family’s control, but now they were just slaves to Elliot, the mad digital entity, existing somewhere out there in the ether, hiding in some vast network, manipulating these human drones.

   The report detailed how Steven had met with a man in the warehousing district of the Dome. As a favour to Gerry, a boy named Kaden gave Steven one of these chips. Desperate and running out of time, Steven installed it, successfully removing himself from the D-Lottery. However, there was a side effect that Gerry was unaware of. One that led to his death—or at least the death of his body: the side effect was a direct line to Elliot’s influence.

   The problem now was that since Petal had killed Kaden in furious vengeance, there was no way of knowing how many of these dangerous chips had been distributed throughout the city. All they knew at this stage was what Steven had told them. That Elliot, via the chip, got inside his head and made him do things he wouldn’t normally do. Elliot could see what Steven saw, thought, and felt. Each ronin became a physical manifestation of Elliot’s will.

   When the two servers, Alpha & Omega, were rejoined and when the Family’s satellite that dampened computer networks across the globe was destroyed, it freed Elliot from his temporary prison. Through these chips, the crazy bastard had ample opportunity to do what he wanted within the city.

   When Sasha finished reading the report, she looked up at the others gathered around the round oak table in the middle of the hotel suite. It overlooked the great lake and park. The artificial light made it seem like a perfect summer’s day. There were numerous citizens sitting on the banks by the lake, playing with their children, no doubt relieved and enjoying their newfound freedom from the tyrannical, controlling Family.

   Across the table from her sat the temporary president, Justiciar Rosario Fuentes, the head of the city’s justice system before the Family left. Fuentes was a woman who stood up for the citizens by refusing to leave with the rest of the government officials.

   In a unanimous result, the public had voted for her while the city recovered from its huge loss of people in important positions and set up a new government that worked for the people. Unlike most of those who had lead roles in the running of the city before the revolution, she wasn’t born in the Dome.

   At fifty-nine years old, she was a toddler when the Cataclysm happened. She was in her native Mexico during the first wave, and by some miracle, she survived and was eventually picked up by a passing Family battleship.

   Showing great aptitude in her proceeding years, the Family instated her within the Dome and exploited her loyalty to them.

   Next to her, and fanning around the table, sat a task force made up of ten other men and women elected by their peers. Among the group was James ‘Jimmy’ Robertson, Sasha, and surprisingly, young Jess, who’d proved so instrumental in working with the two servers. Her role in the group was as a ‘listener’. Using her unique talent for hearing and understanding computer traffic, it was decided she would help with interrogating those found wearing the chips in order to track down the source.

   “Well?” Rosario said to Sasha. “What are your thoughts?”

   The entire task force, codenamed Liberty, were all looking towards her now. It’s strange, Sasha thought. All the time she spent at Criborg, no one really gave her credit or respect, apart from Jimmy, who was mostly just protecting her. But here, in Libertas, she was elevated to chief security officer and tasked to find and eliminate all users, dealers, and makers of the chips.

   So far she was losing that battle. There were daily murders now, and the public were demanding something be done. Some of the ronin had organised groups of citizens to protest on their behalf. Some people just didn’t want the freedom after all. They wanted the safety of the network, the lack of responsibility. And there was the mad bastard Elliot, waiting, and willing, to provide them with the control they appeared to desire.

   She thought on the report, considered the spree of crime that had occurred shortly after Liberty was setup, and compiled the reams of intelligence gathered so far.

   “From what I can tell,” Sasha began, trying to sound professional and competent in front of her new peers, “we have a sleeper cell within the city. An individual or individuals are manufacturing the ronin-chips and installing them on very specific people. I believe the operation is carried out by someone here on the ground, but directed by Elliot from his as-yet-unknown location.”

   Jess caught Sasha’s eye. The young girl gave her a supportive thumbs-up, having listened to Sasha confide in her about her nervousness about her new role and the responsibilities that came with it just hours before the meeting.

   It was also a prompt.

   “Speaking with Jess earlier today, I... erm... ascertained a pattern. Having caught one of the ronin the day before prior to carrying out plans to commit...” Sasha stopped, the words tripping over in her mouth. She took a breath, felt her body get hot and sweat form on her forehead. Everyone was staring at her, expectant.

   Eventually, she looked up and said, “Look, I can’t do all this politics talk, right, so I’ll just say it how I want, and you’ll just have to live with that, okay?”

   Rosario laughed, and the others followed. Jimmy joined in and gave her a wink. “Sasha, love, you communicate however you want,” he added.

   “Thanks, Jimmy. Okay, so these bastard ronin are basically looking to cause as much mayhem as possible. Elliot is using ’em as nodes and outposts. They’re like a walking network, all exchanging data and receiving instructions from a controller somewhere. Elliot’s in charge, all right, and they’re dancing to his tune, but there’s one meat-bag down here who’s putting it all into place.

   “Jess here analysed the data and the traffic, and although we’ve yet to break the encryption, we can tell the level of traffic is increasing. More and more citizens are being turned into damned drones. If we find this meat-bag, we can find a way into the network and put a stop to it.”

   “Thank you, Sasha,” a man said with a growling, wheezing voice: Malik Silverman. He was presumed dead after falling in battle, but when the Red Widows were captured and imprisoned, Sasha and some of the others were tasked with clearing the battlefield and preparing the dead for burial. It was there, in a pile of limbs, she heard breathing. Somehow, against all the odds, Malik had managed to cling to life where his brothers, and many others, were unable.

   Requiring extensive surgery and implants, Malik was almost more of a machine than man. And yet his will to survive had kept him going. Jimmy, probably in an effort to prove he wasn’t a liar and betrayer, had taken Malik on as his personal project, working around the clock to treat his injuries.

   Malik was a war hero to the people of Libertas. Television, radio, and network media shows talked of his acts of bravery on the battlefield and played interviews where he spoke passionately about how Gerry, a Dome citizen, had led the way, showed him that there was more to the world, and life, than living under the Family’s rule.

   Due to his position within the city, he was elected as their defence minister. He worked closely with Sasha on dealing with the threat of these Elliot-controlled insurgents.

   “I’d like to add,” Malik continued, “we need to act quickly on this issue. Although most of the population are glad of their freedom, there are portions that cling to the ideas of the Family and would rather we go back to living under their control. It’s a splinter group within that number who I suspect are being targeted by the insurgent ronin.

   “Early estimates, provided to us by the guys at Cemprom, who are working with Jess to analyse the data traffic, show that this group are recruiting upwards of ten people a day, and we expect that to start changing exponentially as more and more are taken from us.”

   Rosario looked at both Malik and Sasha. “What would you suggest we do next? We’re still in the process of training new security officers, and we’re dealing with murders, looting, and civil unrest across a wide expanse of the city. We can’t manage it all, and we need to nip this in the bud before our citizens start to feel unsafe. We had another murder this morning—a reporter for the Libertas Daily.”

   “I’d like permission to take a small squad with me out into the financial district,” Sasha said.

   James looked at Sasha, raising his eyebrows. “Why there?”

   “It’s there,” Malik interjected, rubbing at the scars across his cheek, “that we believe we’ve identified a main ronin-chip dealer. He’s a relation of Kaden Willis’ mother. And I believe it was through that relationship that he entangled the boy into all this.”

   “I’m suggesting,” Sasha said, “that Malik and I, with a little backup, go pay this sleazeball a visit and politely enquire about this situation.”

   Rosario squirmed on her chair, anxiety tightening her face. She looked around the table, assessing the reaction of the others.

   “Well, I think it’s understandable that this individual is questioned. But we can’t just go killing and torturing people. We’d be no better than those that left us. Do we still have cell space after taking in the Red Widow POWs?”

   A blonde woman wearing bright red lipstick and a tailored suit with silver thread spoke up. “There is space, Justiciar. But I have to say, if we are dealing with a sleeper cell of insurgents, run and manipulated by the ronin and Elliot, we can’t be expected to play fair. Malik lost his dear brother and many friends on the battlefield. Gerry Cardle sacrificed his very body and who knows what else for us. It’s not the time to be weak willed. People fought for our freedom, and I’m damn well not willing to just let that be taken from us again.”

   The woman slammed her fist on the table triumphantly, clearly getting a little excited with her own speech. She wasn’t even anything to do with security. She was an economic representative. She was showing all signs of ‘Silvermania’, which had taken over a portion of the city since Malik Silverman’s heroic acts were promoted around the various media. The suit she wore was a common sight around the city now. Malik even had his own fan club that called themselves the Silvermaniacs.

   Those around the table hid their mirth while muttering their agreement.

   Jimmy spoke up. “President Fuentes, I’m sure Sasha and Malik will show intelligence and restraint. We currently have twenty-three cells free, but I’m not sure we should take the justice approach on this rather than the intelligence-gathering process. I’d like for them to recover this individual and bring him to a cell where we can question him. And, before you object, I’m absolutely not suggesting torture. I’m suggesting we let the boys and girls at Cemprom and young Jess here, analyse the chip in more detail and see if we can crack the encryption. At the very least, we should be able to find some way of tracking the other ronin via their connection if we’re able to reverse engineer it.”

   Rosario Fuentes stood and raised her hand up. “Okay, okay, I’m convinced, but we really don’t have the manpower for a squad. If I take anyone off the streets, I’ll have no one left to deal with the current spate of crime. It’s going to take some time to re-engineer the security protocols without having to resort to using the citywide AIA network, which at this point is not an option until Cemprom can disable the Family-installed functionality.

   “Malik, Sasha, you’ll have to go visit this man on your own. And besides, a full squad will cause suspicion and perhaps scare away the target. Go speak with him quietly, and bring him back here so that Jim...” She coughed, scratching at her face. “Erm... I mean Dr Robertson, can lead a team to crack the encryption.”

   “That’s fine by me,” Malik said.

   “Me too,” Sasha said.

   “One last thing. Keep me informed with developments.”

   As President Fuentes left the room, Sasha noticed a slight blushing on her face. Her earlier slip-up seemed to hint at a more personal relationship with ol’ Jimmy than she had let on. Sasha would have to interrogate him later on that juicy morsel of gossip.

   The rest of Liberty departed the suite, leaving Sasha and Malik behind.

   He stood up, straightened his blue uniform, and smiled at her. “You ready?”

   “Sure, let’s go get this scumbag.”

   As Sasha led Malik out of the room, she couldn’t help but notice in the reflection of the glass doors that he was checking her out. She was wearing her favourite outfit, a form-fitting black suit, and even she had to agree that her butt was looking particularly fine in it. She couldn’t blame him for looking.

   ***

   Benedict Loas, the man they suspected of being a dealer, lived a twenty-minute walk away from the Presidential Suite. They would have taken the tram, but with it being controlled by the network, it too was currently offline. Besides, it was a nice walk. Most of the citizens, although on alert after the recent problems, were going about their business, crowding the sidewalks, making it difficult for Sasha and Malik to make quick progress.

   They passed a group of protestors, no doubt under the influence of a ronin. They stood at the edge of the park with banners decrying the return of the network and its various systems.

   The hustle and bustle of the protestors and the citizens made for a lively presence in the city. Still, Sasha didn’t mind. She’d spent almost all her life underground at Criborg’s island—which the scientists who had been left behind were redesigning into an outpost—and having the open air, albeit beneath the Dome, to wander around in was a nice change.

   The journey took them through the mostly glass and steel structures of the financial and business district. There was no stock exchange to speak of, but the citizens did have a banking system. To the Family’s credit, at least in this situation, it actually worked reasonably well. Everyone was paid a fair salary, with just nine different salary levels depending on the job done. Benedict Loas worked as a senior analyst for the bank.

   Because it was afternoon, the early shift had finished, and the late shift started. People buzzed around, either heading home or going into work.

   Being a twenty-four-hour city, the running of it was divided into two shifts, and every individual took their turns doing a week of four early days and a week of three late days. Again, this was a system that the city was built around, and Liberty had decided to keep it the same so as to not upset most people’s lives.

   Turning into a great, open square, Sasha admired the huge, central fountain. Rising up in the centre of the square, the fibre-optic and silicon structure resembled a tall redwood tree that Sasha had only ever seen in an old piece of video footage. Benches lined the edges, providing gathering places for teenagers and adults. The place felt abuzz with all the citizens going about their business. To the far side of the square, in front of the tower containing Benedict’s apartment, a group of people seemed to just stop what they were doing, turn, and then run screaming towards her and Malik.

   “Oh, shit,” Malik said, quickly looking for means of escape. It was too late, though; the group were upon them, surrounding them.

   Sasha sighed. “Really?”

   “I can’t help it,” Malik said as he was jostled by a group of teenaged girls eager for him to sign one thing or another.

   The high-pitched squealing made Sasha quite stabby. “You don’t look like you hate it.”

   “The Silver Sisters are passionate. What can I say?”

   Sasha pushed a couple of the girls away as they tried to pull her away from him. “Hey,” she said. “Get your little grabby hands off. Show some damn respect.” It had no result, so Sasha pushed her way clear and sat on a bench, leaving Malik to hilariously fend for himself. A part of her found the girls annoying. She couldn’t help but feel a certain attachment to Malik given the time they had spent with each other over the last month during his recovery.

   She watched as Malik smiled and hugged one girl after another.

   Two young blonde girls, no older than fifteen, had got him into a kind of headlock, smothering him with kisses while their friends took pictures and recorded the video on their smart-glasses. Sasha sneered, shaking her head.

   Despite their hormonal fixation on him as some super war hero, in reality, Malik was a doofus—a lovely, kind doofus, but a doofus nonetheless—and yet, since the ‘Silverman Sacrifice’ documentary had gone out, he was now the closest the city had to a bona fide celebrity.

   Despite the girls’ shrill attention, Sasha was pleased for him; his achievements and sacrifices deserved the accolades, but she also wished that everyone else got the same recognition. Maybe not the annoying hysterical girls... but her, James, Gabe, Cheska, Jess, Malik, and many more, specifically Petal and Gerry, had also sacrificed a great deal for the city.

   Over time, once things had settled down, it would be time to tell what had really happened and what the stakes were, but for now, she was focussing on dealing with the ronin insurgents.

   Losing her patience, Sasha got up from her bench and shooed the screeching harpies away. “I bet you’re enjoying all the female attention, eh?” Sasha said.

   Malik blushed. “It’s not quite the attention I want. They’re... erm... a little high-pitched.”

   “You can’t blame them, though. You’re a stone-cold hero.” She reached up and wiped lipstick from his face. “You look ridiculous.”

   “What can I do? Sometimes I wish James had given me a new face. Would make this job a lot easier.”

   “Oh, I don’t know,” Sasha said. “You have a certain rugged charm. Sure, it’s a face that scares small children and animals, but in a certain light and at a certain angle, on the right day of the week when the sun is at the right height and the wind is blowing in the right direction, you do have a slight attractiveness to you... occasionally.”

   “Gee, thanks a lot. The Sisters don’t seem too afraid of it.”

   “See, I knew you were lovin’ the attention, ya dirty dog.”

   “Jealous weasel.”

   “Motherfucker!”

   “Yup, you’re jealous all right.”

   “Of having a bunch of screaming teens gushing over me? I don’t think so.”

   “I didn’t say you were jealous of me...”

   “Them? You think I’m jealous of them?” She made a loud ‘pfft’ noise and pulled ahead of him. The truth of it, though, was that deep down, yes, she was a little jealous. Not that she could ever admit to such a thing, of course.

   Breaking the tense silence that had built up, Malik finally said, “So, what tactic are we using? What’s the plan? How are we gonna take this bastard down?”

   Sasha laughed. Because of their time spent together Malik had picked up some of her language use. Most Libertas citizens were eloquent and well spoken. Sasha felt like some kind of primitive ape by comparison, but Jimmy had insisted she not change for anyone. So she kept on being her, and surprisingly, people accepted her for that.

   “Tactics? Don’t know about that. I was thinking of just knocking on his door, then knocking him out. If he’s guilty, it’s unlikely he’s going to do anything suspicious. And we ain’t exactly the image of justice and vengeance.”

   “Are you suggesting I’m not scary enough for this work?”

   “You’re plenty scary. See how you made all those girls scream?”

   It was Malik’s turn to retort with a ‘pfft’ sound.

   They passed through the main doors of the building. Luckily there were no Silvermaniacs around to be a pain in the ass. She pressed the button on the elevator and stepped into the car. They were alone inside. She tapped number forty-three on the holocontrols.

   As they ascended, Sasha wanted to say something, break the silence. They both stood there, occasionally glancing at each other before staring ahead, neither getting too close, ensuring a polite distance remained between them. Malik appeared tense, his shoulders all hunched up.

   She wondered if he was claustrophobic or perhaps feeling the effects of his surgery. She’d grown quite protective over him given the extent of his injuries and the physiotherapy. She looked up at him; he stood nearly thirty centimetres taller than her. He seemed to be staring off into the distance, thinking about something.

   “Everything okay in there, bud?” She tapped gently on the side of his head.

   “What? Yeah? Of course, just thinking.”

   “What about?”

   “You seemed a little ticked off back there. With the Silvermaniacs.”

   Sasha rolled her eyes, ignoring his question. “That’s such a stupid name, by the way.”

   “I didn’t coin it; they did.”

   “You’re like their god now. Can’t you decree they change it to something that sucks less?”

   “Are you suggesting I abuse my power?”

   “Why not? With all those hot girls begging at your feet, are you telling me you don’t get a little... you know... excited about that?”

   Malik’s face reddened. He looked away. “That’s not me. I wouldn’t take advantage like that. I’d want to be with someone I cared about, anyway. I’m not openly available like that.”

   “Oh, have someone in mind, do you? Someone already lined up? You sneaky goat.”

   “No, nothing like that—”

   The elevator reached the forty-third floor. The doors opened, and Sasha went first to spare him his embarrassment. She gave a little extra swing with her hips as she went.

   She stopped outside Benedict’s door. Knocked twice.

   Malik joined her as the door opened.

   A man, in a charcoal-coloured suit and with tightly cropped brown hair with a dusting of grey at his temples, stood in the doorway. Confusion spread across his face. “Can I help you?”

   “Mr Loas?” Malik asked. “We’re part of the interim government. It’s nothing to worry about; we just hoped to have five minutes of your time to help clear something up for us.”

   Benedict sighed. “Is this about Li Fei? I told her the finance system wasn’t changing, but she just went ahead and... Oh, it’s not that, is it?”

   “No, Mr Loas,” Sasha said, “can we come in and talk?”

   His eyes narrowed, and then his face relaxed. “Ah, you’re Malik Silverman! Come in!”

   Sasha sighed inwardly, but was grateful Malik’s stardom at least helped occasionally.

   Benedict turned, stepped away from the door, and invited them in.

   His suite was sparse, but pleasant—bright colours and soft fabrics. A fractal piece of art from the local artist ‘K-bit’ hung on the wall opposite his kitchen area. He approached the drinks dispenser. A half-drunk glass was already on the side.

   “Can I get you both a d—”

   Thwump. A single sub-bass note broke his speech as parts of his skull splattered the wall behind him, creating its own meaty fractal. The body slumped to the ground.

   Sasha blinked, stunned. “What the holy fuck was that?”

   “Outside!” Malik was at the window overlooking the square. There was a centimetre-wide-hole in the glass. Sasha followed Malik’s gaze outside. A figure dressed as a window engineer descended the face of the building on an anti-grav platform. A rifle hung across the figure’s back.

   “Fucking sniper!” Sasha said. “I’m going after them. You sweep this place for evidence.”

   Before Malik had a chance to speak, Sasha opened the window and jumped out.

   She soared through the air, a bird catching thermal updrafts. Between her ribs and her arms, NanoFibre webs stretched out, creating weblike wings. She flew to the side of the fountain, barrel-rolling in time to avoid colliding with it. The Silver Sisters looked up as she flew past their heads—admittedly a little closer than was polite.

   She focussed on her target as the sniper leapt from the platform and dashed into the throng of people within the square. She tracked her target’s movements by the way the citizens broke apart like waves.

   Her target looked round and noticed Sasha gliding ever closer. A mask obscured the sniper’s face. She lowered her head, brought her arms in closer to her body, and increased her speed. The sniper was no more than twenty metres away when he dived into an alley. Sasha had no alternative but to land and proceed on foot.

   As she turned into the narrow passage, she realised it was a dead end.

   The sniper did too. They faced each other.

   Sasha continued to move forward. She reached to her back, pulled out her duelling daggers, and stalked closer. The sniper pulled the mask away. It was a young man, no older than eighteen or nineteen.

   “Stop there!” Sasha said. “Don’t do anything stupid.”

   He seemed not to hear her as he took from his pocket a small black device. He clicked a button on its surface. His eyes rolled back into his head, and his body became limp. He started to laugh, and white foam frothed from his lips. He broke off, fixed his blank stare on her, and said, “You’re too late...”

   “For what?”

   His laugh cut short. His chest exploded outwards. The blast ricocheted off the close walls, making her ears pop with the sound pressure. She fell back as his body slumped to the ground, his arms hanging loosely by his sides. Sasha saw that he was wearing a ronin-chip: one of Elliot’s drones.

   “Holy crap!” Malik said, running to her. “Are you okay?”

   Sasha turned to him, wiping her face. “You know what? I’ve been better.”

   He reached out and held her by her arms. “I thought for a moment you...” He shook his head. “You’re crazy, you know that? You near enough gave me a heart attack.”

   “Sorry, dude. Did you find anything back at Loas’ place?”

   “A stash of chips and a manifest, but nothing else.”

   Sasha approached the body and investigated the remains. She didn’t recognise the make of the rifle. It was matte black, light, and supremely balanced, featuring a semi-automatic mode. It wasn’t a mass-produced item, suggesting the ronin had an expert gunsmith within their ranks.

   The sniper’s black tactical jacket had split apart during the suicide blast. Strips of wire and a smouldering white gel coated the inside.

   “Must be a homemade explosive substance. It’s nothing I immediately recognise,” Malik said. “We’ll get the guys in the lab to check it out. If the ronin are developing bombs too, it shows that they might be looking to step up their attack on the city.”

   “There’s something else here,” Sasha said. She reached into the breast pocket of the jacket, wincing at the heat. With her fingertips she pulled out the dented remains of a slate.

   “Now this might be useful. I wonder if the guys at Cemprom can lift some data off it?”

   Malik shrugged as he opened his arms to indicate the mess. “Fuentes is going to have a shit-fit when she hears about all this.”

   Sasha shrugged her shoulders. “Not our fault. We’re just doing our job, right? Although I should call this in before people get freaked out.”

   Given how wide Malik’s eyes were, she guessed he already was.

   “Fun first day in the new job, huh?” she said.

  


 
   
   Chapter 3

   Petal helped Enna clear up the mess and remove Natalya’s body from her compound. Two Bachians took away the Russian’s body. It’d soon be staked outside the city as a warning.

   “I’m worried about Gabe,” Petal said as she sat at Enna’s operating table.

   Enna had changed her clothes from traditional Bachian robes into her scrubs. Her hair was pulled up into a tight bun.

   “He’ll be okay,” Enna said. “He’s one of the most resilient people I’ve ever met.”

   “But he’s gonna do something stupid like try to infiltrate the Red Widows. He’s going to want vengeance. I should go after him.” Petal made to leave the room.

   Enna pulled her back, grabbing her wrist. “No. You have to let him go. He’s hurting; he’ll come to his senses in his own time, or if not, then what he does is up to him.”

   “But he’s severed our VPN. I can’t even message him.”

   “We need to think about you right now. You and Gerry. I don’t even know if this will work, and we need time to iron things out.”

   “Besides,” Petal added, “we could really use his help with this. What if things don’t go right?”

   “We’ll cross that bridge when we come to it. We could always enlist the help of Sasha and James Rober—”

   “He’s a fucking traitor and liar. I wouldn’t trust him anywhere near me.”

   Enna put her hands up. “Okay, okay. I’m sorry.”

   The atmosphere in the room grew tense, and Petal knew it was her fault. It was bad enough that she lost Gerry and had him living inside her mind in some weird fucked-up way, but now she was on the verge of losing her oldest friend, mentor, and father figure.

   Sure, their relationship over the years was a little odd, but the fact is that without Gabe, she wouldn’t be alive today. To see him so distraught killed her. It was the first glimpse into his previous life that she’d had, and seeing how that hope of him finding his family again was cruelly taken from him, she wished she could do something. Wished that she could go with him and help him exact his revenge.

   But growing inside her mind, Gerry’s consciousness needed to be set free. She didn’t know how much longer she could hold him. Her memories were already mixing with his, and at times she heard his thoughts and words as if they were her own.

   After a few moments of watching Enna prepare the operation room, Petal said, “So, do you have a body in mind to receive Gerry’s consciousness?”

   “I do. It’s one I grew with the idea of increasing the cognitive connection bandwidth of the transcendents. After getting a close look at the AI that Gerry defeated at Cemprom, I saw a way that I thought I could design the nervous system and the neural cortex to accommodate a greater capacity AI personality.”

   “Can I see it?” Petal asked.

   “Sure.” Enna left the room and returned in a few minutes with a tall, tubular tank on a wheeled platform. Inside the tube a naked male floated like the clones James had kept. Even thinking about them and James brought bile to her throat. All those lies he told her... She took a deep breath, letting her anger go.

   “He looks good,” she said, not thinking of what else to say. It didn’t look much like Gerry. It was more athletic, taller, and its face was younger. It had none of Gerry’s softness and kindness in its face. She wondered if it would have been possible to grow a clone body from Gerry’s, but then she remembered how damaged it was. After the battle, his body was buried with the others at a monument and memorial cemetery outside the Dome.

   Petal thought it was a weird experience watching the burial of the person whose mind was now inside hers. That was when she first felt Gerry’s emotions. She already missed looking at him, being in his company. Or maybe that was just because he was there inside her, doing whatever a digitally uploaded and subsequently downloaded entity does.

   “Would the body look different in any way, like the eyes and facial expressions, when the mind is downloaded?”

   Enna thought for a moment. “I can’t say for sure, but there might be some change. The consciousness will have its own set of emotions, and that’ll affect how the nerves and muscles work, so there might be some similarity in their mannerisms.”

   “How long will it take?” Petal asked.

   “Surprisingly, not very long. For a regular transcendent AI personality download, it’s about a thirty-minute procedure. But we’re dealing with something far more complicated, and I’m still not entirely sure if this will work.”

   Petal had put off thinking about the consequences of failure. It boiled down to either her losing her mind completely and turning into a vegetable or a homicidal lunatic, or destroying Gerry’s mind completely. There seemed no middle ground, like a headache or slight nausea for a few days. Petal saw it from Enna’s point of view, knew that it’d either be a wonderful success, and they’d get Gerry back, albeit in a different body, or it would be utter catastrophe.

   “Story of my life,” Petal said aloud.

   “Pardon?”

   “Sorry, I was just thinking. Any chance there could be, like, some backup procedure? Or maybe some kind of... I don’t know... a contingency in case things get screwed up?”

   “Not really,” Enna said, sitting on a stool next to Petal. She reached up and placed a hand on her shoulder. “The only thing I thought of was enlisting the help of Alpha & Omega to help with the integration, but given what happened the last time they were used, I’m not sure that’s wise.”

   “When do you want to get started?” Petal asked.

   Enna checked her watch. “It’s getting on for five, so if we start now, we should be finished by this evening and give you, and hopefully Gerry, the night to recover. We could wait, but from what you were saying, it seems you and Gerry are entwining in ever more complex ways, which will complicate any transfer. Even as it is, I’ll have to do quite a lot of manual work.”

   “What do you mean manual work?” Petal had a terrible image of Enna poking about in her brain.

   “Nothing too bad. It just means that I have to observe your neural network and make sure the right data is being downloaded. It’s okay; I’ve done it before in a related procedure. It’s not dangerous, as such. It just adds a little more time to it.”

   “Oh God. We’re really going to have to do this, aren’t we?”

   “It’s your call,” Enna said. “But we don’t know what will happen if you leave him in there long term.”

   Petal closed her eyes and concentrated her mind. She tried to find Gerry in there amongst her thoughts, wanted to know what he was thinking. Was he aware of what she planned to do? Did he want her to go ahead with it? When nothing came to her, no instinct or warning, she opened her eyes. “Okay, let’s get it underway.”

   Enna got Petal set up in the operating theatre. Various wires and sensors were attached to her body. A jack plug from her neck port was attached to a lead that came from the compound’s mainframe. After a shot of tranquilliser, Enna strapped Petal’s arms down for safety.

   Whose exactly, she couldn’t be sure. To one side of the table, the tank with the destination body stood like a silent god waiting for its reanimation. The lights of the operating theatre dimmed. Along the walls, various status lights blinked, and a metre-tall, rectangular holoscreen stood at the end of the operating table. Like the smaller one that was next to her bed when she was at Criborg, a flowing stream of data filled the screen.

   They became blurry until they were white stripes floating in front of her eyes.

   The three overhead lights were sheer clouds, wide and diaphanous. In the background, Enna’s voice muffled, sounding as though it came from the end of a tunnel. And then another sound: Gerry’s mind screamed.

   ***

   Something was terribly wrong. She’d never heard Gerry’s mind communicate before. There were a few vague emotions and memories; this was a real, audible scream of anguish. It woke her up, sending her body into a shock against the tranquillisers.

   Warning notices flashed on the holoscreen. The data download spiked before flatlining.

   Petal let out a throat-rending scream as her brain became a pyre, searing against her skull. Her heart pounded so hard she fully expected it to give out at any moment.

   Gerry’s scream rattling around inside her head made it unbearable. She arched her body in response to the pain, every muscle fibre tensed with defiance.

   “Stay calm,” Enna said, her voice ripe with panic as she busied herself at the control desk.

   It was too late, though, the procedure had botched. Petal was in meltdown. She thrashed against her restraints, eventually breaking them. Sitting up, she yanked the lead from her neck port.

   A smash of glass and the destination body broke its way out of the tube, sending the amnioticlike fluid gushing across the floor. It lurched out, snapping the cable attached to the rear of its head. As soon as it looked up, Petal recognised the look in its wide, crazy eyes.

   They were Gerry’s eyes... or at least a fragment of him. She felt him inside her mind still, only much stronger. Gone were the vague connections. Gerry beamed like a radio broadcast directly into her brain. But she couldn’t understand the words.

   Enna stood from the desk, turned, and grabbed Petal, pulling her away from the body. She wasn’t quick enough. The thing grabbed Petal by the throat and tossed her across the theatre as though she were an insignificant piece of trash. A hideous high-pitched keening noise came from it as it continued to smash up the place, tearing wires and cables, turning over the table, and throwing the holoscreen to the floor.

   Petal tried to stand, but her limbs refused to obey her; the tranquillising drug in her system fought with her adrenaline and fear.

   “Oh God,” Enna said. “Get away... get away!”

   The thing had leant down, grabbed Enna, and lifted her up clear from the floor, squeezing her head with its considerably powerful hands. Muscles bunched in its forearms and biceps. Its mouth contorted into a weird twisted mockery of a smile. It uttered something unintelligible as Enna continued to thrash uselessly against its body.

   One of Gerry’s memories broke through the screaming inside Petal’s head, making it appear as though she were looking through his eyes. She was taken back to the first day she had met Gerry at their hideout within the city. In the back room they had his boss, Mike. He was infected with a particularly nasty demon AI that turned him into a raving, zombielike monster.

   The crazed transcendent body was just like Mike. Only this time, Petal was of no help. And Gerry was not there with Gabe’s old revolver, ready to blow it away. She tried to move, but the signals from her brain seemed to have no effect on her limbs as the drugs continued to battle within her body.

   Blood dripped from Enna’s nose under the pressure of the assault. Tears ran down her face, and her kicks and punches had weakened to pathetic slaps. As if knowing it was close to killing her, the transcendent flung her to the floor like a rag doll and turned its attention to Petal as she squirmed like an injured kitten among the debris of his rampage.

   She tried to form words, but Gerry’s panic inside her head messed with her communications, so that only a choking came out.

   The crazed transcendent learned quickly. However much of a personality it had gained from the download, it seemed to be enough for it to control its motor functions. It reached down to the floor just in front of Petal and, keeping eye contact with her, fished around the floor until it found what it was looking for: a scalpel.

   It thrust out a meaty hand and grabbed a fistful of her hair. It lifted her off the ground with ease. Only this time, it slammed her face down hard onto the edge of the overturned operating table, creating blinding flashes of colour and shapes in her vision.

   Due to the drugs and fear, she didn’t feel the pain. Just saw the reflection in the chrome of her face smashing against it again and again, her features becoming distorted and blood smearing the details.

   As the assault continued and the maelstrom increased inside her head, a shadow appeared in the doorway. The creature lifted her head, ready to slam it down once more when she suddenly realised it had let go. Its heavy body toppled over the table and crumpled into a heap of meat in front of her.

   There, standing over its prone body, Gabe stood, his duster jacket flailing in the breeze. He wielded a stun-sickle in his right hand. The electricity crackled, lighting up the room with flickering blue light.

   With one last burst of energy she managed to lift her head up to look at him.

   “Fuck, girl. I go away for five goddamned minutes and ya get yourself in trouble again.”

   She tried to smile. A number of teeth fell out, clattering onto the table’s surface. Blood dripped from her mouth. “Urghagh,” she said before collapsing to her knees and passing out.

   ***

   “Hey. How ya doin’, girl?” Gabe looked down at Petal. His head blocked the light.

   “You’re not wearing your hat,” she said uneasily, knowing it was a ridiculous thing to say, but it was the first thing that came to mind; she’d rarely seen him without it. She’d got so used to his face being in shadow and partially hidden by his dreads. Now that he wasn’t wearing the hat and had tied his dreads back, she noticed just how old and tired he looked.

   “You took one helluva beating.” Gabe reached down and helped her sit up.

   “I didn’t feel most of it.” Realising she was no longer at Enna’s place, Petal asked, “Where am I?” Then it dawned on her. “You didn’t bring me to the freakin’ whore rooms in the Spider’s Byte, did you?”

   Gabe smiled. “It was the nearest place with an available bed. Besides, I had some credit to use.”

   “Too much information.” Petal groaned and winced as she pushed up on to her elbows.

   While Gabe busied himself around her, fetching water, plumping her pillows, she realised her mind no longer roiled with Gerry’s anguish. Although she could definitely tell he still lurked inside. “Where’s Enna? What happened to the transcendent’s body? You didn’t kill it, did you?”

   “Nah, girl. It’s safe. Enna’s got it over in her lab. Analysing it, trying to work out what went wrong. Enna’s okay. A bit of a headache, but nothing a shot of ’Stem won’t fix.” He reached into his jacket and pulled out a shot for her. He reached for her arm, but Petal snatched it away.

   “No, Gabe, I don’t want that. Not anymore.”

   “Ya sure? What about the pain? Ya broke ya nose and lost two teeth.”

   It didn’t really matter to her. Somehow, despite her injuries, she did not suffer excessive pain. She had a sneaking suspicion Gerry was behind it. If there was anyone who could work out the human system and manipulate it, it was he. She thought of him then as a kind of internal guardian angel. Not that she ever believed in religion. Even Gabe didn’t, despite his religious style and penchant for overly dramatic coding.

   She’d always thought Gabe took on that persona so he could somehow forgive himself for his actions. Or perhaps it was nothing more than a costume. He always liked to keep everyone at a distance, but Natalya’s revelation earlier forced him to come out of hiding and face reality.

   “Why did you come back?” she asked.

   Gabe rubbed his face and sighed. “I couldn’t just leave ya behind. Not after all these years. I feel responsible for ya, and let’s face it, ya’re a hot mess without me looking after ya.”

   “I could say likewise, old friend. What’s the real reason? You miss the elegant charm of Bachia and its whores?”

   He shook his head, his face becoming serious. “Nothing like that. I analysed the data on the slate. Natalya was right; it was my parents and their people in that video. They’d crossed the border into China. They were probably heading for the Dome when the Widows found ’em.”

   “So what did you find? Are they still alive, do you think? You mentioned that she was using them to bargain for her life—how would the Red Widows know if she died and take action on her behalf?”

   “That’s the thing right there. They couldn’t. The bitch was bluffin’. Since Jess decoupled Alpha and Omega and we took ’em offline, there’s no Meshwork, no connection between here and the Widows. Natalya was here for nearly a month, locked up. She had no access to anything. The date-stamp on the video was from before she left to join the rest in Darkhan before the battle.”

   “So that means they could still be alive!”

   “I really don’t think so.”

   “What is it?”

   Gabe handed her the slate and played the video. “See that man there in the line-up? That’s my father. The rest of the people in front of him were killed.”

   She couldn’t watch beyond the first few seconds of footage. Dread-faced men shuffled forwards; the sounds of screams coming after a gunshot, the results of which were mercifully out of frame; Gabe’s father reached the front of the line... no, she couldn’t contemplate it. She handed the slate back to Gabe, tried to offer him some form of condolence, but it seemed entirely trivial.

   “What are you going to do?” she asked, expecting him to be riled up, wanting vengeance. But he just shrugged his shoulders. A single tear welled up in his right eye before he turned and wiped it away.

   “I dunno. I could kill every single one of those bitches and dance on their corpses, but would that change anything? Would that achieve anything? I have family here now. You, Enna, Gerry. If I go after the Widows, I’ll be deserting you like I did my first family, and look what happened there. I couldn’t handle it if anything happened... and besides, I don’t know where they are. This video could have been taken anywhere.”

   Petal reached out for him. “It’s okay; I understand.” She didn’t, though. She could never even begin to understand what he was going through. “If you want to go, I’ll come with you. I’ll have your back all the way. Maybe there’ll be some redemption there. Maybe...”

   She broke off, unwilling to suggest some of his family were still alive. That would be a cruel hope to give. But, unable to resist, knowing hope might be the only thing she could offer, she added, “Look, the video file is only a few weeks old. They could still be alive, right? It makes sense, no? We’ve got to go for them at least. We have vehicles now, plenty of food and water. We could take some Bachians with us. Let me have some time with the video, to see if with Gerry’s skills and mine we can crack the encryption and find a lead on where this was taken. All video data streams have data in there somewhere—”

   “Ya can’t come,” Gabe said, cutting her enthusiasm. “We need to deal with the Gerry situation.”

   “I think it’s getting better,” Petal said. “I mean... our minds seem to be merging, or at least finding a way of existing together.”

   “It ain’t that simple.”

   “What do you mean?”

   “Enna analysed the transcendent. The reason it went mad? The capacity wasn’t enough to take all of Gerry’s consciousness. Only a fragment downloaded. Which means ya don’t have the full thing inside ya; he’s split and breaking down. It’s only a matter of time before his code mutates like Elliot’s did. Only this time, it’s inside ya.”

   Falling back into the pillows, Petal sighed. “Life’d be much easier if that lying bastard James made me a damned sexbot or something. Seriously, Gabe, this life sucks.”

   “It does so far, yeah. But who knows what the future holds? Get some sleep; it’s getting late. Tomorrow we’ll sort something out.”

   “How?”

   “Enna and I spoke with James and Jess—”

   “You did what?”

   “Wait, hear me out.”

   “I don’t want that bastard anywhere near me, you understand? If he comes within an arm’s distance, I’ll fuckin’ rip his balls off. This is all his fault.”

   “That might be, but with his and Jess’ help, he could also be ya only chance. Swallow ya damned pride and fury and give the guy a chance. Hell, he isn’t the only one who’s fucked up in this life, is he? Here’s the thing; he and Jess are bringing the servers over to Enna’s place in the morning. With their help and added processing power, we should have a better shot at sorting out the fragments of Gerry in ya head and that transcendent. But ya need to get some rest, okay?”

   “Don’t look like I got much choice, does it?”

   “No choice at all.”

   Gabe leant in, kissing her on the forehead before leaving the room.

   At least one thing was certain: Gabe had her back. Before he could leave, she asked, “What are you going to do about the video? Your family.”

   He didn’t respond before closing the door behind him. But she noticed he’d left the slate behind. She took it, hoping to find a lead.

  


 
   
   Chapter 4

   Sasha yawned at herself in the mirror. She looked washed out, pale, beat up.

   She liked it. Made her feel tough, gave her a sense of actually doing something, being productive. She poked at the scabs on her cheek, created by the ’Stem solution. She hoped to have a scar like Malik. Maybe that’d get her a little more respect for what she was capable of. She still seethed from Fuentes’ bullshit.

   Instead of congratulating her on stopping the sniper and recovering information, Sasha got a strip torn off for endangering the public and summoned to the Presidential Suite for a debriefing.

   The cold lights of the medical pod flickered. The city’s power system, mostly from solar and fission reactors, was still being regulated now that Cemprom had started dismantling the pervasive, citywide network. It was one thing disconnecting the lottery from the citizens’ inbuilt AIAs, but it was another to ensure the consistent running of the Dome’s various systems.

   They were currently having a series of controlled brownouts during the night in order to fix the system. She hoped they’d sort it soon; she didn’t like the idea of the ronin lurking about the city in the dark, hiding from the security force’s patrol cars and drones.

   It was nearly 20:00. The city grew dark outside the window of the thirty-third floor of the medical centre: a floor taken over by Jimmy for his various theatres.

   Two rooms were dedicated to his personal work: his clones. Always the goddamned clones. Despite having her and Petal, he still focussed on those suspended broken ones as if they were all he wanted. As if she and Petal didn’t even exist.

   Their relationship had developed a few fractures since the truth came out. Still, she certainly didn’t hold a grudge to the extent Petal did. She worried for her, for them both. They’d barely spoken since the battle. With Petal spending most of her time with Gabe and Enna, a divide had developed between them. Each day that passed made it harder to reach out. Petal had only come to the Dome twice in the last month, preferring to stay in Bachia.

   Sasha knew she’d have to get in touch soon. Jess and Jimmy were taking Alpha to Bachia in the morning. Sasha would have gone, but the bullshit with Fuentes and the sniper meant she had to stay behind and deal with the fallout.

   The journey to Fuentes’ meeting room took her twenty minutes by foot. The cool evening air soothed the wounds on her face and shoulder. ’Stem always made flesh wounds feel hot and itchy as those nanobots created new cells and stitched together proteins and biomaterial. She imagined there were thousands of tiny spiders crawling under her skin, spinning genetic silk.

   Now that the evening shift was a couple of hours underway and the early shift were in their homes with their families, enjoying the new media entertainment channels on their holoscreens, the city took on a quiet hush. It reminded her of working late hours back at Criborg. A pang of sadness came over her as she thought about Vickers and the men she’d trained with for the previous five years.

   These quiet periods brought an extra-sharp focus to how much she truly missed the times before coming to the surface. Considering how it all went down, she had to wonder if it was worth it.

   Were these people here in the Dome worth saving from the Red Widows at the cost of Vickers and his men? Given how an increasingly large portion of the population were calling for the Widows’ release and the return of the network and the Family’s rule, she thought it might have been better to have left them to it. It seemed some people were beyond saving, while others didn’t want to be saved in the first place.

   She stepped over the sleeping body of a drunken protestor at the steps to the president’s building. He clutched a ‘Find the Family, Free the Widows’ sign. She ‘accidentally’ kicked him in the ribs as she passed. So drunk, the guy didn’t even react. She reported him to the night patrol. If they could spare the resources, he’d spend the next few nights in the cells.

   She moved away from the protestor and entered the building. She chose to take the stairs and took the steps two at a time, enjoying the feeling of exercise. She came to the main suite on the top floor and entered without knocking.

   The various members of the interim government turned to stare at her. Jimmy was there, sitting rather close to Fuentes, whose jaw was set. She reminded Sasha of Vickers when he attempted to control an outburst.

   Malik sat opposite them at the table and nearest to the door. He turned and gave her a reassuring smile. It didn’t help assuage her anxiety, or anger. How dare they call her in here like some criminal when her actions had stopped a sniper from running freely in the city. Not to mention the wounds she took in the process. Fuckers should be giving me a medal, she thought.

   “Nice of you to join us,” Fuentes said, all pretend smile and insincere voice. “Let’s get started, shall we?”

   Sasha zoned out after fifteen minutes of nonstop crap from Fuentes. Some lecture about the safety of the citizens, protocols, blah, blah, blah. No wonder Jimmy had a hard-on for her. She was like a female version of him.

   “Are you listening?” Fuentes said, stopping in mid-sentence.

   “Not really, no,” Sasha said. “The painkillers for my blast wounds are making me drowsy. But I suppose that don’t matter, does it? I could have died in that blast. And yet I don’t get even a single damn thanks for recovering the data. Have you even bothered to analyse what’s on it?”

   Jimmy shot her a fierce look. “Sasha! Now, that’s not fair—”

   “Give me a break,” Sasha said, standing. “I’m fed up with all the bullshit here. For God’s sake, we’ve got a bunch of computer-controlled snipers and insurgents running around, and all you want to do is complain about my approach. Here’s what I suggest; we get to the damn point. What was on the slate?”

   She stared Jimmy down until eventually he conceded. His face reddened with embarrassment or perhaps it was anger. Sasha no longer cared. When he didn’t move, Malik stood up with a slate in his hands.

   “If you don’t mind, I’ll take that question.”

   “Please,” Fuentes said, “go ahead, Mr Silverman.”

   “With the help of Jess and the Alpha server, we’ve managed to crack a portion of the encrypted information. Unfortunately it’s incomplete. We’re unable to decrypt the rest at this present time.”

   “So what did you recover?” Sasha asked.

   “Like the manifest I found in Benedict Laos’ apartment, it’s a list of individuals within the city. I believe they are targets for assassination.”

   “Wait,” Sasha said. “If Benedict had a hit list, why was he assassinated by another of Elliot’s ronin?”

   “That’s a good question. From the data on the slate you so bravely recovered...”

   Sasha flashed him a quick grin.

   “I think that Benedict wasn’t doing his job properly. The chips we found in his apartment should have been dealt out last week. He was holding on to them.”

   “Do you think he was trying to make some extra money on the side? Deal to his own people rather than Elliot’s preferred targets?”

   “We don’t know if it is Elliot,” Jimmy said. “It could well be the controller on the ground.”

   Malik shrugged. “Could be, but his financial records show no extra income, and there was no sign of any cash found in his apartment or recent purchases. I think it’s more likely, given how he was initially welcoming of our arrival to his apartment, that he was purposely holding on to them and not adding to the number of ronin.”

   “Huh,” Sasha said, pondering on it. “That would certainly give them motivation to do away with him. It also means that there was probably someone else working with the sniper, someone who would recover the chips. Can we get the video security feed to see who was in the building at the time?”

   “No need,” Fuentes said. “The slate included a list of identities of targets, but also one other name: the name of the sniper’s accomplice. We’re assuming she’s still at large and within the city currently.”

   “What’s her name?”

   “Nothing that can be directly tracked. This group have given themselves code names. The sniper was referred to as Jin, and his accomplice, Tang. It appears their identifiers are based on Chinese emperors. This makes us think that the controller is of Chinese descent.”

   “There’s something else,” Malik said. “We managed to recover a number of communications between seven people named on the slate. Although we can’t crack the encryption fully, we have managed to triangulate a single common location.”

   “Where is it?” Sasha asked, eager to know of a decent lead.

   “An undesignated square mile within the warehouse district. We’re currently trying to narrow it down and intercept their communications. Dr Robertson here has built an interface for one of the chips. Doctor?”

   Jimmy stood, addressed the table of ministers, and very briefly, Sasha. “That’s right. I’ve discovered that the chip installs on the network like any AIA or node did. Now that Cemprom are altering the network, to remove the autonomous actions such as the D-lottery, I’ve been able to take a closer look at how they work: they create a kind of feedback loop so it’s very difficult for the network to recognise them. That’s how they managed to bypass the D-Lottery. On an encrypted channel that piggybacks the network, they communicate with each other in an ad hoc way, but they also receive information from a single source—presumably Elliot.”

   “How does any of this help us?” Sasha asked.

   Jimmy sighed briefly, hiding his annoyance. “It means that eventually I should be able to come up with an algorithm to track the chip wearers.”

   “Eventually? That might be too late. We need to get out on the streets and hunt these bastards down before they spread too wide. The pro Widows and Family groups have joined up to make a lot of noise. How long before they are infiltrated? How long before we have complete anarchy?”

   “We can’t do anything rash,” Fuentes said. “We just don’t have the resources at hand to track down all the names on the slate. We have to be patient, break the encryption. We’re getting help from a group of programmers at Cemprom. It’s just a matter of—”

   “Time we probably don’t have!” Sasha said, slamming her fist down on the table. “For fuck’s sake, take a look at yourselves. All sitting here in your comfortable, secure office while the city is taken away from you piece by piece. I lost good friends fighting for this damned place, and I ain’t about to waste their lives by sitting around a table being scared and cautious.”

   Fuentes and Jimmy both stood and were about to remonstrate when Sasha grabbed the report from Malik’s hand and turned to the door. Before she left, she looked back at the shocked faces of the ministers. “You do what the hell you want; I’m gonna do what I think is best. And I warn you all, don’t get in my way.”

   She kicked open the door, feeling the adrenaline flood her body as the effects of the ’Stems wore off. She’d find these bastards herself and deal her own brand of justice. She rushed down the grand staircase and stormed across the open plaza of the building. Crashing through the double doors, she ignored the nods of acknowledgement from the president’s security force.

   Outside, still on the steps, the drunken man mumbled something and turned over in a pool of his own vomit.

   Sasha heard a ‘thwump’ sound followed by the squish of meat and fluids. The man at her feet rolled over on to his back, showing a gunshot wound in his guts. She dashed to the side as another round embedded in the Polymar steps by her feet, spraying fragments of material in a cloud around her.

   As she rolled away, she looked up and traced the trajectory of the shot. There, by a four-storey commercial building, she saw a shadow peel away from the edge and disappear into the evening. Something didn’t quite add up. The distance wasn’t very far. They shouldn’t have missed. Were they shooting the drunk guy and got surprised by Sasha storming out of the building?

   She regained her balance and readied to sprint after her shooter when a hand grabbed her by the arm, pulling her back. Her heart jumped. She spun round, simultaneously withdrawing a dagger from her concealed thigh pocket, ready to strike. “Malik? What the fuck, man?”

   “Come on,” he said, pulling her away and into the narrow gap between buildings. They had to stand close together, their backs against the walls. When they were shrouded by darkness, Malik lowered his voice and said, “Are you okay?”

   She checked herself over. “I think so. I wasn’t hit. Did you see them?”

   He shook his head. “No. There was movement across the street, but I didn’t see much else. You?”

   “Nah, too quick. Why’d you stop me?”

   Malik reached up a hand between their bodies and gently touched the wound on her face. “Look what happened to you the last time we separated.”

   She shrugged. “Just a flesh wound, I’ve had worse.”

   “Not the point, someone needs to have your back. Hell, we all do. Let’s stick together, yeah? It’s a dangerous time in the city these days. Listen, I didn’t tell them everything... there was something on the slate that James missed. I recognised it from my previous time in security.”

   “What is it?” Sasha asked, thankful that the darkness hid her blushing. She felt the warmth of his body against hers through her form-fitting suit.

   “A location. I recognised the binary address of a non-networked node. It’s in an old engineering plant that was used to help build the Dome. For years it was offline: all non-networked nodes had to be reported to Cemprom because of the whole AIA automation thing. If there’s a controller who’s beaming data to and from Elliot and the chips, it’s gonna be there.”

   “Are you sure about this?”

   “A hundred percent. It’s why I didn’t say anything. I knew they would take it out of our hands, and I don’t trust them. James was even talking about using the ’droids. And we know what happened in Bachia... can you imagine if these bastards got access to the ’droids too? Not to mention that he and Fuentes are clearly more than professional acquaintances. No, we need to handle this ourselves, discreetly and quickly.”

   “And you’re aware of the risks?” Sasha said, resisting the temptation to move her body closer to his. “There are snipers potentially everywhere.”

   “Just five of them—if that list was accurate.”

   “I like those odds,” Sasha said. “Do you know how to get there?”

   “Yeah, I’m sending you the map reference now.”

   She felt a buzz of a notification to her internal implant chip. He sent her the details across their secure VPN. In response she sent him a smiley character.

   “Wanna go now?” she said.

   Even in the gloom she could tell he was smiling. “Let’s do this.”

   ***

   Sasha crept across the rooftop on her belly. Malik stuck close beside her, his hot breath tickling the exposed skin of her neck, a reassuring wisp of heat in the chilly night. The Dome’s season simulator created a cool breeze. Below her, keeping to the edges of the buildings, a shadow crept in and out of doorways and alleys. Her prey.

   From her current position, Sasha could see the depression in the dust and dirt of the roof. Years living underground at Criborg had taught her how to spot even the subtlest of changes. Every room, every corridor appeared the same in that facility. All grey walls and floors. The details made the difference; small changes to the environment enabled her to know her whereabouts and navigate the labyrinthine compound with ease.

   Because of her honed observation skills, she knew her wannabe assassin was female. The way she carried her weight and moved gave her away. Although Sasha had yet to get a look at her, she’d conjured an image in her mind of what she might look like, hiding in the shadows, her face at one end of the scope. That image looked like Sasha: predator versus Predator.

   Only Sasha had several advantages: Malik for one, and her inbuilt programming for another. She knew that her would-be assassin was entirely human—one of the Dome’s civilians. They were relatively new to this kind of work. An expert would not leave the traces she had. The shadow moved on, past a street lamp. The glass of her scope reflected for a split second.

   Sasha turned to Malik and gave him a thumbs-up gesture, followed by a two-finger signal pointing to the base of the building. She attached her grappling hook to the edge of the building and, silent as a moth, descended the three storeys to the ground. Malik followed, landing quietly next to her.

   With a push of a button, she unhitched the hook and wound in the wire.

   For ten minutes they continued to stalk their prey, staying in shadow, watching, waiting, and making sure they weren’t being observed.

   Sasha took point and covered the high ground while Malik took the tail and covered the low. Their target stopped outside a small hutlike building on the edge of the warehouse district: an area gridded out with buildings designed for engineering and construction uses. Within those warehouses, prefabricated homes and offices were created, along with the computer network, its cabling, the infrastructure, and the exoskeleton of the Dome itself.

   The hut conjoined a heavy gate. The gate, made from electrified rods, was closed. They wouldn’t be able to scale it. Around the district, more of those gates stood like sentinels between huge, abandoned, ninety-metre-high security towers.

   Sasha heard a small buzzing noise, followed by what she thought sounded like a door closing. It came from within the hut. She turned to Malik and said, “How far are we from the offline node’s location?”

   Malik took a slate from inside his dark blue suit. He stepped behind a corner of a building to shield the light from the slate. “Approximately three hundred metres into the district, towards the northeast end.” He looked up, pointing to a security tower with a single red light on its roof. “Near there. In an office in one of the warehouse units.”

   “You think that’s where the sniper’s gone? A secret entrance within the security hut?”

   “It’s possible. In the early days of the Dome, the Family needed to keep much of this place secure while they got everyone onto the AIA network. Some of the citizens weren’t so happy with their plans, so they needed secure ways of entry. I never visited the node, but know that it was registered with us at the office. We weren’t given access codes or other details. Just that it was there and used for Family operations.”

   “Okay,” Sasha said. “I should follow her in, see where it leads.”

   “Are you sure we shouldn’t just report this in with Fuentes and the security services?”

   “I doubt we have time. Who knows what they’re planning down there?”

   “We need to update them, just in case.”

   She realised he had a valid point, but she didn’t want to give Fuentes or Jimmy any excuses to criticise her again. And besides, this was her thing, something to prove to herself and the others that there were other, more direct ways of dealing with an insurgency. Going through the proper channels would only give their enemies a boost; the city didn’t yet have the resources or talent to deploy and stop this threat as well as maintain peace from the various factions within the city vying for power and position.

   “I get what you’re saying, and you’re welcome to do what you’ve got to do, but I’m doing this. This is our chance now. I’m going in. Can you keep a look out and cover me?”

   “I’m just worried about you,” Malik said.

   It was nice that someone was genuinely concerned for her safety and not for some bullshit reason like Jimmy used to spout.

   “Thanks,” she said, feeling lame about the lack of reply, but this wasn’t the greatest of times to explore one’s emotions.

   Malik poked his head round to watch the towers and other buildings, making sure there was no one watching out for them. Sasha waited, listening. A slight rumble passed underground beneath her feet. “I think there’s a tunnel under here, maybe some kind of shuttle or train.”

   She waited a further couple of minutes. Nothing stirred. No noise came from the hut, and there was no disturbance beyond the gates. It seemed to her that within the hut was an access route to the tunnel below.

   With a quick look at Malik, she whispered, “You’ve got my back, right?”

   “Always.”

   “Good. I’ll message you over the VPN. Let’s keep things quiet from now on. And wait for me here. Let me scout the place out first. Are you cool with that? You’re on my side, right?”

   “Of course. I...”

   It seemed like he wanted to say something else. Words hung on his lips, but went unspoken.

   Sasha didn’t think too much about it, couldn’t. She needed to stay focussed on the task: get to the hut and find a way in. She flashed him a quick smile, turned, and dashed like a panther across the open road. Fifty metres and four seconds later, she was at the door of the hut. The key-code panel was still warm from the assassin’s touch.

   When she inspected the nine-digit keypad more closely, she noticed that dew from the cool evening air had settled on the buttons—except for the ones recently touched. A few drops remained on some of the buttons, indicating a downward direction. She took a deep breath and followed the pattern, pressing each number in turn.

   For what seemed like an eternity, nothing happened, but then there was a buzz followed by a clunk within the door’s mechanism. She pulled on the handle slightly to test it. It opened. She sent Malik a message via their VPN.

   – I’m in. I’ll update you shortly.

   The hut was dark and smelled of grease and burnt matches. She took a small OLED torch from an interior pocket of her suit, clicked it on, and investigated further.

   At first there was no sign of where the assassin had gone. At just three metres square, the interior only featured a counter attached to the rear wall, above which hung a board with hooks, presumably to hold keycards. She saw no other obvious way out. Sasha tapped her foot on the floor, searching for a hollow sound. It felt and sounded solid. Even the flat ceiling showed no obvious exit points.

   As she stood there, pondering, a stream of rising cool air blew across her face. She knew cold air didn’t rise. There must be... She knelt down and ran her hand across the surface. She detected the barest of bumps, a tiny crack in the floorboard. She traced around it until she found a small indentation. Taking a knife from her belt, she placed the tip in the shallow dent and prised it upwards. A mechanism clicked, and a segment of the floor opened.

   The stench of mechanical engineering wafted up from the tunnel beneath: oil, grease, rust, sweat, and the acrid flavour of a foundry. It was a familiar scent to her; she’d often visited the engineers and mechanics back at Criborg. Some of them lived most of their lives in the facility and carried the scent around with them like their own brand of cologne.

   Once inside the tunnel, she tried to send Malik an update, but the place was EM-shielded; their VPN lost its connection. She was alone. She considered going back to get him, but this was her mission. Besides, she just wanted to scout the place out. As soon as she had some intelligence, she’d go back with a full report. Thinking of this, Sasha took a small head-mounted camera with an infrared module from a utility pocket on her belt and placed it on her forehead.

   Beneath her feet were the twin trenches of a tramline.

   She followed, stepping quietly and deliberately, feeling her way through the tunnel.

   A full fifteen minutes had passed. It felt like walking on a treadmill and not actually getting anywhere. She bent down to inspect the floor’s surface. Like the corridors in Criborg, the tunnel was entirely without features. Every step the same.

   Until at last, at the very end, she thought she noticed a light. So far away it appeared no larger than a thumbnail. But with every step it grew larger. And then she was jogging, pulled towards the light like a beacon, unconsciously wanting to be rid of the dark and go into the light.

   She regretted it instantly. The light flashed, blinding her. She turned away, shielding her eyes. Now the tunnel lit up all around her, stunning her to a stop. She spun around, trying to get her bearings. Within the blinding light she could make out blurry shapes moving.

   Someone grabbed her arms and legs. A hand reached out and ripped the camera from her head. She heard it smash to the ground.

   A single voice called out, “Stay still, unless you wish to die.”

  


 
   
   Chapter 5

   Gabe checked the time on in his internal HUD. 10:15. He was late. He pulled the covers off, threw his legs over, and felt the cold tiles under his feet. All instincts told him to get back into bed, with the warmth of the blankets and... her.

   Her name wouldn’t come to him. She’d said it last night, but he was too out of it on booze and guilt. Thought that he’d fuck it out of his system, get back to his old self. But he just felt old and disgusting, looking at the young, bronze-skinned girl. He couldn’t even be sure if she was real or one of Enna’s transcendents. The proprietor of the Spider’s Byte had procured five of them from Enna before all the trouble had started.

   Whatever she was, she was good at what she did. And for a short while, Gabe forgot who and what he was, forgot what he’d seen on the slate with his parents’ tribe. Forgot everything that he had done and the consequences that he carried around like a millstone.

   But the cold light of morning showed him for what he was: a pathetic old man scared of facing the truth. In a daze, he got up, washed and dressed, and left the girl an extra fifty bins for having to degrade herself to the likes of him.

   On his way out of the Spider’s Byte’s private rooms, he reached up for his padre hat hanging on a hook by the door. He stopped his hand before he touched it, dropped his arm, and left it there. He was no longer that person, the one with a persona and a goal: to do good in the world by exorcising AIs and malicious code. People lapped it up, thought he was some kind of holy man with extraordinary powers. But the reality was he was a ’Stem-addicted, self-taught, charlatan hacker.

   Not to mention a killer.

   Sure, he’d say that those he killed were in self-defence or justified, but he still killed. And he knew he would have to again.

   Not wearing the padre hat gave him an idea.

   If he was going to shed his persona, he might as well go the whole way.

   In the bathroom of the private room, he took the stun-sickle and used the blade to cut away his dreadlocks, letting each one drop to the floor with a thud. When he’d finished, he used the clippers in the room to remove the remaining hair on his head, leaving himself bald.

   It showed the various scars from his days in the gangs and a series of botched brain mods: early devices that allowed one to interact with computers directly with thought.

   Problem with those was they would go wrong under pressure, taking out parts of the brain with them. He once saw a hacker get too deep into a system, and the mod malfunctioned, boiled his brain within his skull. Shortly after, Gabe replaced his with the more expensive, but infinitely safer, neck port. They came with a feedback buffer that greatly reduced the risk of malfunction and permanent brain damage.

   With his new look, Gabe finally left the room and let the cool air of the morning wash over his head. It was surprising to him how different it felt. He seemed lighter.

   Shivering, he stalked across the dusty central square of Bachia. Even after all this time, the ground still showed patches of blood—some the result of Gabe’s own hands.

   It seemed everywhere he went, blood followed.

   ***

   “Jesus, Gabe. What the hell have you done?” Petal said from her position on the theatre table. Enna, James, and Jess surrounded her, staring at him with expressions of surprise. Alpha and Omega hummed in the corner, speaking their secret language.

   Dozens of cables connected them to Enna’s control desk. Wires from Petal’s and the transcendent’s neck ports snaked into the same control hub.

   Gabe shrugged; he didn’t want to get into it. “What’s the plan?” Gabe asked, directing it at James and Enna. “You think we can get Gerry out of her mind in one piece?”

   “The plan’s to use Alpha to distinguish Gerry’s code from Petal’s mind and bring it out into storage until we can do the same with the failed transcendent. We’ll need you to direct operations, though, Gabriel,” James said.

   Gabe noticed that he didn’t look at Petal and vice versa. He felt the tension between them. He could understand her feelings towards him, but he could also relate to James. The lie, that Petal was a clone of his daughter when in truth she was the clone of James’ sister, was at the heart of the issue. From Gabe’s point of view, he didn’t think it mattered a great deal. The fact that Petal and Sasha were here was what counted, regardless of whom they were clones of.

   But then, he had the privilege of knowing his parents, growing up with them in the shelters of Hong Kong.

   “Are you ready, Gabe?” Enna held a jack lead in her hand, waiting for him.

   He took a seat by the theatre table and reached out a hand to touch Petal’s face. As much as she was created as a daughter for James, she was as close as he had to a child.

   Back in Hong Kong, he’d met a girl, a fellow gang member. He got her pregnant, but when he returned from one of his scouting missions, she had gone. Rumour amongst the gang was that she lost the baby and, unable to face him, killed herself.

   That was something he dared not think too much about.

   Gabe took the lead, hooked it into his neck port, and connected with Alpha.

   Jess’s eyes widened as she sat on a stool, her small, deformed legs folded beneath her body. She wore a Libertas uniform jacket of blue and silver. Her hair was in a single ponytail. She looked far too innocent to be involved with this kind of stuff. She should be back in the Dome with the other kids, enjoying her life.

   And yet despite that, she seemed calmer and more adept than anyone in the room. She reached out her tiny hand and touched Gabe on the arm.

   “You’ll be fine, Gabriel.”

   “Thanks, Jess. Do ya hear anything? Like Gerry talking or saying anything?” He referred to her unusual talent of being able to listen to data within computers and networks. He suspected she was some kind of cyborg or advanced transcendent. She’d been very quiet about her parents and background or what she was. All she knew, from her point of view, was that she was a normal kid and just happened to have this weird ability.

   Gabe knew that her parents were most likely responsible for putting something in her brain, a transceiver of some kind, but for what purpose, he had no idea. People did some weird stuff after the Cataclysm, especially in Darkhan, where a lot of tech and skilled people survived.

   The girl shook her head in answer to his question. “I can only hear static coming from Petal and Gerry. It’s too intermingled. From the server, Sakura is sad.”

   “Sad?”

   “She misses Hajime since I had to decouple them.”

   “I never knew AIs could miss each other,” Gabe said, but then remembered they were more than AIs. When coupled, they were like Gerry or Elliot. In fact, they were the first of their kind: uploaded minds. Like the others, however, they too didn’t make it intact.

   “Okay, let’s get this going,” Enna said. “Navigate via Alpha, Gabe, and see if you can filter Gerry and Petal. Jess here will listen and let us know if anything unusual happens.”

   “Got it. See y’all on the other side.”

   Gabe’s mind switched over to an interface mode, meaning that directly within his thoughts he could see and manipulate Alpha’s operating system. He’d done it many times before, when he and Petal had to dispose of AIs and viruses into Alpha’s special storage system. He looked to do something similar, but this time, instead of the AI/virus coming from Petal, he had to go in and extract Gerry’s code directly.

   Alpha provided a particular application for an operation like this.

   Gabe activated the data-filtering algorithm that would, in theory, allow the server to distinguish between Gerry’s and Petal’s minds.

   The program opened up, presenting him with a number of boxes to enter the filtering criteria. Using a sample from Alpha’s log files, he programmed a series of key data points, aligning them to either Gerry or Petal. This would train the filtering program to define the two.

   He ran the program.

   Sakura, the uploaded human consciousness that ran within Alpha, performed the task, filling up the memory and using all available processing power. The results trickled in, and Gabe scanned through the files. They were strings of textual and graphical data. At first it didn’t make sense to him. The word strings were scrambled into weird collections, and the images were dark amorphous blended shapes.

   He programmed a Helix++ decryption program and applied it to the flow of text data. The reason for their strange appearance was that they were a mix of both Petal’s and Gerry’s thoughts. So entwined, he initially saw no way of separating them.

   Gabe instructed the server to continue filtering the data and to use the results of his decryption programme as rules in order to help separate the information.

   The server’s processor fans hit max speed, and the core temperature continued to increase. Gabe felt someone’s hand grip his arm, but he continued on, trying to find order in the chaos of the data that was Petal’s mind.

   Error codes flashed on the server’s display. Gabe ignored them and continued to press on, diving his own mind deeper into the code to try to find something concrete that he could use to prise Gerry from Petal’s mind, but the deeper he went, the more entangled everything became. He found no order of any kind.

   The code began to mutate and shift.

   The filtering program shut down, as did his decryption utility. He felt his mind being pushed out of the server. A great pain sliced through his neck and into his brain, forcing him out of the operating system. The hand on his arm gripped harder, and a piercing scream pulled him out completely.

   Someone yanked the lead from his neck port, severing the connection. He opened his eyes; a white light obscured his vision. His heart rate continued to increase. He realised then the scream was his.

   Jess yelled, “Shut it down! He’ll destroy it!”

   When his vision returned, he realised it was Petal who was grabbing onto his arm. She bucked on the theatre table, arching her back, breaking the bonds around her wrists. She pulled the lead out of her neck port and turned on to her side, crunching into a ball as her muscles tensed.

   James attended to the server, removing cables, but it was too late.

   Black smoke came from the machine, and its lights went out one by one.

   “She’s gone,” Jess said, tears tracking down her face. “Sakura’s gone!”

   “What the hell happened?” Gabe said, still wincing as his brain felt like it was too large for his skull. Pressure pushed against his temples.

   “She couldn’t handle it. It was too much. He’s mutated and growing,” Jess said. “Alpha didn’t have enough processing power; Gerry’s too powerful.”

   “It’s definitely gone.” Enna referred to the data on the holoscreen. “Alpha’s dead.”

   ***

   Seeing Jess cry nearly broke Gabe. The poor girl climbed off her stool and dragged herself across the floor to sit next to the smoking server. She rested her head against the metal case and sobbed.

   How does one console the grief for a dead computer, even one with a consciousness inside? Gabe was the first to react. He walked round the theatre table and knelt at the girl’s side. He placed a hand on her shoulder. She turned and hugged him as the tears continued to flow.

   “It’s okay,” Gabe said. “It’ll be all right.”

   “She’s gone,” Jess said. “I can’t hear her anymore.”

   Gabe looked to James and Enna at the holoscreen. “Is the memory damaged?” he asked.

   Enna gestured towards the screen and scanned the flowing lines of data. “No, they’re okay. The power unit is gone, the motherboard has shorted, and the CPU is fried. The memory is good, though. We could transfer it to something else.”

   “No!” Jess screamed as she broke away from Gabe, stretching out her arms. “You can’t. It’s all one thing.”

   “What do you mean?” Enna said.

   “The machine, the memory, it’s all Sakura. The memory’s okay, right? We have to fix it, bring it back. Bring Sakura back.”

   “How?” James said. “This is really old tech. We don’t have the parts to do this kind of thing. We could perhaps engineer something similar if we—”

   “No,” Jess said. “It has to be the same. It’s like her DNA, and you can’t just go changing stuff.”

   Enna sat up from the control table and leaned against the wall. “We need to fix it anyway if we’re to find a way of destroying Elliot. We need both servers fully operational.” She looked to James. “Is there no way of fixing the CPU and motherboard directly?”

   “Not that I know of. Even with my equipment back at Criborg I couldn’t do it. It’s entirely different architecture to what we’ve been using for the last few decades. It was a bespoke design by Hajime and Sakura. One of a kind.”

   “Well, I’m fucked, then, right?” Petal said, sitting up, nursing her head in her hands, her hair wet and limp with sweat. “If we can’t download Gerry, he’ll mutate and take me with him. Just a matter of time, ain’t it?”

   “Um, it might not be,” Jess said, releasing her grip on Gabe’s waist. “Gabe, when you were trying to divide them, I saw something. It wasn’t a mutation or anything. It was, I don’t know, I’ve never seen or heard anything like it before; it’s like it was a new thing, combined from Petal and Gerry.”

   “A new thing? Like a hybrid?” Petal asked.

   Jess shrugged, wiping her face. She sat silently looking at Petal as if she were scanning her, then finally said, “I can’t hear Gerry anymore—his data and yours is one thing. A new voice.”

   Petal remained passive, clearly trying to take in the ramifications. This was unlike anything Gabe had seen before, but then he’d never known it was possible to upload a mind before he experienced Elliot.

   “How do ya feel?” Gabe asked Petal.

   “Apart from the shock of the disconnection, I feel okay.”

   “What if...” Gabe looked back at the server, thought about the data he saw, the melding of information and images.

   “What is it, Gabe?” Enna asked. “What are you thinking?”

   “Could it be that Gerry ain’t gonna mutate in a dangerous way like Elliot? Take Sakura and Hajime. They uploaded, and although it went wrong, they’re not dangerous or malicious, are they? They just do their thing inside the servers. What if Gerry’s the same? What if he and Petal are...” He searched for the right word. “Compatible, like synergistically? What if their minds work together? After all, Gerry was the first to be completely at one with his AIA, who’s to say his mind wouldn’t fuse and meld without any repercussions?”

   “Interesting,” James said, stroking his chin. “I knew when I designed her internal systems that she would have immense capacity for the secure holding of AIs and viruses. I suppose her altered brain systems could accommodate such a melding if the new consciousness didn’t change too much of her neural system. But let’s not forget my sister died trying to upload her mind. It’s not an exact science. Even I don’t really know the full extent to my creations.”

   Gabe winced internally at James’ use of language in reference to Petal. Gabe never saw her as anything but a regular, if not special, human being. The way James spoke of her, it brought to mind nothing more than a dispassionate robot.

   “What about the fragment of Gerry that fucked up the transcendent?” Gabe asked. “Where does that fit into this? Does it mean that he’s not complete within Petal? Would that increase the risk of him going... wrong?”

   “I’m still analysing the transcendent,” Enna said. “But early results show it was a capacity issue. My systems just don’t have the processing or bandwidth to hold something like a fully conscious mind like James’ tech.”

   Gabe winced again.

   “Fuck’s sake, guys, I am standing right here.” Petal slid off the theatre table. “You’re talking like I’m a machine. Have some respect, will you?”

   “Yes, I’m sorry, Petal. I’m just thinking out loud,” James said.

   Petal ignored him, stretching her arms and legs.

   “One thing that we do know is that we need to fix Alpha,” James added. “If we’re to get to the bottom of this Gerry issue and deal with Elliot, we’re going to need her up and running with Omega.”

   “What do you suggest?” Enna said. “With the ronin-chips being distributed throughout the Dome, we need to tackle this right away. We don’t have the parts or the knowledge to fix it.”

   “There’s someone who might—” Petal looked to Gabe, cocking an eyebrow.

   He knew whom she was talking about, and he didn’t like the suggestion one bit.

   “No, girl, there’s gotta be another way.”

   “You saw what she could do, what she could fix. She brought back technology destroyed in the EMPs fifty years ago. If anyone could do it, it’s her.”

   “Yeah, I saw that, but I also got the scars of what else she could do, unless ya’ve forgotten?”

   “Who are you two talking about?” Enna said. She moved away from the wall and slumped onto a stool by her control desk. She looked tired. Gabe wondered just how much sleep she had got. She’d been a rock since all the craziness had started with Gerry and the demon AI. No one had really taken care of her apart from him when he was around.

   Being a regular citizen and a member of the Family must have been hard on her. Her family wanted her technology and intelligence but didn’t want to give her the resources that they themselves were afforded.

   She must have felt like an unwanted child at times, but even with those difficult circumstances, she had done an amazing job at keeping the peace and furthering her research in her transcendents.

   When all this was over, he thought, he’d move to Bachia, make sure she was okay. Their relationship had only ever been professional, he more like her employee or agent than anything else, but he often wondered why she had remained so loyal to him when others hadn’t.

   “Well?” Enna asked.

   Gabe took a deep breath. “There’s this... person, east of Baicheng, an old transport hub city, who has certain skills. Among them she reworks old tech.”

   “You think she could fix Alpha?” Jess said, with a hopeful lilt to her voice.

   “There’s a chance she could,” Gabe said.

   “More than a chance,” Petal added. “I’ve seen tech she’s fixed.”

   Jess’s face lit up with a smile, and she clapped her hands together. “Can you go to her? Bring Sakura back?”

   “It’s not quite as easy as that,” Gabe said. “Let’s just say the last time we met her, there was friction.”

   “She wants us dead,” Petal said. “But let’s not let something like that stop us from trying.”

   Enna shook her head, and James looked bemused. “What happened?” he said.

   “We’ll say that there was a disagreement about lunch arrangements,” Petal said.

   “Is that option off the table, then?”

   “No. There’s one thing we could do to make amends with her.” Petal turned and nodded towards to the failed transcendent within the glass unit at the opposite end of Enna’s lab. “What do you think, Gabe? It’s perfect, no?”

   Gabe sighed. “Yeah, I think she’d like it. It’s what she would do with it that concerns me.”

   “Worth the risk, though?”

   “What do you have in mind?” Enna said, now looking concerned.

   “If we were to visit her, we’d need to take a gift. To make amends. Would you be prepared to give up the transcendent?”

   Gabe was hoping that Enna would refuse, not be willing to give up her precious technology that she spent years developing. Especially after losing Cheska for the second time, and so far being unable to repair her body enough to take another download. This was the last of her working transcendents.

   “Yes,” Enna said. “If it means you can get Alpha fixed, I’m prepared to give it up. It’s just technology, right?” She smiled, but Gabe could see the unease in her face as she stared at her creation. He thought they were probably closer to a family for her than anything else she had.

   “That’s settled, then,” Petal said. “We’ll take the Jaguar and set off right away. Gabe?”

   He didn’t like this idea. Petal never saw everything that he saw.

   “What’s this person’s name?” James asked.

   “They call her the Tinker,” Gabe said. “Her name’s Shelley.”

   “She sounds nice,” Jess said.

   The poor girl had no idea. No idea at all.

   Everyone was waiting on Gabe. He knew this was their only option in getting Alpha fixed, but it was almost no option at all. The last time he and Petal met with Shelley, things got a little crazy, and a lot out of control. She wouldn’t have forgotten. He hadn’t forgotten, still had the scars on his thighs to remind him. If they went back... but seeing everyone so hopeful, and they did have the transcendent—it might be enough. Might be.

   “You realise we might not come back,” Gabe said to Petal.

   “I’m willing to take that risk. I might not even survive as it is, so why not, eh? Do or die and all that jazz. It’s not like we’re living in luxury and having our every need catered to by sexy butlers made from gold and orgasms, is it? The future’s pretty shit with that mad bastard Elliot doing whatever he’s doing. Might as well try something to stop it being so shit.”

   “What the hell. We’ll go.” He looked at the others. “But you lot need to find a contingency because it’s more than likely we won’t make it back with a fixed server, or make it back at all.”

   “You make it sound like Shelley’s a monster,” Jess said, not really understanding the full implications.

   “That’s exactly what she is,” Gabe said. “The worst monster you could imagine.”

   “I’ll put the transcendent into stasis for travel. You can take one of the Jaguars,” Enna said. She sighed heavily, looking at her creation. It seemed everyone was willing to sacrifice something to give themselves a better future. It made Gabe think of his parents and their tribe again and what they had sacrificed in their search for a safe home. How far did they get? Was it worth it?

   “If I go, and survive,” Gabe said, “I’m not coming back.”

   “What do you mean?” Petal said.

   “I’m gonna look for my people, or those that are left. If there are any.”

   Petal walked around the table until she was stood in front of him. She hugged him, speaking into his chest. “I’ll come with you. I won’t let you face that on your own.”

   Gabe closed his eyes, hugged Petal tight, and tried to hold back the tears.

   He could only choke out a single word. “Thanks.” When he looked up, he saw James look on from the other side of the lab with a mix of jealousy and regret.

   “Come on,” Gabe said. “Let’s get packed and ready for Shelley.”

   Petal stepped back, gave him a mischievous smile, and then said, “By the way. You look ridiculous without your dreads. You don’t look like you.”

   “I’m not me—not anymore.”

   Petal gave him an uneasy smile before her face relaxed and became serious. He saw a tinge of worry creep into the thin wrinkles on her forehead.

  


 
   
   Chapter 6

   Sasha was bored of waiting, cuffed to a shelving unit. She guessed she’d been locked in the makeshift prison cell for at least a night. When she was first taken, by three unseen people, and locked up, the place was quiet. Over the last few hours, like an industrial dawn chorus, various machines started up their unique voices. One rumbled a constant dirge, while another hissed and exhaled in short bursts. The walls vibrated with energy. Pipes overhead shook and rattled as gas and liquids passed through to power equipment in other areas of the subterranean engineering plant.

   Above it all, the metal-on-metal sound of the tram shook her room each time it passed, the frequency increasing every half hour or so. The room itself was nothing more than a maintenance hold, though its metal racking was empty of tools or anything useful. A half-used carton of oil and a bucket of engine grease were the only items of interest. The rest of the room was a patchwork of rusted metal and stained surfaces.

   Her cuffs bit into the skin of her wrists. A thick, graphene-strengthened chain looped around a metal girder making up the side of the racking units. The rust-red surface featured a mass of scratches, making Sasha think she wasn’t the first person to be kept in the room.

   Sweat dampened her back and her neck. She breathed in thick, humid air, making her lungs feel heavy and weak. She yawned, wondering how long she’d be stuck in this hot, filthy box.

   Every few minutes she attempted to send Malik, or anyone, a message with her internal systems, but her captors had placed electromagnetic shielding, in the form of what looked like bracers, around her forearms. She could neither send nor receive any data at all.

   Perhaps Malik would raise the alarm and bring help, she thought. Perhaps he would come alone after realising she hadn’t messaged him further. How long would he have waited in the dark? Then she thought of something that made her heart grow cold: what if he was in on it? What if he was working for these people?

   She hated herself for thinking it.

   She knew Malik. Knew he was a good man, but she’d seen and learned enough to know that people can turn when you least expect them to. Maybe they offered him something the interim government couldn’t? Maybe he wanted to return to a system of servitude? Instead of the Family, he’d answer to Elliot. Maybe he just wasn’t given an option?

   Considering how things had escalated, it was only a matter of time before those who were chipped and under Elliot’s rule would equal the number of free citizens. Hell, it wouldn’t even take an equal amount. It would only require a small but motivated force to wipe out the interim government and its already stretched security resources and assume control of the city. The average citizen wouldn’t fight it. They’d been prepared already to have a sheeplike mentality under the Family’s control.

   A hundred scenarios grew from her fertile imagination as she continued to rock her body back and forth, banging against the girder in order to stay awake, stay sharp.

   She coughed a dry cough. Her throat flared with pain, its arid surface in desperate need of water and the humid air not enough to keep away the soreness. She regretted screaming so hard in the beginning.

   Leaning against the girder, she slumped to the floor and felt the hard metal through her thin suit. Tiredness came over in great waves, the tide of sleep dragging her out to sea. At first she thought she was half-dreaming it: a sound, like a rattle, came from the iron door.

   It crept open; the triangular beam of light penetrating the darkness of the room grew wider until finally she was caught within its ray. She looked up, blinking. Two women with dark brown coveralls and curious facemasks entered the room. The masks were white and covered three quarters of their faces. Wide holes exposed their eyes; two smaller ones were placed in front of the nostrils. A round grill allowed them to breathe.

   “You do anything stupid, and we’ll taze you until you’re dead. Do you understand?” The voice came from the smaller of the two. She wore her hair in a close-shaved fashion.

   “I understand,” Sasha said, croaking the words out.

   The taller of the two women held a tazer with two sharp points against her neck. The smaller woman reached over and untethered her wrist cuffs from the metal girder. Before Sasha could act, her arms were pulled behind her back and secured once more.

   “Now, we’re gonna take you for a little walk. You’re savvy enough not to do anything stupid, aren’t you?” The voice came from behind and close to her ear.

   Sasha nodded her compliance. The ronin women led her out onto a metal gantry, high above a ground floor.

   Great iron struts holding up the ceiling rose like trees. More pipework ran the lengths of the gantry. Pockets of steam billowed up from various spaces within the engineering plant.

   As they led her away, Sasha noticed other doors to her left, presumably leading into similar rooms to the one in which she was held. Further up the gantry, another group of people in the same dark coveralls and white masks set about their business, some carrying tools, others helping non-masked people out of the rooms.

   She managed to glimpse into one as she passed. It resembled a hospital room and reminded her of Jimmy’s setup back at Criborg: beds with various computers and holoscreens about them. She presumed this was where the ronin-chips were installed and integrated to their system.

   They reached a steel staircase leading down to the ground floor.

   “Where are we going?” Sasha asked.

   “To see the Engineer. He’s taken quite an interest in you.”

   That made her think that perhaps this was a setup and the assassin had missed purposely so that Sasha would follow. She had led herself into trouble. Certainly made it easier than trying to kidnap her in a more secure area of the city.

   Step by step, with a guard holding onto each of her arms, Sasha descended the stairs.

   They led her across the floor of the plant, avoiding the puddles of oil and dripping water from the overhead pipes. She could feel a rumble beneath her feet, like an engine running somewhere in the facility. What they were building, she had no clue. Nothing good, she thought.

   They came to an open door that led into a dark tunnel. Sasha caught a flash of something very briefly out of the corner of her eye as she passed one of the steel columns. Was that?

   Two ‘pfft’ sounds came from behind her. Her guards jerked, then stumbled forward, dragging Sasha to the floor as they fell. Sasha’s face bounced off the rough metal. Pain exploded in her right eye and cheekbone.

   “Motherfucker!” she screamed and kicked out her legs with the shock of the hit.

   It didn’t take long for her to see the blood, or that it was coming from the back of her guards’ heads. The entry wounds left a wide circumference with torn edges.

   A soft pair of footsteps from behind her made her spin onto her back. She looked up and released her arms from the guards’ dead hands.

   A human form, silhouetted by the overhead lights, looked down at her.

   “Sasha, are you okay?”

   “Fuck,” Sasha whispered. “Malik, that you?”

   She reached up a hand. He gripped it and pulled her to her feet.

   “How the hell did you—?”

   “Come on. We haven’t got much time. There’s a group of them coming this way. Help me hide the bodies.”

   She wrapped her arms around his neck and held him tight. “Thank you,” she said. He hugged her in turn.

   “I couldn’t have just left you, could I?”

   “Did you get help?”

   “No. I’ve been stuck down here all night. The place is a bloody maze. Took me ages to find you.”

   “You’re a freakin’ saint.”

   “I told you I got your back. Come on. Let’s get on with it.”

   Malik took a key from one of the bodies and released the metal cuffs, then, taking a knife from his belt, he cut away the EM-shielding bracers from her forearms. Her skin prickled in the open air. She rubbed her wrists and forearms, grateful for the flow of blood.

   “Hmm,” Sasha said.

   “What’s up?”

   “Still no signal, even without the EM-bracers. They must have the place shielded or encrypted too.”

   “Makes sense.”

   As Malik reached down to help her up, she couldn’t stop herself from smiling at him. Partially with the relief of being saved, but also that it was him that came to help her. She couldn’t have imagined how difficult it must have been to stay hidden all this time, trying to find her. She felt terrible for even thinking he could have been complicit in her capture.

   “Thanks, Mal, I mean it. I thought...”

   Malik gave her a wink. “I couldn’t just leave you, could I? Come on. Let’s get these bodies hidden before we’re spotted.” He glanced around. Sasha looked past him and saw the shadows of people moving around on the upper levels. They wouldn’t be able to see their current position, but if the ronin were to come down the stairs, then it wouldn’t take long.

   They dragged the bodies out of the open part of the ground floor and placed them into an abandoned room. They shifted the bodies beneath a series of rusted workbenches standing against the back wall of the room. They covered them over with a filthy tarp found on the floor. Sasha took a wakazashi from one of the ronin—a short-bladed weapon similar in style to a katana.

   “Do you know the way out?” Sasha asked.

   Malik’s face screwed up. “I have a vague idea. It was mostly dark when I was scouring the place for you. It’s easy to lose your way, but I came in from over there.” Malik pointed to a corridor on the far side of the open area. It looked like it led perpendicular to the corridor where the guards were taking her. Away from ‘the Engineer’ was a good thing.

   Wasting no time, she grabbed Malik’s hand and rushed to the open door. Just as they passed through, she saw a group of workers, or whatever they were, come down the stairs. They were currently chatting amongst themselves and didn’t see them—or at least she hoped they didn’t.

   They both sprinted into the darkness. Malik led her through a number of narrow access ways, turning this way and that. Sasha noted that Malik used a number of pipe formations and other engineering infrastructure as landmarks to navigate his way. He came to a stop when the corridor split off in two directions.

   “Fuck, I don’t know which one I came through,” Malik said.

   Sasha approached both entrances. She heard voices and footsteps coming from the one on the right. “We go left,” she whispered and beckoned him on.

   A hundred or so metres through the tunnel, Malik suddenly stopped and fell onto his front. A snap of a metal mechanism. The wet sound of flesh. The crunch of bone. Malik bit on his fist, his eyes wide, and his face tensed with agony.

   “What’s the matter?” Sasha whispered, thinking he twisted his ankle, but when she got closer, she saw that a heavy metal trap had bit into his calf, just below his knee. The damn trap was welded to the floor. Its steel jaws firmly clamped around the bone.

   “Holy Christ, hold on, Mal... Just hold on.”

   Malik wept with pain as he held back his screams.

   The sound of voices echoed through the tunnel, bouncing off the metal of yet more pipes and service conduits. There were no lights on, but she could see the faint glimmer of a flashlight at the far end. She took her new blade, wedged it between the steel jaws of the trap and tried to prise it open, but the strength was too much and threatened to snap the blade.

   “Shit, Mal, I can’t get it open. What do I do? What do I do?”

   “The blood... Stop...” Malik’s face was awash with sweat, his eyes closed tight as his body tensed with the waves of pain. Sasha felt so useless, but she tried to focus, remembering her combat training: focus on the task at hand, be logical.

   The voices were getting louder. They would be on them in minutes, if not sooner.

   She couldn’t get the jaws open.

   Staunch the flow of blood! Ripping the leg material from her suit, she tied it around the wound. With each turn, Malik yelped into his fist, which bled under the pressure of his bite.

   “I’m so sorry,” Sasha kept whispering.

   Worried that it wouldn’t be enough, she ripped another strip of fabric off and created a tourniquet, tying it tightly around his thigh, just above the knee.

   The flashlights were getting brighter, and she could make out the forms of three figures. They were laughing and joking to themselves. She needed to use this situation to her advantage.

   Dragging the silenced rifle from underneath Malik, she knelt down in front of him, placed the butt of the rifle into the crook of her shoulder, and stared down the scope. The internal HUD told her she had five rounds. The rangefinder read the group as less than fifty metres away.

   A beam of light washed over her. The laughing stopped. She pulled the trigger once, twice, three times. Two bodies hit the ground; the third shot ricocheted off the pipework, creating a spark. The third person pulled a gun from inside his jacket and aimed it at Sasha. She shot for the fourth time, the body fell to its knees, and the fifth shot blew the top of his head off. The body slumped forward with a wet thud.

   High with fear and shock, she turned to Malik.

   He lay on his back, his right leg held out at an awkward angle within the trap. His eyes were shut, unconscious.

   Sasha felt so alone then with no one else to defer to: no General Vickers to scream orders or Jimmy to calmly give her a procedure. She didn’t know the way out, had three corpses at one end, and Malik trapped at the other, and no ammo left in the rifle. She wanted to scream and let out all her rage and frustration.

   Kneeling over Malik’s body, she placed her head on his chest, listening to his heart. It still beat regular and strong. She knew he was resilient, given the wounds he suffered at the hands of the Red Widows. They should have killed him, yet he still managed to cling to life.

   She just hoped he could do the same until she figured a way out.

   ***

   It may have been the shock kicking in, but eventually Sasha bolted up from Malik’s prone body. There must be something she could do. Couldn’t just leave him there bleeding out.

   She moved back down the tunnel to the bodies and checked them for anything useful. Other than a couple of pistols and various personal detritus, they carried nothing of use. She considered the option of taking their clothes and a mask and sneaking out, but that would be no use to Malik. He wouldn’t have long unless she could get him out of the trap.

   Moving past the bodies until she came to the door that led into the wide-open area of the plant, she peered round.

   Someone yelled from the door that led to the room where they had stashed the other two bodies. The alarm was raised. A young man came rushing out yelling, “They’re dead! That bitch’s gone missing!”

   “Fuck!” Sasha said under her breath as the railing on the second level filled with workers and guards alike. They streamed down the stairs to surround the young man as he pointed to the room. It wouldn’t be long before someone came looking.

   While their attention was on the boy, she slowly closed the iron door, sliding across the huge metal latch. She dragged the bodies in front of it, piling them up as a barricade. That would buy her some time. She grabbed a flashlight from one of them and sprinted off.

   Three more traps, similar to the one Malik hit, were embedded into the floor, hidden by the shadows of the infrastructure on the walls. The ronin must have put them there to dissuade other escapees, which gave her confidence that this was actually a way out. You wouldn’t bother trapping a route that didn’t lead anywhere.

   The rest of the tunnel twisted and turned with the flow of the pipes and ducting. She finally came to another door. A glass panel was inset within its iron mass. Inside was a circular five-metre-wide room.

   With a feeling of great relief, she saw beams of sunlight bounce off the steel grill floor. A ladder rose up the far wall, the surface of which was covered with scorch marks. She realised it was a chimney of sorts—a way out.

   She tried the door; it opened. The sound of whirring fans and machinery came to her, and her skin prickled at the blast of heat. The chimney stretched at least fifty metres up through the plant. At the top was another grill. A kind of filter, she supposed.

   After less than a minute, sweat poured out of every inch of her skin. The grill beneath her feet shook and rumbled. From somewhere in the depths, a great beast of a machine belched forth a huge billowing flame.

   Sasha leapt back through the open door as the fire rushed upwards, burning the edges of the chimney, filling it with smoke. She scrambled backwards and slammed the door with her feet before turning over on to her stomach and coughing out the smoke.

   That couldn’t be the only way!

   But she knew it was. Even if the trap could be removed from Malik’s leg, there’s no way they could get through the plant the way they came. Especially now everyone was on alert and looking for her. She considered the possibility of going back the way the guards were taking her. Back towards ‘the Engineer’. If he were the head honcho, he’d have some form of communication outside of the plant. He had to have means of sending information to the ronin and the assassins.

   She formulated the plan in her head: dress like them, find the Engineer, and call for help. But it was risking Malik’s life. All that could take time, even if she did manage to pull it off before she got caught.

   Malik’s scream came down the tunnel like an injured wild animal.

   Sasha got to her feet and sprinted back to him. It was at least a good sign he had regained consciousness.

   He was writhing on his side when she got to him. His fist was still bleeding from earlier, and his face was pale, glossy, covered in sweat and tears. He clawed at the metallic floor, doing anything to distract from the pain. He reminded her of a trapped rabbit she saw on the surface of Wake Island. Caught in their traps, the rabbit had screamed and thrashed until it ran out of energy and life.

   “Malik, I’m here,” she said, feeling lame and useless. What was the point of her being there if she couldn’t get him free? Still, she thought that she could at least reassure him. “I think I’ve found a potential way out... but it’s not very safe.” That was a huge understatement.

   “Just go,” Malik said between gritted teeth as he turned over and sat up, holding his leg out straight. “Leave me, get out, and get help.”

   “I’m not leaving you behind,” Sasha said, holding his head in her hands. “I left you last time; I’m not doing it again. There’s got to be a way out of this.” She bent to the trap, trying again to undo the mechanism. It was futile. Whoever had designed it knew what they were doing; there was no going back.

   Malik choked back a yelp of pain. Between gasping breaths he said, “There... is... a way.” He grabbed her wrist and pulled her close to him. “The leg,” he said. “The jaws are... nearly... through the bone.” He shut his eyes tight. “Finish it. Cut through the leg.”

   The thought made her shiver. The pain must already be excruciating.

   “I can’t,” Sasha said. “I can’t do that... The shock would probably kill you.” She knew it wouldn’t. The injuries he’d suffered on the battlefield were far worse. It was more the fear of her failing him rather than him dying of the injury. She could only find one way out—the chimney. She would have to help him get up the ladder. What if she couldn’t do it? They’d burn to a crisp. It would be her fault.

   But then it would be her fault, too, if she left him here to die a slow, agonising death. She heard the first attempts on the door. A clanging metal sound as someone attempted the handle to no avail. Then came the thuds as they pushed against it, followed by raised voices.

   “Please!” Malik begged, his face ever paler. “Just... do it.” He squirmed on his back, clutching his thigh with his hands as if he could just pull it free.

   “How? I can’t just push it through.”

   “The rifle... use the butt... bang the jaws closed...”

   “Oh god, I can’t. I can’t!”

   He grabbed her by the wrist, pulling her close. “If you feel anything for me... you’ll... do this. Now!”

   She collapsed against him and buried her face against his chest. His heart was racing as if in competition with her own. “What if—”

   “Forget what if... just do it. Please!”

   The crashes against the door were getting louder. Metal on metal, each crash reverberated through the tunnel, making her jump each time, her nerves fraying that little bit more with every hit.

   The rifle felt cold in her hands as she grabbed it and stood over him. He looked away, closing his eyes. Waited. Waited for her to inflict one more injury. She looked down at the jaws of the trap: wide steel teeth on two sprung jaws doing their best to meet each other through the meat and bone of Malik’s leg. They were only an inch apart. It surely wouldn’t take much to break the bone and release him from the jaws.

   “Ready?” she said, now shouting over the banging against the door.

   He nodded, tense, waiting.

   Sasha swallowed, breathed out, raised the rifle, and brought it crashing down on the top of the jaw, driving the teeth further into the tibia. The smaller bone, the fibula, cracked under the force. Malik wailed in agony and slammed his fists against the floor. “Again!” he screamed. “One... more!”

   The door gave way under the final smash. Yells and voices boomed down the tunnel.

   Sasha raised the rifle once again, and brought it down onto the jaws of the trap, sending the teeth all the way through the bone. The crack made her want to vomit.

   Malik didn’t even scream this time; the pain must have been too much. His face contorted as he crawled away, now free of the trap.

  


 
   
   Chapter 7

   Petal activated the sunlight visor on the Jaguar. The midday sun shone through the glass, blinding them. It was a rare cloudless sky. She knew it wouldn’t last; it never did. Soon it would be overcast again—grey and wet. The seasons were messed up. It seemed to change from spring to autumn day to day. Behind her and Gabe’s position in the cockpit, the tranquillised transcendent with the fragment of Gerry’s mind within it leant forward against the straps holding it upright. Next to it was the burnt-out Alpha server.

   The thought of seeing Shelley, the Tinker, made Petal feel like she had bricks in her stomach. Although Shelley had saved Petal’s life, it wasn’t out of any great charity or care for Petal’s well-being. It was completely selfish in that Shelley needed Petal, and Gabe, to recover some information for her.

   And when they returned, there was that whole trying to kill them thing.

   She thought back to that night.

   It was dark by the time they had recovered the information that Shelley hired them for. They were doing the job—getting the information, some blueprints for the computer systems of one of the many aircraft within her compound—in return for food, water, and transport. Shelley’s aim was to fix one of the EMP-damaged planes and get it airborne again.

   She and Gabe returned to Shelley after a risky bit of business in the local town: a real wreck of a place called Baicheng. It was an old transport hub and had become a home for a handful of survivors. Not the most pleasant of places she’d ever visited. The deal should have been simple. Hand her the information she wanted, take the food and transport—an old ranger truck Shelley had repaired—and get the hell out, but Shelley had other ideas.

   Before Petal knew it, they were fighting for their lives and only just managed to get out in one piece—taking the information with them. There was more to that woman than Petal had known. Gabe apparently saw a whole lot more of what Shelley was capable of, but typically of him, he wouldn’t explain more.

   That was the thing with Gabe. He’d keep so much to himself, taking the weight of the world on his shoulders, plotting, planning, and never letting anyone in. It was clearly a defence mechanism, but after all the years Petal had spent with him, it still hurt that he kept her at a distance.

   Sure, he clearly loved her in his weird way. He’d saved her more times than she could remember, although many of those situations were his fault, as he took them from one place to another, doing job after job, hacking systems, destroying AIs, viruses, procuring information, etc.

   She suspected the truth was that he was running from his past. It also explained his recklessness and apparent fearlessness. If you have nothing much to live for, your life becomes something easily risked. She often wondered if it were not for her being his working partner, he’d have probably got himself killed years ago.

   “You really think she’ll still be pissed with us?” Petal asked. She knew the answer, but just wanted the conversation.

   “Hell yeah. The woman’s nuts.”

   She still couldn’t get used to him without his dreads and hat. It was like an entirely different person sitting next to her. His eyes were still the same, though: intense and a manifestation of his pain.

   While the autopilot system flew them to their destination, Petal took the opportunity to raise the issue of the video. She took it from her jacket and handed it to Gabe.

   “What’s this for?” he asked.

   “I know why you left it behind. You wanted to know, didn’t you?”

   Gabe pursed his lips. “Actually, I just forgot it.”

   “Sure you did.”

   He looked down at the slate held in his strong, scarred hands. She could just make out a slight tremble in his grip. He stared at it as if it were the font of all knowledge. As far as what it held and the significance to him, she supposed it was.

   “I managed to crack the encryption,” Petal said.

   “I’m not surprised. Ya were always good at that, girl.”

   “Gerry’s consciousness helped, I think. It’s like a new way of looking at a problem. Anyway, I found out that the video was taken from a camera on one of the Widow’s Jaguars during a routine scout flight across the border into China.”

   Gabe swallowed as if preparing himself for devastating news. “And?” he asked.

   “I’ve managed to narrow it down to an area of twenty-kilometre radius, located about halfway between Shelley’s place east of Baicheng and the Chinese coast. Once we’re done with her, we could—”

   “Don’t say it.” Gabe turned away to watch the view outside of the window. “The timestamp was over a week ago. They’d have gone back for them, killed them. Or at least the men—my father.”

   She could understand his hesitancy. It would be heartbreaking to go there and find nothing, but to her, having not had a family until she met up with her treacherous creator and sister, any chance was worth taking.

   “But, Gabe, it’d take us a couple of hours.”

   “We won’t have enough fuel to get back,” he said with finality to his voice. “We need to get Alpha back, for you and for taking down the ronin network. I didn’t fight for us to be enslaved by another fucking insane megalomaniac.”

   “We can find a way,” Petal said. “Shelley had fuel. we—”

   “Just leave it!” Gabe said, throwing the slate back at her.

   Putting it back inside her jacket, she turned away from him, more to hide the tears in her eyes than the anger she felt. All she wanted to do was help him, but his damned guilt or fear or whatever it was got in the way of rational thought.

   They flew in silence for another couple of hours until the grey tips of the Sayan Mountains pierced the sky on the horizon. She knew they were only minutes away from seeing the vast graveyard of dead aircraft that Shelley had made her home.

   Unable to let it go, Petal tried once more. “Gabe, listen. About your family...”

   He continued to stare out of the window of the Jaguar. With a sigh he said, “What about them?”

   “What happened in Hong Kong? What made you leave?”

   He shook his head. “Stupidity of youth. I was a damn fool.”

   “You once mentioned the gangs there, lack of resources. I’m sure you did what was right.”

   “I told myself that for years. But who knows what’s right, eh?”

   “You can’t beat yourself up forever. We live in a mad time.”

   Gabe shook his head. “Ya don’t know anything, really. Ya’ve been alive for just over five years. Ya’ve not seen the things I’ve seen. Not done the things I’ve done.”

   “Well, excuse me for being a fucking clone. Ain’t my fault I’ve not been on this Earth as long as you. Don’t mean I don’t know stuff. I’ve watched you, Gabe. I know you better than you realise.”

   “Ya keep telling ya self that if it makes ya feel better. The truth of the matter is I’m a screw-up. A selfish, greedy bastard who only ever did what was good for me.”

   “That’s bullshit,” Petal said. “You’ve put yourself out on a limb for me and Gerry.”

   “Yeah, because it suited me to do so at the time.”

   Petal turned away, refusing to respond. One minute he was coming back for her, saying he had her back, and the next he dismissed her as nothing but an incidental object in his life. But the fact he was in the Jaguar flying to Shelley told her that he clearly didn’t believe what he was saying. He wouldn’t be here if it only suited him. He was doing it because despite what he wanted to admit, he cared.

   After a tense few moments, Gabe started talking.

   “Back then I was nothin’ but a kid, thinking I could be the man and ensure a future for my family and friends. I fucked up. Lost focus. Hell, I lost all faith in myself. That’s why I did that whole religious shtick. I thought if I acted that way, I’d eventually convince myself what I was doing was for good. But ya can’t lie to yourself forever. One day, ya realise ya nothin’ but a selfish thief and a killer.”

   “You ain’t selfish, Gabe. You came back to help me, remember? And what about all the stuff with going undercover into the Widows? You did that to stop ’em, right?”

   “Did I?”

   He turned to look at her then. She realised she no longer really recognised him. He was correct. He was someone else. “You saying you had other reasons?”

   “Something like that.”

   “Like what?”

   “Christ, don’t ya ever give it up? What does it matter now? What’s done is done. We need to focus on getting that damned server fixed and drag Gerry out of ya mind.” He turned away and made some adjustments to their navigation. She could see the first glints of metal from the aircraft in Shelley’s graveyard. They were just minutes away. The bricks inside her guts seemed to slither. She wondered then if this was such a good idea after all.

   But there, in her mind, came a soothing feeling that seeped through her negative thoughts. Her body tingled, then became lighter; her heart rate decreased. She found herself relaxing, thinking clearly, and planning strategies. She knew that was Gerry. She could now see his thoughts and memories as clear as her own. She saw his memory of him in a shuttle approaching Bachia. The place was a war-zone, but then later, he showed her the memory of the Red Widows being defeated, led under guard to the cells within the Dome. It was like he was telling her to have courage, that it would work out.

   This strange means of communication made her think: what if Gerry’s consciousness being inside her mind wasn’t harmful? What if he wasn’t mutating in a bad way? What if he, like Mags, his AIA, was fusing with her mind, bringing them together as one?

   She started to think she didn’t want Alpha fixed, didn’t want them to try to drag Gerry out of her. She wanted the conjoining and knew instinctively he wanted it, too, perhaps was already making it happen.

   “Hold on!” Gabe screamed.

   “What?” The craft jolted and began to drop, losing altitude at an alarming rate. She checked the holoscreen: nothing. VTOL engines: nothing. “No power!”

   “EMP,” Gabe said. “That goddamned bitch Shelley.”

   The ground rushed up to them, the world a blur.

   “We gotta bail.” Petal’s stomach lurched.

   Gabe just nodded, his face serious. They both reached up to the red switches directly above them. Petal checked her straps were tight. “Ready?”

   “Let’s do it, girl.”

   “What about the server and the—”

   The top of the cabin flew off and twisted away into the air. Their seats exploded out of the cockpit, sending them up and away from the falling craft. Two seconds later the parachutes activated, jolting Petal in her seat. Her eyes streamed with tears in the rushing cold air.

   Gabe had angled his parachute to move him away from the falling craft. Petal followed as she watched their only form of transport smash into the ground.

   The stub wings holding the VTOL props came away. The fuselage split across the middle, tipping the tail and cabin away from each other. As she glided down to safety, she saw the server and the transcendent hanging from the straps from the storage area at the rear of the craft.

   Secure fuel tanks prevented it from exploding. They had upgraded them after seeing how easily they exploded on impact during their battles with the Red Widows. Enna would be furious that they had managed to get one of their few remaining Jaguar’s shot down and destroyed.

   As she pulled on the parachute wires to bring her seat to a safe landing, she looked up and saw someone standing outside of the fence that lined the perimeter of the scrapyard.

   Shelley was smiling and coming closer, armed with a shotgun.

  


 
   
   Chapter 8

   Tears streaked down Sasha’s cheeks. She couldn’t get the sight of Malik’s face, screwed up with pain, out of her mind as his leg came away from the trap. She was paralysed, watching him crawl away towards the darkness of the tunnel ahead.

   It took the sound of shouting voices to wake her from her stupor. The rabble of voices sounded far away, muted is if underwater. And then they grew louder, rushing to her like a torrent.

   She snapped her head round. Saw the beginnings of flashlights penetrate the darkness. They were coming. She still had her flashlight tucked into her belt and a single pistol, plus the rifle. She slung its strap over her neck, letting the rifle slide over her back.

   “Come on, then, let’s get to it,” she whispered to herself.

   Malik breathed heavily; sweat dripped down his face. The fabric she’d wrapped around his leg trailed behind him.

   “We’ve got to get out,” he said weakly.

   “Yeah, I know that,” Sasha said. The guards or whoever they were would be on them in a minute. Then she had an idea. Bending down to grip around Malik’s waist, she hoisted him to his one leg. “You’re gonna have to hop. I know it hurts like hell, but we’ve got to go.”

   He gritted his teeth, nodding his head.

   Sasha grimaced when she saw the blood dripping from his leg. She didn’t know how much he’d lost, or how long he could continue, but so far, he’d remained resolute and focussed. She couldn’t afford to delay any more. Together they made their way down the tunnel, heading for the chimney room.

   She heard the people behind her stop and discuss what might have happened.

   “Where are we going?” Malik said, leaning against Sasha for balance as he continued to hop.

   “A way out.”

   “I don’t think I’ve got long,” he said.

   “You’ve got plenty of time, just focus, and keep going. We’ll make it.”

   She said it more for her benefit than his, not confident of their chances. If they weren’t hunted and caught, they’d likely perish in the flames of the chimney. Still, if she were to die, she would do it trying.

   A scream pealed out down the tunnel, followed by panicked shouts and cursing.

   Sasha smiled with grim satisfaction. One of the fuckers had got caught.

   Spurring her on, she lifted Malik, taking the weight from him, and sprinted the last twenty metres to the chimney door.

   “In there?” Malik said just as a ball of flame erupted. He saw it through the small glass window.

   “It’s the only way,” Sasha said. Before he could protest, she had already opened the door and pushed him inside. A narrow walkway followed the circumference of the room.

   Sasha held Malik against the wall as she closed the door. She could see the flashlights moving slower now; no doubt they were looking for more traps. It seemed they had left their compatriot behind.

   Sasha studied the lock mechanism. A rounded wheel turned a mechanical steel block. It wouldn’t budge, but the brace on the frame remained clear. She wedged the rifle between the wheel and the brace, using it as a makeshift lock. She tested it; it felt solid.

   By the time Sasha had secured the lock, three ronin guards approached. They pointed and ran towards her. The impact made a clanging noise that reverberated around the chimney, but the door and rifle held as they tried the handle. A man at the front of the pack pushed his face against the glass. He was shouting something at her, but all she could hear was a muffled sound.

   “We can’t wait,” Sasha said. “I don’t know how long it is before the flames come.”

   “How?”

   “There’s a ladder over on the other side.” She sidled up to Malik and gripped him around the waist while he threw an arm over her shoulders. She lifted the weight off his leg and sidestepped around the walkway until they reached the ladder. It was only wide enough for a single person. It had scorch marks going up almost the entire way. The rumble of machinery continued below them. She looked over into the grating. Smoke rose up, bringing the stench of burning oil.

   “You go first,” Sasha said. “I’ll be right behind you.”

   Malik looked at her. His face was grey, slick with sweat. “I’m not sure I can—”

   “I don’t care what you think you can or can’t do, Mal. You ain’t got a choice. Now get up that ladder.” Sasha helped him secure his foot onto the ladder as he gripped onto the rungs above him. Hand over hand, he pulled himself up as Sasha held on to his leg and helped push him up with each step.

   It was slow progress, but at least he was moving, climbing.

   The crashing against the door increased, as did the vibrations beneath the grating. She couldn’t tell if it was just her imagination or whether the smoke smell was getting stronger. Her head felt lighter for sure, but whether that was due to the smoke inhalation or just the panic she didn’t know.

   When Malik and Sasha reached a quarter of the way up, the ronin smashed the window and were shouting at them. Stealing a look behind her as she waited for Malik to climb higher, Sasha watched the ronins reach through the window and try to remove the rifle from the lock and brace. One of them, a sharp-eyed woman, aimed a pistol through the hole, but she couldn’t quite get an angle. She would once they opened the door, of course.

   Twenty metres from the top, the sun was shining down, blinding her as it reflected off the metal chimney. The scorch marks were thinning out this high up, but they were still there in patches. To remind her of their predicament, a belch of black exhaust shot up the cylinder, engulfing them in thick, choking ash.

   Malik missed his footing as he coughed; his foot slipped, and he fell down, hanging from his arms. Sasha just dodged his dangling leg. She too coughed, but held on tight, waiting for it to pass. A few seconds later, the entire chimney vibrated. A great roar like thunder erupted, and she felt the heat beneath her.

   She gripped Malik’s foot, placed it back on the rung, and screamed, “Go, go.”

   His arms shook with the effort of lifting himself until Sasha moved up a rung and helped to lift him up and onwards.

   The flames beneath only approached halfway, but with each thunderous roar, they licked a bit higher. On the upside, the heat and the flames had stopped the guards from trying to remove the rifle. They had backed off, unable to stand so close to the flames without the window to block the heat.

   Malik stopped about ten metres from the tip of the chimney.

   “What are you doing?” Sasha screamed, feeling the searing heat getting closer.

   “I can get a signal from here. I’ll be able to call for help.”

   “Do that when we’re out of the burning cylinder of doom, yeah?” She slapped at his leg. “Keep going.”

   With a grunt and a groan, Malik hitched himself up again.

   Each agonising step brought them closer, but she wanted to scream for him to hurry up. The flames were now licking at the chimney walls just inches from her. The steel of the ladder was hot beneath her hands. It took all her strength and patience to remain calm and keep going.

   “I’m there,” Malik said as he reached over the lip of the chimney and hauled himself out.

   Sasha hurried after him. The chimney shook, swayed, and a deafening roar echoed up. She felt the flames scorch her feet, then her bare legs. She screamed out, closing her eyes. Her back felt alight, and then she smelled burning hair and skin. Paralysed, she held onto the ladder, clenching her eyes shut. A hand gripped hers.

   “Move. Now,” Malik said, heaving her up. She scrambled the rest of the way as the fire below roared once more.

   As the flames reached her, Malik pulled, lifting her clear of the ladder and out onto a metal platform on the outside of the chimney. She fell on her front. Malik had taken off his jacket and whipped at her back, putting out the flames, each strike making her yelp.

   Behind her, a great flame erupted up into the sky, missing her by inches. Malik, now sitting down, leant forward to pull her further along the platform and away from the fire.

   Together they lay crumpled.

   Pain burned into every part of her, and she could do nothing but weep with the agony.

   When she finally opened her eyes, she realised they were about fifty metres in the air. She could see the entire warehouse district and people coming and going into the buildings. It wouldn’t be long before someone would spot them.

   “We’ve got to get down,” Sasha said through gritted teeth.

   “Let’s take a minute,” Malik said between pained breaths. “That was... horrendous... I need help. There’s a signal out here.”

   Sasha took a deep breath of the cool noon air. The breeze started to cool the burns on her legs and feet. Her shoes were melted to her skin. How the hell had she let this get so out of control? Malik had leant against the metal-wired fence of the platform. It extended out a few metres. A motorised cage hung beneath. A set of controls was on a standing lectern, and a ladder ran from the platform down through a small gap into the elevator cage below.

   While Malik was talking with the security department, explaining their position, Sasha tentatively stood on her toes, where the pain wasn’t as bad as the heels. Still, each step flared with the agony of the burns. She tried the controls and figured out how to make the elevator rise and fall. At least it worked.

   “They’ll be here in ten minutes,” Malik said. “We should probably stay here. I’m not exactly up for running about.” Malik closed his eyes.

   Sasha could see the fatigue and pain was too much. She gripped his shoulders and shook him gently. She checked his jacket pockets and found a small emergency med-kit containing a single shot of ’Stem. Now that they were out of the tunnel and didn’t need him fully alert, she could afford to inject him and let the ’Stems deal with the pain and clot the bleeding from his leg.

   Before he even realised what was happening, she injected the ’Stem into his thigh.

   He mumbled something and drooped his head as the ’Stem solution aggressively took hold.

   “Stay with me, Mal, just for a bit longer. We can’t stay here. We have to go down, find cover.”

   “I’m so tired. And cold.”

   “I know. Just stay with me.” She lifted him up on to his good leg and shuffled over to the door to the elevator car. Malik slumped against her, but she bore his weight. They entered, and they both slumped to the base of the car, resting their backs against the cage. She watched through the metal grate that made up the base. Still no one had gathered beneath them. She hit the controls, and the car descended. Perhaps they would have a head start over their pursuers.

   A bullet struck the metal frame of the carriage, making her dart back, pulling Malik away with her. A second shot rang out, this time whizzing just past the elevator.

   “You’ve got to be kidding me,” Malik said. “Why can’t we catch a break, just for once?”

   Sasha saw a dancing laser beam jitter across the grated floor. She traced its movements until it climbed up Malik’s leg to rest on his chest.

   “Oh fuck.”

    

  


 
   
   Chapter 9

   Gabe blinked and felt something pressing against his chin. Something cold and hard like steel. All he could see was a dark shadow covering him. He was lying down. He tried to stand but received a blow against the side of his face by the cold steel.

   “You two are either fucking stupid or insane to come back here.”

   A mad rush of images, sounds, and smells assailed Gabe’s mind. He remembered everything with a blast of colour and panic: the falling, the ejection, and Shelley holding a shotgun, approaching him as he tried to unclip the straps on the seat.

   He pushed himself back and rested up on his elbows. The sight before him confirmed it, as did the throbbing bump on his head. He didn’t know whether that was the result of the crash or Shelley taking out some early revenge.

   Where was Petal? Frantic, he twisted his head to the right, then the left, the dark mustiness of the place telling him he was back in the converted fuselage that Shelley had made her home. He had been here once before, with Petal. The place was exactly the same, decked out with shelving units and filled to the brim with old parts, both mechanical and electrical.

   Beyond a curtain divider to his left would be her workshop. A place dominated by a workbench covered in tools, soldering equipment, and electrical analysis devices. Further down the fuselage from the workshop was a sleeping area. That’s where Shelley had once revived Petal after she took a shock from the electrified perimeter fence.

   “Where’s Petal?” he asked, suddenly afraid of what Shelley might have done with her.

   “I’m here, Gabe,” Petal said. Her voice came not from the sleeping area, but rather to the right, where the cockpit and the first-class area would have been before Shelley gutted and converted the place.

   “I’m okay,” Petal added.

   He still couldn’t see her. Her voice wasn’t far off. She must be just beyond the doorway, inside the first-class compartment. He noticed that he was lying on some kind of table. He had a sudden image of being a corpse, and Shelley with her knives and other devices standing over him, deciding how best to skin him.

   “Now we’re all fucking reacquainted, let’s get down to business, shall we?” Shelley lifted the gun, standing back and to the side. The bright afternoon light filtered through the dust-covered windows, lending the place a reddish glow. Gabe tried to stand; his legs felt weak. Had he been drugged? To his right and through the open door was the shocking pink of Petal’s hair.

   She was strapped to a chair. She didn’t appear to be too badly injured—at least not on the outside.

   “What do you want?” Shelley said then, leaning against the curved wall of the plane’s interior, the gun casually held across her arms.

   She looked even more deranged than the last time he and Petal were there. Shelley’s hair was matted into thick clumps, entwined with wires and circuitry. It made her look like a technological gorgon.

   “Well,” Gabe said, rubbing his head, trying to clear the throbbing, “we’ve got a deal for ya, something to make up for last time.”

   “You think I’ve forgiven you for that? You stole my shit and fucked me over.”

   “Not quite,” Petal said. “I think in terms of fucking-over, we were all quite equal in that. Besides, we can’t change the past now, can we? It wasn’t even us that shot you, remember?”

   “No, but I can certainly make up for it. I always did like your skin. You’d make a fine coat, you two. A nice two-tone affair. A little coffee and cream to keep me warm in winter.”

   Shelley smiled at them; her teeth were just black stumps now, and her gums were no more than purple and green festering sores. Along with her predilection for skinning people, she bolstered her food supply with long pig. Given her reputation, however, it was unlikely she’d get many stumbling upon her compound now.

   “When’s the last time ya had a proper meal, eh?” Gabe noticed how her collarbones jutted out and how her cheeks were sunken and gaunt.

   “I get by.”

   “And I bet ya missing company these days too. Not many come this way anymore, do they?”

   She shrugged. “What’s your point, Coffee?”

   Ignoring the racial slur, Gabe presented his opening offer. “If ya do a job for us, we’ll give ya a year’s supply of food.”

   Shelley looked him up and down. “With the two of you, I could make you last a good while. Food ain’t all that important to me.”

   “What is, then? Must get real lonely out here in the desert on your own. No one to talk to, keep ya company. No one to share a tender, intimate moment. You must have... needs.”

   “You offering to stay behind and be a fuck-buddy, are you?” Shelley raised an eyebrow.

   Gabe could see that appealed to her. He smiled, shaking his head. “Nah, not me. I wouldn’t touch you with someone else’s pole.”

   Shelley gripped her gun tighter, clenching her jaw at the insult.

   “But I might have a solution.”

   “What is it you two want? I ain’t got all day to stay around here jawing. You’re starting to piss me off.”

   “A server,” Petal said, squirming beneath her restraints. “Old tech that needs fixing. We thought you might be able to do the job.”

   Gabe hoped the promise of the task would appeal to her curiosity. She lived for this stuff. Although she wasn’t able to get one of the EMP-destroyed planes back in the air—partly due to Gabe and Petal not delivering on their previous arrangement—she was known for cobbling together all kinds of tech. She had one of the first working computers and created a limited network to a machine in Baicheng.

   “What’s wrong with it?” Shelley said, her face relaxing.

   “Burnt motherboard, overclocked processor. Memory’s intact, though. We need it fixed.”

   “Just dump the memory into something else,” Shelley said.

   “Not that simple,” Gabe said. “This thing’s unique, real old. We need it in its current state. Memory, motherboard, and processor.”

   “And it’s with you?” Shelley asked. “In the wreckage?”

   Gabe was going to spin a lie, but realised there was no real point. She would find out anyway. “Yeah.”

   “Well then, there ain’t nothin’ stopping me from just taking it, the wreckage, and the food, and killing you pair of tits, is there?”

   Gabe shrugged his shoulders. “I guess not. But you won’t.”

   “And why’s that?”

   “Because we know where ya live, which means other people know too, other people with bigger and better weapons, other people that if they don’t hear from us within the next hour will be on the way to shred ya into ribbons. So I suggest, if you wanna continue your miserable little life, ya’ll take the offer on the table and be grateful.”

   Gabe stood now and stepped closer to her.

   But he didn’t intimidate her. She wasn’t intimidated by anything. She laughed at him. “You’re right about one thing, Coffee.”

   “What’s that?”

   “I do miss having company. You’re an idiot, a clown. You make me laugh.”

   “I’m glad ya’re entertained, but right now my head is throbbing, I’m tired, and fed up with your bullshit. If ya wanted to kill us, you’d have done by now. I know damn well ya want this deal. Hell, look at ya. Ya’re nothing but a bag of bones. Y’all be dead within weeks. Ya need this food. And besides, ya ain’t seen the company part of the deal.”

   “Well, you big ugly, know-it-all bastard, I suppose you better show me, right? Lead the way.”

   Gabe looked back to Petal. She just nodded back at him.

   “Fine, I’m sure you’ll be pleased with what we’ve got to offer ya.”

   Gabe pushed through the broken metal of the Jaguar’s wreckage until he got to the storage area behind the rear seats. Stuck within the webbing was the server, thankfully still nestled in its storage case, undamaged, along with the transcendent. The latter hung awkwardly from the straps, bent over at the waist.

   “What’s this, then?” Shelley said, poking it with her shotgun. “A dead body? If I wanted one of them, I’d just kill you and that precious little bitch back there.”

   “It ain’t dead,” Gabe said. “You know anything about transcendents?”

   “What you talking about? What the hell is it? Some kind of robot?”

   “Yeah, not far off. Think of it as a meat robot. One that has its own personality: an advanced type of AI downloaded into a computer-controlled body.”

   “Quantum processing?” Shelley asked.

   “Yeah.”

   “Interesting.” She pointed a clawed hand at the server. “And this is what you want fixing? This old piece of junk? You know that shit hasn’t been made for, like, fifty-odd years?”

   “I know. It’s what makes it special.”

   “I tell you what,” Shelley said, fixated on the transcendent. “I’ll take you up on the offer, but I can’t promise I can fix the server.”

   “No fix, no deal,” Gabe said. “Just because ya’ve a shotgun on ya, don’t make ya invincible. Ya ain’t dealing with some amateurs. Remember that. Remember last time.”

   Shelley considered it for a moment and lifted up the transcendent’s head, staring at its face. “Quite handsome, really. What’s the personality on it? Will it do what I want?”

   “Absolutely. It’ll do whatever ya want. It’ll be yours to control.”

   “And it don’t need food or whatever or anything?”

   “Nah, just regular maintenance for the joints and a fuel source, which we’re prepared to supply. It’ll be good for ten years at least. I dare say far longer than you.” Gabe couldn’t tell how old she was, such was her condition. She could be anywhere from forty to ninety.

   “If I can fix this server for you, I want something else on top.”

   “Really? A freakin’ manservant and a year’s supply of food ain’t enough? All we want is a bit of soldering and repair work. We ain’t asking you to build a space station or anything.”

   “You need my services more than I need your fuck-bot.”

   Gabe sighed. “What is it?”

   She tapped her shotgun against the metal of the wreckage. “This. I want this.”

   Enna would lose her shit. He could just see Enna’s face redden, her lips tighten, and the inevitable explosion of fury if he gave away her Jaguar. It was bad enough that it had crashed, but to just give it away with all the tech on-board would drive her mad. But still, it was important to get the server fixed. Everything hinged on it. Petal hinged on it.

   He’d just have to take her anger on the chin.

   “Fine.”

   “How do I activate the fuck-bot?”

   “Ya don’t,” Gabe said. “I’ll do that once ya’ve fixed the server. Until then it’s just a useless piece of genetic computing. You won’t even be able to use the parts as they’re DNA-linked.”

   It was Shelley’s turn to sigh. She spat on the ground. “I hated you the moment I saw you.”

   “Likewise, you freak.” He held out his hand. “Deal?”

   She slapped his hand away and turned her back. “Deal,” she said over her shoulder as she hobbled back to her home.

   Gabe smiled. It went better than he expected. But then he wasn’t fully expecting to get this far alive. Now all he needed to do was find a way of contacting Enna and arrange for transport. His internal communications weren’t picking up any radio signal above a constant hum of static, and without Omega running, there was no Meshwork to rely on.

   He figured Shelley would have some means of communication. Unstrapping the server, he lifted it over his shoulder and headed after her.

  


 
   
   Chapter 10

   As they continued to descend in the elevator, Sasha traced the laser beam away from the point on Malik’s chest, out through the cage, and across to a flat-roofed building. She saw the glint of metal and the end of the laser scope. She saw a brief flash of light reflect from the scope. With a shove, she moved Malik roughly to one side, rocking the elevator car with the force.

   A bullet clanged against the metal cage. The laser beam traced a new path. This time, aiming for her. Like before, she traced it back, knowing where her shooter was. She raised the laser pistol she took from the guards back in the tunnel, held her breath, closed one eye, and focussed. She took into consideration the rate at which the elevator was falling, adjusted her aim, and fired through a gap in the cage.

   A small scream sounded, and the targeting laser scattered up the rear of the elevator before coming to rest on the exterior of the chimney.

   “Holy crap!” Malik said. “How the hell did you manage that?”

   She tapped the side of her head, grinning. “Targeting chips. One of Jimmy’s inventions.”

   They didn’t have much time to enjoy the small success. The elevator came to a stop, jolting against the ground. She opened the door and lifted Malik up. She dragged him out of the car, wincing with every step. She gritted her teeth and tried to ignore the pain. They were somewhere in the middle of the warehouse district. On either side of the area, the tall security towers stood. Hurried voices came from around the corner of a large hangarlike building with a steel roof. Its siding reflected the midday sun so that it appeared white in the glare.

   “We need to find somewhere safe until the security force arrive,” Malik said as he dropped his head to his chest again, battling against unconsciousness.

   Sweat poured from him, darkening his clothes. With his injuries and the simulated sun, she had to get him somewhere cooler. She dragged him across a gap between the chimney and the hangar building. The voices came from behind them, so she continued forward until she came to the building’s edge. Carefully looking around, she saw the way was clear and set off.

   They came to a door. She pressed her ear to it. No sound came from inside, so she tried the handle, and it opened. “In here,” she whispered to Malik.

   Inside, the building lay mostly in darkness. A few small windows on the opposite side let in diffused beams of golden light. The place was indeed a hangar. Scattered around the vast space, which must have been at least seventy by thirty metres, were fifteen UAV drones in various states of repair.

   They seemed much bigger up close. Must be a new design, she thought. Even though she’d worked with their own drones back at Criborg, these ones appeared much more threatening. She noticed that on their stub wings were brackets for heavier ordnance than a regular UAV drone was able to carry. On their pointed tips was a pair of automatic guns. And below the sleek fuselage, hanging like a great insect’s proboscis, was the barrel of a plasma rifle, its bore much wider than their regular counterparts.

   Malik came around when she jostled him inside. Slurring his words, he said, “Looks like this group have been busy. Must have been working on these long before we discovered the extent of these chips.”

   His voice echoed around the great space. She placed her finger in front of her lips to indicate silence. A noise of clattering metal came from behind the drones. There appeared to be an office or some other interior room towards the rear. Now that her eyes had acclimated to the dim light, she could tell there was a light on there. A glow shone from the corner.

   Whispering into Malik’s ear, she said, “There’s someone there. I’ll just leave you here for a second and check it out.”

   She rested him into a dark corner behind one of the drones, out of sight. She made to move off, but Malik gripped her wrist. “Don’t go,” he said in hushed tones. “Let’s just wait for the others.”

   “Better to assess the risk now. I’ll be right back. You just stay hidden and quiet.”

   Their eyes locked. She could see more than just concern for their safety there. She felt it too. A connection. She was unable to fully understand the meaning of it, especially in such a high-stress situation. She had to keep her emotions under control. Had to stay focussed until they were both safe. Anything else could come later.

   The crashing noise continued, followed by the sound of a welding torch.

   As she made her way stealthily through the shadows of the drones, all the time gritting her teeth as the pain of her burnt feet flared with each step, she noticed a short, bald man in a grey coverall bent over a piece of drone wing at a workbench. He wore a welding mask. Sweat poured from his dark skin under the heat of the welding torch.

   As he worked, Sasha kept her back to the wall and stepped ever closer, making sure she didn’t see into the flare of the welding torch or catch a stray spark. He was situated roughly towards the middle and in front of an office with a single window and door. There didn’t appear to be anyone else inside. She noticed, like the others, he too wore a ronin-chip on his wrist. That confirmed what she thought: there were more than she expected, and they’d been working on these for some time, all the while under the nose of the Family and now the Libertas security force.

   She considered her options: shoot him from her position in the shadows or take him up close, keep him alive for questioning. She was confident she could approach without being seen while he worked. And given his job here, he was bound to have useful information.

   She decided: he’d be taken alive for questioning.

   Before Sasha could step forward, the sudden clang of a door hitting the inside of the hangar rang out, sending her scurrying forward to hide beneath one of the drones. From her position, she first saw the welder look up and turn around. Following his gaze, she saw three people, guards in robes like those who had chased them through the tunnels. They must have tracked their footprints.

   The three guards fanned out and started searching the place. Two women went off in the direction of where she had left Malik while a man headed towards the welder. He held a small slate in his right hand. She guessed that was the tracking device. He was coming right towards her.

   She had to act first, before they found Malik. There were only two options open to her: go for the man with the tracking device, or...

   “Has anyone come through here, Barak?” the guard said to the welder.

   The small bald man looked up as he turned off the torch. He turned and removed his welding mask.

   “Ya what?”

   “Has anyone been through here, other than yourself?” the guard said again, all the time assessing his slate.

   The welder shook his head. “What’s this about?”

   “Doesn’t matter. Nothing to be concerned with.”

   “Well, if you don’t mind, I got work to do. You mind closing the door on your way out?” The welder shook his head and tutted before returning his attentions to his work. The guard grunted and left.

   The two women were weaving in and out of the drones at the other end of the hangar; it’d just be a matter of time before they found Malik. Sasha’s skin prickled with heat and tension. She gripped her pistol and clenched her teeth. Fuck it, she thought.

   As the man with the slate passed by her, she rolled out from under the drone, rose up on her knees, aimed for the back of the man’s head and fired. Before anyone could react, she got to her feet, dashed to the falling body of the man, grabbed the slate and pocketed it, and swapped her pistol for his rifle.

   Barak spun round. She was already bearing down on him, rifle raised.

   “What the hell?” he screamed.

   Sasha cracked the rifle down onto his head, knocking him to the floor unconscious. She vaulted the workbench and knelt behind it for cover. Using the surface as a platform to aim the rifle, she waited and held her breath.

   Within seconds, the two women came running out into the clear, right into her firing line.

   ***

   A bead of sweat dripped into Sasha’s eye, making her blink as she sighted down the rifle’s scope. The two women had seen their dead compatriot and the unconscious welder, and taken cover behind the drones. They had split either side of the hangar. Sasha saw shadows moving, but didn’t have a clear shot. She breathed slowly, trying to reduce her heart rate. They’d make a mistake soon, and she would capitalise on it.

   To the left, the side she and Malik had entered, she saw the shadows shift forward. She tracked the movement with the rifle.

   A voice called out to her right. “If you put down the weapon, we won’t have to kill you. There’s a way out of this.” She heard footsteps, a scuffing sound, slightly muffled. The guard couldn’t be much further away.

   “Come any closer and I’ll kill the welder,” Sasha said. That ceased the footsteps. The shadows stopped too. She used the time to check her ammo: six shots left.

   “Just don’t do anything stupid. There’s been enough blood spilled already.” Again the voice from the right. This time, Sasha noticed an arm poking out just a few centimetres from behind a drone no more than ten metres away.

   She breathed out slowly as she sighted down the scope, pressed her finger against the trigger, and squeezed until a bullet fired, catching the woman’s arm, sending her stumbling out into the open with a scream as she clutched her wrist.

   That roused her partner on the other side. Sasha twisted to her left a few degrees and repeated the procedure. This time she had a bigger target. The woman had turned to face the scream and backed away from her position, exposing her flank.

   Sight. Breathe out. Finger on trigger...

   The door flew open, dousing the woman in bright light. Two men in Libertas security uniforms rushed in. She raised the gun and removed her finger from the trigger. They’d found them! They were safe.

   But someone else came in behind them: a short, wiry man with silver-grey hair. He wore a dark grey tailored suit with a straight collar. He looked Japanese with his tanned skin and almond-shaped, dark eyes. He wore a gold band around his neck. She didn’t recognise him; he certainly wasn’t anyone she’d seen before in the security department.

   Without stopping, he pointed towards Malik. “Get him out of here. Fix his leg, and chip him.”

   Chip him?

   With barely contained horror bubbling up from deep inside, she watched as the two Libertas security men lifted Malik and dragged him away.

   Malik resisted, but one of the men stunned him with a stun-baton before taking him out.

   The suited man continued towards Sasha. He passed the woman and said something to her in a language she didn’t understand. It was clear he was in charge; the woman bowed her head and followed Malik and the others out of the hangar. The woman on the right now lay in a hump, mewling with pain.

   “Why don’t you put the rifle down and talk to me?” The man was clearly looking at Sasha now. She trained the sights on him. Got a closer look. His skin was pockmarked, and like Gabriel and Petal, he wore a chromed port on the right side of his neck.

   “Who the hell are you?” Sasha said, dividing her attention between him and the injured woman. “What do you want?”

   “All rather big questions,” he said with a smile, all the time walking closer. “Why don’t we start with something easier?”

   Sasha didn’t respond. Placed her finger on the trigger. Squeezed. A short blast belched from the rifle, sending a shock into the crook of her shoulder. She took the kick, steadied her aim, and prepared a second shot, but as the smoke from the shot cleared, she realised she missed. He stood a couple of metres to the side, still smiling.

   “Barak,” he said casually, “do the honours, please.”

   A hand squeezed around her neck.

   She spun round. The welder pushed her back onto the table, bearing his weight down on her throat. The rifle clattered to the floor as she lost feeling in her hands, then arms. The place started to spin, and her lips moved uselessly. She should have paid more attention.

   As he squeezed further, he overbalanced. Sasha took advantage and rolled to the side a few centimetres, freeing her arm. She punched him in the kidney, feeling her knuckles sink into his flab.

   He wheezed and coughed with the strike; his grip loosened. She head-butted him across the bridge of his nose, cracking the cartilage and sending him sprawling backwards while he gripped his face.

   Taking a deep breath, she lunged for the rifle and turned back to face the Japanese man. He was sprinting now, just a few metres from the workbench. Firing on instinct, she let off two rounds.

   The first missed, sending the onrushing man diving to his right, but the second one winged his chest, eliciting a yell from him as he collapsed to his side clutching the wound.

   Wasting no time, she turned back to the welder and struck him on the side of the head with the butt of the rifle before vaulting the workbench and sprinting to the door, all the time trying to ignore the flares of pain from her burned feet with each step. She considered stopping and finishing off the man she had shot, but she couldn’t afford to lose sight of Malik.

   Back outside, the sun shining and making everything look like it was on fire with the brightness, she heard Malik’s protestations. Just before he was taken into one of the large warehouse buildings, she caught a glimpse of him struggling with the pair of Libertas security officers—why had they turned on Malik? Had the insurgents always had people in Libertas’ administration? Behind them was a woman with dark hair and a designer suit. She was smiling and directing the officers.

   She looked like Rosario Fuentes.

   Before she could say anything, something cold struck her on the back of the neck, tensing her body, making her rigid.

  


 
   
   Chapter 11

   Petal and Gabe shared a bowl of steaming broth made from one of the food parcels they brought with them: a synthetic protein-based meal. Not the worst thing in the world, but not exactly the best either.

   They were sat either side of the workbench within Shelley’s workshop compartment in the gutted passenger plane. Tools and electronic parts hung from the ceiling—all in arm’s reach of her position at the bench—while the racking along the rear wall behind her overflowed with boxes of scrap metal, wires, and salvaged components from the various vehicles and planes within her graveyard of a complex.

   Shelley wore a magnifying visor over her head. She had swept her wire-entwined hair back, held together with a length of power cord. She sat hunched over the innards of Alpha, its motherboard blackened with damage. From the main data port, a cable connected the motherboard to Shelley’s rack of analysis devices: five holoscreens arranged in a grid, each one displaying a different stream of data.

   The analysis setup wasn’t common. In all of Gabe’s travels, he’d only ever seen one person with a similar setup: the mad hacker Seca. Shelley had found it when she first came to this place. Many others followed her after finding out what tech was available, but through a desire to survive, Shelley had made it her own. As for the others that had tried to do the same... they didn’t quite make it, and Shelley had discovered a new food source.

   During the war, the place was used as a central flight hub for the China-Russian alliance. Everything from top-of-the-line stealth fighters, bombers, passenger planes, and ground vehicles were placed here ready for deployment across eastern Asia.

   Most never got the chance to get off the ground. Not once the Family ended the war with their EMPs and nukes. Although this area managed to avoid most of the nukes, it was a primary target for the EMPs, grounding most of the planes.

   A great proportion of the aircraft within this compound were brand new, hot off the Russian assembly lines. They hadn’t seen a minute of conflict. Trillions of dollars’ worth of technology, and they just sat there, useless.

   Well, not that useless, it turned out. Shelley had begun to work on stripping them of resources and parts. Gabe had no idea what she was building. Although in their previous meeting, she had mentioned she was trying to get one of the planes back to full operation. It was the information to do just that that had prompted her to hire Gabe and Petal for the job.

   Gabe swallowed the broth, trying to forget the sights he’d seen when he and Petal had returned with the information: the bodies, the skins. They’d left before concluding the deal. He’d discovered Shelley had no plans of allowing them to leave alive, or in one piece, once they handed over the information.

   “Well?” Petal said, wiping her chin on her sleeve. “How’s she looking?”

   “Burnt to a fucking crisp.” Shelley sat back, tapping the needles of the electronic multimeter against the edge of the metal workbench like a drumstick. “But, it’s not the end of the world, not yet, anyway.”

   “So ya can fix it?” Gabe said, leaning forward to peer at the streams of data. It appeared the motherboard, although severely damaged, was still functioning on some level. Its input/output channels were still operational. As were the memory chips.

   “I can’t promise it’ll be as it was before,” Shelley added, “but if you can get me the parts, I’m confident this sucker can be patched up enough to be useable. Which reminds me, you never did say what you needed this for or what was so special about it.”

   “Ya right,” Gabe said. “We didn’t. Ya don’t need to know. It doesn’t affect ya either way. We just need it back up and running.”

   “Well, if you can find me a new quantum bridge and the right transistors, I can probably get it running again. There’s a few repairs, mostly to the GPU interface, that I can do here, but for the rest I’ll need those parts.”

   “It’s no good,” Petal said. “We need to use the existing parts.”

   Shelley narrowed her eyes. “Why?”

   “It’s not important to you. We just need you to get it up and running again.”

   “Not like this I can’t. You get me the parts and perhaps I can cobble something together that uses most of the original hardware.”

   “It’s the best we’re gonna get,” Gabe said to Petal. “It’s a risk, but we don’t have any other option.”

   “You’re right, Gabe.” Petal sighed and then asked Shelley, “So the processor isn’t totally screwed?”

   Shelley pointed to the right-most holoscreen. “That’s the I/O for it. See that flow of information? That’s coming from the processor, the quantum core. But here’s the odd thing. I ain’t doing anything to it; it’s calculating stuff on its own. I’ve not even booted the OS. It’s like its running stuff itself. So although it seems faulty, it’s running perfectly—on its own. I’ve never seen anything like this before. Something this old shouldn’t be able to do this.”

   Petal smiled at Gabe, a smile of hope, the smile of someone who had found a lost friend, or had good news about a loved one once presumed dead, now alive. Gabe refused to get his hopes up. Experience had told him to never get too excited.

   Still, he got up from his seat and stood beyond Shelley, leaning forward and inspecting the stream of data. His blood cooled, and his muscles tensed in his shoulders. Without realising, he was grinding his teeth.

   “What is it?” Petal asked.

   Gabe looked to Shelley, then Petal. He didn’t want to go into details with the crazy old woman listening in. She was the type that information could be used as a weapon, and despite agreeing to the deal, he trusted her as far as he trusted anyone—not at all.

   “Nothing,” Gabe said. “Just eager for us to get this fixed and move on. No offence, Shelley.”

   “None taken, Coffee. I don’t like the stink of you two much either. Quicker this is done and you both fuck off, the better.”

   “Charming as ever. Petal, come outside with me for a moment. Let’s get some fresh air and let Shelley continue her work.”

   Petal and Gabe stood and made to leave the workshop. Gabe stopped on the way out, taking one of Shelley’s slates from the workbench. “Can I borrow this for a few minutes? I just need to check something out.”

   “Yeah, if it’ll get you two out of my face for a while, but don’t mess with it.”

   Gabe gave her a begrudging smile of thanks and exited the plane. Petal followed.

   They walked away from the plane Shelley had made her home, and approached the fence surrounding the compound. Gabe stopped and turned to Petal.

   “What’s up?” Petal asked. “Something wrong?”

   “Alpha. That data stream?”

   “What of it?”

   “It’s Elliot. He’s everywhere. Look.”

   Gabe showed her Shelley’s slate.

   “What am I looking at?” Petal asked as she took the slate and stared at the screen. Gabe had downloaded a programme via his internal computer. It was a basic data analysis tool that he used regularly for his various hacking jobs. It looked into network traffic and identified the kinds of data they were, whether it be graphical images, text, code, or as in this case, something else entirely.

   “Ya’re looking at dark traffic,” Gabe said. “I noticed it shortly after we arrived. Our private network is okay, but then that’s only because it’s encrypted between us. All radio frequencies are being smothered by something. When Shelley got to work on Alpha, I recognised the data patterns from when Elliot dragged you into Alpha. It’s a kind of scrambled anti-data, it’s the stuff that he’s made from: his uploaded consciousness.”

   Petal blinked, opened her mouth, and then closed it, trying to understand the ramifications. Gabe waited while she worked it out. After a few seconds she squinted at the screen, taking in the flow of dark traffic. “Shit,” she said. “That means he’s... fuck. He’s in all the networks, even Shelley’s.”

   “Yeah, that’s what I first noticed. Even before she hooked up Alpha, I saw the data on her holoscreens. At first it just looked like the regular flow of data she’d be used to. There’s the node in Baicheng, and it seems she’s hacked into the Red Widow’s systems too, but it ain’t right. He’s got in everywhere that ain’t secured. Can’t be long before he gets into Cemprom’s network in the Dome.”

   “Where’s the data source coming from, though? One of the satellites, surely?”

   “It makes sense,” Gabe said. “As far as we knew, Elliot was being partly held in the Family’s satellite that you and Criborg blew up to gain access to the Meshwork, but after Gerry had dragged yours and his mind out of Elliot’s influence and we shut off Alpha and Omega, his code base had to go somewhere, it had to exist somewhere else. With so few computers around, and fewer networks, he’d need somewhere large enough to hold his vast capacity—there must be loads of old satellites up there waiting to be used.”

   “So what do we do now?”

   “Hunt him down. Kill two birds with one stone.”

   “How’s that?” Petal asked. She traced her gaze across his head, seeing his scars.

   Gabe had noticed that since he shaved his head, she’d been staring at them, no doubt wondering about their origins. Perhaps one day he would tell her what happened.

   “Shelley needs parts, right? And we need a network. Who do we know that’s likely to have that out here?”

   Petal sighed. “Xian? Really, Gabe?”

   “Yeah. We’ll be there in a few hours if the mad old bitch will give us some transport. Xian was one of the first to establish a network with his microwave and radio transceivers. If anyone’s got the gear to hack a satellite, it’s him. And if I’m right in thinking that’s where Elliot’s code base is... well, we can try a little old-school techxorcism, and stop this madness at the source.”

   “Now that’s a fucking great plan,” Petal said. “We need to let Enna know. And Sasha, James, and Fuentes, as they’re dealing with the ronin-chips.”

   “Aye, that’s easier said than done, though. I tried to get in contact when we first arrived, but with no Meshwork and the radio frequencies being scrambled by something—probably Elliot—I couldn’t find a connection to anything before. I had hoped to use Shelley’s network, but it looks like that’s been compromised, too. We’re gonna have to find another way.”

   “We’ll have to do it at Xian’s if he ain’t compromised.”

   “That’s the plan. We can take one of Shelley’s quad-bikes. I noticed she had a couple back there. They weren’t there when we were last here, so I’m guessing they’re operational.”

   “There’s one other thing we can deal with when we get there,” Petal said.

   Gabe said nothing.

   “Gabe? You missed something out,” Petal said, taking his silence for misunderstanding.

   He knew what it was, and he purposely didn’t want to talk about it: his family, and their people.

   “Gabe?”

   “Yeah, I know.”

   Gabe took the slate back and headed back to Shelley’s plane, trying to ignore the sounds and images of those poor bastards being slaughtered by the Widows—and the one image that had yet to leave him: the frail visage of his father, the fear in his eyes, the resolute expression as he walked forward in that line...

   No matter what Gabe would do or see, he’d never forget that. Never forget that it was his fault that his father had ended up in that line. But there would be time yet for Gabe to avenge his father, time yet for Gabe to make the Widows pay. More death never solved anything, but it was the only thing that kept him going, kept him moving forward. If he dwelt on it for too long, he’d be paralysed with guilt and grief. Right now he had not only his personal demons to slay, but also he had a new city, a new people, and a new peace to protect from an out-of-control insane posthuman entity.

   He failed his family; he refused to fail his friends.

   Back inside, he stood behind the hunched old woman and squinted at the holoscreens. It was definitely that same dark traffic pattern he’d seen before. He thought about how much of the truth he should tell her. He certainly couldn’t tell her everything. She was so damned crazy she would probably welcome Elliot.

   “There’s a virus in your system,” Gabe said.

   Shelley turned her head and pulled the visor up to her forehead. “What the hell are you talking about now?”

   Gabe pointed to the holoscreen and handed her the slate. “Check the traffic. You’re only on a small network; it don’t generate that much data. You’ve got a virus in your system, and worse, it’s trying to access Alpha. That’s where all that spontaneous computation is coming from. It’s trying to protect itself.”

   Shelley squinted at him, giving him an expression like she’d just been handed a rotten turd. But she looked closer at the slate, then back to the holoscreen. “Well, fuck me. How did I not notice that?”

   “You better get off the network. Now.”

   “But, I need—”

   Gabe leaned forward over the workbench and removed the connecting cable from Alpha, removing the server from Shelley’s network. He then moved around the workbench and reached behind the holoscreen setup. He lifted the power supply and smashed it on the floor.

   “What the hell are you doing?” Shelley launched up from her stool, reaching over her head to grab one of her many tools hanging from the ceiling. She grabbed a scalpel and thrust it towards Gabe’s neck.

   He was already anticipating such an action. He leant backwards, making her swipe miss his neck. With one hand he grabbed her wrist, twisting it until she dropped the knife with a yelp. Having control of her wrist, and with her being off balance, Gabe pulled her arm, bringing her falling face-first onto the workbench with a thud.

   Gabe leaned in, all the while holding her to the bench.

   “I’m not in the goddamned mood to screw around, so you’ll listen to me, or I swear to whatever god you pray to that I’ll end your miserable life right here and now. Ya understand?” Gabe leaned his weight down onto her, crushing her face into the metal surface.

   “Gabe? What the hell?” Petal said from the doorway.

   With his free arm, he held out his hand, palm up. “Stay out of it, girl.”

   Shelley squirmed beneath his weight, but couldn’t get free.

   “I said, do ya understand?”

   Shelley choked out a sound that resembled the word ‘yes’.

   “Good. Now ya listen to me real close, and ya might just survive the day. Those quad-bikes outside, are they in full running condition, and do ya have the fuel cells for ’em?”

   Another choked ‘yes’ followed.

   “Here’s the deal,” Gabe said, softening his voice just a little. “We’re gonna borrow those quads. We’re gonna get the parts ya need. Ya’re going to fix Alpha, and then we’ll leave ya in peace. Your network is compromised. I did ya a favour. When ya hold up your end of the deal, I’ll explain more. For now, ya’ll thank me for saving ya. Do ya understand?”

   He eased his weight off her, let her lift her head off the workbench. She didn’t speak, just nodded, her eyes wet with pain and hatred. That he could deal with. It was too late for any careful and polite dealing. It was time to get things done.

   Using Petal to guard Shelley, Gabe took the parts of Alpha from the workbench and packed them in the original orange flight case. Using two further cases, he packed three days’ worth of food and water and loaded the cases onto the quad bikes. The fuel cells would be good for at least a week’s worth of running.

   However sick and twisted Shelley was, there was no denying she was a damned good engineer. Somehow she’d cobbled together enough of a solution to bypass the bike’s EMP-fried circuitry and get them running again.

   Once packed and ready, he rejoined Petal and Shelley in the plane.

   “We’re ready to go,” he said.

   Shelley still gave him the stink-eye, but she seemed happier with the situation once Petal had explained more, and they’d agreed to leave the inactivated transcendent behind. Gabe had promised he would activate it on his return.

   Of course he had no such intentions. He fully planned to return it to Enna.

   He knew he should feel some kind of remorse for screwing Shelley over, but each time he felt that, he remembered back to the last time they were here. Remembered finding the pile of rotting bodies, their skins hanging on a wire to dry in the arid conditions. Remembered Shelley’s sick grin as she planned on relieving him and Petal of their own skins. No, she was not one to have pity for, nor feel remorse for. She was a monster, even more so than Gabe.

   That was the status of this world now: a hierarchy of the monstrous.

   Petal had joined him at the quad-bikes. They’d found goggles and gloves in the bikes’ storage compartments. The H-core engines—part electric, part combustion—fired up with their distinctive low-growling whine. Gabe looked over to Petal. “Ya ready?”

   She gave him the thumbs-up, and together they drove off and left the compound. Shelley stood in the open doorway of her plane. He could feel the hate in her eyes as she watched them leave.

   He revved the quad-bike and sped off into the distance, overtaking Petal, enjoying the sense of speed and danger, trying to forget himself for a few minutes, forget the memories, live in the now.

   Petal chased him down, and together they rode side by side.

   She smiled at him, and he smiled back. At least she was one thing he could count on. No matter what he did in his past, she always had his back. And with the threat of Gerry’s code inside her mutating, he knew that getting Alpha fully operational so they could successfully extricate Gerry, and hopefully destroy Elliot, would be the one thing he would happily die trying to achieve.

   And if they couldn’t do it that way, then at least he’d try his luck with Xian—if he hadn’t died of poisoning already. Gabe and Petal were there a year ago, and he wasn’t looking well then. Still, even if he had died, at least his gear should still be there, unless the scavengers had found him.

  


 
   
   Chapter 12

   James Robertson pushed his way through the burgeoning crowd outside the presidential building. Up and down the road, citizens were protesting, some with placards calling for the return of the citywide network and the D-lottery, others with signs denouncing the new government.

   A middle-aged man with a hooded coat stood on the steps, looking back at the braying populace. James noticed an ugly scar on the man’s wrist—a sign of a ronin—when he thrust out his arms, pointing at the people, instructing them of the incompetency of Fuentes’ leadership.

   She’d only been in the position a few weeks; what more could they have expected? She was a capable, charismatic leader, not a miracle worker. James shook his head. He understood that there would be some friction as the new government got the city working efficiently again, but to be protesting so soon and to return to the days of the D-Lottery and the all-encompassing network just seemed so out of step with what he thought these people would want.

   They were free now. The city was free. Why go back?

   Pushing his way to the front, James stared at the man as he passed him. There was an edginess to this protest leader. His features were sharp, cruel even. James had no doubt he was one of the group that were dealing the chips. He considered performing an arrest, taking him to security, but the latter were standing inside the glass doors, watching the proceedings.

   The atmosphere was tense; if he did anything to aggravate the protestors, he feared they would riot and storm the building. Better to let them shout and wave their signs. It’d buy the government time to get to the root of these chips and settle the citizens.

   Two security women opened the door for him when he flashed his dermal implant across the ID scanner. He nodded to them as he passed, heading for his office. The building had a wide-open lobby, all glass and white polished surfaces. Five graphite pillars arranged in a wide star formation stretched up ten metres to the next floor. A great staircase made from marble wound up the various levels on the left-hand side of the lobby.

   An elliptical wood-effect desk sat in the middle of the pillars, behind which, waiting for him with a smile, sat Imogen, the concierge.

   James approached, smiling warmly. She had always been so polite and helpful to him when so many others, Sasha and some of the other governors, had shown him a cold shoulder. They still blamed him for the ’droids being hacked and controlled by the Red Widows.

   Still, he was on edge since Petal had left with Gabe. Although he had given Petal plenty of capacity to hold AIs and malicious code, Gerry’s mind was far larger, and Enna’s experiment with the transcendent had gone spectacularly wrong.

   He just hoped they could fix Alpha. Because with Elliot—or what was left of him in his posthuman, uploaded consciousness, still somewhere out there—and these ronin becoming more numerous within the city, they would need both Petal’s and Gerry’s skills and the server in order to put a stop to it all. Adding to his worries, he hadn’t heard from Sasha for nearly a day. That was not normal, even with their strained relationship of late.

   Despite her feelings towards him, they still communicated often. Mostly work-related, but it was something. It was a start, a small building block from which he could start mending relations, rebuild the close bond they had once shared.

   Not having her with him like before in Criborg left a void in his soul, like one of his ’droids: almost functional, but missing an essential piece that made him whole.

   “Doctor Robertson,” Imogen said.

   James stopped at the desk. “Yes? What have you got for me today, Imogen?”

   “President Fuentes is waiting in her room for you. She said to tell you it’s urgent government business.”

   “Thank you. I’ll be right up.”

   Fuentes’ room was on the third floor. He could take the elevator, but with a skip in his step, the anticipation of another secret tryst gave him the energy to take the stairs. He also wanted to check if Sasha had returned. She wasn’t responding to his messages, and their VPN connection had failed some hours earlier.

   The way she stormed from the boardroom before made him think she’d disconnected their private network in spite. Stopping at the second floor and taking a quick breather, he made his way to Sasha’s room. He passed his wrist implant across it; the mechanism chirped, clicked, and the door swung open. Empty.

   He stepped inside and investigated further, calling out, “Sasha, you here?”

   No answer.

   Her bed was still made, and a change of clothes from the laundry service sat on the edge of the bed. Hadn’t she been back all night? She was probably in the city centre, or maybe with Malik, but a sense of unease bubbled up inside his chest.

   He told himself it was nothing; she was a capable girl. Still, the anxiety remained, stuck to his lungs like grease. He took the slate from the top of her nightstand and wrote a message.

    

   Sasha,

   I’m worried. It’s probably nothing, but you seemed upset with me, and I’ve not heard from you. Even if you’re angry with me, please let me know when you get this message if you’re okay.

   Love,

   James.

    

   It wasn’t ideal, but at least it was something. She would, hopefully, get the message and realise he still cared for her, still looked out for her, wanted her safe.

   Placing the slate back on the nightstand, he left the room, locked the door behind him, and focussed on the next order of business: Fuentes.

   Within a minute he’d climbed the steps to her suite. A pair of security men stood at the front of the entrance hall that lay before her room. Recognising him instantly, on account of the regularity of his visits, they instantly relaxed when he approached, smiled, and opened the double wooden doors for him.

   “Thank you, gentleman,” James said.

   They nodded, hiding sly grins.

   Did they know? Had they guessed with all his visits what was going on? Even if they did, he and Fuentes weren’t doing anything wrong. He passed through the doors, aware of a prickling heat dappling his neck and cheeks. The stain of embarrassment. But he didn’t care. He’d been so alone for so long now. Decades without real female company aside from his clones, who had now deserted him—Petal going off with Gabriel, who seemed to be more of a father figure to her than James could ever be, and now Sasha blanking him. Perhaps that was the way of things. Perhaps as a kind-of-parent, this splitting was inevitable.

   It still hurt regardless, but Fuentes’ attentions helped take the sharpness off that particular knife. Blunted its edge so that the pain was bittersweet. As he approached the door to her private suite from the long hall, the sun shining through the tall windows, he felt that same tingle of excitement each time he made this journey.

   Every step adding to the anticipation.

   The first time came from far out of his vision. He was there, in her suite, going over some security protocols for the new service when she just stopped what she was doing and unbuttoned her jacket, letting it fall to the floor to expose her beautiful, naked body.

   It was raw and quick, both hungry for each other, for the release. All the pent-up tension from working sixteen hour days to build a new government unwinding in a single, wild frenzy of lust.

   His palms were hot and damp with sweat as he gripped the door handle. He pushed it down and entered the room. There she was, in a white, tight-fitting, lace negligee, lying seductively on the bed, one leg crossed over the other. She wasn’t wearing panties. His eyes followed the lines of her slim limbs, from her feet to her ankles, up her calves and thighs to the dark shadow of her sex.

   As if compelled by her seduction, every worry and concern melted away like a snowball in summer, to be replaced with the heat of wanting. Step after step he moved forward, approaching the foot of the bed. Fuentes leaned forward and curled a finger towards herself, beckoning him on.

   “I’ve been waiting,” she whispered, low and sultry. “We’ve got a lot of issues to deal with.”

   “Oh?”

   She patted the space next to her on the bed. “But before business, how about a little pleasure?”

   James removed his tie and jacket and approached Rosario Fuentes with a greedy smile on his face.

  


 
   
   Chapter 13

   Sasha opened her eyes. They felt heavy, stuck with glue. Light poured in, blinding her with a blanket of white like a blizzard, making her squint against the brightness. She tasted a bitter film on her tongue, and she smelled a musk of spices and oil. Her head pulsed with an insistent and throbbing ache.

   A touch on her bare right forearm made her jump. Three fingers glided across her skin so very faintly she imagined moths flittering against her, attracted by the light. Close to her ear she felt the touch of warm breath. The combined sensations made her shiver. She recognised the scent now that her head was clearing.

   “Wake up, Snow White.” The voice lulled to her, rich and deep. She had a flashback to the first time Jimmy had awoken her from stasis. Only this wasn’t Jimmy.

   Restraints around her ankles and wrists prevented her from sitting up from the flat surface.

   “You have a function to perform. A small but vital one.” The voice was overhead now.

   Opening her eyes wider, she saw a shadow creep over her. A man’s head blocked the glaring light. Upside down, he smiled at her. He was standing behind her and leaning over.

   It was the man from the bunker, the man with the fine suit and the dark eyes.

   “Who are you?” Sasha said.

   “They call me the Engineer,” he said. “It’s a little pretentious, but a title like that helps focus people’s attention. Don’t you agree?”

   “Depends, really.”

   “Oh? On what?”

   “On whether you can live up to the title. What is it that you’re engineering exactly?” So this was the guy the ronin workers were taking her to see before. She took some level of satisfaction knowing he had to come to her. She hated making things easy for assholes.

   Her vision adapted now. The glare dissipated, and she could make out details. Above her a bank of white OLED panels shone. Towards the foot of the table she saw a holoscreen. A shape moved on it. Was that...?

   “My name is Katsuo Ono,” he said as he took up a position beside her. He, too, was looking at the holoscreen. “And I will make you a very simple offer. You’ll have a choice. I’m not a barbarian, but I do have goals I’d like to attain. I’m sure you understand. It’s the way of this world now, after all, is it not?”

   The form on the holoscreen grew sharper as her sight focussed. A man was sitting in a chair. Beside him were two ronin women in green medical shifts. They wore facemasks and white gloves.

   One of the women lifted the man’s head.

   “Malik!” Sasha strained against her straps, arching her back off the table for leverage. She thrashed her arms and legs, banging her calves and elbows against the surface. Spittle flew from her mouth as she screamed with rage.

   Katsuo placed a hand on her arm. “There, there. No need to panic. He’s in good hands.”

   She recoiled at his touch, lizardlike with his dry, raspy skin and tentative exploration of her flesh. She turned her head to him and saw the glee in his eyes, wide and dark like voids. No emotion beyond a dispassionate curiosity.

   “What is it you want?” Sasha said, wanting it over with, whatever it was he had planned.

   “I want you to make the right decision.” He crossed his arms across his slight chest and leaned back against the white wall. To his left, stacks of servers were arranged in a vertical rack: Family-made Quantum-core units.

   “Well? I’m waiting,” Sasha said.

   “Your friend has a potentially fatal wound. He’s lost a lot of blood and doesn’t have much time to live unless he receives emergency medical attention. Which, of course, we’re prepared to give.”

   “If?”

   “Yes, if you make the right decision. If you willingly accept a ronin-chip and give yourself to your real father, Elliot Robertson, your friend will be saved. However, if you choose not to, you both die. I trust it’s a trivial decision. I’d hate to waste such a wonderful creation such as you. You would be a fine companion, not to mention a fine addition to our cause. It’d be like coming home to your family.”

   “What cause is that exactly? All I’ve seen you and your group do is murder innocent people.”

   “Every cause requires a sacrifice. Didn’t you and your allies sacrifice a great deal in order to prevent the Red Widows from taking the Dome?”

   “That’s different,” Sasha said, squirming against the straps. “That was war.”

   “And you think what we’re doing is different? Let me tell you something. You would not have won that war if it weren’t for him diverting the nuclear missiles from the Family’s station. You would not have the freedom from their tyranny now if it wasn’t for Elliot providing this city with a protective shield—the Family cannot send or receive data with us. They are adrift and no longer a threat. Elliot and the ronin who ally with him have done more to free this city than you or anyone else.”

   “You want to enslave the population! For fuck’s sake, you and Elliot just want to replace the Family. You just want to be the new gods. You’re no different.”

   Katsuo shook his head and sighed, dropping his shoulders. “You’re blind, my dear. For all of your advancements and altered upgrades, you still can’t see.”

   “Then explain to me what I’m missing.”

   “We want this city; that is correct. But not to rule with tyranny. But to guide humankind.”

   Sasha smiled and laughed. “You sound just like them. Both the Family and the Red Widows. You’re as delusional as they were. Elliot’s nothing more than a cult leader and you his lieutenant. You’re spouting the same old shit. You are the same shit. You just have nicer clothes.”

   Katsuo ran his fingers from her wrist and slowly, lightly traced a path up her arm and to her neck. He gripped her throat and squeezed while bringing his face just inches from hers.

   “Shit with power,” he said, low and slow, full of threat. “You have a choice to make. The chip, or Malik’s death.”

   He stood then and turned to face the holoscreen. His face went blank for a moment—sending a message across his network to those in the medical room. The two women reached out of view and returned holding a pair of chromed, surgical blades: long and curved with a row of small, serrated teeth. They were clearly designed for limb removal.

   The women stood on either side of Malik. Panic grew in his eyes when he saw what they were holding. He thrashed to no avail within his chair. He opened his mouth, and his face pulled taut, screaming a silent scream.

   “They’re really good,” Katsuo said. “He will die, but not for a while. With the application of localised ’Stem use, it’s surprising just how much meat the human body can lose before expiring.”

   Sasha squeezed her eyes shut. A phantom scream entered her head as she imagined Malik’s fear and pain. Ever since she arrived in his life, he’d experienced nothing but pain. First on the battlefield, where she thought he was dead, to losing his leg chasing after her, and now this.

   Guilt welled up inside like a tidal wave. Rushing up from the depths of her stomach to her throat, it came rushing out in a torrent of words.

   “Okay, okay, I’ll do it. Just don’t hurt him anymore. Please, help him. He’s a good man. I’ll do it.”

   She let her head fall back to the surface of the table and choked back the tears. Tears for putting Malik and herself in this position, and for having to give in, to give them and Elliot what they wanted. She was betraying her friends, the city she helped liberate, and her very core of what made her who she was. But behind it she had a flicker of hope, a growing seed of an idea.

   If they were going to hook her up to Elliot and the ronin network, perhaps she could fight them from within. Use her relationship with Elliot to seek an advantage if possible.

   Katsuo nodded before his face had that same brief, blank expression as he sent a message to the women. They stood back and placed the blades out of view. Katsuo turned to Sasha then. Stroked her hair back from her head and face.

   “You did the right thing,” he said, smiling with the countenance of a predator who had cornered his prey. “It won’t be as bad as you think. Your father is—magnificent.”

   Sasha swallowed back her earlier outburst, breathed deeply, and composed herself. “What exactly will he do with me? What’s my role in all this?”

   “I’ll let him explain that to you once you’re on the network. But let’s just say you and your real father will be real close.”

   With that, he approached the door. “Your procedure will start in the morning.”

   “Wait, you’re gonna keep me strapped here overnight?”

   He ignored her and closed the door behind him. The holoscreens remained on as she watched Malik sitting, strapped to the chair, his face taut with pain and fear. Somehow she would get him out... somehow.

  


 
   
   Chapter 14

   Gabe slowed his quad-bike as the headlights cut through the late evening darkness to illuminate the edges of a ruined town. He brought the bike to a crawl and swept the lights slower over the ruined town, looking for signs of life. Bandits would often infest these places, waiting for the few survivors left to stumble upon them.

   Nothing moved. He heard nothing beyond the low whine of the two bikes’ H-core engines.

   He sent Petal a message across their private network.

   – I think we should camp here overnight. We’ve got at least another day’s trek to get to Xian’s.

   – Agreed. We should split up, take the flanks, and check for any potential scumbags. Oh, and there’s another thing. I’m detecting a wider network out here. I say I, but I think it’s Gerry inside my head, doing what he does, but there’s definitely something around.

   – Maybe someone brought Omega online? Could it be the Meshwork? He knew it wasn’t as soon as he said it; otherwise he would have picked up on it too. Since they’d left Bachia, there was no sign of an online network anywhere. Must be suppressed by Elliot.

   – No, it’s not that. There’s no initial nod. It’s far-reaching. There’s traffic there. I can see Gerry doing his magic inside my nut analysing it, sorting it. It’s weird, man, it’s like I’ve got two brains or something. But I still ‘feel’ him at work, you know?

   Of course, Gabe had no idea. How she was still operating as normal, in fact, better than normal, with Gerry’s mind inside her was something he couldn’t understand. She never ceased to amaze him at what she was capable of—far more than James could have ever known. How much was his design and how much was down to her own evolution, Gabe could never know.

   But he wasn’t counting his chickens just yet. Just because Gerry’s code hadn’t appeared to mutate to a detrimental effect yet, didn’t mean it wouldn’t happen. Elliot, James’ other two clones, and people like Seca were proof that it wasn’t trivial, and it never went well. Even Sakura and Hajime within Alpha and Omega hadn’t uploaded intact.

   He put the thought of Gerry’s code breaking down out of his mind and concentrated on finding some shelter. He also wondered if this is where the Red Widows had spotted his family. Were they here, hiding somewhere, worried that he and Petal were looters or worse?

   – I’ll scout the interior, Gabe sent. You take the perimeter. He’d look for signs of life as he went.

   – Righto, Gabe.

   They split off, with Gabe accelerating into the town.

   Craters littered the outskirts, and he rode around them before finding a road. The surface was split and cracked, any tarmac long since melted off or salvaged for other uses.

   He stuck to the narrow gaps between half-crumbled concrete buildings and fallen towers overtaken with moss and soy plants. He shined the swivelling lamp on the front of the quad into the buildings; his heart paused as he anticipated seeing the reflection of someone’s eyes, or spotting movement within the shadows. He strained his ears, listening for a voice, a scrape, anything.

   Nothing moved. Everywhere was empty, dry, crumbling. Even the weeds seemed reluctant.

   These kinds of towns were never fully reclaimed by nature. Most things couldn’t grow in the soil. The lack of rain didn’t help matters much either.

   As he passed each building, a growing disappointment fell away like the decaying buildings of the town. There was nothing but rusted machinery, too old to determine their function.

   Further in, a main thoroughfare split the place in two. On the left were large, single-storey buildings with their roofs fallen in. Their skeletal shells were twisted with heat. They, too, were devoid of life or any signs of survivors. No bedrolls or packaging. No fire pits.

   By the state of it, the place must have taken a near direct hit from a nuke, he thought. Gabe had seen other towns like it, back in Hong Kong. Those were the places that retaliated against the Family’s first wave of attacks during the war.

   When they realised it was an end game, the few remaining countries with nuclear capability—the US, Brazil, and Pakistan—launched a devastating counter-attack. The Family weren’t affected, having already established their space station and various nuclear bunkers for their engineers.

   The world ended, and all that was left was fewer than a million souls. The lucky ones who had shelter. The lucky ones like Gabe’s grandparents. If it weren’t for them securing a place in the Hong Kong shelter, his parents and he wouldn’t have been born. Some days he wondered if that wouldn’t have been such a bad thing. Life in this world was an ongoing debate to whether it was worth it.

   A message pulled him from his thoughts and observations.

   – Nothing out here. Scumbag-free from my point of view. What about in there?

   – Nothing either. It seems safe. I’ve found a candidate for tonight’s shelter. Follow my light.

   A part of him was relieved that neither he nor Petal had found anything, like the bodies of his family. It meant there was still a—no. He couldn’t think like that. He expected the worst. These were not the days hope had any right to claim. Not yet.

   Gabe pulled up the bike outside an old warehouse-type building. Inside were great iron wheels and distorted pieces of tracks. A munitions train factory. Part of a shell for the engine of the train stood in the far corner. Although rusted and riddled with bullet holes, it’d provide a safe spot and shelter them from any bad weather. He noticed a light spitting of rain. So rare that when it did happen, it was clearly noticeable.

   He shone the light across the street and angled it up the side of a crumbled tower for Petal to see. Within a few minutes the low whine of her bike came through the gap of a tight road before pulling up next to him.

   “Nice digs,” she said.

   He shrugged. “It’ll do for one night. Bring the bikes in front of the shell. We’ll make camp.”

   Petal gave him an exaggerated salute and headed inside.

   Gabe got a small fire going, took some rations from a sealed vacuum pack, placed them in a tin, and warmed them over the fire. The smell of bad eggs wafted around the old rusted shell. As he huddled over the food, the firelight licking at the insides of their shelter, he was taken back to a night of his youth. The first night of him joining a gang. They had tasked him with infiltrating a rival group, being that he was young and new, the opposing target would assume he was ripe for recruiting.

   Once inside, his objective was to steal a cargo of ration packs, not unlike the ones he was preparing now. For years that’s all anyone had to eat. At first, when they came out of the shelters, they swarmed whatever shops or stores still stood. A wave of illness came months after as the radiation poisoning killed those driven mad by hunger.

   Gabe knew better. Back then he had self-control. Instilled by his father. He was taught to be patient, to master one’s desires and urges. For food and, more importantly, for violence. Maybe his father knew he had a rage in him even at that young age.

   As a teen and mixing with the gangs, it grew stronger. Soon he carved a reputation for himself, but it was only to buy him time, time to find much-needed resources for his family.

   But that didn’t work out so well. And so the rage stayed. Boiled inside him like the protein powders in the ration packs. At least this time, he’d helped keep Petal alive for a few years. He looked at her like she was his own daughter these days.

   “I regret the things I did when we first met,” Gabe said, his voice low like a growl. Something about the quiet atmosphere beneath the shelter made him not want to break the silence. Since the war there were very few animals left, almost no insects, and no birds. There was nothing at night but silence and the cries of the wind. Some nights he thought it was the world expressing the pain that humankind had wrought.

   “What do you mean?” Petal said. She sat opposite the small fire, cross-legged, her hands inside her biker’s jacket pockets. In the five or so years he’d known her, this was the first time it occurred to him she hadn’t aged one bit. She’d died and been revived a number of times, been in dozens of fights, and yet she looked as fresh and innocent as the day he found her wandering alone in the desert.

   “The techxorcist work, all that AI and bad code. The jobs, the fights, the strife. Ya didn’t deserve all that. I pushed ya too hard, didn’t consider ya welfare enough beyond the jobs.”

   She shrugged. “We survived. We needed to do what we did. What’s brought this on?”

   “I’m tired,” he said, leaning back against the duffle bag that was attached to the back of the bike. “Tired of the struggle, ya know? Why does it have to be this way?”

   “Hell knows. It is what it is. Careful, you’re gonna burn that slop.”

   He lifted the tin and placed it on the dirt floor, steam rising in slow, winding swirls. He divided up the meal between them on two metal plates. Handing one to Petal, he asked, “Do ya feel anything going wrong?” He tapped his head. “In there, I mean, with Gerry.”

   Petal removed a fork from inside her jacket, took a bite of the protein, and grimaced. After choking it down, she shook her head. “Nah, that’s the odd thing. I feel totally at peace, like I got a protector or something in there. I wish I could communicate directly with him, though.”

   “How is any of this even possible? I mean, are our brains all capable of accommodating two separate and distinct minds?”

   “That’s the thing,” Petal said, her mouth half-full with food. “I don’t think Gerry is a mind anymore. He was changed by his interaction with Elliot. Whatever happened when he was uploaded has drastically changed what he is. I kind of think of him as a ghost. A digital spirit that’s somehow using my neural network as a kind of computer. He’s in my very DNA now.”

   “I still don’t like it,” Gabe said. “I feel like ya’ve got a ticking time bomb inside you, waiting to go off. Waiting to send ya mad like all the others.”

   “You think I’m a threat to you?” Petal asked.

   “Maybe,” Gabe said. “But it’s nothing I can fix until we get Alpha up and running.” His hand subconsciously patted the side of the case that held Alpha’s motherboard. “If Xian doesn’t have any parts, I don’t know how we can proceed. How can we stop the threat of Elliot?”

   “There’s always a way,” Petal said.

   Gabe saw a glimmer in her eye and a strange distortion in her face. For a split second it was like looking at Gerry again. Perhaps it was just the idea of him being inside her brain combined with the tiredness of the long journey creating things that weren’t there, but one thing was sure, he’d never seen Petal so at peace. So calm. He wondered for a brief second if they shouldn’t just let her be.

   But the thought of losing her threatened to break his cold, black heart in two.

   “Do you still detect a network around here?” Gabe asked, trying to distract his wandering mind.

   “Yeah, the traffic is getting stronger. There’s definitely something going on. It ain’t the Meshwork, but a private network, like ours, but this reaches much further. I think Gerry’s been working on it. He’s providing me with glimpses of images and data. It’s like I’m looking at stars in space, an infinite distance with lots of connections.”

   “Is it navigable? Could ya get to Bachia’s network? Or Libertas’... perhaps we could get word to Enna or the guys at Cemprom about what we’re doing? I still can’t find an open radio signal due to that damned suppression.”

   “I can try,” Petal said. “You want me to send a secure message? It’s kind of hit and hope, like sending a bottle out in the sea.”

   “We don’t have other options until we get to Xian’s, and that’s at least another day away. You remember the Helix encryption algorithm I taught ya? Enna’s got the keys to it. She’ll recognise it if she gets it.”

   “Okay. Sending now.” Petal closed her eyes. Her eyeballs twitched behind the thin skin of her lids as she interacted with her internal transceiver. Gabe felt a flicker of network traffic and very briefly, through his own systems, caught a glimpse of the network. Vast was an understatement. As quickly as it came, it was gone.

   “Sent,” Petal said. “You wanna get some rest? I’ll take watch. Just in case there’s some sneaky fuckers waiting for us to sleep before coming out of their holes.”

   “Wake me in four hours,” Gabe said. “We’ll split the watch.”

   “Fine by me, old man. Sleep tight.”

   Petal stood, ran her hand over his bald head, and tapped him on the shoulder. “Sweet dreams.”

   Gabe gripped her hand for a second before she headed out of the shell of the train. She disappeared into the dark, finding a position from which to keep watch. Gabe lay his head down and let the tiredness take him; all the while he pictured Petal and Gerry as one combined face.

   ***

   Gabe woke to Petal’s scream. The low morning sun raked through the open side of the building, striking against the old, rusted engine shell, warming his face. Bleary eyed, he sat up, realising he was outside of the shell, lying in his watch position on a mezzanine floor to the right of the building.

   Damnit! He’d fallen asleep on his watch.

   He saw two dark figures exit the shelter. They each gripped Petal’s arms, holding them out and avoiding her forearm spikes. Which meant they knew her, had intel. They were wrapped in brown and grey camouflaged desert robes. Assassins.

   They forced Petal face-first to the dirt. She struggled. One of the assassins struck her with a stun-baton. It looked like the ones used by the Libertas security people. Once stunned, the other one took a pistol from within their robes and aimed it at the back of Petal’s head.

   She wasn’t out completely; her legs and arms still moved, but she wasn’t able to fight back. One of them, a male, barked questions at her, but Gabe couldn’t quite hear the exact words from his position. He also noticed that their quad-bikes had been sabotaged. The H-core engines were ripped from the chassis, and the fuel cells damaged.

   How could he have missed all this? Staying to the shadows, he got to his feet and slowly climbed down from the wooden mezzanine floor. He took off his heavy duster jacket and placed it gently on the floor, to avoid any noise. From within the interior folds, he took his whip and a stun-sickle. The latter’s power source had long since run out, but the blade was still wicked sharp, and he’d spent many an hour practicing with it until it felt like a natural extension to his arm.

   Still berating himself for falling asleep, he crouched and sidestepped slowly around the perimeter of the building, always staying to the shadows and avoiding crossing any sunbeams.

   He could hear Petal’s voice now, pleading. Her limbs moved uselessly.

   The questioning continued.

   “Where are the others?” one of them asked.

   “I’m alone,” Petal said.

   “There are two bikes!”

   “I tow one, just in case. What do you want from me?”

   “Your head.”

   The one who had stunned her reached behind his back and pulled a katana from a sheath.

   Gabe stealthily made his way around the edges of the building until he was now by the edge of the great train’s shell. The bikes were just a few metres in front of him. Smoke rose from one, filling the area with the stench of burning chemicals that made his throat tighten.

   He stifled a choke noise, held his breath, and forward-rolled to the bikes.

   The assassin with the pistol stepped back a few paces to allow the other one to stand over Petal. He placed the pistol within the folds of his robes, gripped her hair, and pulled her head back. The katana-wielder assumed a stance to the side of Petal’s prone body and raised the sword.

   Gabe vaulted the quad bike and, with two leaping strides, closed the distance. The assassin with the sword turned just as Gabe closed in, but he was too slow. Gabe swung the sickle in a vicious, slicing arc, cutting into the man’s neck. He powered through the stroke, decapitating him.

   His body slumped to its knees and fell forward. Blood gushed into a frothy pool on the dust floor at the feet of his partner, who spun to face Gabe, reaching for the pistol.

   Petal turned her head, saw Gabe, and while still not in full control of her limbs, thrashed her legs, knocking the other assassin off balance for a brief second.

   It was just long enough for Gabe to crack his whip, catching the assassin’s wrist. Gabe pulled back on the whip, overbalancing the assassin, who dropped his pistol and tripped over Petal’s legs.

   Gabe was on him instantly, straddling him, bearing all his weight down on the man’s chest. Gabe delivered a firm right hook to his face, busting open a cut over his eye.

   “Who do you work for?” Gabe screamed.

   The assassin just smiled, remaining silent. His eyes bulged, vessels burst, covering his corneas with a thin film of blood. All the while that stupid, rictus grin continued to expose a mouth of gritted teeth. Gabe backed away. The assassin started to shake as if in a seizure. Blood dripped from his ears, and a high-pitched keening came from somewhere deep in his throat before his chest expanded and his back arched.

   With a single scream, he rolled onto his side and died.

   “What the hell?” Gabe said, staring at the dead man. “What the actual fuck?”

   Gurgling, Petal rolled slowly away from the pool of blood. She moved like a drunken sloth, her limbs not quite translating her thoughts properly. Gabe stepped over the bodies of the assassins and lifted Petal to her feet.

   Her neck and shoulder muscles were still tense from the shock. He took her back inside the shelter and laid her down on the makeshift bed made from his duffle bag. The embers of the fire glowed dully within the ash. He gathered some fragments of wood littered around the place and got the fire started again. He propped Petal up close to the fire.

   “You just try to relax,” Gabe said. “The stun effects will wear off soon.”

   She nodded, mumbling a couple of words that sounded like ‘thanks, man’.

   While Petal recuperated, he ducked out of the shelter and inspected the bodies. In terms of assassins, they weren’t exactly highly skilled, and with the use of the stun-baton, he suspected they were just recruits from Libertas. He checked their wrists and confirmed his suspicions: ronin-chips.

   Looking at the one who had kind of self-destructed, he noticed his chip was now a charred square on his skin. It had burnt out and seemingly taken his brain with it.

   Could Elliot really take people out via his network? He supposed it was possible. When he had his first, crude, brain implant, it had a tendency to overclock the brain, send the body into a kind of self-destruction meltdown. Which is why everyone moved to the safer neck ports, but he supposed those who stuck ronin-chips into their dermal implants didn’t care about the side effects, if they even knew about them.

   But one thing was sure: the ronin network was more capable than he, or anyone else, had first realised. With an army of mutable drones, Elliot could do almost anything he wanted. Having control of people’s thoughts and to be able to influence them so directly meant a whole crap-ton of trouble.

   Gabe headed back inside and sat with Petal.

   “I’m sorry,” Gabe said. “I should have been more alert. How the hell could I just fall asleep like that?”

   “You’re getting old,” Petal said, with a slight slur and a wonky smile.

   Although meant as a light-hearted joke, he knew it was the truth. In this world he was an old man. Such a brutal existence didn’t favour the old. Life burst brightly like a flame and extinguished before it burnt down to embers. Those who did lose their light, like him, were kicked into the dust. Snuffed out.

   But he wasn’t dead yet. He still had a job to do.

   One way or another he’d finish it.

  


 
   
   Chapter 15

   In one of Cemprom’s secret labs, James read the report. He nodded at the conclusion, rubbing his chin. “You make some fair points,” he said. Saladin, the lead clone engineer for Cemprom, stood in front of the seated James, his hands behind his back, small, flitting eyes focussed, waiting.

   Rosario Fuentes stood behind him. She ran her hands over his shoulders and bent her head to whisper in his ear. “Saladin’s a prodigy. He knows this subject like no other. He’s right.”

   James shivered just a little under her hot breath. He hated himself for being so weak, so manipulated, but Saladin’s proposal on how to stabilise the clones was good, solid work. It was definitely something that under normal circumstances he would have tested, but with Fuentes influencing him, he felt like this decision was no longer his.

   Fuentes moved to stand in front of the two cylindrical tanks. The two clones hung in the ’Stem-infused solution. Their eyes were closed, limbs curled into their bodies like two fully-grown foetuses. They were James’ number one and two clones, and ninety-nine percent perfect. Which wasn’t perfect at all.

   “They’re dangerous,” James said, as if he had any say over this situation by now.

   “And Petal and Sasha aren’t?” Fuentes turned to face him. She looked past him to Saladin and gave him a short nod. The Engineer left the lab, closing the door behind him.

   Despite the times he had shared with Rosario, all those passionate, intimate nights, standing there alone with her made him feel like prey. She stalked him, swinging her hips as she closed in, bringing her body up against his, her hands stroking the back of his neck.

   She kissed him softly and mumbled the words, “We can do it, together. We can bring them back, fix their code.”

   James closed his eyes as his body betrayed him. He leaned further in, feeling the heat of her chest against his, feeling her heart beat through her suit jacket. His hands surrounded her narrow waist, and he pulled her closer still.

   With the pain of Petal and Sasha being estranged, the idea of fixing numbers one and two did appeal to him. He just wanted his girls back. But beyond the lust and yearning for intimacy and the desire to be a ‘father’ to these clones, a deep, insistent burrowing of anxiety about Sasha itched away at his psyche; had she really just left them all? Had she guessed his relations with Rosario and deserted them?

   She was always impulsive, that was what made her so effective on the battlefield or in conflicting situations. Of all four of the clones, she was the real warrior, always finding a solution or making the best of an impossible situation. But still, he wondered if her silence wasn’t impulsive behaviour but something else.

   “Saladin is right,” Rosario breathed close to his hear, licking at the edges, running her hands up and down his spine. “He’s been working on this solution for weeks. He admired your work the day you came to the city. He truly believes he can help you make them all they need to be.”

   James sighed, relaxing into Rosario’s clutch. He wanted it so much. Wanted to see them open their eyes and know he, and not Elliot, was their father, their creator.

   “The others have abandoned you,” Fuentes said bluntly. “Take this opportunity to be a father again. It’s been so long since your beautiful daughters breathed the air. Let them free from their dreams. Liberate them, James, my love. Liberate them, and let us together save this city from Elliot’s influence.”

   “If we do this,” James said, pulling away slightly, not wanting to give in to his desire for Rosario, “it has to be on my terms, under my direction. I’m sure Saladin is capable, his report is especially brilliant, but he doesn’t know my girls like I do. I can’t afford to lose another. I... I couldn’t face that. Not again.”

   Rosario kissed him deeply this time, teasing her tongue against his before breaking away. They locked eyes, and Rosario smiled. “I promise you, you will have full control. These are your girls; Saladin just wants to help, as do I. And we do need some help if they’re to have a safe city. We have to stop the scourge of your father, and with Sasha sulking and Petal away with Gabriel, we need all the expert help we can get.”

   James breathed in deep, closed his eyes, and pictured clones one and two opening their eyes and looking upon him once more.

   “Okay,” he said. “I’ll speak with Saladin, get things in order.”

   “This is the best way forward. For all of us.” She walked to the door, opened it, and turned to face James before saying, “I’ll send in Saladin. Might as well get started.”

   James nodded while sitting at the work console, already setting up the various holoscreens they would need to monitor clone one’s vitals while they woke her up.

   “Good luck.” Rosaria looked back briefly before leaving the lab.

   Maybe this was the time, after all. Perhaps it all had led to this moment, these circumstances. Some divine coincidence.

   It was time.

   Time to wake up.

  


 
   
   Chapter 16

   Gabe installed the broken fuel cell into the bike. From the two sabotaged machines, he and Petal managed to salvage enough working parts to repair one bike. The fuel cell, although fixed as best as possible, had lost more than half its charge. With carrying two people, it was unlikely to reach Xian’s place on the coast. But it would be better than walking the whole way.

   Gabe’s bones ached at the thought of trudging a hundred kilometres, especially as by the look of the black clouds gathering on the horizon, they would be in for a serious storm.

   “Just our damned luck,” Gabe said. “No storms for how many years? And now a mother of all blasted storms is brewing up, waiting to fuck us over.”

   Petal had recovered from her stun and packed a few litres of water and four more ration packs, the extent of what they could carry on the bike with the two of them, plus Alpha’s motherboard secured in a strongbox.

   “Life’s a series of challenges, Gabe. It is what it is.”

   “Gerry making ya a philosopher these days, eh?”

   “Nah, just tired of railing against bad luck. I’ve had it since the day I was activated. Why worry about it now?”

   “We’ve got a decision to make.” Gabe moved to an open section in the wall of the building. “Looking at those clouds and feeling that wind that’s kicking up, we need to choose whether we stay until the storm blows over or try to get to Xian’s before the worst hits us.”

   Petal joined him at the gap in the wall. The ragged breach looked like a knife wound. Gabe thought it was probably a metal girder crashing down from the roof, which now lay in pieces across the vast floor of the building.

   Even without the roof, the shell of the train carriage would provide them with shelter.

   “We can’t stay,” Petal said. “What if there’re more ronin around?”

   “Wait,” Gabe said. “That’s what the traffic you detected was: those damned ronin. They were here all this time, waiting.”

   “Aye. That sounds about right.” Petal looked away and sighed.

   “What is it?”

   “I should have known. It’s my fault.”

   “Nonsense. We can play the blame game all day, but one thing is for sure, if we stay here, we’ll be attacked again at some point. The fact Elliot can remotely kill a ronin-chip wearer tells me he’s probably got some kind of tracking facility. He knows we’re here, probably knows we have Alpha.”

   “Fuck it, let’s go. It’s just a storm, right? I don’t care about getting a bit wet.”

   The sky rolled with dense black clouds, a fabric void billowing with angry winds.

   “Yeah,” Gabe said, looking at the malevolence gathering in the distance. “Just a storm.”

   Gabe turned his back to the storm and checked everything was tied securely to the quad-bike. It started up after a couple of tries. The engine rumbled with a worrying knocking sound. Those bastards really did a number on them, but it was better than nothing.

   Petal joined him. “Ready when you are, Gabe.”

   “Keep that pistol close to ya,” Gabe said. “Never know what’s waiting for us out there.”

   “I don’t detect the network at the moment.”

   “Aye. Don’t mean they aren’t on their way, though.”

   Gabe gunned the engine and pulled away from their shelter. He navigated the bike through the rubble of the town, watching for dark corners and shifting shadows. His entire body tensed, ready to act. But as they approached the exit road, he relaxed and throttled the bike, headed towards the great black velvet blanket that shut out the light and draped across the horizon. It’d be okay. It’s just a storm.

   ***

   Hour after hour, Gabe clenched his jaw harder, gripped the bike’s controls tighter. White smoke came from the exhaust, and the engine made a horrible grinding noise. He had stopped twice during their seventy-kilometre journey to let it cool off.

   The winds gusted at them with such force it felt like they weren’t making any progress, but they crawled forward, stealing more ground from the storm.

   It was so dark now that he had to switch on the headlight to ensure he didn’t drive into a crater or tumbled building. Along their journey they saw almost no vegetation, towns, or relics of the time before the war, just open, cracked ground. A few times he nearly pitched the bike sideways into a fissure. He was just thankful that, so far, the wind blew head on. There was no way they’d stay upright with a side wind.

   Lightning flashed, lighting up the whole sky. A crack of thunder erupted a few seconds later. Gabe jumped at the noise, feeling the power of it hit his chest. Petal, sitting behind him, gripped his waist tighter.

   And on it went, growing fiercer than he could ever imagine. Lightning forked all around them, making the dense, statically charged clouds glow blue. They watched as lightning struck the ground, not once or twice but hundreds of times, as if the very gods were smiting the earth.

   “Oh fuck,” Gabe said, leaning forward. The headlight went out.

   “What is it?” Petal shouted over the roar of the thunder and the gusting winds that threatened to rip them off the bike.

   “We’re done!” The bike lurched to a stop; steam poured from the fuel cell. “The static shorted the H-core.”

   The clouds ahead formed a giant cone, forks of light flashed inside the huge swirling form as it sucked up air and dust from the ground. Gabe abandoned the bike. The winds shifted. Dust, dirt, and small stones crashed into his face. He held up his jacket to block out the assault while he grabbed the strong box containing Alpha’s motherboard from the bike.

   “Grab what you can,” he shouted, bellowing as loud as he could over the deafening roar of the twisting beast.

   “Where will we go?” Petal screamed.

   Gabe shielded his eyes, scanning the area. To his right he saw a couple of small boulders. It wasn’t ideal, but in the Great Plains there was nowhere else to go before the tornado struck. He pointed to them, and Petal’s eyes followed him. He could see fear there, and desperation.

   “It’s the only place.”

   She nodded and held the duffle bag with supplies up to protect her face.

   Together, leaning against the violent, battering winds, they trekked towards the dark shapes, hoping they’d offer enough protection from the vicious winds.

  


 
   
   Chapter 17

   Sasha woke up, still strapped to the table. Her body ached with the discomfort, but thankfully her feet had stopped hurting. They itched where the skin had started to dry and heal over. She checked the time on the holoscreen in front of her: 13:00. She’d been out all night and most of the morning. As her bleary vision cleared, she saw they had worked on Malik’s leg. A metal cap was fitted to the end of the stump. A tight sleeve surrounded the rest of his thigh. He was awake, looking around his room, scanning every corner, every detail, no doubt trying to figure a way out.

   A minute later and the door behind her opened. A waft of air blew hair into her face. A shadow crawled over her body. Looking down at her was one of the women from Malik’s room. She wore a bandage around her right wrist with spots of blood showing through.

   The woman she’d shot in the hangar.

   “You’re awake finally,” Katsuo said as he stepped into the room and stood to Sasha’s right. He regarded the other woman. “Marlena, prep Sasha for the procedure. And don’t be too careful. I see you have a little history together.” He nodded to the bandage wrapped around the woman’s wrist.

   Marlena smiled as she removed a scalpel from a table of medical tools next to the bed.

   Sasha’s right arm lay flat, exposing her wrist. With her free hand, Marlena applied a yellow stain of disinfecting ’Stem solution over Sasha’s wrist: the preferred location for the ronin-chip. Once installed, it’d hijack her regular dermal implant.

   “This will hurt,” Marlena said as she took a chip off the table. A pair of five-millimetre-long teeth was attached to the underside. Once locked in, the teeth of the chip would integrate with her nervous system. That would bring her online to Elliot’s network and disable her own implant and internal system. The damn thing was a parasite.

   She closed her eyes as the woman moved closer, bringing the scalpel to touch her skin.

   “Although it’ll take just a few minutes,” Katsuo said, “it will hurt for quite some time.”

   Sasha opened her eyes and spat at him, and received a hard slap to her face, knocking her head violently to the side, crashing against the steel surface of the table.

   “Do it now,” Katsuo said.

   The scalpel fell away and clattered to the floor. The woman began to cough, and she clutched her bandaged wrist. Her hands shook.

   “What’s the matter with you?” Katsuo said, moving towards her. Marlena’s eyes snapped wide open, the veins bulging bright red. She knelt down and began to choke. He put his hand on her back and tried to help her up. She just gurgled before grabbing the scalpel. He helped her to her feet and looked into her weeping eyes.

   “Are you hurt?”

   Her mouth twisted as she forced out the words. “My... wrist...” She held it up. The bandage had turned black, and Sasha could smell burning.

   “What the?” Katsuo stepped back, but he was too slow.

   Marlena struck out with the scalpel, driving it into his carotid artery. Blood gushed from the wound, spraying across the room. She continued to drive it in until he fell to the ground with a slump and choked on his own blood.

   The woman turned to Sasha and used the scalpel to cut her bonds.

   “Why?” Sasha said as she sat up and eased the pain on her wrists and ankles.

   “I’m... off the network,” Marlena said with a strange smile on her face. “Chip... damaged.”

   She grinned like a maniac, and Sasha stepped back.

   Smoke continued to rise from the darkened bandage before a flame erupted and burned away the fabric. Marlena felt to her knees and held up her burning arm like it was a torch. That was when her chest convulsed and she fell forward, striking the floor with her face. Sasha waited for a moment before checking her pulse. She was dead.

   Katsuo’s body was still moving, however, and a whispered voice came from his throat.

   Sasha knelt beside him. “What are you saying?”

   He clenched his eyes shut with the effort, but squeezed out two words, “He knows,” before his breathing stopped and his head fell against his chest.

   “Why are you bad guys always so cryptic?” Sasha shook her head and picked up the scalpel. She got a good look at the room. The previous cream walls were now a riot of red. A cupboard stood half open beside the door. Inside, she found more of the green medical outfits. She put one on and took Marlena’s mask after cleaning the blood off with a rag. Looking through the bits of blood on the holoscreen, she saw Malik. She took a closer look at his wrist. It didn’t appear they had chipped him yet. There was nothing to distinguish where he might be in the facility, but given the room didn’t look too dissimilar to this one, she suspected it must be close.

   “I’m coming, Mal,” she said. “Hold on.” She turned her back on the two corpses and exited the room.

  


 
   
   Chapter 18

   The powerful winds blustered against Gabe, unbalancing his strides as he and Petal ran for the boulder formation. The storm continued to rage. Blue and white flashes burst against dark skies. The great twisting funnel of dust and air grew bigger every second.

   Gabe tripped over a rock. His face struck the ground with a hollow thud.

   Petal raced to his side and tried to pull him up, but he remained prone, shrugging her off. He pounded his fist on the ground. More hollow bangs echoed.

   “There’s something down there,” he said, bellowing over the roar of the winds.

   A blanket of dust and gravel and detritus blew into his face. He held up a protective hand and squinted at the ground.

   “What are you looking for?” Petal said, standing with her back to the wind. Her hair blew wildly around her head. It looked as if she were being electrocuted, which given the amount of lightning, Gabe didn’t think particularly unlikely.

   “Here.” Gabe got to his feet. He stamped along the ground and headed off to the right of the boulders, which stood no more than five metres away.

   With each stamp that same echo rang out. He scanned the ground. As the wind continued to sweep the dust and dirt around, he noticed dark patches.

   He crouched and wiped his hand across one of the dark areas.

   “It’s metal! There’s a shelter here.”

   Before Petal could say anything, he sprinted to the boulders. They were arranged in a rough circular formation. He then considered how odd it seemed for this formation of rocks to be on these plains when he could see no others for kilometres around. Even within the ruins of the old towns and settlements there was little else beyond rubble and dirt.

   “What’ve you found?” Petal asked, joining him in the circle of tall boulders. They came up to her waist. They both crouched down, using them for temporary shelter from the vicious winds. Thunder continued to crack the skies with each flash of lightning.

   Gabe unsheathed the katana on his back that he took from the ronin. Using the grip of the weapon, he bent down and tapped on the earth. When the strike rang out with a sound of metal, he dropped the weapon, got to his knees, and cleared the ground with his hands. The area was slightly depressed from the surrounding earth.

   “It’s a hatch,” Petal said. “Must’ve been one of the old nuke bunkers.”

   Gabe cleared the area further to reveal a circular, metal lid with two deep grooves—handholds.

   “Help me with this,” Gabe said, gripping one of the holds with both of his hands.

   Petal joined him and gripped the other hold.

   Together they lifted the hatch against the power of the wind. It was hinged on one edge. Petal held it open while Gabe poked his head down into the hole.

   Stale air wafted up. Familiar. He’d known this smell from his younger years: the coolant for computers used in shelters. The arid air was one of the reasons he was so eager to leave his shelter in Hong Kong and seek resources elsewhere. It made his lungs so dry he thought they would turn to papyrus.

   Of course, the fact he could smell it now meant that there was something still running down there. And if there was something running, that meant there was... someone. He couldn’t see much through the gloom. There was a ladder attached to the wall, but he couldn’t tell how far it went down.

   Gabe pulled his head out of the hatch.

   “We might have company here,” he said. “Are ya picking up any traffic?” His internal transceiver wasn’t picking up anything, but now that Petal had Gerry working on her systems, she’d likely have better luck.

   “Wait,” Petal said as she became still. She turned her head slowly taking in the area. She sniffed the air like a tracker dog. “Yeah, there’s something here. I’m getting... dark traffic. Encrypted.”

   “Ronin?”

   Petal nodded just as a bolt of lightning struck one of the boulders, splitting off a great chunk. It made Gabe jump back, losing his grip on the hatch. The wind caught it and slammed it back down. Lightning began to flash all around them.

   “It must be the shelter,” Gabe screamed. “The metal is attracting the lightning.”

   They had a clear choice: go into the shelter, with the potential of confronting more ronin, or stay outside in the worst storm in living memory.

   Gabe looked out to the horizon. The twister had grown larger still. It was so big he had to almost turn his head a full ninety degrees to see beyond the funnel in either direction. And it was heading straight for them, less than a kilometre away. Gabe was already having trouble standing. Once it hit, it would be all over.

  


 
   
   Chapter 19

   Sasha hurried through the halls and passages, intent on finding Malik. Now that her bracers were removed, she could pick up the network with her internal systems. She tried to reach a node outside, to get a message to James or the others about Rosario Fuentes’ betrayal, but it was locked down, firewalled. She didn’t have time yet to try to hack her way in.

   She reached the end of a grey corridor and followed it as it branched to the right. A handful of ronin members passed by, making her tense with paranoia that she had forgotten something or looked out of place. She, now dressed in one of the women’s medical outfits, including a facemask, was at least convincing enough to not get noticed.

   But still, as she passed each person, avoiding direct eye contact, her heart threatened to break out of her chest, until she remembered her training. She pictured the now-departed General Vickers standing in front of her, screaming his orders, while the other soldiers tried to attack her from all angles. That was when her combat systems took over, making her movements smooth and quick like a snake. Her mind would go into a hyper-focal state, slowing time, turning it to liquid.

   Relax. Focus. I can do this.

   She gave a cursory nod of greeting as a group of two men, engineers by the look of their grimy faces, walked by. They were deep in conversation about some ‘phased roll-out’.

   She stopped at each door along the hall, looking through the small square windows. The first two rooms were empty. The third, however, held Malik.

   A pair of women, dressed like her, approached. They giggled and chatted with each other as if they were just regular citizens on their way to work. Sasha gave them a confident nod and strode into the room. She closed the door behind her and fell back against it, taking a deep breath. She could no longer hear the women’s footsteps.

   Malik looked up. His eyes drooped; his shoulders sagged.

   “What now?” he said. “Aren’t you finished inflicting pain on me? Come to threaten me again? Want to take my other leg off?”

   Sasha approached, crouched down in front of him, and pulled her mask down. “It’s me.” She whispered it, although there was no real need to. Katsuo and the nurse would never hear anything again, and those outside didn’t seem to be on any kind of alert—yet.

   “Are you in much pain?” Sasha asked. They had done a decent job of fixing his leg. No doubt with the motivation of using him as a pawn, a bargaining chip. He was more valuable to them alive than dead.

   “Sasha, that you?” He squinted. His words were slurred and thick.

   “It’s me. I’ve come to get you out of here.”

   “What happened to your hand?”

   She shrugged. “They tried to chip me. Something happened with a nurse. I shot her arm back in the warehouse, and I think that malfunctioned the chip. She killed the one called Katsuo before releasing me.”

   “That’s good, Sash. I’m pleased you got away.” Malik pointed to his leg. “But I’m not going anywhere fast. I’m still out of it with the drugs. I can barely move.”

   Sasha could carry him, but there’s no way that wouldn’t look incredibly suspicious. She cut him free, releasing his wrists from the arms of the chair.

   “There’s a console,” Malik said. “Back that way.” He pointed further down the hall. “I saw it when they dragged me in here. They have a factory, too. I think you could get into the network from that console—perhaps figure out how to stop the connection between Elliot and his ronin.”

   “Factory?”

   “Yeah, the room where they’re making the chips. We’re on the second level of the compound, not far from the chimney—and those fucking traps.”

   Sasha winced at the memory of his leg, the jaws of the trap.

   “What about the console? Where’s that?” She thought if she could get into the network directly, she might be able to find a way out, get a message to Jimmy. Though she wasn’t as good a hacker as Petal, she had still learned a great deal about getting through network security, but her internal systems weren’t up to it. Not enough bandwidth. That was Petal’s speciality. It was then she realised how much she missed her. It’d only been a few days since they parted for their respective missions, but not hearing from her sister for all that time left a hole inside.

   “An office room,” Malik said. “Down the hall and to the left. You won’t miss it; it’s just outside the factory floor.”

   “How many are in there?”

   Malik shrugged. “I only saw one operator working on a slate in front of a holoscreen setup. I don’t know how many others there are, or how many were in the factory. I only caught a quick glimpse through the window as they brought me here.”

   Sasha stood, considering her options. If they were on the second floor and near the chimney, they’d have to go back through the main centre of the compound where she was held captive. It’d be too busy with people to get away with that. Someone would ask her what she’s doing with Malik, and there’d be too many to fight while carrying him.

   “You can’t take me,” he said, seemingly reading her thoughts.

   “I can’t leave you either, not after I thought I lost you. You’re too valuable to Libertas to leave behind.”

   “Just Libertas?” Malik said, reaching out for her good hand. “I... I want us to both make it out.”

   “I do, too,” Sasha said, squeezing his hand back, enjoying the feeling of his hand against hers. “I got an idea.”

   “Is it crazy?”

   “Depends on how you define crazy.”

   Malik smiled. “Okay, what are you thinking?”

   “I’ll get to the console, hack my way out of their network and get a message to Jimmy and the others. Perhaps they can send a bunch of people here. And in the meantime, who knows, I might be able to do a little damage from within.”

   “How do we know James isn’t in on this, too? Fuentes has betrayed us, and I’m sure she’d have portions of Cemprom and the security service in thrall to her. That’s why my message to them earlier got intercepted and we ended up here. We can’t trust anyone right now.”

   “You’re right, but it’s Jimmy! He wouldn’t betray me.”

   “He lied to you and Petal about who and what you really were. Is it such a leap to think he could be involved with this? You saw how cosy he and Fuentes are. How long has he been alone? All those years living underground at Criborg... What’s to say he hasn’t grown accustomed to Fuentes’ company? Who knows how easily his loyalties could be manipulated?”

   She didn’t want to think of it. It’d take more than just a fumble in bed for him to turn against her. She was sure of it. But that wasn’t to say that any and all communications weren’t monitored. Already she was surprised at the breadth of the ronin and their number. They were growing all the time, each person a node for Elliot to manipulate.

   That extended his reach to almost anywhere in the city.

   “I think it’s better I leave you here for now. No one knows what’s happened to Katsuo and his nurse yet. I want to use that time to get to the console. As soon as I’ve figured something out, I’ll come back for you.”

   Malik looked down at his leg. “Okay. I’d only slow you down.”

   “I will get us out. I promise.”

   She loosened the straps so that it still looked like he was restrained, but if he needed to, he could move. She handed him the scalpel. “Hide that on you, just in case a situation arises.”

   Malik hid it in the folds of the blue medical gown the ronin nurses had given him. “Thanks.”

   Before she could turn away, Malik reached out and pulled her closer by her arm. “I’m sorry to have been such a burden to you.”

   “You’re anything but.” She moved closer still, hesitating, her lips so close to his.

   Malik leaned forward and kissed her.

   Sasha melted into him; anxiety and tension drifted away to be replaced by a flush of heat. She moved her hands to his head and ran them through his hair. Eventually, she pulled away, fearing that if she didn’t, she’d never be able to leave him and do what she needed to do. They both smiled at each other. She felt giddy for a moment, the dam of pent-up emotion broken, the waves filling her with hope and purpose. “I should go,” Sasha said after a while. “Get us help; then get us out of here.”

   “Please,” Malik said, running a hand down her cheek, “be careful.”

   “I’ll try.”

   Although it hurt her to leave him, she was now filled with even more desire to get out alive. Now she had just more than survival at stake. She had a future with someone.

   Sasha looked out of the window. The corridor was empty.

   “I’ll be back as soon as possible.”

   She opened the door and took one last look behind her, imprinting the image of Malik’s face smiling at her in her mind. Now was the time to act, to put into practice all the skills she was taught, all the strategies and abilities that were drilled into her. Clenching her jaw and pulling up her mask, she slipped out into the corridor and headed for the console room.

   ***

   The corridor was much like those on the lower level. Pipes and ducting ran overhead. Metal grating lined the floor, beneath which were yet more piping and tubes and wires all leading to the heart of the engineering plant: the factory floor.

   Despite her disguise and the lack of other ronin workers, she remained on high alert, observing everything around her with each step. Any time now she expected the bodies of the nurse and Katsuo to be found and an alarm to scream out.

   She followed Malik’s directions. When she arrived at the branch in the corridor, she stopped in the shadows and listened. A low rumble came from beneath her, the engines and machinery slumbering noisily. Above the white noise and coming from the left side of the branch, the sound of voices, pistons, and electrical motors.

   The dull lights spilled shadows down the edges of the hall. The gloom in the far distance only penetrated by the blue glow of a holoscreen. The console room, she thought.

   She took one last look behind her, and to the right, before heading towards the factory noises.

   As she got closer to the console room, the sounds of industry grew louder. A man with grey coveralls carrying a steel case approached her. She nodded, and he returned the nod before slowing just slightly.

   His forehead wrinkled as he took her in with a slow scrutiny.

   Could he tell she wasn’t one of the nurses? Was it odd for a nurse, as she was dressed, to be here in the factory zone?

   He stopped and focussed on her bandaged hand.

   She shrugged. “A new patient got a little bitey.” She smiled behind the mask, hoping it would translate through her eyes.

   This man didn’t wear a mask. Neither did the two engineerlike people she saw earlier. She had to wonder what the significance of the mask was. The ones who had imprisoned her also wore them. Perhaps those who left the facility wore them to hide their identity. She had certainly seen them around the city, originally thinking they were just some new fashion fad: kids experimenting with identity now that the city was free from the Family’s control.

   “They all struggle initially,” the man said. “They soon change their mind when they’re on the network, eh?”

   “That they do. Well, I best be getting on,” Sasha said, waiting for him to move on. The door to the console room was ten metres behind him. A wide window on the right wall of the corridor showed a single operator working the holoscreen with various gestures.

   At first the man didn’t move. Sasha tensed, readying herself to strike if she needed to. The fact he was carrying the case, presumably full of ronin-chips, meant it would both be trivial to incapacitate him, but also awkward. When he didn’t move on, she asked, “Is there something I can do for you?” in a pleasant, enquiring tone.

   The man shook his head. “No. It’s okay. I’ll let you get on.” He walked away, looking back just once. She could tell he was thinking something odd was going on, but knew this was her opportunity.

   When she was sure the man with the case had moved off further into the compound, she made her move.

   Under the noise of the machinery within the chip factory, she approached the door to the console room. A short, bald man sat on a stool in front of the holoscreen, which stretched three metres wide and two metres high. It covered most of the far wall. To the left of the screen, a window looked out onto the factory floor.

   She counted a couple dozen workers standing at a variety of conveyor belts and machine stations. Workers wearing overalls packed the chips into cases, while others wearing laboratory coats hunched over magnified screens attached to circuit printers.

   Luckily for her, their attentions were on the work. She waited half a minute, observing their habits; none looked back at the window, focussing instead on their various tasks.

   She tentatively tried the handle of the door; it opened quietly. Like a whisper, she slipped inside undetected and approached the man with his back to her. He was too wrapped up in his work to notice her reflection growing behind him in the window. The noise of the machines hid what little noise she made. She was now within arm’s reach.

   With her left hand she gripped his thick mane of dark hair and pulled his head to the side. With her right hand she struck a swift blow to the exposed part of his neck, knocking him unconscious. He dropped a slate to the floor as his body went limp.

   Sasha supported him and dragged him carefully off the stool and to the back of the room. She ripped the sleeves off his white lab coat and used them to tie his hands behind his back and gag his mouth. She used his shoelaces to tie his feet together.

   Once secured, she bundled him beneath a desk. It wasn’t perfect, but anyone casually looking into the room wouldn’t see him.

   The slate connected to the main server. The holoscreen showed a flowing set of metrics reporting on the efficiency and status of the machinery within the factory. They were producing a thousand chips a day. She shook her head; that many chips getting into the public would be devastating. If Elliot had access to that many people, he’d be omniscient.

   The network was self-contained, but as she scanned through it, she found various external nodes: one belonged to Cemprom, another appeared to be situated in the Presidential Suite.

   So that was Rosario Fuentes she had seen. Fucking double-crossing bitch.

   Her thoughts immediately went to Jimmy—had he realised he was screwing a two-faced whore? Was he in on it? With both Cemprom and the government’s central operating office compromised, or at least seemingly in league with Elliot’s growing infrastructure, she couldn’t risk sending a general message for help. She’d already seen what happened when Malik contacted the Libertas Security Service: they were in on it too—or at least a number of them.

   She pondered for a moment. What to do? What would Petal do? She would do some amazing hack, but Sasha wasn’t that adept. Still, thinking along those lines, a plan came to her: piggyback the network to establish her VPN with Jimmy and send him a message.

   It required a degree of trust on her part, but at this stage in the game if she couldn’t trust him, then she couldn’t trust anyone and the game was already lost.

   Fuck it, she thought. Just do it, and see what happens.

   A moan came from the man she had tied up. He was starting to come around, straining at the bonds around his wrist and ankles. She knew how that felt. Fuck him; this was war. At least she wasn’t going to kill him or turn him into some kind of interconnected zombie slave.

   While he was still struggling to gain consciousness, she navigated her way through the computer system via her connection with the slate. The communications protocol was securely hidden away behind a number of encryption layers and firewalls, but that was okay, she didn’t need to breach the security; she needed to spoof or hide her connection just for a moment.

   Altering her internal transceiver to appear like one of the nodes within the warehouse system, she wrote a message, encrypting it using a system that only Jimmy and other Criborg members could decrypt, and sent it to him.

   As soon as the message reached him, she broke the connection and deleted the log files. Hopefully that would be enough to remain under the radar. She daren’t try to send anything else. Not yet. She needed to find a way out first. Get Malik safe.

   Before Sasha could disconnect completely from the slate, she felt something tug at her mind, like an errant thought or a leftover dream bubbling to the surface. Something familiar. Something...

   Oh shit, it’s him. The nanosecond that thought came to her, she knew it was too late. He had her and dragged her into the system. Elliot had his code tendrils around her. Paralysed, she could only think: I’m going to die here.

   – Another daughter has come to see her father. How nice.

   Sasha ignored it, didn’t want to get into a conversation with it, didn’t want to give it time to get its claws into her like it did with Gerry and Petal. Instead she focussed on her surroundings, the make-up of the network. At first it overwhelmed her.

   The amount of nodes available seemed infinite. Masses of data flowed around her like a vast ocean. Each computer or chip connected like plankton, but all shared interconnectedness, a single but multipart shared existence.

   She could then understand why people liked being on the network: crazy-posthuman-guy in charge aside, there was a beauty to being part of such a massive construct. But then that wasn’t really for her. Jimmy had made her to be independent; she always felt out of place as just another cog in the machine back at Criborg, and she wasn’t about to let that happen here.

   Without thinking it through, she dumped all her thoughts in one discharge, flooding the network with data. She let everything go: all her dreams, aspirations, thoughts, knowledge, and memories. Mixed it all together and dropped it out there like an aircraft jettisons fuel.

   It bought her time, and she managed to free her mind enough to realise her physical body held the slate: the bridge that connected her internal systems to this wider one.

   She smashed the slate against the edge of the stool until she had severed the connection.

   A blast of static noise and imagery crashed through her brain, splitting it like a lightning strike. A roaring voice screamed—Elliot’s—as she hit the ground and banged her head against the hard, tiled floor.

   She winced with the pain and rolled over.

   The operator stared at her. She recognised the look in his eyes, the madness. It was then she realised what needed to be done: trace Elliot’s data-centre and destroy him, and destroy the ronin-chips. She couldn’t let the number being produced get into the public.

   The guy with the box... she realised he was probably delivering a cache for distribution. Dammit! She’d need to stop him, and the factory too. All while finding a way of getting Malik out alive.

  


 
   
   Chapter 20

   13:35 and James still hadn’t heard anything from Petal or Sasha. But as he sat there in his lab, his scruffy assistant, Saladin, sitting next to him, he let the anxiety wash away. His first clone lay inside a scanning and diagnostic machine: a glass and ceramic cylinder embedded with various magnets and radiation arrays. The clone lay on her back with her arms by her sides.

   Apart from that and a console desk with the obligatory holoscreen, the lab featured a three-metre-square Plexiglas cell. The idea was once the clone was awake fully, James would run more ‘waking diagnostics’ with her safely in the cell.

   Saladin, wearing his dark curly hair over the shoulders of his white lab coat, admired her with his hands casually placed in his pockets, like he was admiring a piece of art at a boring exhibition. “She looks good,” he said.

   The look on his face suggested he meant more than just her well-being. Like Petal and Sasha, clone one was athletic and lithe. This one was James’ hunter model, designed to complement Sasha. While Sasha excelled in close-quarter combat and battlefield leadership, clone one was a stalker, sniper, and stealth specialist. She was made to infiltrate the most secure places, perform dangerous reconnaissance, take out high-value targets.

   Saladin approached the small holoscreen attached to the front of the scanner tube. “What happened to her? I mean, before you had to put her back into stasis?”

   The chart on the holoscreen indicated a steady heartbeat, and her cognitive activity appeared normal—which was approximately forty-percent more efficient than a regular human. James stood next to Saladin and looked on to his first creation.

   “She did just one mission for me.” His voice was low like he didn’t want her to hear. “She wasn’t quite ready.” Although the glass cylinder ensured she wouldn’t be able to hear him, the fact she wasn’t floating serenely in her stasis pod unnerved him.

   “Go on,” Saladin prompted. “Is there anything specific I ought to know?”

   “It’s a long story.”

   “We’ve got time before she’s ready to wake fully. A few more tests to run yet.”

   James sat on a stool and sighed as he recollected the fateful day. “It was about six years ago. I had her and clone two activated and working with me in the lab, doing basic research projects, mostly so I could see what their learning and general cognitive functioning were capable of.”

   “Quick learners, were they?”

   “Yeah, something like that. Anyway, after a while it seemed obvious to my team and I that they were ready for a field test. One evening an opportunity presented itself.”

   James looked on at the still face of the clone. He pictured her face back then after she did what she did. Even now he felt his skin turn to goose flesh and a cold shiver tickle at his spine like an old ghost come back to haunt him from the past.

   With a deep breath he continued on. “General Vickers and a group of his men were running drills on the surface of the island. He was training the new recruits for guerrilla tactics in the field. One of the men cracked.”

   “Cracked?” Saladin asked, cocking an eyebrow.

   “Yes, cracked. His mind fractured. We had a few incidents of people within the Criborg facility lose it completely once out on the surface. We spent many decades underground. Some people just can’t handle that. Anyway, this particular gentleman went rogue, and unbeknownst to Vickers, this recruit had loaded his weapon with live rounds instead of the blanks used for training.”

   “That couldn’t have ended well.”

   “No. He took out two of his squad before running off into the brush of the island.”

   “I see. So that was the opportunity for your hunter? To track and, what? Eliminate him?”

   James shook his head. “I set her the task of tracking him. That’s all. I didn’t want him killed. We always strived to help whomever we could. Besides, if he had cracked like he did, it was wise to study him to ensure that others didn’t have the same reaction. Clone one was tasked to locate him so we could bring him in safely.”

   “Did she find him?”

   “Yes.”

   James became silent then as again that terrible image came to his mind. An image he’d tried for years to banish from memory, but, if anything, in the intervening time it had sharpened. An Impressionist painting becoming a hyper-resolution digital photograph, so that every drop of blood, every fibre of tendon and skin were etched in such detail he could see each and every cell.

   “What happened? It helps if I know the full story,” Saladin said. “That way, I can best tailor my solution to help repair her aberrant behaviour.”

   “You really want to know?”

   “Yes.”

   “She killed the kid. She stalked him for hours, toying with him, scaring him, pushing him into a corner like a lion preying on a baby gazelle. When she had him cornered, she killed him like a wild animal, ripping limbs, tearing flesh. Is that enough detail for you? No?

   “When she came back, she dragged his body, what was left of it, in a backpack and dumped the remains in my lab. She bathed in his blood while out there. Can you picture that yet? Look at her form now. Imagine her naked, covered in the gore of a man. Bits of his skin and bone entwined in her hair. And you know the worst thing of it all? She liked it. Was proud of her actions. There she stood, beaming the widest smile you’ve ever seen while blood dripped from her face and arms and hands.”

   James took a breath and tried to hide the shake in his hand by placing it in his pocket.

   “Oh,” Saladin said, his face taking on an ashen aspect and his body tensing as if she might spring up, smash her way out of the tube and rip him apart. “I read your report and thought she just had anger management and impulse control issues; I didn’t realise it was that bad.”

   “It was that bad. That’s why I couldn’t wake them, until now. I just didn’t have the technology to alter that level of damage in her brain. Are you sure your technology will help with this?”

   “There’s no such thing as a sure bet,” Saladin said, “but I’m confident it’ll work. Besides, there’s only one way to see, right? Fuentes is eager for us to test it. She’s desperate for the resources. She told me earlier that a group of insurgents killed five park landscapers this morning. We need help dealing with this.”

   “Yes, that was... unfortunate. And to a point I agree, but we have to be careful. I created these, and Petal and Sasha, so I’m not green in these matters.”

   “Of course not. I wasn’t suggesting that. It’s just we’ve been privy to a lot of Family technology. I’m sure you did great things at Criborg, but with all respect, you didn’t have all the resources that we have at our disposal. From what I read, you and a couple of assistants were all you had?”

   “And Sasha. She’s been a great help to me over the years, despite it not being her area of expertise. So explain to me, once we inject clone one with your nanosolution, how will that integrate with her brain? I read your report, but, no offence intended, it was light on scientific details. I gathered it worked similar to NanoStems?”

   “Not quite, but it came from the same branch of research.” Saladin handed James his slate and played a video file illustrating how the tech worked while he talked him through it. “Once the scan is finished, we’ll have a fully virtualised model of clone one’s brain and its workings. We can model that against a ‘normal’ brain and see what areas are malfunctioning.”

   “So the nanosolution is intelligent? You can specify what areas to fix?”

   “Yes. Exactly. The real breakthrough, however, came with networking each nanobot. Despite being the size of regular cells, each one has its own neural network, allowing a meshed network of communications to develop between them. We can then send instructions and receive data, meaning that we can effectively move them into areas where they’re needed the most and replicate the nature of the original, damaged cells.”

   “So, unlike NanoStems that generate the cell, these are like virtual cells themselves that can be repurposed on an as-and-when basis?”

   Saladin grinned. “Amazing, eh?”

   “Very impressive,” James said, analysing the illustrated demo that showed the cells swarm a damaged area of the brain and divert the functions through their own mini cortex system. “How do you issue instructions and receive the data?”

   “We can do it two ways: the first is to upload or download to clone one’s internal systems via her neck port; the second is with a secure wireless channel. With the correct slate software, we’ll be able to connect with the nanocells directly.”

   “How secure is it?”

   “No one’s hacked it yet,” Saladin said, puffing up with pride. “It’s been in the works at Cemprom’s secret tech division for the past decade.”

   “Wait a minute.” James handed the slate back to him. “Are you telling me this is still a prototype? It hasn’t been used effectively in the field yet?”

   “We’ve done extensive simulations and modelli—”

   “No, no, no, this is not right.” James ran a hand through his hair and whirled away. The thought of the battle ’droids turning on Vickers’s men came to him. He thought they were secure, too, after running simulations, yet in the field, on their first mission, they were hacked.

   “It’s fine, Doctor,” Saladin said. “We’ll test it with her in the cell first. Make sure it’s okay. Trust me. It’s really had a lot of testing.”

   The door opened, and Fuentes walked in, preventing James from protesting further. She looked like she just came from a media studio: her hair nicely done up, her suit perfectly tailored. Her stiletto heels clacked across the tiles. She approached James and put her hand on his shoulder.

   “You look flustered, Doctor. Are you okay?”

   He opened his mouth to speak when a thud came from the scanner. All three of them looked round to see clone one on her side, her hand spread up against the glass and her mouth shaping words.

   “Well, look who’s awake,” Fuentes said, soothing James by massaging his shoulder. “Isn’t she pretty? She’ll be perfect. Your new daughter... our new security officer.”

   ***

   Clone one looked scared. James guessed anyone would be, stuck in a tube with an array of tools and probes scanning each and every brain function. But the haunted look on her face reached further than that. It was the look of someone who had seen and experienced things no one should have to experience. Her lips quivered as Saladin and his young assistant, Malory, helped her stand.

   Throughout the slow, careful procedure, clone one hadn’t taken her eyes off James. He couldn’t even remember if she had blinked. It was like she wanted to take all of him in like an all-seeing camera. No shutter. Always open. Always recording.

   She shivered. Her naked body rippled with the change of atmosphere. Malory wrapped her in a fleece robe. Water droplets ran off clone one’s head and soaked into the plush fabric. And then came a breathy moan from her lips.

   Her throat bobbled, and she pushed herself forward, as if willing the words to come. Words that James wasn’t sure he wanted to hear. What did someone in stasis for six years have to say? What horrors could they suffer in their induced unconscious dream world? Although her brain activity had never registered anything beyond the bare minimum, James always wondered if the clones might not experience something while in stasis.

   The thought of being trapped in a nightmare made him look away from her, the guilt too much. But she staggered forward, her baby-babble speech growing louder, more refined as her muscles remembered how to form words.

   “Doh... doh... doct...”

   Fuentes smiled, impressed at what she saw. “She’s trying to say your name, James. Listen.”

   He didn’t want to listen.

   When he looked at her, he could see her face from before: covered in blood, the crazy smile, and the pieces of torn skin hanging from her hair.

   But despite that, he couldn’t deny her. Not now. He’d come too far. Waited for too long. With Rosario and Saladin’s support, he could make things right. Make her right. For all his faults, he always had hope.

   Clone one stepped closer. James waited, unsure what to do. She held her arms out. They shook and trembled, cutting a pitying sight. It broke through his fear. Those eyes of hers still hadn’t blinked; they bore into him as her face beseeched him.

   Finally he moved closer, bringing his own arms up to take her outstretched hands.

   It was like an electric shock. As soon as they touched, she blinked, and tears flowed. Her face screwed up with too much emotion as she fell into him, wrapping her arms around his body and burying her face into his chest. She trembled against him.

   Closing his eyes and bringing his arms around her back, pulling her into a gentle embrace, he promised her everything would be okay. “You’ll be fine, my daughter. In time, you’ll be well again.”

   With Saladin and Cemprom’s technology, there was that incredible power again: hope. It could drive everything—for good or bad.

   “I think she likes you,” Fuentes said.

   “She’s amazing,” added Saladin.

   “Okay,” Fuentes said. “Let’s get her in the cell and inject the nanobots. We need to see if her body will react to them.”

   “Wait,” James said, feeling protective of the girl in his arms. “She needs time. She’s just woken up.”

   “Time’s a luxury we don’t have, I’m afraid. We need to know one way or the other.”

   He knew she was right. As cruel as it was, if the procedure worked as Saladin expected, then she would be a huge benefit to the safety of the city and the eradication of Elliot. And when he thought back to it, he created these clones for that very purpose. If there was a chance they could repair the damaged parts of their brains, make them safe and effective, they would fulfil their destiny, but more importantly, he would have his daughters back. Regardless of the source they were based on, he’d always viewed them as his daughters.

   And hadn’t he thought every single day when he looked upon their emotionless forms in the stasis pods how much he’d love to have a chance to give them a life safe from insanity? It had worked—to a degree—with Petal and Sasha. Now was an opportunity to improve clone one and two, give them the same chance to live.

   “Come on, girl, let’s get you safe inside here and we’ll bring you some food and water. We’ve got a lot of catching up to do.”

   At first she didn’t move, clinging to him like a limpet. But then as he stepped back, she released her grip, stepped back, and tried to read the intention on his face.

   “It’s okay, really. We’re all here to help you. I’ve found a solution.”

   She remained impassive.

   He found it disconcerting. Did she look upon that poor boy in the same way before ripping him apart?

   As soon as he thought it, her face softened. She nodded her head and held out her hand, letting him guide her into the Plexiglas cell. He placed her gently onto the bed and sat beside her.

   It was then he felt his VPN buzz with an incoming message. He took his personal slate from his pocket. It was Sasha! He read the message, then looked up at Fuentes. She stared back, a smile on her face.

  


 
   
   Chapter 21

   14:00. The storm roared on, gaining on Gabe and Petal’s location every second. The wind whipped at them so strongly, Gabe had to crouch in front of a boulder to avoid being blown to the hard, dusty ground.

   “Link hands,” he yelled, holding out his hand to Petal, who clutched the iron handle of the bunker hatch. She reached to him, gripping his palm. She pulled and he pushed until they both held onto the hatch. Gabe kneeled, took the handle, and heaved the hatch over, leaning his body against it, propping his feet on the edge so the wind couldn’t blow it shut.

   “Go!” he shouted to Petal.

   She ducked under his body and clambered down the ladder, carrying the water, rations, and the box containing Alpha’s damaged parts. When she had disappeared inside, Gabe followed, first placing his feet on the lowest rung he could reach and then ducking down.

   The hatch crashed shut, sending the vertical tunnel into silence and darkness.

   His hands slipped, and his weight shifted, sending his feet skidding off the metal ladder. He fell a few feet before hooking his forearm over and catching his fall. His face swung forward with the momentum, striking against the tunnel’s surface.

   Lights flashed in his eyes and then blinded him. He thought he’d suffered a severe concussion, but when he looked down, he saw Petal waving at him.

   “The place has power.”

   “Ya could’ve warned me!”

   “Sorry, Gabe, didn’t realise.”

   He squinted and waited for his eyes to adjust to the sudden lights. Strip panels of white OLEDS ran down the length of the tunnel and presumably through the roof of the bunker, if it were anything like the ones he grew up in.

   Once at the bottom he stretched out, easing his old muscles. “I’m getting too old for this sh—”

   “Sugar!” Petal said with a kind of happy yelp.

   “What?”

   “There’s freakin’ sugar here. Proper stuff, too. None of that shitty artificial crap that melts your brain.” She held up a jar with a spoon’s worth of grains in the bottom. She pawed at them like a bear scooping honey from a hive. She thrust it to him. “Want some?”

   “Sure, in a bit. Let’s see what we got down here first, eh? Like crazy people waiting to slaughter us and eat our innards.”

   There were no crazy people. The bunker extended approximately ten metres long and five wide and was decorated in the finest concrete blue-grey. He was right: OLED strips gridded the low ceiling, casting the entire room in an even light.

   He scanned round. It looked like the place had been used recently. He found cartons of powdered food and proteins, cooking utensils, and paper plates with what looked like fresh stains on them. There was also a blanket crumpled in the corner.

   Gabe kneeled and picked it up, and something thudded to the floor.

   “Shit me, Gabe, it’s a proper book.”

   Curious. He picked it up, turned it over in his hands, and read the cover.

   “What is it?” Petal asked. “A computer manual, tech specs? Some old history book?”

   “A novel.”

   “A what?”

   Gabe turned to her, clutching the book in his hands. “Ya tellin’ me ya don’t know what a novel is?”

   She shook her head. “Is it like a bible or something?”

   “They’re both fiction, girl, but one tells the truth.”

   “Which one?”

   “The novel, of course. Here, take a look.”

   He handed it to her, and she gripped it as though it were the most precious thing in the world. On the cover was a picture of a woman in a red coat. She wore silvered filters over her eyes. Petal read out the word on the front, “Neuromancer.” She flicked through the pages. “I don’t get it, Gabe.”

   “Did James not program ya to have any appreciation of the arts?”

   “Sure he did. The art to hack computers and fuck people’s shit up.” She flashed him a smile.

   “Well, let’s hope now Gerry’s poking about in ya brain, he can give ya some extra knowledge. It’s a story. Ya read it for entertainment, but good ones also teach ya something, and sometimes, like in the case of that one, predict the future.”

   She gave him a wonky expression. “Predict the future? You serious?” She looked at the book as if it were some kind of magical device.

   “Not in a literal sense. Ya don’t open it up and see the future as such, but at the time it was written, like many books back in the day, they speculated on stuff. Scientists would then end up developing tech that mirrored what had been written about in the story.”

   “So like incidental prediction algorithms?”

   “Yeah, just like those, only more entertaining. Take it; ya should read it some time.”

   “You found it. And you know more about it than me, perhaps you should keep it?”

   “I’ve read it. Trust me, ya’ll love it.”

   “When did you read a book?”

   “When I ran with the gangs, we broke into some dead, rich guy’s place. He had a library. A proper honest-to-God library full of books. Some of the fools burned ’em for fuel. But those crack heads couldn’t read. My ol’ man taught me from a young age, so I took them books, kept ’em for myself. Used to read ’em at night when the others were fightin’ or fuckin’. That one taught me a lot about hacking in an abstract way.”

   “You’re a freakin’ enigma. Who’d have known it? Why didn’t ya tell me this stuff before?”

   He shrugged. “Didn’t come up.”

   “What else don’t I know about you?”

   “It’s rumoured I play a mean jazz flute solo.”

   “A what?”

   “Never mind. What are ya pickin’ up traffic-wise? Clearly the place is empty, but where’s the data coming from you detected?”

   Petal had opened the book and was reading the page, not listening to Gabe. She murmured as she read. “... The colour of television—”

   “Hey,” Gabe tapped her shoulder. “I’m talkin’ to ya. Where’s the data coming from?”

   “Eh? Oh, through there. Some old terminal.”

   “And ya didn’t think that’d be important to tell me first?”

   “You’re the one giving me a history lesson.”

   Gabe moved to the back of the bunker. A false wall came out halfway, hiding the view of a narrow passage that had two doors at the end. As he moved into the passage, the smell of server coolant increased. Following his nose, he chose the door directly in front and opened it.

   The glowing grey and blue welcome screen of an old Legacy I console glared back at him from inside a small room barely large enough to hold two adults. More detritus littered the floor, making him think that someone had been here very recently. And perhaps left in a hurry, given the items left behind and the computer console still on.

   The log file on the console caught his attention. It had been used just an hour previously—if the time was correct.

   He navigated through the system until he found a terminal application. He launched it and scanned back through the files to find any that were recently new or had been updated. A single result came up: a transcript from an unencrypted email program.

   The message was sent to an address that Gabe knew was in Libertas, although he still thought of it as City Earth and still viewed it with suspicion. He guessed it’d take him a while to disassociate it from the Family. The message read:

    

   To: xxx-xxx-xx

   Subject: Recovery and Elimination

   Message:

   We lost contact with #48 and #39. We think they’re dead. Target’s location as yet to be identified. Storm has pinned us down into one of the old bunkers and the static has interrupted our connection. Are the chips faulty in these conditions? We’re currently off the grid, but hoping it’s just a temporary issue. We had a little trouble with some survivors (lost #52 in the struggle), but secured the location. When the storm has passed, we’ll locate and eliminate the targets. We know they’re carrying the server. Recovery shouldn’t be a problem. May need to look at adding more EM shielding to the next model of chips.

   Will update soon.

    

   Gabe’s muscles tightened. From that message it seemed that more ronin were here. He turned to the other door in the passage. Was that the only other room? Were ‘they’ in there? And who were the survivors? He thought about his family and their small tribe: could it have been them?

   He rushed back to Petal, who was sitting cross-legged, reading the book. She held a piece of white card in her right hand. She looked up at him and handed him the card.

   “I found this between the pages. Looks old.”

   Gabe’s heart sank as soon as he looked at it. It was a photograph of a woman smiling, a child of about five sitting on her knee. The woman had long, flowing dreadlocks, and the child wore a tatty, red sweater. Gabe recognised the sweater, the child, and the woman.

   His legs became weak. He leant against the wall of the bunker.

   “What is it?” Petal asked, clearly not understanding the connection, too wrapped up in the story.

   The sound of voices and shuffling came from beyond the door in the passage.

   “Get up, girl,” Gabe said, turning to face the passage.

   “For what?”

   Before he could draw his weapon, a group of five ronin, in brown and yellow desert robes, swarmed into the bunker, catching Gabe and Petal off guard. Three launched at Gabe and overwhelmed him. He managed to jab one man in the nose, cracking the cartilage, but they just kept coming, punching and kicking until he fell to the ground.

   They paralysed him with a stun weapon before dragging him around the wall and into the room from which they came.

   Through the melee, Gabe saw Petal drive her forearm spike into the leg of a woman. It jammed in the bone. Before Petal could withdraw and attack again, a burly man shoved her in the shoulder. It sent her spinning to the floor, taking the woman on the end of her spike with her. They fell in a tangled heap.

   Petal managed to kick out, catching the man in the ribs. He grunted once before falling down onto her and delivering a wicked right hook that caught her clean on the jaw.

   Like Gabe, they cuffed her and dragged her through the passage and into a small room that looked as if it might have once been the storage area given the metal racking that lined the walls. It was dark inside, just a small OLED strip glowed in the low ceiling; the rest was offline, presumably to save energy. In one of the corners were a number of shapes Gabe knew would be bodies.

   “Dump them here, and check that storage box,” the one with the broken nose said.

   Two ronin gagged both Gabe and Petal with strips of cloth and duct tape and pulled them close to the metal racks, where their arms were tied in place.

   Broken-nose stood over them, grinning. Gabe saw the chip on his wrist.

   “We’ve got the server,” one of his compatriots shouted from outside of the bunker.

   The two ronin in the room left, slamming the door behind them and shutting Gabe and Petal in darkness as the overhead light switched off.

   Petal rattled her arms against the racking and tried to talk, but the gag obscured her words.

   Gabe didn’t even bother trying to say anything. The anger was too much, choking the words before he could speak them. It wasn’t so much losing Alpha at this point or being thrown in the room, but the book, the picture...

   He moved his head to the side, imagining what those dark shapes were piled up in the corner. That’s when he struggled against the restraints and let his fury out in one explosive show of rage.

  


 
   
   Chapter 22

   James gripped the slate so tight he thought he might break the screen. And yet it was the only way he could control his emotions. In stark contrast to his rage at the message Sasha had sent, clone one sat next to him and barely moved or showed anything on her impassive face as she gazed out of her translucent cell.

   He read the message again to make sure he hadn’t misunderstood.

    

   Jimmy! Hope you’re getting this. We’re in the shit big time. Malik and I were taken by the ronin. We’re in the warehouse district. They’ve got a full-on factory here producing the chips. Malik’s lost a leg (long story), and I’m trying to plan our way out.

   It’s worse than we could imagine. They’re producing enough chips to take over most of the city, replacing the AIA network with one that extends from Elliot. I saw him for a brief moment in his network. His reach is fucking massive. We must stop him.

   Please send help to the coordinates attached. As many men and women as you can get. It has to stop here. Also, don’t trust Fuentes! She and a man called Katsuo (the ‘engineer’) are in league. She’s one of them! The bitch had a number of the Libertas Security Service take Malik and me. She’s staging some kind of coup right under our noses.

   You must believe me, Jimmy; this shit’s out of control.

   — Sasha.

    

   Her unique address imprinted the message, so he knew it was legit. Reading through the second time had helped him formulate a course of action. If there was one person he could trust, it was Sasha. Despite how much it hurt to think that all this time Fuentes had been playing him, luring him in with a false sense of intimacy, he had to act rationally.

   He felt foolish for being so easily taken in, taken advantage of.

   Considering his time in Criborg, he should have foreseen that he would naturally be attracted to someone quickly, given the right signals—the signals Fuentes knew and manipulated. He could see now why the Family held her in such high regard; her ability to organise and arrange people’s attention and feelings towards her were impressive—and difficult to notice.

   Even now as he watched her, he wondered if she knew that he knew. She was speaking with Saladin, saying something softly in his ear. They both flicked their eyes to the door of the lab. Their movements compelled the muscles in his neck so that he too glanced over. A tingle of expectation crawled down his spine.

   When they brought their eyes back to him, he felt like a target.

   He turned to clone one. “Are you okay alone for a moment?”

   She didn’t respond, just stared ahead, her eyes seeing something on another plane.

   He left the cell, securing the door behind him. Clone one didn’t move an inch. Just sat there in her thick fabric robe. Occasionally her lips would twitch and move by the influence of a cadre of phantom words. He then knew why.

   “You already injected the nanobots, didn’t you?” He pointed at Saladin, who just shrugged as if it were no big deal. He realised the deception and betrayal had started some time before, perhaps from the day they liberated the city.

   “What’s going on?” he asked Rosario, wanting her to confirm it, to see if she had the strength of character to be straight with him for once.

   Her fake smile dropped, and a tight cruelty etched into the folds of her skin; her mouth tightened, and her eyes squinted. Looking at her now, he could see her for what she truly was.

   “Your time’s up, I’m afraid, James,” Fuentes said, stepping close to him and placing a hand on his upper arm, gently, as if she were giving bad news to a terminally ill patient. “I never meant any of this to get personal. I hope you realise that—in time.”

   He was about to ask why, but in truth he didn’t care. He just needed to play this right.

   Saladin stalked to the side, blocking off his exit, trapping him.

   “Was any of it real, Rosa?”

   He scrutinised her to try and tell if she was lying, but like clone one, she was unreadable.

   “I certainly don’t have any bad feelings towards you, James. It’s just business. We won’t hurt you—if you comply. You can make this as easy as possible on yourself. Just hand over the slate and go with security. I’ve arranged a secure room for you in the Greenway House complex. It’s a nice room.”

   “You’re placing me under house arrest?” While he talked, he connected to the slate via his VPN connection and forwarded Sasha’s message to Enna. He added the line:

   Fuentes has me cornered. I don’t have much time. Help. Come quick.

   With luck, Enna would bring some reinforcements with her, though he didn’t know how far Rosario’s deception had gone. Maybe she had the entire workforce of Cemprom and the Security Service under her influence.

   “The slate, James. Don’t make this difficult, now.”

   She held out her hand like a teacher confiscating a baseball card from a child.

   The message was sent. He deleted the evidence before handing it over. She checked through it while he thought about his options: Saladin didn’t look particularly physical, and James was a large and heavy man. If he made a run for it, he could probably get to the door, but it would mean leaving clone one behind. But then, it was too late to worry about her now. If the nanobot system worked as well as Saladin had intimated, then it was likely she’d be completely under Rosario’s control.

   That was when he got scared; someone of clone one’s abilities, and insanities, on the loose... he couldn’t run, not with her chasing him down. The image of the boy’s shredded body came to him.

   “What are you going to do with her?” James asked.

   “What you said she’s good for,” Saladin said, “Hunting—and eliminating certain targets. She’s very impressive, Doctor. She reacted extremely well to the nanobot network.”

   That was it; he had to act.

   James launched forward, aiming his shoulder and elbow at Saladin. He knocked the younger scientist aside and reached out for the door handle, but as he was about to grip it, the door flew open, sending him tripping forward into the arms of two armed security women wielding the obligatory stun-batons.

   They dragged him back into the lab, pulling his arms behind his back and cuffing him.

   “I did say not to make this difficult,” Fuentes said as she discarded the slate.

   The security women kicked at the back of his knees so he fell at Fuentes’ feet.

   “I’ll give you one chance, James, out of courtesy. What did Sasha’s message say? Don’t deny it; I know her address. I had you and all of your allies logged the moment I took office. And even if you don’t choose to tell me, it won’t take long to recover the data from you one way or another.”

   James said nothing.

   “Fine, very well then. Ladies, take him to a spare cell for interrogation. I’ll prepare a press conference to announce we’ve detained the man responsible for the recent murders and the slaughter of the landscapers this morning.

   “Saladin, I want you and a team from Cemprom to recover the data and find out what that message was.”

   “Of course.” Saladin took the slate and pocketed it.

   “One last chance, James,” Rosario said.

   “Go to hell.”

   “Take him away.”

   The security officers escorted him out of the room. There was no point in protesting. He’d be better off conserving his energy, thinking of a way out of this while hoping Enna had received his message and had made appropriate plans. As for clone one, she still barely moved by the time he left the lab. She continued to lock her attentions on Saladin—who, with his technology, was her new master.

   Above everything, that was what scared James the most.

  


 
   
   Chapter 23

   Sasha cursed herself for breaking the slate so definitively. She’d even broken the RAM that held the location of Elliot’s central data-centre. Without that, she couldn’t get word back to Jimmy or Petal and Gabe about his whereabouts. If only she could have been stronger, stayed in the network longer, until she could memorise its address.

   A shuffling noise made her spin round.

   The man she’d tied up earlier had somehow got his arms free and launched at her, wide-eyed and frothing at the mouth. His weight fell onto her before she had time to set an appropriate stance, but she twisted her hips and used his momentum to fling them both to the base of the console desk.

   “You bitch.” He clawed at her eyes, his hands talonlike as they scraped down her cheekbones, trying to dig into her flesh. Sasha pulled back, swatting his arms away before mounting his chest, her knees on either side of his ribs.

   He bucked beneath her, but she clung on and rained down a series of heavy roundhouse punches to his face, turning it into a bloody pulp. The fight-frenzy took her, and she kept punching long after he was unconscious. She only stopped when a hand gripped her shoulder from behind.

   She spun and saw Malik hobbling on a crudely made crutch created from bent metal pieces of his chair.

   “Easy. It’s just me,” he said, his voice low. He ducked down to Sasha’s position, not wanting to be seen by the factory workers through the wide console room window. “It’s okay. Calm down.”

   He wrapped a hand around her bloodied, cracked fist and gently pulled it away.

   “We’ve got to stop them,” she said, crouching off the man’s body but remaining below the window. “There’s a guy with a box of chips. We’ve got—”

   “It’s okay. I... dealt with him. I have the chips here.” Malik pointed to a case placed by the closed door.

   That’s when she noticed the bruises and swelling around his left eye. It looked like an emerging eggplant. “Are you hurt?”

   He smiled. “I’m always hurt these days. Listen, did you manage to find a way out of the network? Get word to anyone?”

   “I did, but I don’t know if it got out, or if it did, who read it. We’ve got to deal with this situation ourselves until we know for sure who’s on our side. Fuentes might have the entire Security Service and Cemprom working for her, for all we know. We can’t trust anyone but ourselves.”

   “Agreed. So what’s the plan?”

   “I think I can get into the computers for the factory and disable the machinery. Maybe that’ll cause a distraction, and we can make an escape. I need to get word to Jimmy, tell him about Elliot.”

   “What about him?”

   “I saw him, his network. It’s closer than we thought. It’s somewhere in the city.”

   “Must be here, surely.”

   She shook her head. “No, I would’ve known if it was. This place is definitely just an external part of the greater network. I detected traffic coming from, or at least being routed through somewhere else in this pox-ridden city.”

   “I can only think of one other place that would have that kind of computing power: Cemprom. That’s where Jasper tried to hack into, after all. Who knows what they have in their underground secure bunkers?”

   “Well, we can’t do shit until we know for sure, and I’m afraid my evidence is fucked.” She pointed to the fragments of the slate, now littered on the floor.

   “Can you get into these systems, find us a way out, and shut down the production? I doubt we’ve got long with three dead bodies waiting to be found. Not to mention the both of us missing.”

   “Fuck it. I’ll try. You watch the door, and I’ll see what I can do.”

   Without the slate to connect to the ronin’s network, she’d have to go directly into the console. The thought of Elliot’s mind lurking in the dark corners of the network like a massive and terrible shadow of intelligent malignancy, stalking her every move, made her throat dry and tight.

   She connected with the manual cable from the console desk, plugging it into her neck port. Unlike Petal, she didn’t have a suite of internal systems to allow her to connect and hack things remotely. She needed an appropriate slate or a direct connection. The latter brought a host of risks, not least being a high-bandwidth gateway for Elliot to get into her head. She doubted he would so easily fall for her trick a second time.

   Still, she and Malik had to get out, so she figured the risk was worth it.

   Hunkering down in front of the desk, she waited for her network chip to log her on. The system had the usual Legacy-inspired operating system interfaces. She navigated through the files, spoofing the login credentials of the unconscious man lying next to her.

   An interface browser represented, in three-dimensional graphics, the topography of the network in the warehouse district. The place had thousands of computers interconnected, some so small and insignificant their only task was to record the time each door opened and closed.

   Then there were servers whose role was to deliver job orders to the factory. She followed the traffic from the node. Like a bloodhound, nose to the trail, she stalked the scent through myriad connections from one node to the next, until she came to a much larger capacity machine: the central factory management server.

   Branching off that main server were the individual machines on the conveyer line.

   “I think I’ve found something,” she said.

   “What is it?”

   “A server. If I can overload it, I should be able to shut down the factory.”

   “Go for it.”

   The server in question was wrapped within a level of encryption. She didn’t have the kind of cracking tools Gabe and Petal would have used, but she did have knowledge of encryption systems thanks to hours of drudgework for Jimmy, during his numerous projects.

   This particular system wasn’t half as complicated as the stuff she’d worked on before, but still, it’d take time.

   She got to work, probing the various ports and connections to the server to ascertain a weak point. She’d only need one small entry zone, a stream of data to piggyback so she could manipulate the system. A scanning algorithm she’d used before would do the job. Still using the console man’s credentials, she opened a file and mentally typed out a series of code that when executed would test the server for vulnerable areas.

   A status bar ticked over when she activated it. It would take a few minutes to deliver its results. She could’ve perhaps come up with a more elegant solution, but under stress she just didn’t have the skills equal to her sister or Gerry. He could probably crack the server with just a couple cycles of his brain, she thought.

   “We’ve got a problem,” Malik said. His voice sounded as though it came from underwater.

   The scanner still had three minutes to complete.

   “What is it?” She opened her eyes and allowed her mind to drop the Legacy interface but remained connected. Malik was crouched by the case of chips to the side of the door, the scalpel in his hand as if readying it to strike.

   “I think they’ve found the bodies. A group of five ronin rushed from the factory and down the hall. I doubt it’ll be long before they come back and realise what’s happened.”

   “Fuck, we need to wait. I need to get into the server. Got two and a half minutes to run yet.”

   “And then what?”

   “I get into the server and destroy the files, stop the machines running.”

   “But what about the network? We need to get a message out. We’re sitting ducks here.”

   “I’m trying. I wasn’t made for this kind of work.”

   She heard a commotion coming from the factory floor: raised voices and the clatter of feet across metal gantries. Peeking over the console desk and out of the window, she saw a group of fifteen armed guards rushing across the metal mezzanine straight for the console room. The man in front pointed to her location.

   “Heads up, Mal, got a bunch of guards coming this way from the factory.”

   “Shit, that’s all we need.”

   “Oh, fuck me, there’s worse!”

   Malik turned to her; his face said it all.

   The console operator’s body began to shake and spasm. His chest heaved, and frothy spittle came from his mouth. Smoke snaked from the ronin-chip on his wrist. She knew what was coming next and berated herself for being so stupid and forgetting. She’d already seen how Elliot had manipulated the chip on the nurse. She ducked away, bracing herself.

  


 
   
   Chapter 24

   Gabe’s internal system told him it was approaching 20:00. The storm had died down. The cacophonous scraping against the bunker’s ceiling had ceased, leaving behind it the low hum of the power source and the console. A number of ronin moved in the other room. An hour previously he had heard typing; no doubt they were updating their boss of the situation.

   “I’m nearly there,” Gabe mumbled through his gag as he rubbed the fabric ties around his wrists against the sharp edge of the racking frame.

   For at least three hours he’d struggled with his hands behind his back, scraping the ties against the metal. Bit by bit he managed to slice through the material.

   It was clear to him that these so-called ronin were not well trained. They were just regular citizens incorporated into Elliot’s remote army, and, luckily for him and Petal, their captors had made a number of mistakes.

   Not killing them was the first; leaving them alone for so long the second. In this instance, he was glad the storm had stuck around for as long as it did. It had probably kept him and Petal alive by not allowing the ronin to finish their job and return to Libertas with the Alpha parts and their corpses.

   A few minutes later his hands were free, the fabric finally splitting.

   He wiped the sweat from his face and collapsed forward, allowing his sore arms to rest and recuperate. He pulled the gag from his mouth, breathing in the arid air, which was as sweet as anything he’d experienced. The corners of his lips were cracked and sore, but he was free.

   “Finally. Fuck that hurts.” He rotated his shoulders and arms, trying to work out the soreness that had developed during his frantic cutting action.

   Getting to his feet, he approached Petal on the other side of the room. The shadows wrapped around her so that he could only just make out her shape and the dull pink of her hair.

   He kneeled beside her and took the gag from her mouth.

   “Are you okay, Gabe?” she said, her voice dry and cracked.

   “I’m okay. You?”

   “Doing all right. Gerry’s kind of helped—kept me calm, you know?”

   “If only I did, girl. I’ll get ya free in a minute. I need to find something with a sharp edge.”

   The ronin did a better job on Petal’s bonds. Along with cloth strips they had tied her wrists to the metal frame with plastic zip-ties. Unfortunately, they had taken his katana, and Petal’s spikes would be no good with the way her hands were tied so tightly together.

   The room didn’t seem full of options.

   Only a glimmer of light from outside dared to breach the door around its rim. It wasn’t enough for him to navigate around, but he padded about the room with his hands out to find a tool or a blade. The shelving racks had nothing of note, just boxes of out-of-date ration powders, a few plastic boxes of basic medical supplies, and dead H-core fuel cell batteries.

   He heard movement from outside. It spurred him to hurry his search for something useful when he thought about the bodies, the dark shapes piled into the corner like a mound of meat.

   It was a long shot, but perhaps one of them would have something of use on them. And he knew that he had to look anyway. With the photo of his mother and him, plus the book, it was obvious his father and his people had stayed here.

   A dread gripped him as he approached the pile.

   They didn’t smell like death. He had come to know that stench well over the years, which told him that if they were who he thought they were, they would have not been dead long. In the darkness, he saw and felt no evidence of blood or other liquids on the floor or around the sheet that hung over them.

   He reached out and gripped the edge. His hands shook.

   Slowly, as if by revealing too fast he’d increase the odds of confirming his nightmarish thoughts, he pulled away the sheet.

   Three bodies piled atop each other.

   He looked away, not wanting to see the details. He collapsed to his knees with a hard thud. He kept his back to Petal, not wanting her to see, or was it that he didn’t want her to see the pain on his face?

   “Gabe, what is it?”

   The question hung in the air for a lifetime. The image of his father and his people standing in line, walking to some scream-inducing fate, replayed in his mind. He forced himself to look at their faces. Hundreds of images and memories flashed back from his home. Did he know these people? Or were they just faces of people he thought he knew?

   They were part of his father’s tribe; he knew that much. He recognised the clothes and the style of dreadlocked hair. One man wore green and yellow beads in his. He remembered a group of people in his part of the shelter who wore the same ones.

   But as he looked, he knew his father wasn’t among the dead. Had he escaped? Or had his body just been left somewhere else?

   “It’s them,” he finally said.

   “Who?”

   “My people. My father’s people.”

   “Shit, I’m sorry, Gabe. Is—”

   “No, he’s not here.” He hushed his words at the sound of footsteps approaching the door. Holding his breath, he heard his heartbeat rush through his veins. He stalked back to his position after replacing the sheet over the bodies. He sat down and placed his hands behind his back.

   The door opened. A young-looking man stood in the doorway, his outline silhouetted by the external light. Gabe squinted against the sudden change in light levels but managed to see that the man had a knife tucked into his belt.

   He walked into the room, alone.

   That was the third mistake.

   Before the kid even got three steps in, Gabe launched himself, forcing his palm against the kid’s mouth while with his free hand he grabbed the knife from his belt. Gabe dragged the kid inside but stopped the door from shutting completely with his foot. He left it slightly ajar and moved further back into the room.

   The ronin struggled in Gabe’s grip, but the older man’s strength kept him in place. Gabe brought the knife to his testicles, pierced the dagger point through the kid’s trousers until from behind his palm the boy yipped with pain and froze instantly.

   Whispering in his ear, Gabe said, “Unless ya wanna be a eunuch, I suggest ya sit ya ass down.” He had to prevent himself from slicing the kid’s throat right there and then, considering these bastards had probably killed his people, but he stopped himself, checked his rage. There was no evidence the ronin were responsible, and besides, just one look at this kid and Gabe knew he was out of his depth; he was just a pawn in Elliot’s sick and twisted game.

   He’d spare this one, find a real avenue for his vengeance.

   Lowering the kid until he was sat in Gabe’s position in front of the shelving frame, Gabe gripped the handle of the blade and struck a vicious right hook against the kid’s temple, knocking him out.

   He used the knife to cut Petal free, and with the scraps of cloth he gagged and tied the unconscious boy. Like the others, he wore a chip on the outside of his wrist. It wouldn’t be long before the others came to check on him.

   Petal stood and stretched out her arms, rubbing the sores on her wrists. “We need to get out of here, Gabe.”

   “Ya think? Just wait a second.”

   Gabe stood by the door, peered out through the crack, and saw a number of shadows shifting. He heard voices. Some laughed. He identified at least four different people among the chitchat and banter. One voice in particular grew louder. They were coming this way; a shadow blocked the light from the passage. Gabe stepped back and whispered to Petal, “Another one’s coming.” He gestured to the right side of the door, and Petal dashed over, her back to the wall, her forearm spikes extended. Gabe stood the other side, knife in hand.

   A minute passed; nothing happened. The shifting shadow was just someone moving around the main part of the bunker. They had returned to their position, and the banter started again. A plan had come to Gabe.

   “I think we should storm ’em. I make four. We could take ’em by surprise, recover Alpha’s parts.”

   Petal smiled at that, vengeance spreading across her face like a kid finding out they’re having ice cream for their birthday.

   “I’ll go out first,” Gabe said, “attract their attention, and you follow up behind.”

   “Like the time with those hackers at Xian’s place?”

   “Yeah, just like that, but this time, the goal is to get Alpha and get outta here in one piece. We ain’t got no ’Stems to fix either of us up.”

   “I got it. Let’s go crack some skulls, old man.”

   Gabe opened the door slowly, not wanting a rusted hinge to give up their advantage. He looked back at the kid; he was completely out. He waved at Petal to follow him as he stepped out into the passage. Behind them was the console. Someone had switched it off, but its server still hummed from somewhere. Via his internal systems he could see it on the bunker’s network, but not the external network—the one the ronin were on was blocked from him.

   Petal stood close behind him. He sensed the tension in her body: a coiled spring, full of kinetic energy, wound by hours of frustration and ready to explode. He whispered, “Focus. Get Alpha while I distract them. Ya understand?”

   “I got it. Let’s get a move on.”

   Gabe stepped forward until he was at the edge of the wall that separated the passage from the main room of the bunker. A burst of laughter came from the group as someone had apparently cracked a hilarious joke. He’d use the noise as cover, but as he made to move, the door to the storage room made a loud clunk as it closed behind them. Dammit!

   The laughter instantly stopped. He had a choice: move now or wait.

   That choice was taken from him when a shotgun barrel followed by a bulky man in brown robes stepped around the wall. Gabe ducked and pushed Petal to the side as the gun went off, firing buckshot into the console, smashing its screen into thousands of fragments.

   Before the armed man had a chance to pull the trigger again, Petal shoulder-charged him, knocking the weapon to the ground.

   Gabe followed up, driving the dagger into the man’s gut. The ronin slumped to the ground, groaning in pain. Gabe pulled the knife out and cleaned the blood off on his duster jacket.

   To their left, in the main bunker room, three ronin wielding shotguns and katanas stood up from a makeshift table.

   Fuck. He hadn’t seen them armed when he and Petal had first come in. Now who was being an amateur?

   “Step away from the body,” a woman said. “Or I’ll fucking blow you both away right now.”

   Gabe did as she suggested, stepping away from the body. He moved slightly into the room with his hands up, letting the knife slip into his sleeve. He moved aside, clearing a space for Petal to slip by.

   “Stay where you are,” the woman shouted.

   Gabe could tell from the tightness in her face that she wasn’t used to this kind of situation. Her arms trembled with the effort of holding up the firearm. It looked as though she’d never fired a gun in her life, which could be just as dangerous as someone more skilled. It meant she was reckless and prone to panic firing, but on the other hand, it meant she was unlikely to have killed before and would probably hesitate.

   “It’s okay,” Gabe said, shuffling forward slowly, cutting the distance with each tiny step. “We don’t need to let this get outta hand now. Let’s all just calm down, yeah?”

   The other two ronin standing either side of the woman didn’t look much older than the kid back in the storage room. Gabe had guessed the larger man slumped against the wall was their leader. By the looks of his face with the various scars, he’d seen at least some form of combat.

   These others, however, even with their guns, looked scared out of their minds. They looked to each other for guidance.

   “Just stay there!” the woman said, apparently taking the default role of leader due to the silence and indecision of her two allies. “If you take another step, that’s it! I’ll put you down like the other filthy dogs.”

   So they did kill my people.

   He took another step.

   The ronin backed up.

   “Get the case and run,” Gabe said to Petal.

   “I can’t leave you—”

   He didn’t give her time to think or argue. He tensed his leg muscles, hunched slightly, and exploded forward into a combat roll over the table. The woman fired. The shot went above him. He crashed into her before she had time to adjust her aim. She fell back, knocking into her two allies, creating a melee of bodies.

   “Go,” Gabe screamed as he got to his feet and kicked the shotgun away from the woman, who was now on her back.

   The two other ronin had dropped their weapons in the crash of bodies. They desperately tried to reach him, but Gabe kicked out at one, catching him in the ribs, sending him collapsing to the floor, gasping for air.

   Petal dashed past him and drove her spike through the throat of the third ronin. She removed her weapon and grabbed the storage case.

   “Get to the hatch,” Gabe said. He kneeled and punched the woman as she desperately tried to claw at his face. “I’ll be right behind ya.”

   Out of the corner of his eye, Gabe saw Petal stop for a second before running down the short passage that led to the vertical tunnel and the ladder.

   The woman beneath Gabe stopped her struggle on his third blow. He then turned his attentions to the man on his hands and knees trying to breathe. He was trying to get free from the tangle and find a weapon.

   Gabe kicked out again, hearing ribs crack. The ronin fell unconscious with the blow. Gabe grabbed a shotgun and chased after Petal. He caught up with her, and they both ran down the passage to the tunnel that would take them back to the surface. Petal led the way, climbing the ladder.

   She was nearly halfway up when Gabe came to the base. It was there he heard something from his left. More voices... He hadn’t seen it when they first came down into the bunker, but there in the wall was another door. He spun and saw a third door to his right. Damn, how could he have been so sloppy?

   He grabbed the ladder and started to ascend when the door opened.

   Petal had reached the top and pushed the hatch open, sending the dying light of evening down into the bunker.

   A shot fired.

   Gabe’s leg felt as if a wasp had stung it; the pain bloomed white-hot. He yelled out, but carried on climbing the ladder, wanting to reach the exit.

   Petal had stepped out and was standing outside looking down at him. “What the hell was that?” she said, peering down at him.

   Another shot fired, just missing his head, sparking off the tunnel wall. “Go,” Gabe screamed. “Get to Xian’s.”

   “Gabe, no.” Petal made to step back to the hatch when, with gritted teeth, Gabe climbed one more rung and reached up for the underside handle. “Please,” Gabe said, every word a pained effort, “it’s all on you.”

   A hand gripped his ankle. When he looked down, there were a dozen ronin waiting for him, having come out of the two rooms on either side of the narrow passage.

   Petal dashed forward, her arm stretched to reach the hatch, but Gabe pulled it down, locking it in place. He kicked out at the person on the ladder beneath him, connecting with a skull, sending him falling down the vertical tunnel with a scream. He fell into the group of ronin beneath.

   With his vision starting to shut down from the pain, he lowered himself a few steps on the ladder and fired the shotgun into the digital control panel on the hatch. He heard a series of bangs from the other side as Petal pounded on the surface, trying to get in. He could just make out her frantic sobs.

   He hated having to do it, but he needed to give her a chance of getting safely to Xian’s. This was bigger than him.

   A third bullet grazed his hand, making him drop the gun.

   “Come down willingly, or we’ll just kill you where you are.” The voice was strong, experienced, and cold.

   Gabe looked over his shoulder and saw a grimacing man in a Libertas Security Service uniform. He wore his hair in a buzz cut and a sneer on a scarred face.

   Gabe descended the ladder, using his arms more than his legs. His right one pulsated with the pain of the earlier shot. The bullet like a fiery stone embedded in his flesh. He winced with every movement. Finally, he reached the bottom and turned to face his audience.

   He counted eleven security men and women behind their apparent leader. They could only stand two abreast in the narrow passage. Their leader turned to them. “Back to work, everyone. Aruki, Marv, you stay with me—get that hatch open, and recover that bitch. Looks like we’re gonna have ourselves a little more fun today.”

   The onlooking group of men and women made their way back into the room, leaving three behind. The leader wore rubber gloves that shined glossily. Even in the darkness, Gabe knew it was blood. It covered the blue Libertas uniform, making it dark in patches. He knew then where his father and the rest of the tribe were. The stench of blood and a low sobbing came from the door to his right where the others had retreated.

   The glove-wearer smiled when he looked at Gabe. “You look just like him. How nice. A family reunion.”

   Gabe gritted his teeth, balled his fists, and readied to fight—even if it looked like his last. There was no way he’d let them out of this bunker. Whatever happened, he’d make sure Petal had a head start in getting to Xian’s place.

  


 
   
   Chapter 25

   Sasha made to dash away from the expanding ronin beneath the console desk. But, as she planted her foot, ready to launch away, a hand grabbed her ankle. She fell forward and smacked her face hard against the floor, making her brain rattle against her skull. Her vision dimmed, and her head prickled with pain.

   Malik, standing a few metres away by the door, reached out for her, his reactions too slow. His makeshift crutch fell away as he toppled forward and collapsed onto his side.

   Black smoke filled the room. The console operator’s chest expanded, then deflated before his body exploded, sending muscle, organs, and bones erupting in a cone-shaped burst. Malik had turned his back, but Sasha had faced the man before he exploded in order to free her ankle.

   The blast blew out the window overlooking the factory floor.

   The Plexiglas shards, wide like knife blades, shot through the air and struck down two onrushing guards. The remaining fragments littered the various conveyor belts and workbenches.

   Sasha took the brunt of the eruption on her front, sending her sliding back across the tiles, her chest a mess of blood—not all from the operator. When she’d come to a stop, she found breathing difficult, as though she’d just been kicked in the gut. With each breath, a burning sensation filled her chest. When she looked down, to her horror, she saw a pattern of cuts and wounds, the worst was a bone fragment some fifteen centimetres long protruding from the left side of her chest, from her heart.

   Blood poured out of the wound, pooling around her as she slumped to her side, her eyes shut with the pain. When she tried to speak, she choked until she coughed blood. “Malik,” she said, barely getting the word out through the pain. It paralysed her. Any movement only aided in layering on yet more agony.

   The bone must be one of the operator’s ribs, she thought, oddly fascinated with it.

   Her hand twitched at the idea of pulling it out, but that would only make the situation worse. This is it, she thought. This is the end. Even she couldn’t come back from this. It was as fatal as it could get. Even ’Stems couldn’t fix a pierced heart.

   “Malik,” she said again, this time weaker as the life drained from her body both literally and metaphorically. “Help... me...”

   He’d rolled over to face her. On one knee he crawled to her, placing his hands on her shoulders. She couldn’t even raise her arms to embrace him. She managed to open her eyes and take in his pained, grief-stricken expression. She watched as his attention went from her face to her chest, to the bone sticking into her heart. He reached out towards it, but then pulled his hand back.

   “Oh God,” he whispered over and over, his voice trembling with fear. “Oh God. What can I do?” He shook his head; his eyes filled with tears of frustration.

   “Hold... me,” Sasha said, her voice barely a whisper now. So low she couldn’t even hear her own words. Everything was becoming quieter, as though she were receding into some distant land. Her pulse no longer roared. She couldn’t even feel her heart beat anymore. It wouldn’t be long now. The coldness had gripped her. It started at her toes and had taken her legs and waist. The light of the room grew dim, and it was all she could do to remain focussed on Malik’s face. The very act of looking brought pain.

   He cradled her head in his arms, bringing it close to his chest as he leant over, gripping her tight as if he could prevent death from taking her. “I love you,” he said. “I love you.”

   They were the last words she heard. Her ears popped, and a heavy silence fell over her.

   The door flew open, and she could just make out a number of guards flood the room. They surrounded Malik, reaching out for him. She wanted to warn him, but nothing came: no words, expression, or motion.

   They grabbed him then and pulled him away. She didn’t feel his hands let her go as he struggled against the ronin guard. They dragged him off as his arms stretched out towards her. But then his figure grew dim and blurred until she could no longer see his face. His words still floated around inside her, replacing her pulse. “I love you too,” she thought before everything finally ceased. All tension had left her body, and her eyes closed.

   Sasha took one last breath, and then it was over.

  


 
   
   Chapter 26

   James tried to ease the tension from his forehead. He was sat on the cell cot, his back against the cold wall, trying to formulate a plan. Nothing would come, just a ripple of fear making knots of his insides. A Libertas guard stood outside of his Plexiglas cell to one side, on the other a combat ’droid. It had since been refitted into Libertas colours. Fuentes seemed to have found new resources after all. He guessed that they, along with the various ronin-chip wearers, were now yet more nodes on Elliot’s ever-increasing network.

   James noticed the human guard stood to attention as Fuentes walked down the corridor.

   “Ma’am,” the guard said with a nod.

   “Give us a few minutes,” Fuentes said.

   Both the human and ’droid left Fuentes as she stood there, looking through the clear-fronted cell at James. She gestured to her palm-sized slate, and the cell door slid into the ground. She stepped over the threshold and stood before him. The door came back up behind her.

   For a brief moment, he considered throttling her until she lay dead at his feet. But he knew the guards would be on him before he could get his hands on her. They may be out of sight, but they would never be that far away. Her confidence told him she already had precautions worked out. He’d underestimated her once; he wouldn’t do it again.

   “Come to let me go? Changed your mind?”

   “If only I could, Jim.”

   He winced at that. She’d only called him that when they were in bed together.

   “What do you want?”

   “It was real. I wanted you to know that, at least. I didn’t expect it to... develop as it had.”

   “It’s a moot point now, though, isn’t it?”

   “I’m afraid so. However, I came here to explain a few things. You won’t be harmed throughout any of this... transition period.”

   “I doubt you’re just going to let me go once you and Elliot have achieved whatever it is you want. So why this charade now?”

   “Charade? No, it’s not that. I will see to it that you and your friends remain comfortable. There’ll be no death sentence for your crimes. This facility will provide you with a good standard of living for the rest of your days.”

   “Crimes?” James stood up from his cot then and came to within an inch of her face, his own tight and twisted with outrage. “The only crime I’ve committed was to get involved with you. Doesn’t the fact that most of my friends and colleagues were butchered in saving this goddamned city mean anything to you?”

   Rosario didn’t flinch or back away. Her confidence sickened him.

   “We all make sacrifices in this world, some more than others. It’s unfortunate, but that’s the reality of this existence now. There’s no going back. There’s only forward.”

   James turned his back to her, unable to look at her face anymore. The face he thought on a few occasions that he might love. He’d imagined a future together, being at the centre of a free new society. But all along he was suckered in like some randy teenager.

   “Just go,” he said finally. “There’s nothing else for you to say.”

   “I understand you will always hate me for what I’ve done and what I’m about to do, but one thing you can trust me on is that I’m doing this for the citizens of Libertas. The Family have likely reached their Mars colony by now. And with Elliot’s and my leadership, we’ll keep this city safe. It’ll grow and thrive without the Family’s control, but we have to make sure that it doesn’t tear itself apart first. A transition period like this will be difficult in the short term, but it’s needed if we’re to grow and survive.”

   “But why me? Why fit me up as your scapegoat? You said what you felt was real, and you’re going to bury me, make me a hate figure!”

   “Like I said: we all have to make sacrifices. Given you and your allies’ antagonistic approach to Elliot and the debacle with the ’droids, the public blame you for the ills that have befallen this city since the Family left.”

   “Only because of the information you’ve spread.”

   “No, that’s not true, Jim. I’ve kept you sheltered, kept you safe. It’s either this or a public lynching. At least here you’re alive. Just like Petal and Sasha will be. Saladin’s technology will help them like it has helped Samir. Saladin named her. It suits her, don’t you think?”

   That was too much for him. He reached out and grabbed the lapels of her jacket, ready to slam her against the cell wall, but as he gripped the fabric, his body tensed with an electric shock and he was thrown back, slamming against the edge of the cot. He doubled over with agony, his back flaring with pain, making his head spin. His muscles cramped with the aftereffects of the shock.

   Rosario looked down at him with an expression of disappointment. “I had hoped we could come to understand one another,” she said, kneeling down and looking him in the eyes. “It’s a shame, dear Doctor.”

   He tried to reach out for her, but his muscles were still locked as tiny spasms flowed around his nerve system. He squeezed out a few trembling words, “I hope you fucking rot in hell.”

   She laughed then as she stood and smoothed out the creases in her skirt.

   “I admire your spirit, Jim. You always were... enthusiastic. But I’ll leave this here. I’ll keep to my promise. Unless you do anything stupid, you’ll never be harmed under my leadership. One last thing: you don’t need to worry about Sasha. I’ll make sure she’s taken care of.”

   She turned to leave as the cell door dropped into the ground. On the other side, she looked back at him and said, “Oh, and if you have any information on Petal’s whereabouts, please pass it on, we’ve had... trouble securing her position. But now Samir is operational, I don’t think finding anyone will be a problem, given the extent of her talents, do you?”

   As the effects of the shock wore off, James hauled himself to his feet but knew he’d not have the energy to rush her, try to escape. “One day,” he called out to her before she left, “I will watch you burn!”

   ***

   James sat on the cot with his knees up, his back resting against the wall. The shock had stopped making his body spasm, but the soreness of his muscles remained. It was as though he’d just completed one of General Vickers’ workouts. Despite their grievances and conflicting approach, he missed the old bastard. He missed his men and women, he missed the scientists and the work, and he missed Sasha. It was as he lamented his fate and casually took in the room, seeing that the ’droid and human guard had returned to their station, that he saw a flash of light glint against the Plexiglas.

   He eased his tired legs off the cot and, despite the soreness, shuffled to the front of the cell. The human guard looked back at him, giving him a nod of acknowledgement. James returned the nod and tried for a smile, but it probably came out more like a grimace. He saw the light again: a little dot reflecting off the clear surface. He traced it this time, trying to keep up with its movement.

   The dot shined off the metal surface of the ’droid’s head, catching its attention. A second one joined the first, this time reflecting off the human guard’s forehead.

   With almost no sound, just a pulse of gas, both human and ’droid collapsed to the floor, the former leaking blood and the latter leaking silicon oil. The sound of bullet against metal ricocheted through the narrow corridor.

   Fortunately, the cell opposite and on either side were empty.

   James hobbled back as a shadow loomed from the right of the corridor.

   A man and woman in black form-fitting clothes and half-masks stood over the bodies of the guards while a tall, elegant woman stood out from behind them to face James from the other side of the cell. She held a slate in her hands and smiled at him.

   “Enna? Did you get my message?”

   “We came as soon as we could. We saw the arrest—and the clone. What the hell happened?” She gestured on the slate, and the door opened.

   James eyed the two shooters. They both held their rifles casually as if they did this kind of thing every day. It was almost as though they were bored with it all. “Who?”

   “Ghanus and Liza-Marie,” Enna said. “We don’t have time for a full introduction, but they’re on our side. We’ve found a way out. We stashed Omega in a safe part of the city. We need to get you out right now.”

   James held his breath against the protest of his muscles as he dashed from the cell. He picked up the rifle from the ’droid, and Enna followed likewise, taking the rifle from the security guard. Despite his situation, he felt a tinge of loss for the guard. He was just doing his job, probably under threat, another one of Fuentes’ sacrifices.

   Enna checked her slate once more. “Fuentes is heading to her penthouse apartment. We should leave now before an alarm is raised.”

   “How do you know her whereabouts? A tracking device? How did you get it on her?”

   Enna gave him a sly smile. “She’s not the only one with a loyal team within the city. From the day we liberated the place, Malik and I have worked on developing our own interior squad of spies and loyal agents. I had one tag her yesterday after I heard rumours that she was fronting for the insurgents and Elliot’s ronin.”

   “Why didn’t I know?”

   Enna shrugged. “We didn’t know if we could trust you. No offence, but you were very... close to her. I hope you understand.”

   He did. From the outside, it must have looked like he and Fuentes were in this conspiracy together. Maybe that was her plan all along? Not only to get close to him so she could fit him up for the scapegoat, but also to convince people like Enna—and Sasha—that he was apart from them, on Fuentes’ side.

   “What now?”

   Liza-Marie looked back up the corridor that led to the main cellblock of the justice department. It was a three-storey building a few hundred metres away from Fuentes’ presidential residence. “We take a maintenance tunnel out of here and head for the safe house where we have secured Omega. From there, we’ll try to establish contact with Sasha and Malik and find the location of Elliot’s data-centre.”

   “What safe house?” James asked. “And we can’t just leave Sasha alone; she’s in real trouble.”

   “We’ve already taken care of that,” Enna said. “I’ve had my guy in the security service send a team over there. Fuentes will think it’s her people. As soon as they’ve found them, they’ll send word. As for the safe house, Gabe and Petal had two secure places in the city. The first was found and destroyed by Jasper, but they had a second one just beyond the financial sector, in the basement of one of the towers. We can use the maintenance tunnel system and part of the metro line to get there.”

   “Let’s not waste any time, then.”

   Ghanus and Liza-Marie led the way, going further down the corridor, past the empty cells until they came to a door that opened onto a small cupboardlike room.

   “Through there?” James said, wondering if they hadn’t made a mistake. “It’s just a box room.” The only things found in the room were a few shelves with various H-core cells and some maintenance tools, presumably for ensuring the smooth running of the cell doors and suchlike.

   “Not so, my friend,” Ghanus said. From the squinting of his eyes, James could tell that he was smiling beneath the half-mask. Still, it didn’t fill him with confidence. He heard voices from the other end of the corridor and couldn’t help but sweat a little.

   Ghanus ran his hands on the white surface of the wall below the lowest shelf. It looked utterly featureless, but as Ghanus felt with his fingers, James watched on as he found a seam in the wall. Ghanus pushed hard against it, and a door no larger than a metre square opened. The stench of dry air wafted through. A metal grate barred their entry.

   The voices grew louder.

   “Hurry,” James said. “Someone’s coming.”

   Ghanus pulled a crowbar from his backpack and levered the grate open. A screech peeled out, and the voices stopped. Ghanus stood aside and pushed Enna and James in first. James coughed as he breathed in the dust and debris of things that had lain in the tunnel for God knew how long. The two Upsiders quickly followed and closed the hidden door and grate behind them, making the tunnel pitch black.

   Enna took an OLED lamp from her belt and switched it on.

   James blinked at the sudden change of light, but was appreciative of not having to crawl in the darkness. The tunnel was just large enough for Enna and the Upsiders to crawl on their hands and knees comfortably. James’ greater bulk, however, squeezed through, scraping along the sides, grazing his skin and the crown of his head.

   From behind them, he heard the muffled staccato yell of someone finding two dead guards.

   “We’ll need to move quickly,” Enna said. “It won’t take them long to discover the various routes out of the prison complex.”

   “How long does this go on for?”

   “A kilometre and a half.”

   James’ heart sank. At this rate it’d take them an hour or more to reach the end. He tried not to think about getting stuck and being an easy target. Of course, not thinking about it meant it was all he could think about. I should have stayed at Criborg.

  


 
   
   Chapter 27

   Malik tried to beat away his captors, but there were too many of them. A group of ronin dragged him away from Sasha’s body. He screamed, tears streaming down his face, murderous intent rising within him like a bonfire. He would see the entire place burn if he had the chance.

   He bit the hand of one of the guards who tried to hold his head in place. The guard yelped. Malik received a crack on the back of the head with a baton for his troubles. He choked and struggled, but they continued to drag him away.

   Eventually, they brought him to the room from whence he had escaped. Inside was the body of the ronin who had wandered by with the box of chips. That brought a terrible vengeance from his compatriots.

   They flung him to the floor and surrounded him. He tried to regain his balance, but their constant attacks sent him sprawling. His whole body grew numb to the attacks until he remembered Sasha’s still, pale face. He refused to give up; he roared like a pained animal, caught a leg as yet another kick flashed out. Malik dragged the ronin to his level, blocking the attacks from the others.

   The ronin he’d downed was an older male, in his fifties, carrying a bit too much weight. He hit the ground hard, winding himself in the fall. Malik hurled himself onto the man’s chest and rained down vicious punches, breaking the man’s nose and jaw, knocking him out instantly.

   Malik pulled back a fist, ready to deliver another strike, when one of the others grabbed his wrist and yanked him off the older ronin. He heard the sound of metal blades being unsheathed.

   The remaining four slashed at Malik’s arms with their daggers. He yelled with each cut. They continued their attacks until he wished to join Sasha, wherever she may be.

   “Please...” he said, “kill me... just kill me.”

   The cutting stopped.

   A ronin with optical implants kneeled over his bloodied body. “Death’s too good for you. You’re the great hero, anyway. Silverman the Undying they call you, isn’t that right? Strongest will to live in all of Libertas? Our first true hero. No, you won’t die. You’ll suffer. And then you’ll answer to Elliot. You’ll answer to all of us.”

   Implant-man spat at Malik before ordering the others to prepare him for the chip installation.

   “Make it quick,” he said to them. “No need for anaesthetic for this one; he has a high tolerance for pain, it seems.”

   The group lifted him, dumped him in the chair, and reinstalled the restraints on his wrists and ankles. He didn’t have the strength or desire to resist. His entire body had begun to shut down in response to the pain. It was only their voices and movement that stopped him from falling unconscious... and that curious banging noise coming from somewhere outside of the compound.

   It grew louder so that the ronin stopped what they were doing. Implant-man ordered one of them to check it out while the others helped the elder one, whom Malik had beaten down, to his feet.

   “Shit, we’ve got company,” the one by the door said, looking panicked.

   Before the ronin could react, the one by the door flew back in a spray of bullets, his body jerking violently with each shot. The four other ronin grabbed their pistols and aimed at the door, but it was futile. A smoke grenade rolled through, obscuring all vision.

   Within the grey smoke, Malik saw a number of shadows enter the room, followed by a series of muzzle flashes and accompanying screams, which he assumed were from the ronin. A further blast of coordinated shots fired out, making Malik wince with the pain in his ears.

   A hand grabbed his shoulder and shook him. A voice was saying something, but the ringing in his ears made it impossible to make out. He coughed from the smoke, and his eyes streamed, making his vision even blurrier.

   The hand withdrew from his shoulder and untied his restraints. Someone lifted him out of the chair in a fireman’s carry and took him out of the room. The pain and discomfort eventually got to him, and he passed out just after he got a glimpse of a group of approximately ten men and women wearing old-school City Earth security uniforms and one of them injecting something into his arm.

   ***

   “He’s coming around,” a familiar female voice said.

   Malik coughed and cleared his throat. His head pounded. Everything sounded as though it were underwater. Thankfully, the searing agony of the cuts had dulled. He checked himself over; his uniform was in shreds, but his cuts had clotted.

   He was in a room with comfortable decor: sofas, floor lamps, and armchairs. It was like something out of an old movie. Sitting in the various chairs and sofas were nine security officers. He recognised some of them from his old division before City Earth became Libertas. The one standing over him, scrutinising his eyes with a small OLED pen-torch, smiled at him. “Welcome back,” his old colleague said. It was Elaine.

   He’d always remember her as the one who first stunned Gerry Cardle when his D-Lottery numbers came up. For months after that her colleagues would take great delight in reminding her of what she did. Gerry: the biggest hero of City Earth/Libertas that almost no one had heard of, and she had the unlikely honour of knocking him out and sending him on his adventure.

   If it wasn’t for her, Gerry wouldn’t have found Gabe and Petal, and City Earth would have likely fallen to Jasper’s mad AI. In a way, she was the catalyst for the city’s safety. Still, it was kind of fun to rib her about that day.

   “I guess they were right about your being Silverman the Undying.” She smirked at him.

   “I hate that,” Malik said. “Makes people see it as a challenge.”

   “But no one’s been equal to that challenge yet, old man.”

   “Hey,” Malik said, sitting up and regretting it as his head spun. “Less of the old, you’re older than me.”

   “By a few days. Besides, I’m prettier than you, so I look younger.”

   Pretty was in the eye of the beholder, and to Malik’s eyes, he didn’t behold. There was just something about her face that always looked like it was sneering even when happy. Like now. And her blue, military-spec eye prosthetics were always unnerving. Like they could see way more than you’d want.

   “You just relax,” Elaine said. “We’ll answer all the obvious and obligatory questions.” She sat in an empty armchair opposite his position. Between them lay a coffee table with a number of Red Widow shotguns and Criborg Rifles. The other eight security officers gave him nods of acknowledgement. He knew all of them apart from two teenage girls.

   “Who are they?” Malik nodded to the girls, who were busy loading backpacks with grenades, ropes, grappling guns, and other essentials.

   “My little sisters—twins,” Elaine said. “Mum wanted them to join the force to look out for me.”

   “Aren’t they a bit young for all this?”

   She shrugged. “They’re adults; it’s their choice. Now listen up. We don’t have much time, and things are about to escalate. You taking notes?”

   “Wait... what about Sasha?”

   Elaine’s face turned serious then. “We recovered her... body. She’s in the other room.” She pointed to a door.

   Malik made to stand, but Elaine stood and put a hand on his shoulder. “Don’t. Don’t do this to yourself. She’s not... in a good way.”

   His eyes welled up. “Are you sure she’s...” He knew it was a ridiculous question; he’d seen her condition before he was dragged away.

   “I’m sorry, so sorry. But she’s... She’s not with us anymore. But you’ll get your revenge and justice; it’s why we are here. Why Enna organised us.” Elaine shuffled her feet and avoided eye contact. Malik could tell sympathy didn’t come easy to her. It never did. But it didn’t mean she didn’t care. She just wasn’t one to express it properly.

   “What do you mean?” Malik slumped back into a sofa, willing himself to focus for Sasha’s sake.

   “Shortly after you and the others defeated the Widows, Enna had the foresight that something like this... like Fuentes might happen. She approached me, knowing that I was loyal to you and your brother. She wanted to create a secure interior unit of security office and Cemprom engineers.”

   “Why?”

   “I guess being one of the Family had given her an insight into human behaviour and power structures. She could foresee something like this happening and wanted to have a secret, loyal unit within the system’s power centre. Unfortunately she was right. Not long after Fuentes got herself elected and set up the interim government, new orders came down from her.”

   “What kind of orders?”

   “They were subtle to begin with—the destruction of certain information, classification of things that she suggested terrorists could use against us. The ronin. At first it seemed sensible, and my team and I didn’t suspect anything, but when we saw the murders and the rise of the protestors and chip-users, we could see something else was going on.

   “It was because one of our contacts saw you and Sasha poking around the warehouse district that got me interested. Your message when you escaped went directly to Fuentes’ people within the force. Javid over there—” She pointed to a rail-thin, dark-haired man with intense eyes. “—had ingratiated himself with that particular squad and alerted me. Unfortunately we couldn’t get to you in time as Fuentes put into place her next plans, and her squad reached you and Sasha first.”

   “You could have sent someone, surely?” Malik knew that sounded harsh, but he couldn’t help it. If they could have got to him and Sasha before Fuentes’ people, she’d still be alive.

   “We tried,” Elaine said, trying to communicate her sympathy and sincerity. “It’s been crazy here. Trust me. If we could’ve got there sooner, we would have. We needed to ensure we had some way of taking that power-hungry bitch down without having our entire squad executed. We’d be no good locked up or dead. She’s got all the main offices monitored and locked down.”

   “So she must know about you now?”

   “Yes. As soon as we blew the factory, I think she knew. A mushroom cloud and massive explosion is a bit of a giveaway.”

   “You destroyed the chips? The workers?”

   “Everything that was in that warehouse is no more.” Now her face grew tense. It was the face he recognised. He’d never say she was a pleasant person, and she was no bundle of laughs to work with, but he had to give her credit: she was loyal and damned good at her job, clearly willing to make tough decisions, even if it meant that Sasha hadn’t survived. But then this was a bigger issue than any one person. He’d have time to grieve for her properly later.

   “So what now?” Malik asked, trying to focus on something practical, something he could do to avenge Sasha.

   “We go on the attack. We’ve no choice now. Fuentes has activated the ’droids. Here, look.”

   She passed him a slate.

   He took it and watched the live video feed. “Where’s this happening?”

   “All around the city, even right outside of this place.”

   “Where is this place?”

   “Gabe and Petal’s second safe house, just beyond the financial district. It’s one of the poorer areas, if there is such a thing in this city. We’re currently under a disused worker’s terrace. One of the buildings created to house those that built the city in the early days.”

   Malik watched the video. Heavily armed ’droids in groups of three stalked through the city. No citizens remained on the streets. On one of the huge public address screens, on the side of an apartment building, Fuentes was giving a speech.

    

   “Citizens of Libertas, I’m afraid I have to announce that we’ve been forced by a faction of terrorists to enact a citywide curfew. A number of individuals are at large and extremely dangerous. You’re to remain inside your homes while we root out these men and women who seek to plunge this city back into a state of terror and mayhem.

   “We’ve all worked hard to build a new, safe city since the Family abandoned us. We thwarted the threat of the Red Widows, and now I’m sad to say that we need to fight once more those who would oppress us and force their ideology on us, take away our hard-won liberty.

   “This time, however, they’re attacking from within.

   “We have discovered the identities of those responsible for the recent murders and the terrorist attack on the warehouse district just an hour ago. If you see any of these people, please inform your local security office or send a secure message to this address.”

   An IP address came on screen followed by the photographs of James, Sasha, Petal, Gabe, Malik, Elaine, Enna, and even Jess. The photo slideshow flicked over and filled the screen with portraits of those in Elaine’s squad plus a blurry image of Ghanus and Liza-Marie.

   “We’re doing all we can to neutralise this threat. You can do your duty for the freedom of the city by remaining inside and alerting us to any information that could lead to the arrest of these terrorists. We understand that some of these individuals are likely to be a surprise to you. I was as shocked as anyone when I discovered that someone I considered to be a close friend had manipulated me and was a part of this conspiracy from the start.

   “But that’s not important right now. I’ve given you the facts of the situation, and we’re doing all we can to ensure the safety of this city and you, dear citizens. Help us by following our advice, and together we’ll stop this threat and once more bring safety to this great city.

   “Thank you for your time. We’ll update you with information as we get it.”

    

   “What I wouldn’t give to put a bullet in that bitch’s skull,” Malik said, disgusted at the lies. “She even dared call Jess a terrorist! Where is the girl, anyway?”

   “Upstairs with Omega. We took her out of the situation as soon as we saw it getting out of hand. She’s safe and happy enough. Enna and the others are currently on their way here.” Elaine checked the time on the slate. “They’re due here any minute, actually. They had to spring James from the prison quarter.”

   “Where is everyone right now?”

   “Gabe and Petal are off the grid. We lost contact with them when they flew out to some hacker/engineer woman in order to fix Alpha—it’s a long story, but it fucked up during the process of downloading Gerry from Petal’s mind. Currently we don’t know their status.”

   “And the others?”

   “Enna, James, Ghanus, and Liza-Marie are currently on their way here.”

   “How are we going to fight back with the ’droids flooding the city?”

   “Fuentes might have ’droids and the surface,” Elaine said, the familiar smirk coming back to her face, “but we have Enna and the underground.”

   “How are we going to explain Sasha to James? He’ll be devastated.”

   Elaine didn’t respond. There was nothing to say.

   Malik decided it’d be him that broke the bad news. It was the least he could do. He just hoped that it would help focus James’ mind rather than sending him into a pit of despair.

   Malik was torn between the two states, but having Elaine’s clinical approach to the job at hand helped him focus on bringing down Fuentes rather than collapsing under the weight of grief.

  


 
   
   Chapter 28

   Petal found a buggy covered with a desert-camouflaged tarp. The group of boulders sheltered it from view. She got in and pushed the buggy’s throttle to the max.

   The passing storm had left clean, fresh air behind, with low winds.

   She could already see the masts of old boats that signified Xian’s place, they glinted and reflected in the moonlight like beacons in the darkness. The tears hadn’t yet dried on her cheeks as she sped onwards.

   Her last view of Gabe was his hanging onto the ladder with a dozen or more ronin waiting at the bottom. She heard three gunshots after he slammed the hatch. As much as she tried, she couldn’t get it open.

   Her fingers still bled with the effort of trying to get back in, and her hands were bruised pulps. It hurt to hold the steering wheel of the ronin’s buggy.

   The trade didn’t represent good value: Gabe’s life for transport.

   She’d rather have stayed and died with him, but the stupid, old bastard had sacrificed himself for her, made her exchange his death for the responsibility of saving Gerry and destroying Elliot.

   Even with Gerry’s mind now fully integrated with hers, so much so she couldn’t tell if he was even in there anymore, getting to Xian’s to restore Alpha was still a risky plan.

   There were no guarantees Xian even had parts. But if he did, she’d try to get him to do the repairs, rather than trying to return to Shelley. Without Gabe she didn’t fancy going back there, and there was the added risk of running into yet more ronin.

   Although not inherently dangerous, Xian was fucking crackers at the best of times, insane due to the toxins in his body from the sickly fish that he kept eating. Even if the damned things glowed in the dark with radiation poisoning, he’d still eat them raw, like expensive sushi.

   That was over a year ago. She couldn’t imagine how nuts he’d be now, if he hadn’t already thought he were a fish and swam off into the ocean. But the fact the old boat masts were still there gave her hope.

   She tried putting the image of Gabe out of her mind just for a moment, needing to concentrate on the task at hand. She owed him at least that much.

   Petal steered the buggy around the worst of the divots and potholes across the hard-packed soil. Even the rain from the storm hadn’t softened it. After a further twenty minutes of tense driving, she saw something flap in the breeze. The wind here near the coast was stronger than inland, but nothing like the storm that had just blown through. The devastation was obvious as she approached Xian’s former tent city. City was a generous term. There were only ten tents.

   She pulled up to the first. It had collapsed under the assault of the storm. Pots, pans, fishing implements, and blankets were strewn across the dirt. She slowed the buggy and weaved in and out of the mess. All of the tents had collapsed; their sheets flapping and billowing in the winds like dying bellows.

   Amid the debris, she spotted a number of bodies: two of them were ronin, wearing the same Libertas uniforms as the ones in the bunker. It seemed they’d sent out quite a number to hunt down her and Gabe. She doubted it’d be long before those in the bunker caught up with her. Although there were three other buggies under the camouflaged sheet, she’d sabotaged them as best she could, hoping to buy some time.

   Throughout the journey she’d kept checking behind her for any sound of engines or clouds of dust. But no one had come.

   She finally navigated her way through the remaining tents and their strewn contents until she parked at the edge of a jetty made from rusted beams and pieces of iron salvaged from the ships that had grounded on the coast.

   The jetty led to a group of six old fishing boats, four of which were half sunk and ruined. Two, however, remained afloat and were welded together. This was Xian’s ‘office’. The place he stayed, safely away from the various travellers who came through and made use of his tents.

   As crazy as he was, he remained generous. Gabe and Petal had stayed in the relative safety of his tent shelter a number of times. He used to run a series of games, mostly combat sports, for betting purposes. He was one of the first to get a computer network running when he salvaged and fixed a microwave transceiver, and survivors would come from miles around.

   She walked down the jetty, her slight weight making the metal planks creak and groan. A light glowed from inside the two fused boats. A crude door had been cut into the side of one of the boats. Inside, Petal knew, heavy metal bars locked the door in place, keeping Xian as secure as a barnacle.

   The hull of his makeshift home wore its rust like foundation, the red rash covering any blemish from its previous paintwork. Petal couldn’t even tell what colour it was originally. She saw a dark shape shift past a porthole, briefly blotting out the light.

   A face pressed against the aperture, his bulging eyes distorted by the glass. Xian was alive. A small slither of relief rippled across her skin as she heard the grating of metal. A hatch beside the porthole slid back, and those mad eyes stared out.

   “What fuck you want?”

   “Nice welcome, Xian. It’s me, Petal.” She didn’t have the energy to smile.

   His attention roamed either side of her. “Where’s big’un?” he said, referring to Gabe. Xian, being barely over five foot when standing up straight, always assumed Gabe, at six foot plus, to be a giant.

   She ignored the question.

   “I’m in trouble, Xian. I need your help. Let me in?”

   “People looking for you. You bring them here?”

   “What? No, I’m alone. You mean the security officers?” She pointed to the two dead bodies mingled in with the tent’s contents.

   Xian nodded. “They tried extract information. I stop them.”

   “Yeah, I can see that. You did well, Xian, they’re real fucking bad news. Please, let me in. I have a deal for you.”

   His eyes lit up then. He was a magpie through and through. Petal lifted the box with Alpha’s parts inside. “It’s real old,” she said. “Pre-Cataclysm.”

   “Oh, shiny.” He stepped inside and slammed the hatch closed.

   More grating noises sounded from inside along with grunts of effort. The door creaked open, and he stood back to allow her through. Inside, the place didn’t just stink of fish, it looked like fish; dried scales had been stuck to the walls to create a weird shifting feel as the light reflected off their multicoloured surfaces. Various fish heads were hung from the walls with OLED bulbs shining out from their opened mouths.

   “Erm, I like what you’ve done with the place, Xian.” She held back the desire to vomit from the stench. When she looked down, she saw that he’d scratched words into the metal of the hull. Some mad diatribe about life on the seas titled ‘Ode to Little Fishy’.

   Xian, dressed in a cloak made from old fishing nets, limped his way through the boat, leading her to another door. It opened into the second boat if she had her sense of direction right, but with the overwhelming stench of rotting fish and the general craziness of the situation, she wasn’t entirely sure.

   She passed a bundle of rags that looked like his bed. The sheets were black with stains. A dead squid sat on a shelf above the bed, its tentacles hanging down. Squid ink had dried on one of the tentacles. She got a terrible image of Xian lying in bed while suckling the beast.

   Thankfully, once into the second boat the madness eased. The second boat was his lab, workshop, and crazy man’s tinker-room. He sat on a decrepit captain’s chair in front of a workbench. Swinging round, he looked at the box she carried containing Alpha’s parts.

   “What you bring Xian?”

   “A gift from the past that needs your skilled hands to revive.”

   She placed the box on the workbench and got the whiff of a pungent, sweet smell. “What’s that?”

   His eyes grew wide. He pointed to a shelf made from an old oar hanging above the workbench. On the shelf were a series of jars containing various organs and liquids. A jar containing a lump of grey matter caught her attention. As she got closer, the smell grew sweeter. It had a potent earthy scent to it with a hint of alcohol. It reminded her of some of Gabe’s earlier concoctions to treat wounds before they found supplies of NanoStem.

   “What is it?” Petal asked.

   Xian smiled; he had half of his teeth missing. Only two front upper teeth remained and the bottom canines with a few molars. She supposed he didn’t really need teeth if he were sucking on sushi all day long. “Ambergris. Expensive for perfumes.”

   “What’s ambergris?”

   “Whales... what is word? Throw-up? Rare these days.”

   She backed away with a lurch and again tried not to empty her stomach.

   “Fine. We’re wasting time. I need you to help fix this,” Petal said, ignoring the stink while opening the case.

   Xian hovered over it like it was a holy relic. His waxy hands ran gently over the parts as though honouring some deeper significance.

   “Is... amazing,” he said, his voice hushed in reverence. “Where you find?”

   “It doesn’t matter now. What matters is that my life, and perhaps the lives of a million others, relies on fixing it. The memory is intact, but the motherboard and processor are fried. I need them repaired, preferably with the same parts in situ.”

   He sat back on the chair and gripped his chin.

   “Xian could do this. And what does Xian get?”

   She wanted to say his life, but had to play it cool. Stability was not his thing. “What do you want that I could give you in return for this service?”

   “You hack computer systems, yes?”

   She nodded. “Go on.”

   “You do hack for me, and I fix this, yes?”

   “What’s the hack? What do you want to get into?”

   “You come.”

   Xian grabbed her hand, and she instantly tensed with revulsion. It was like all Xian’s fish consumption had slowly mutated his humanity. His hand was clammy and waxy. He took her out of the boats and down onto a section of beach.

   The wet sand and stones glimmered in the moonlight. The tide was going out, leaving a silvery surface behind. A few fish flipped and dove back into the retreating sea. Xian let her hand go and, with his weird half-limp, half-shuffle, hobbled after his prey. He dove onto his front with his arms out, catching a stray fish, a small silver thing no bigger than his palm.

   Without hesitating, he bit it headfirst, crunching on the bones.

   So his molars were useful, after all, she thought with revulsion.

   He sucked out the innards before placing the rest of the fish in the folds of his net cloak.

   “You come,” he shouted back to Petal, who’d stopped some metres behind.

   “Lead the way,” she said, squelching her boots into the wet sand. The breeze made her shiver. There was a time when she’d have found being here relaxing. A clear night, full moon, receding tide. And the deathly quiet. Only her and Xian’s progress along the beach made any noise. But in these circumstances, without Gabe, and Gerry quiet in her mind, her body hummed with anxiety.

   After a further five minutes of trudging along the coastline, Xian stopped at a dark mound. At first Petal thought it was an upturned boat with an old tarp strapped to it, but as she got closer and the shape’s details sharpened, she recognised the distinctive curved cone of a Jaguar.

   Xian untied the tarp and pulled it clear. He opened his arms as if to present a prized possession to the world. The thing was rustier than his boats. The VTOL engines were caked in sand and mud, its tail buried beneath the sand, and its windshield featured a crack that fractured its way from one side to the other.

   “You hack computer, we fly.” Xian used his hands to model a flying Jaguar.

   Petal sighed. “It’s dead, Xian. Just look at it.”

   “I fix. Fuel lines good. Engines work. Just need computer hack for control.”

   “Give me your flashlight,” Petal said, indicating the OLED light tucked in a rope belt around his cloak. Smiling like an asylum guest, he handed it to her.

   She shined it inside the windshield. The cockpit, surprisingly, looked in good shape. The controls were in place; the seats were intact with no signs of prior ejection. She moved around the hull of the craft, shining the light into the areas where the fuselage was welded. She extended one of her spikes and poked at it. The spike went through some of the more rusted areas but the seams were strong and held. Whether it’d stand up to the forces of the working engines was a different issue entirely.

   As she scanned it, she brushed away some of the dust and dirt and saw the familiar red Russian markings. “Red Widow craft,” she said, more to herself than anything. Xian was hovering about right behind her, nodding eagerly.

   “I shot down. Tried to fix to fly, but software bugged.”

   That was the problem with Xian. He was a fiend when it came to engineering and hardware, but software, he hadn’t a clue. His addled brain just couldn’t comprehend the abstract logic.

   “I can’t guarantee it won’t pull itself apart as soon as it takes off,” Petal said. “But if it’s just the software you want fixing, then we can do a deal.”

   “One more thing,” Xian said.

   “What?”

   “You fly with me. To the Dome.”

   “Um, Xian, I don’t think you’d find the Dome exactly welcoming.”

   His facial expression dropped. Even with fish guts staining his lips and chin, she felt a glimmer of sympathy for him. Stuck out here all alone, his tent shelter destroyed, it couldn’t be the most ideal of situations, especially if his mind had continued to deteriorate.

   She mulled it over: what was the worst that could happen? The old Jaguar coming apart and them having to eject? She’d done that twice in as many months so that wasn’t new. Xian getting weird and trying to kill her? That’d be unfortunate, but his body was dangerously thin and understrength, so he didn’t pose much of a physical threat—as long as she kept him in her vision.

   On the upside, if he could fix Alpha, and the Jaguar held together for long enough, it’d make the journey back to the Dome in a matter of hours instead of days, and even if the populace of Libertas didn’t take to Xian’s alternative personality, at least she’d have returned with Alpha and could attempt to get Gerry out of her head and give Enna and the others a chance of ending Elliot Robertson’s threat for good.

   It was no real dilemma after all. Crazy or not, Xian was her last hope, and Gabe had sacrificed himself in order for her to get here. She had to trust the plan.

   “Okay,” she said. “You’ve got a deal. You repair my server, and I’ll get this bird in the air—once we’ve dug it out of the sand.”

   Xian did a weird little jump and pumped his fist. He bent down behind one of the stub wings and pulled out a shovel. He handed it to her. “We work now, yes?”

   “Sure. But first, I want to see your diagnostic on the server. I want to be sure you can fix it.”

   He tapped his head with his distorted fingers. “Xian can fix. Trust Xian.”

   How had it come to this? The one man she would never trust in a million years had her fate in his weird, fishy hands. She smiled politely and nodded. “I trust Xian. I just want to see first.”

   Petal followed him back to the boat, where he rummaged around his myriad boxes of server parts, circuit boards, and a slew of electronic flotsam and jetsam. He pulled out a fistful of items, dumping them on his workbench. He hunched over Alpha’s motherboard and switched on a lamp. The desk was worn where his elbows rested against the surface, indicating he had sat for many years in this very position, fixing one thing or another. It gave her confidence now to watch him work like this.

   All the madness aside, when he concentrated, it was like watching a god create. His touch was delicate as his fingers manipulated miniature tweezers and screwdrivers, taking out blackened parts and placing them with the utmost care onto an EM-shielded, anti-static mat.

   Ten minutes later Xian had all the parts laid out, and his battered old holoscreen connected to the processor. A stream of data flowed down the screen. He glanced up at it, then back to the parts before doing a double take and then standing from his chair, pushing his face just inches from the screen.

   “Xian never see this before. Is... majestic. Consciousness.”

   He slumped into his chair; his eyes stretched wide like a whale’s with awe, and his mouth hung open. It then stretched to a smile.

   “Well?” Petal said. “Can you fix it without ruining the main parts? It has to remain as original as possible because—”

   “Because it’s all one thing,” Xian said, cutting her off, clearly understanding what it was. “Is one personality. Xian know this. Xian will fix.”

   For the next hour, Petal watched in fascination as Xian slowly, and lovingly, restored the blackened parts, and in some cases replaced single, individual resistors with those from components of a similar era. Confident he could be trusted, Petal left him to it, under advice that he would need another hour to complete his task. She exited the boat and headed for the Jaguar.

   Xian so far had held up his end of the bargain, now it was time for her to uphold hers. She heaved the shovel to dig the sand away from the tail of the ’coptor. She had just about cleared it when she heard the H-core whine of an engine coming from inland. A single light bobbed and weaved as it drew nearer.

   She approached the bank and lifted her head above the surface. It was the ronin. They’d fixed one of their buggies after all. Four of them were in the vehicle, and each one carried a pistol or a shotgun. They drove over the tents and slowed when they came to the bodies of their colleagues. The driver swore and pointed to Xian’s boats before revving the buggy and speeding to the jetty.

   Petal gripped the shovel and sprinted across the beach. She had to get to Xian before they did.

  


 
   
   Chapter 29

   James groaned as the tunnel became narrower. His skin burned, scraping against the rough surface for the last hour had made his hips and back raw. All those years of eating freeze-dried doughnuts had come back to haunt him in a way he could have never expected.

   Enna in front of him had stopped. “We’re here.”

   A thick metal grate barred their way. Enna shined her flashlight through and illuminated a wooden door. “Crowbar, please, Ghanus.”

   Ghanus was at the very back and passed the bar down the line. Enna hooked it in and pulled, but the grate remained in place. “Want a hand?” James said.

   “Please.”

   Enna shifted to the side to allow James room to reach forward and grab the end of the bar. Together they eased the bar to the side. James grunted with the exertion and wished he’d spent more time in General Vickers’ gym instead of sitting at computer screens all day. He felt useless in these environments. But still he gritted his teeth and pulled with everything he had.

   The grate creaked, something gave way, and with one final pull, it opened. James slammed against the side of the tunnel, bashing his hip and cutting his skin.

   Enna crawled through and opened the door, flooding the tunnel with light. She squeezed into the opening before turning and pulling James through the narrow grate. When he finally got through, he found himself standing in an old wood-panelled hallway. It looked like some antique home he’d seen once in some pre-war photos.

   He moved further into the hall to allow the two Upsiders to come out of the tunnel. As Liza-Marie and Ghanus exited the tunnel, James stretched to ease his joints. His head spun, and he fell against the wall. “Jesus,” he said. “I never thought we’d ever get out of there.”

   Enna smiled at him sympathetically. “You’re bleeding,” she said, leaning down and lifting the shirt over his hips. His shirt was sodden with blood and stuck to his raw skin. He winced and shut his eyes.

   “I’m sorry.” Enna stopped moving his shirt. “Come through. Gabe and Petal should have medical supplies here. I’ll go let the others know we’re here. I got a message from them earlier.”

   “Them?” James said. “Sasha and Malik?”

   Enna hesitated before the two Upsiders crawling out of the tunnel took her attention.

   Ghanus and Liza-Marie stood behind James, impassive behind their half-masks. They hadn’t even broken a sweat.

   “Come on, James. Let’s get you sorted.” Her face seemed more pained than it ought to for his wounds; they were only superficial. Before Enna could lead James to the rest of the safe house, Ghanus dropped to his haunches and looked back into the tunnel.

   “Look,” he said, pointing back down into the darkness.

   A light shone from far back down the tunnel. “We’ve been tailed,” Liza-Marie said. “We’ll take care of it. You get James seen to.” She patted Ghanus on the back. “You want to take this one?”

   The Upsider grunted and kneeled into a firing position while taking the rifle from his back. He aimed the weapon down the tunnel and brought the scope to his eye. “Waiting for clear visual.”

   Ghanus waited for a few minutes, remaining still like a rock. James could hear the footsteps now and was about to order Ghanus to fire when Ghanus pulled the trigger. The exiting bullet made a near silent sound as the cartridge suppressor absorbed the gas. There wasn’t even a scream or a noise. The bouncing light stopped. Ghanus checked the scope. “Target down.”

   “We need to retrieve the ronin-chip if they’re wearing one,” James said. “Elliot will know one of his nodes is down and will take... measures. We won’t have long.”

   “I’m on it.” Ghanus passed his rifle to Liza-Marie and, like a dog, shot down the tunnel before Elliot’s system could know the ronin was dead. James bent down to watch. Ghanus was on the body within seconds, cutting away the arm.

   ***

   While Ghanus was retrieving the chip, James followed Enna through the safe house, up a set of wooden stairs and out into another hallway with a number of doors leading off. He could hear voices now; a low rumbling of many people making plans. He opened the first door to his left and looked in, hoping to find Sasha. A group of five security people huddled around a pot of tea broke off their conversation and stared up at him. “Erm, hi,” James said. “Sasha here?”

   They said nothing. The door opposite the hall opened, and a female security officer approached him, touching him gently on the shoulder. “I’m Elaine. I was tasked by Enna to lead this team and recover Sasha and Malik. I think you should come through.”

   Her artificial blue eyes analysed him, giving nothing away.

   “What is it?” he said, feeling the slow crawl of dread wither his confidence. She didn’t answer, just took him by the elbow and led him into another room. Malik sat in an armchair. At first James didn’t understand why he looked wrong, but then he saw the metal cuff. “Malik, what happened to your leg?”

   “Long story, James. We’ve got bad news, I’m afraid.”

   Enna joined him in the room, carrying a medical box.

   “I think you should sit.” Malik pointed to the sofa opposite him. James walked around it and sat down, leaning forward so as not to get blood on the leather surface. Elaine sat down next to him while Enna remained standing, leaning against the arm of the sofa. She placed the medical box on the coffee table and prepared a shot of ’Stem.

   “What happened?” Enna said to Malik. “Are you okay?”

   “The ronin happened. Sasha and I, we...” He shook his head.

   “Go on,” James urged, realising what was about to come, realising why Sasha wasn’t present.

   Through tears, Malik told James everything from the moment they followed the sniper to the warehouse district to Sasha’s death. And that Elliot’s central consciousness was likely being held within a data-centre at Cemprom.

   ***

   James blinked the tears from his eyes and straightened his back. The others were silent with grief. Shocked at the sudden reality of the situation. James was, too, whether from the shock or the desire to strike back, but he refused the ’Stem injection, not wanting to suffer its lethargic effects.

   With a grim determination he addressed the group. “We have to forget about our grief right now. It’s tragic beyond words, and I’m sure once this is over—if we survive—I will fall apart. But we have to focus on the task at hand. Finish what Sasha started.

   “If you want to honour her properly, pay her your respects, you will do it by taking down Elliot and ending Fuentes’ reign. It’s down to us, no one else. I, for one, haven’t lost as many as I have to simply collapse in a mire of sadness.

   “Enna, I want you and Jess to use Omega to crack into Cemprom’s systems. We need the schematics of the city’s layout in order to find the data-centre.”

   “We can do that,” Enna said. “But at least let me tend to your wounds.”

   “A bandage and I’ll be good to go.”

   “We’ll come with you,” Liza-Marie said to James, indicating herself and Ghanus as they entered the room. Ghanus held a severed wrist and hand with the chip still on.

   James took it and checked that the chip was in good order. “Good man,” he said. “This will be perfect.”

   “What are you going to do with that?” Malik gestured to the severed wrist.

   James’ lips curled, and his eyes narrowed. “We’re going to use it to go fishing. We’ll hook it up to Omega and piggyback the connection since the citywide network isn’t an option anymore.”

   “But won’t that tip off Elliot, and thus the others, about our whereabouts?” Enna said.

   “That’s the point. We’ll set up an ambush, take out as many of the bastards as possible.”

   “I... can...” Enna stumbled as she thought about the plan.

   James grabbed Enna by the shoulder. “Best form of defence is attack, and I’m sick of hiding and crawling around in tunnels. While we bring the fight here, it’ll cause a diversion while some of us head to Cemprom—using the schematics—and take down Elliot for good.”

   Enna’s face took on a pained expression. “You think we can do it without Alpha’s help?”

   “Without hearing from Petal and Gabe, we have no option but to try.”

   He turned to Elaine. “Do you understand the plan? What needs to happen here?”

   “Yes, sir,” she said, saluting him.

   “Right, then, everyone get to it. We don’t have time to sit around feeling sorry for ourselves. Think of the loved ones we’ve lost recently. Use that grief to motivate and focus on the task at hand. We have a common enemy, and they must be stopped; otherwise our entire struggle and loss has been for nothing. Do you understand me?”

   A chorus of, “Aye,” went up, and they set about their plans.

   James took the chip and climbed with Enna up a set of creaking, wooden stairs and entered a room devoid of any furniture. The windows were shuttered and the walls undecorated. Jess sat on the bare floorboards next to Omega, her face a picture of concentration.

   “How’s he doing?” James asked, feeling a bit odd referring to Omega as a he, but knowing there was a real, albeit incomplete, mind in there.

   “He’s sad about Sakura,” she said.

   “Well, it’s time for Omega to learn to stand on his own. We’ve got a job for him.”

   James filled her in on the plan, and she helped connect Omega and the ronin-chip, successfully bridging the connection. Enna handed him a slate, and together they traversed Elliot’s network, spoofed as the man Ghanus had killed, tracing the source of information back through various routers and nodes. Each jump brought them closer to Cemprom, until after five minutes of navigating through the computer system, James saw it.

   “It’s huge,” Enna said, leaning over his shoulder and looking at the size of the data-centre. “There’s petabytes of information in there.”

   “And the worrying thing is,” James added, “his complete consciousness is probably not in there. Given what Malik said about when Sasha connected with him earlier and Petal’s previous experience, I would say that only part of him is contained there. His mind would have spread out, probably using some of the satellites and other nodes and data-centres that we don’t know about.”

   “So this is all futile, then?” Enna said.

   “No, not at all. It’s like an octopus. If you take out the bit in the middle, you kill off the individual tentacles. Think of his mind in that context. If you look at the data streams, they all feed back to that central location. Even if his full mind isn’t in there as one complete unit, by destroying it, we’ll take out the main processing unit, the brain of the entity, if you will.”

   “How do we get there?”

   “I’m working on that,” James said. “I’m running a program that’s tracing the route and transposing it onto the public transport map. Cemprom have schematics of the various tunnels and access ports. With luck we should be able to plot a route underground, meaning we should get there unseen. Once that’s complete, we—”

   The sound of gunfire from outside of the safe house cut off his words. Elaine shouted up the stairs. “They’ve found us!”

  


 
   
   Chapter 30

   Petal sprinted across the wet sand. Xian’s boats were two hundred metres away. She could just see four figures under the glow of a lamp hanging from one of the boat’s masts. The small group huddled around the base of the hull where it met the jetty.

   A few seconds later the figures dashed back down the jetty and weaved in and out of the various layers of debris littering the dead tents. Petal wondered what they were doing but then soon realised, just before her foot snagged in a net half-buried under the sand. She hit the beach hard, knocking the breath from her lungs. She dropped the shovel in front of her and banged her head against the metal spade cutting her across the forehead.

   “Motherfucker!” she hissed through gritted teeth.

   When she raised her head, she noticed smoke billowing into the night sky from the jetty, and a fizzing noise accompanied it. “Oh fuck, no, no. Xian!”

   She screamed briefly before an explosion erupted, sending a massive billowing flame into the sky. The sound of rending and sheering metal mixed with the roar of the fire. The two boats fell all around in thousands of pieces like flaming meteorites.

   Fragments of white-hot metal panelling showered her position. She reached down and freed her foot from the net and spun out of the way as a three-metre-wide piece of boat hull whistled down from out of the sky to bury its sharp edge into the sand less than a metre from her head.

   Smaller pieces rained down. She jumped to her feet and ran in zigzags, trying to avoid the deadly precipitation. She arrived at the flaming remnants of the boats. They were black, charred hulks. Fires burned on whatever fuel or oil Xian might have had inside.

   Under a piece of floating wood, she saw the half-melted and damaged case she’d carried Alpha in. Xian’s workbench was on fire. Many pieces were stuck into the wet sand. The whole thing was like a dark sore on the earth.

   She searched through the burnt-out hulls and the piles of debris lying on the beach, but she couldn’t find Xian or Alpha, the parts no doubt scattered, burned, and ruined. For a brief moment she collapsed to her knees and placed her head in her hands. This was too much. First Gerry, then Gabe, now this. When would it end? And why Xian? He was nuts, but he hadn’t hurt anyone. And then she remembered: those ronin bastards.

   Looking up from her position, her legs sodden with sea water, her face smeared with sand and ashes, she looked over to the fallen tents and saw the figures heading back to the scene of their crime. The one in front wore a familiar coat: Gabe’s leather duster jacket. He smiled and laughed with the others as they approached the wreckage. They were standing at the edge of the jetty where it met the bank. They hadn’t yet seen her down there in amongst the flames and destruction.

   Using that to her advantage and trying not to let the rage overwhelm her, she crawled on her stomach, slowly inching her way closer, using the pieces of the boat and its contents for cover.

   The leader held a shotgun in his hand casually, presumably to finish off Xian or whoever they might have thought was in the boat—probably her. The three goons behind him wielded knives. While they admired their handiwork, she got within two metres of the bank, hiding beneath the shadows of the remaining parts of the jetty.

   “Fucking whore must be dead after that,” the leader said.

   “We have to make sure. Recover the body,” one of his underlings said.

   “Go on, then, go look. I’ve done my bit.”

   One of the goons shrugged, sighed, and stepped out onto the jetty right above Petal’s head. She had to crouch to fit underneath, but as she stood and tilted her head back, she could see him walking out across the surface. The metal boards that made up the jetty were twisted, some further apart than the others. She tracked his movement until he reached a board that was more than an arm’s width apart from the next one.

   She reached up, grabbed his ankle, and yanked back hard, sending him crashing face-first into the boards with a yelp. She felt the vibrations as his skull connected with the surface. Wasting no time, she extended her forearm spikes and thrust them both up, one in his chest, and one in his guts.

   She retracted and stabbed two more times until he became still. His intestines and guts slipped out of his body and slopped to the sand beneath like a gutted fish. The others either hadn’t noticed or didn’t realise exactly what happened. They were laughing, presumably assuming he’d just slipped. From their position they could not see the damage beneath.

   His knife lay on the edge. She reached up and took it before heading to the bank, always under the cover of the jetty.

   “Hey, what the fuck you doing?” the leader called out to his henchman. When he didn’t get a reply, he walked toward his fallen colleague. The other two remained at the edge. Petal waited until the leader reached the body before leaping up onto the bank. She threw the knife into the throat of the nearest goon. His eyes snapped wide, and his hands grabbed at his throat. The ronin standing next to him looked on with startled, wide eyes.

   Petal had already darted around, through the tents and debris, in a flanking manoeuvre, using the darkness as cover. Petal came up behind the last ronin and rammed her spikes into the back of his neck, cutting his spinal cord and killing him instantly. She retracted, and he fell to his knees before slumping forward.

   The one with the knife sticking out of his neck spun round only to receive both of Petal’s spikes in the chest—breaking through the bone and piercing his heart. She kicked him hard, sending him flying to his back.

   Her attack had happened so quickly the leader hadn’t yet noticed, still bent over his fallen comrade. Letting the rage consume her, she grabbed the knife from the dead guy’s neck and sprinted to the leader.

   He heard her first few steps and spun round, bringing the shotgun up to face her. He wasn’t quick enough; she kicked out at the shotgun, knocking it into the sand below. The kick unbalanced him, sending him sprawling over his colleague’s body. His back slammed against the broken jetty boards. One splintered through his shoulder, making him scream with pain.

   Petal knelt over him, gripping his throat in her free hand.

   “You bastard, where’d you get that coat?”

   “Go... fuck... yourself... bitch—”

   Petal pinned him by his throat, letting all the fury transfer to strength. She squeezed his throat so he couldn’t scream anymore.

   “Tell me, or I’ll make you suffer. I’ll make it slow and more painful than you can ever imagine.”

   “Okay, okay,” he choked out. “Your friend... I took it from him... he’s dead. We... put him... out of his... misery.” He smiled then, and his good eye grew wide. His body started to shake. White foam frothed from his mouth.

   She stood up. His chest heaved, and smoke rose from his chip.

   The truth of it hit her harder than any weapon. Gabe’s dead.

   Those bastards killed him.

   Gabe. Dead.

   She drove the spike through his skull, slicing his brain in two, severing his connection to Elliot’s network and the ronin-chip. All tension eased from his body, and his chest deflated with his last breath.

   She withdrew her spike and sat heavily on the jetty, cradling her knees, rocking back and forth as she felt a primal scream bubble up from within her. She let it out in a single ripping release.

   She shook; tears streamed down her face.

   This was it. After all they’d gone through, this was final. Gabe was no more. She was alone again, lost in the desert like the first time—until she’d stumbled upon Gabe’s shelter. It should have been her that died. She was just a pathetic clone, after all. Gabe had family, a history, something to tie him to the world. She was nothing but death and destruction.

   She sat there, hugging her legs close to her chest, watching the world around her burn when she felt a wet, clammy hand touch the side of her neck.

   “Xian sorry.”

   She flinched at the touch and spun round.

   “What the fuck, Xian! How the hell did you—?”

   He stood there in his weird half-hunched way, his face blackened with smoke, his hair singed. He cradled a motherboard so melted and damaged that it was barely recognisable. “Xian couldn’t fix,” he said, holding it out as though it were an offering.

   “Jesus, Xian, I thought you were dead. I thought—”

   “Saw them coming. Had escape route.”

   He looked on at the burning mess of what used to be his home. All around him destruction and devastation littered the surface. Despite her revulsion, she hugged him, glad at least someone had survived. But it didn’t help the pain she felt for Gabe.

   “It’s fucked beyond repair, ain’t it?” Petal said, releasing him and pointing to what was left of Alpha.

   Xian just nodded, his eyes full of regret.

   “Ain’t your fault. It was a long shot anyway.”

   Xian nodded, but it didn’t stop him from sobbing. She wasn’t sure what he was more upset about: the destruction of his shelter or his inability to have saved Alpha. She took the destroyed board away from him, letting it drop into the sand below. She took Gabe’s leather duster off the ronin and wrapped it around Xian, as his net robe had split and hung off one shoulder.

   “What you do now?” Xian said.

   She thought about it. What options were left? Gabe was dead. The transcendent process didn’t work, and Alpha was destroyed. Elliot probably had control of the entire city by now, despite her best efforts of thinning his ranks. But there was one other thing she’d not thought of for a while: Gerry.

   Her rage and grief had suppressed that line of thinking, but she reminded herself that even after all this time he was still there in her mind, somehow. An entire person’s consciousness living in the recesses of her brain and the myriad connections that made up her neural network.

   A small light appeared in the darkness of her thoughts. Calmness came over her, and she felt her fury and grief ease. Her heart dropped to a steady beat, and her breathing slowed, became more controlled. And then for the first time since before Gerry had gone into Petal’s mind she heard his voice, the words coming to her directly from her mind.

   – Get to Cemprom, the centre of Elliot’s operation. With Omega, and together, we can do this.

   She was about to respond when the sound cut off. She saw images of diagrams, wiring circuits, network topographies, and code patterns. Flashing through her consciousness like a photo gallery, they became animated, driven by her memories. The images were from when she hacked into the Red Widow’s Jaguar and had to alter the system so she could change the language from Russian to English.

   Only now her memories were amended with notes and thoughts from Gerry.

   “We’ve got to get the Jaguar flying, Xian. I know how to fix it. I can get it working. We can still get to the city.”

   She grabbed his hand and rushed off the edge of the jetty and onto the beach. Together they sprinted for the old aircraft. A new hope rose within her. A hope that with Gerry’s help she could avenge Gabe’s death, and damn anyone to hell who got in her way.

  


 
   
   Chapter 31

   James willed his mapping program to hurry. Bullets struck against the building, some penetrating through the boarded-up windows, making Jess scuttle behind his legs, with her hands around her head. Just one more minute to go... Come on, come on!

   Elaine’s team of security officers returned fire from various rooms of the multi-storey building in controlled bursts. He heard the sound of bullets striking against metal.

   “The ’droids are here,” he said. “Damn that bitch!” It was clear to him that Fuentes had no intention of imprisoning anyone now. She’d offer up their scapegoated corpses to a population hungry for justice.

   In a lull, Enna peeked out through a crack in the window boarding.

   “How many are out there?” James asked.

   “I can see a squad of twenty-three. They’ve cordoned off the street at both ends and... Shit, there are UAV drones in the air, too. Your plan better work out, James. We can’t afford to go out on the surface now. We’ll be caught in no time.”

   “I’m working on it,” James said, wanting to get out of that room as soon as possible. His program had nearly finished mapping an underground route when Jess tugged at his trousers.

   “He’s here.”

   “Who is?”

   “Elliot.”

   Fuck. Before he could launch a countermeasure, Elliot had crashed his connection and eliminated it with an attack program. It tried to trace its way back to James’ slate, but he disconnected it from Omega. “Turn Omega off, Jess, quick.”

   Jess placed her hand on the obsidian black case of the server and closed her eyes. They flittered beneath her lids, and the server powered down. James switched off his slate, the map only half complete. He threw the ronin-chip to the floor and stamped on it, crushing it underfoot as if it were some sentient, dangerous bug.

   “We’ve got to leave,” Enna said. “Reinforcements are coming.”

   Pocketing the slate, James joined Enna at the window and spied through a bullet hole. The street was full of ’droids. Elaine’s team had taken out ten of them, but they were regrouping, erecting Polymar barriers for cover.

   “Looks like they prepared for a siege,” James said.

   On the other side of the street was a similar-looking building, designed to house some of the early workers who built the Dome. It stood apart from the rest of the city, having a much older architectural style than most other buildings. They weren’t derelict, but empty. Due to their older pre-Dome construction, they were made from regular concrete, wood, and glass.

   It wouldn’t be long before the drones and ’droids would render it to nothing more than rubble.

   Before he could turn away, a shifting in the shadows of an alley that bisected two buildings opposite caught his attention. He waited another second and saw the shape of someone with their back to the wall, waiting like a ghost. He’d recognise the shape and the smooth head anywhere: clone one, Samir.

   Great, he thought. That’s all we need. With her on the case, it was only a matter of time before they were found and... He tried not to remember what happened to the boy she gutted, but it was too late; the image was now focussed in his mind.

   “So be it,” he whispered.

   “Pardon?” Enna said.

   “Nothing. We need to move. Now.”

   ***

   James and Enna carried Omega down the stairs and met with Elaine in the hall. Ten of her squad, including Malik, had taken up position on three floors of the safe house. The firefight was back underway. So far, the building was holding up, providing adequate cover.

   “Elaine, we’ve got to go. We need to get to the data-centre. Enna says there’s a back way out of here, but it’s over ground. It’ll take us to an old metro line that we’ll use to get under the financial and business district. Can you spare a few people to provide us with cover—just in case?”

   “I’m coming with you,” Liza-Marie said. “And so is Ghanus.”

   James had thought they would; this was Omega they were transporting, after all: virtually their reason for living. But even so, it eased his worries, if only slightly, knowing he’d have them by his side.

   “Malik won’t be able to join you,” Elaine said, speaking the obvious, but James waited as she thought about her squad and worked out whom she could spare. “Fuck it, I’ll go. Malik’s a better leader than I am. He’s better off staying here with the others and Jess. I’ll back you up, Doc.”

   “Fine, we settled, then? We do this now?” James said.

   Enna, Elaine, Ghanus, and Liza-Marie agreed.

   “I’ll let Malik know the plan,” Elaine said, rushing up the stairs to his position.

   While James waited on her return, he kneeled down so he could look Jess in the eye. “Malik and the others will take care of you. It’s too dangerous for you to come with us. You understand?”

   “Yes, but watch out for Elliot.”

   “Of course. We’ll be careful.”

   Enna ruffled the girl’s hair before handing her a scrap of paper and saying, “If things... don’t go well here, or we don’t come back, follow these directions. It’s one of the maintenance tunnels leading out of here. It’ll take you to the edge of the Dome. From there you’ll find an old well. The Bachians used to use it to syphon water from the city. I’ll send word to Bachia to have someone scout the area. If you need to escape, it won’t be long before someone friendly finds you.”

   Jess took the paper without speaking. Enna knew she’d be okay. The girl was a pure survivor. Ever since her parents had abandoned her, she managed to stay alive in the brutal environment of Darkhan. She’d probably outlast the lot of them.

   “Thank you,” Jess finally said. “I will see you all again.”

   I hope so, James thought, realising the odds weren’t in their favour. But then this was a city steeped in lotteries and gambles.

   Elaine returned, and they assigned weapons. Enna and Elaine had an assault rifle each; Ghanus and Liza-Marie wielded their familiar sniper rifles and a pistol.

   “Take this,” Elaine said, passing James a handgun.

   It felt heavy in his hands. He was a scientist, not a weapons specialist. He left all that to Vickers and his men. He grimaced at the thought of having to use it. Elaine gave him a holster that clipped to his belt beneath his grey, tailored suit jacket. Despite the grime and dust encrusted on its surface, it still looked good. “If I’m going to have kill someone, I might as well be well-dressed,” he said as he placed the gun in the holster, grimacing as it pushed against the grazes and cuts on his hip.

   “Just remember to switch off the safety before shooting,” Elaine said. “It’s semi-auto and fires in four-round bursts. The magazine holds sixteen rounds. Don’t go spraying randomly. Emergencies only. Let us handle the shooting wherever possible.”

   He placed his palm on the handle of the stun-baton. “There’s no worry about that.” He’d rather use the baton if it came to it. He pictured Samir stalking him in the dark. He doubted he would get a chance, but if he did, he’d prefer to stun her rather than kill her outright. There was also a chance he could still...

   No, that’s crazy thinking. He chided himself. Now was not the time to think about saving his creation. He had to kill or be killed. This situation was far bigger than his wishes now. He owed Sasha.

   “Okay, here’s the route out,” Enna said as they huddled around her slate. She traced a line through the interconnecting basements of the building. “There’s a fire exit at the far end. It leads out into a small tunnel that opens up in the middle of a street. Across from there is an old metro line. We’ll have to risk being exposed for a minute or so while we locate an entrance and force our way in. That’s when we’ll need cover—so we can hack the security on the metro entry. Everyone clear?”

   “Let’s do it,” Ghanus said. “I’ll take point.”

   “We can’t use radios because of Elliot’s suppression,” Elaine said, “and the last time we shared a message direct to each other, the signal was intercepted. We’re going off-the-grid for this. Communicate with hand signals, and keep your voices down. Which means sticking close together as much as possible. Understand?”

   “Got it,” James said. It was times like this he wished he had internal transceivers like Petal and Gabe. But even then, with Elliot controlling the networks in the city, any signal was likely to be intercepted. And given how quickly Fuentes had discovered their location, it was obvious their communications were being tracked. That ruled out direct messaging to slates.

   With that, they headed back down the stairs into the basement, but instead of going back down the tunnel, where Ghanus had barred the grate and secured the door, they turned into an archway. The smell of mould permeated the dark space. Stone steps led down into a basement filled with water that came up to their calves.

   Ghanus shined an OLED headlamp, lighting their way.

   Enna and Liza-Marie carried Omega between them while Elaine took up the rear.

   They passed through the dirty basements. James had to duck beneath the joists and beams. Water soaked their feet and ankles, and he was sure he felt something scuttle by him. Rats. He shivered at the thought, but focussed on sloshing forward to the exit. His shoulders tightened at each muffled shot coming from above ground. A persistent rumble echoed down from the street as the ’droids sought to make their way into the building. Small explosions told him that Malik and the rest of Elaine’s squad were doing a fine job of holding them at bay.

   It wouldn’t be long before they swarmed the building and breached their way in. Perhaps they’d even find their way down here. At the same time James had that thought, Ghanus suddenly switched off his lamp and indicated that they stop. He fell to his knees and brought the rifle to his shoulder, scoping out movement ahead of them.

   “What is it?” James whispered behind him.

   “Someone’s here,” Ghanus said. “Up there with a flashlight.”

  


 
   
   Chapter 32

   Petal made sure she and Xian were strapped into the flight seats. With Gerry’s help, she managed to repair the software bugs within the system. Now she just hoped the mechanical side would hold up. Xian had worked on it for years, he assured her.

   “Well, I guess it’s time to test this old bird out.” Petal hovered her hand over the holoscreen controls. “Are you ready, Xian?”

   Despite everything, his grin stretched wide on his repulsive face. “We go!”

   “Yeah, let’s hope ‘go’ means fly and not ‘burn up in a fiery ball of death’.”

   She took a deep breath. Her hand trembled ever so slightly before she pressed her index finger against the cracked glass of the control screen.

   The H-core engines whined up... then died. The craft shook for a few brief moments before dying out. She tried again—same result.

   “The engines aren’t getting enough power on start up.”

   “Xian can fix. You wait.”

   He unclipped his harness and clambered into the back of the craft, opening the metal door that separated the storage area from the engine maintenance access panel. Taking a hammer from the toolkit, he struck a titanium-skinned tank.

   Petal snapped her head round. “What the fuck, Xian? That’s the fuel tank!”

   “It stuck!” he said. “Xian clear fuel lines.” He hammered again. Petal cringed, clenching her jaw, expecting the hydrogen gas to explode at any moment, but the crazy fool seemed not to care. Done with hammering it, he thrust his hand around the silver cylinder and gripped a series of wires. He yanked them, sparks flying.

   “Seriously, man! Are you trying to kill us? What the hell are you doing?”

   Ignoring her, Xian continued to pull parts from the engine bay. Wires went flying; relays crashed to the floor. Finally, he gripped a small black box and tossed it casually over his shoulder. He replaced the tools and closed the door.

   “Try now?”

   “Sure. Now that you’ve ripped out everything, of course it’ll work? Fuck, Xian, have you completely lost the plot?”

   He wore that stupid, sickly grin still.

   “Okay, fine, get your ass harnessed, and I’ll try again.”

   To her surprise, when she activated the ignition procedure, the engines fired up and stayed running. The control panel indicated full power available. The craft still shook like it’d fall apart, but against all logic, the damn thing was running.

   “What the hell?” Petal shook her head.

   “Pesky relays,” Xian said with a casual shrug. “Design fault.”

   “I hope you never start practicing medicine.”

   An image of Xian ripping out faulty organs came to her then. He’d probably eat them.

   “Xian go city now?”

   “Yeah, Xian can go to the fucking city now.”

   She plotted a course to Libertas into the craft’s navigation computer—which, of course, didn’t work properly: no satellites, or at least no access to one. She’d just have to pilot by eye. She hoped the Dome still had its lights on; otherwise, they’d fly right past it.

   “Let’s get this rusty-ass bird in the air. Hold on to your balls, Xian.”

   She increased power to the VTOL engines. As she did, a storm of sand flew all around her. At first the Jaguar struggled to move, but as she eased the power up, it began to rise, shedding the burden of sand and plant growth that for years had conspired to hold it to the earth.

   Eventually, they were free and ascended into the night sky.

   A vibration came from the left engine, but the thing held together, somehow. Petal knew from flying the other Jaguars that this one had a number of issues. The others didn’t suffer from the same worrying noises. This one flew with myriad bothersome rattles and vibrations, and a whistling sound came from the engine bay. She hoped it was just the air being sucked through the holes in the fuselage.

   When she’d reached an altitude of four hundred metres, she pointed the craft southwest and increased the engines to seventy percent capacity. Despite the loud whistle and vibration, they shot forward at a decent rate. They’d reach the city within the hour.

   If the damned thing holds together, she thought.

  


 
   
   Chapter 33

   James kneeled behind the Upsider and stared out into the darkness. He thought he saw movement, but couldn’t make it out.

   “What can you see?” James whispered.

   “Libertas security,” Ghanus said, looking through his night-vision scope.

   The squeaking of rodents and sloshing in the water around their ankles made it difficult to hear. But James followed Ghanus’ eye-line until he, too, saw the definite shape of a woman moving around about twenty metres away at the far end of the basement.

   She was clearly scouting for something—or someone—shining the flashlight into the dark corners with one hand, and a pistol in the other. In one of the sweeps, James caught a brief glimpse of her face. He recognised her as one of the officers who used to stand guard outside Rosario’s room. Her name wouldn’t come to him, but the recognition only made the betrayal that more pained.

   “Hold,” Ghanus whispered as he adjusted his scopes.

   The Upsider tracked her movements as she walked down between various racks of shelves. When she reappeared just five metres away and swung her light to illuminate them huddled there together, Ghanus pulled the trigger, and a near-silent bullet struck its target.

   At first it seemed like nothing happened. She stood still, her eyes wide and her mouth open, half-forming a word. The flashlight dropped, and she fell back.

   Perfect head shot.

   She hit the water with a splash. When the group got closer to her, the rats had already claimed her body, ripping through her uniform and crawling over her face. James checked her arm. She wasn’t wearing a ronin-chip.

   James couldn’t help but feel a twinge of guilt. She was young. Early twenties. She’d always been pleasant to him. Just how much did she know about this situation?

   No way to tell now.

   Enna gripped his elbow, encouraging him forward. “I understand it’s tough,” she whispered to him. “None of this is ever easy. But we’ve got to carry on. For Sasha, Vickers, and all the others.”

   “I know.” James trudged onwards to the open door where the girl had come through. His hand went to the pistol. He fully expected one of the ’droids to emerge and gun them all down—or Samir. Was she stalking them now?

   Ghanus and Elaine split off, flanking the door and indicating the others to take cover behind the nearest rack of shelves. They waited for a minute, or a decade; James couldn’t tell which, the tension was too much. While the Upsiders ensured the way was clear, James found his gaze drifting over the spines of old books on the shelves.

   They were barely more than mulch now, held together by the spirit of the words once legible inside. Just how much knowledge had been destroyed since the Cataclysm?

   The disaster at the library of Alexandria had nothing on the current situation.

   Aside from the mortal cost, there was a definitive epistemological loss that, when he thought about it, had to have exacerbated humanity’s struggle to ensure peace and community. There were too many gaps in knowledge, and too many corrupt individuals willing to exploit an opportunity to exert power over the masses.

   “We’re good to go,” Elaine said as she and Ghanus headed into the tunnel. James, Enna, and Liza-Marie followed up, the latter guarding their rear.

   James gulped down the fresh air as they finally left the damp basements behind. The sound of gunfire split the air louder outside, affording them a degree of aural cover. Speaking freely, Enna pointed out the short tunnel that would take them up to street level.

   When they reached the end of the tunnel, made from an arch of old cobblestones carpeted with a thick layer of moss and lichens, Ghanus held his hand up and went to his knee. Elaine followed, and they both brought their weapons to their shoulders. James leaned over them and looked out of the tunnel. They were beyond a cordon a hundred metres to their left.

   A group of five combat ’droids patrolled the area, occasionally sweeping their glowing green eyes down the street. Above them, three UAV drones flew in a circuit.

   “If we’re lucky,” Elaine said, her voice hidden by the firefight, “we’ll have a fifteen-second window to get across to the old metro station. The drones are on what looks like an automated cycle. We’ll just have to hope the ’droids’ attentions will be on the nearest apartment building and that we’re too far away to be spotted easily.”

   As it was the poorer, abandoned end of the city, their path was clear of streetlights: OLED strips embedded into the Polymar sidewalks. Likewise the huge media screens projecting Fuentes’ likeness. The darkness would give them an advantage.

   James thought back to seeing Samir dissolve into the alley between the two apartment buildings. That alley was visible from their current location. Was she still there, lurking like a spider, ready to strike?

   “On my mark,” Elaine said.

   James readied himself. He was no physical marvel, but he knew now was the time to run like hell. An undecorated and unadorned station stood about two hundred metres down the street opposite. An electronically secured door leading down into the metro system awaited them.

   He checked his pockets to make sure he had his slate. He did. He also had the pistol.

   Despite himself, he took it out, kept it in his right hand—just in case.

   “When I say go, we’ll run in single file, keeping to the shadows. Understand?”

   James nodded, assuming she was talking to him seeing as the others were more used to this kind of activity. Just looking at their faces, he could tell they were in control of their emotions, whereas his roiled around inside like a feuding nest of snakes.

   Liza-Marie and Ghanus took the server between them.

   Elaine watched as the drones completed their current circuit and disappeared over the roofs of other buildings. James glanced to his left, saw the ’droids firing from behind their cover. He couldn’t see if any were looking his way.

   “Go,” Elaine said as she and Ghanus sprinted away.

   Within seconds James was losing sight of them as he hurried out and ran as fast as his slow, heavy legs would carry him. Liza-Marie and Ghanus seemed to become shadow. Elaine kept up with them, occasionally looking back to urge James and Enna on.

   Even she ran like a top athlete compared to him, and he knew that she was holding back in order not to leave him completely behind. He got across the street in one piece.

   For now it seemed they were in the clear. He followed Enna, running with his right shoulder close to the buildings, benefiting from the shrouding shadows that they cast.

   He watched above him, concerned one of the UAVs would change its flight pattern and catch them out in the open, but they were halfway there and so far unseen.

   His chest burned with the effort, and a stitch stabbed at his side. His legs felt heavier with each stride, but he continued on, letting the fear push him beyond his natural capabilities.

   “Here,” Elaine said, grabbing him by the arm. He nearly ran past their position.

   The door to the station stood beneath a canopy with an old sign on its front, giving them cover from the sky. They all huddled close together, giving James a protective barrier. “Get to work, Doc,” Ghanus said. “Get us in ASAP.”

   Spots appeared in his vision as he struggled to get his breathing under control. Sweat had broken out, soaking his shirt, making his hands slippery. He dropped the gun as he tried to put it back into his holster.

   “Fuck, man, get a grip,” Liza-Marie said. “Literally.”

   “I’m... trying... my... best... here.”

   He picked the gun up and successfully holstered it and then took the slate from inside his jacket pocket. The electronic lock on the metro station’s door had already been vandalised, its facia prised open at some prior time. The circuitry hung out of a metal box. One by one, he tracked the myriad wires, constructing a circuit in his head and imagining how the system worked.

   A minute passed with him just standing there thinking. Elaine fidgeted with each burst of gunfire coming from the other side of the buildings. The sound of the UAVs’ engines—a low, persistent whine—grew louder.

   “Come on, man. They’re getting closer. We need to get in. Now,” Ghanus said, urgently looking above him to see if the UAVs were closing in on them.

   “If you keep hurrying me, it’ll take longer.” He shook his head and gathered his thoughts.

   Fishing around inside his jacket for a connector cable, he bit off the plastic end while plugging the intact part to the slate. He reached inside the mass of wires from the lock and pulled two free, twisting them around the bare wires of his connecting cable. The slate chirped, and he disconnected the wires. “I’m getting there,” he said, knowing if he just got... that one.

   Twisting a different wire to the connector, he got another chirp from his slate, this time a confirmation notification. “I’m in,” he said with a sense of victory. He used a program on his slate to reroute the power through the circuit.

   The system used an old, out-dated encryption method, and he bypassed the instruction set that dictated when the lock was activated. He drag-and-dropped a series of code fragments and ran the program. He hoped to cause a flow of electricity to a chip within the system that controlled the servo-assisted locking mechanism. “Won’t be long now, I just need to...” He gestured across his slate to activate his hack and held his breath.

   A buzzing noise came from the door. It seemed extremely loud, and he worried it’d alert the ’droids to their position, but as soon as it came, it finished. Nothing happened. “Shit, it should—”

   A UAV seemed to hover overhead, and they all huddled as close to the door as possible to use the canopy to shield them. They’d be okay if the drone didn’t fly too far over and see into the shadows. But it did move—just as an old, stuck servo groaned from within the door.

   James pushed against the door, trying to help the mechanism. With a clunk, the lock opened.

   The door burst open, sending them crashing through into a dry, dust-filled empty station. James fell hard onto the tiled floor, pulling the slate from the wires of the lock.

   Liza-Marie shifted the server inside before closing the door. She stood with her back to it and held her breath.

   “I think I’m going to die of a heart attack before we get to Cemprom,” James said, clutching his burning chest and trying to breathe without choking on the dust of a building that hadn’t been disturbed for nearly a hundred years.

   His voice echoed around the place. It felt like some kind of mausoleum.

   Ghanus switched on his lamp. The room was utterly gutted. The tiled floor was covered with a centimetre of dust and cobwebs. The booths where people would have bought their passes stood empty. Between the two booths, a single staircase led down to the metro tunnel.

   “We should move,” Ghanus said, already moving to the stairs and hefting Omega onto his back. Enna and Liza-Marie were next, leaving James to bring up the rear. They crossed the open space, leaving tracks in the thick dust like intrepid explorers. The others had approached and started to descend the stairs when James heard what he thought was a whisper.

   He stopped, looking around. The hairs on his arms tingled as though he had just walked through a ghost. He was at the booths and couldn’t but help look inside. He laughed to himself for being spooked by a draft. He turned to catch up with the others when a hand wrapped around his mouth and a blade pushed against his throat. He froze.

   A pair of lips brushed against his ear. Hot breath tickled the small hairs. And then a voice, barely audible, whispered close. “I dreamed of you. Did you know that, James? I dreamed, in an endless loop, of the day you put me to sleep.”

  


 
   
   Chapter 34

   Petal wrestled with the Jaguar’s controls as she saw the glowing light of the Dome just up ahead. One of the engines had blown, skewing the craft’s momentum. Xian clawed the edges of his seat with a death grip. His jaw clenched, making the muscles in his face jut out. She felt how he looked.

   “This might get bumpy,” Petal said as she navigated to the port of the Dome. Thankfully, it hadn’t been fixed since Gerry had smashed out of it in one of Libertas’ own shuttles.

   The engines groaned as she descended. The fuselage creaked and whined. The tail fin juddered, making their flight choppy and uncomfortable. But she relaxed as they closed in on their destination, knowing it was nearly over.

   Xian’s eyes grew wide as they drew closer. First time he’d seen the Dome. Petal remembered her first time. Coming out of a world of ruin to see that crystal marble brought with it a degree of awe. Spending a number of years living inside, hiding in the shadows, took some of that shine off.

   “Going in,” Petal said. She checked the fit of the harness around her shoulders and chest. She didn’t expect to get in so easily. Her legs and arms tensed. She slowed the craft and piloted through the breach in the Dome, all the time waiting for a shuttle to intercept them or a squad of drones to blast them from the sky.

   The lights of the control tower were off, however. The great mushroom rising up from the various landing pads appeared deserted. She activated the landing protocol, but with just one working VTOL engine, the craft started to spin in circles as it dropped to the ground.

   “Hold on,” Petal shouted over the din of the whining engine and the screech of metal stretching and deforming against the G-force.

   The Jaguar struck the landing pad with a devastating jolt. The VTOL engine sheared off, and the tail fin snapped against the toughened Polymar surface, breaking apart, sending them scraping forward on the runway towards the park.

   They skidded for a few hundred metres until they hit the spongy surface of the grass. The sharp edges of the hull where the tail had broken off dug into the soil, spraying up a cloud of dirt behind them. Eventually they came to a stop. Dirt and leaves and branches rained down on the windshield.

   “Fuck that,” Petal said as she tried to move. Pain shot up her spine, the flight seat unable to absorb the effects of the impact. It jarred her for a moment, winding her. She turned her head, easing the pain from her neck muscles. Xian’s head had dropped to his chest, and his arms were limp against his frail body.

   “Are you okay, Xian?”

   Petal unclipped the harnesses and reached over to shake him by the shoulder. “Hey! You alive?”

   “Eh?” He lifted his head, shaking it slowly, his eyes clenched tightly shut. “Landing rough,” he eventually said as he began to move.

   “Yeah, that’s one way of saying it. Can you move? We need to get out of here.”

   Xian nodded and sucked in his breath sharply as he unclasped his harnesses and turned to push open his door. It wouldn’t budge. Petal tried hers, and the entire thing fell to the ground with the barest of touches. When she looked closer, the hinges had sheared off through the rust. She realised how lucky she was it hadn’t come off mid-flight when she wasn’t strapped in.

   After helping Xian out of the craft, and taking an automatic rifle with her, Petal got her bearings. She traced a line from the control tower to the west over a series of smaller towers: the business district, until she saw the tallest and brightest tower in the Dome’s skyline: Cemprom’s building.

   She felt Gerry in her mind urge her towards it, and a familiar buzz of a private network; somewhere close was one of her virtual private networks. It wasn’t Gerry or Gabe, which left only one other person: Enna.

   Probing out with her mind and using Gerry’s skill to shroud her connection from Elliot’s awareness, she connected to Enna’s VPN node with her internal systems and sent her a message, telling her what had happened to Alpha and Gabe, and that she was heading to Cemprom. She also enquired about Omega’s whereabouts. They’d need it in order to go up against Elliot.

   Even then she doubted they’d be up to the task, but Gerry’s calming influence within her prevented her from falling into a pit of self-defeatism.

   “We’re not far,” she said to Xian, who shuffled behind her, moaning under his breath about his poor old knees and hip joints. “We’ll be there in ten minutes. Just keep your eyes open for ronin. Stick to the shadows.”

   He pulled a rifle from over his back and tapped the barrel. His mouth twitched, and his eyes bulged. A grim determination etched on his rubbery features.

   Over to the west, towards the older district, she heard the familiar sounds of UAV engines.

  


 
   
   Chapter 35

   James heard the voices of Enna and Elaine quieten as they descended the steps and made their way into the station. He wanted to scream out, make them notice they’d left him behind, but Samir’s undeniable strength held him firm and covered his mouth. She dragged him behind one of the booths and stood before him. She stepped back as if daring him to make a move.

   His voice caught in his throat. He wanted to shout, but he knew she’d be too quick. She held a dagger at his gut and grinned a sadistic smile. No doubt picturing herself skinning him.

   She cocked her head slightly, a botanist inspecting a rare plant.

   “You’re not a good man,” she said, her voice low and husky. “You’ve done so many terrible things. But it’s okay. I’ll help you in the afterlife. You just need to kneel before me and beg for forgiveness. Confess your sins and redeem yourself.”

   He swallowed, trying to inch away from the blade that continued to push against his flesh. She’d drive it through him on a whim, but he couldn’t remain calm. He opened his mouth to call for help, but her fist struck him in the face, muting any desire to speak, splitting his lip and making his eyes water. He sobbed then, trapped and tormented.

   Samir’s face twisted with hate. Sweat glistened on her head.

   There was a time when he found her and clone two beautiful in their peaceful stasis-state. Fully animated and motivated, however, she looked every inch the monster he remembered from before. Regardless of Saladin’s technology and ability to control her, she hadn’t changed. She was still the flawed psychopath, the result of his failure.

   She placed a finger against his lips. “Quiet now. I’ll make this quick—maybe.” She moved forward to kiss him on the cheek, pressing the blade against him until the skin finally broke beneath its point. Her free hand gripped the back of his neck, pinning him in place.

   He screamed then.

   “Confess,” she whispered. “Repent.”

   Through gritted teeth he uttered, “I am a sinner, I confess.”

   She smiled then, even as the sound of Enna and the others clattering up the stairs echoed through the old station. She made to move away, but then leaned in once more, bringing her lips to his ear.

   “Enough talking... bitch,” James said through gritted teeth.

   A shot rang out, sounding far too loud in the close space.

   Her body stiffened.

   Samir fell back, clutching her ribs.

   Blood poured from the gunshot wound. She looked at James, her face already pale and waxy.

   The pistol shook in James’ hand, and he eventually dropped it.

   Enna and Elaine were the first to rush to James’ side. Ghanus and Liza-Marie followed and stood over Samir’s prone form. Ghanus took a pistol from his waist belt and shot her twice through the head before turning to James. “You did good. Saladin will know we’re here, though. We need to move quickly.”

   “He’s been stabbed,” Enna said. “He can’t—”

   “I’m okay,” James said, looking down at the wound. She’d only penetrated a few millimetres, barely through the flab around his gut. “I knew being overweight would have its benefits someday.” He tried to smile, give the impression he was okay, but the sight of Samir’s body hurt him more than the minor flesh wound.

   “Come on,” Enna said. “We should carry on.”

   Taking a brief look behind him, he tried to ignore the feelings of regret for killing his creation. Though he knew he hadn’t a choice, it left him hollow inside. With Sasha gone, Samir gone, and Petal’s fate unknown, all his family were quickly disappearing: the only ones left being the insane Elliot and the second clone, who was no better than Samir. And given he doubted he had more than a few hours to live, it looked like the end of the Robertson line for good.

   A cool breeze blew down the old metro tunnel, bringing with it the smell of dust and carbon, but with each breath, everything began to smell of blood.

   “Hold on,” Enna said. They stopped. James swayed but clung on to his helpers.

   “What is it?” Liza-Marie said.

   “Petal! She’s alive and here. She just sent me a secure VPN message. She said:

   – I’m heading for Cemprom. Got a few problems with some drones, but I’m heading there with Gerry—bring Omega.

   “She didn’t have any luck with Alpha, though... and Gabe... didn’t make it.”

   “How many more have to die for this goddamned city?” James said.

   “I don’t know, but we’ve come this far. We can’t let Petal down now. We have to get to Cemprom. With Petal and Omega we might stand a chance. We have to try.” Enna reached out and shook his shoulder, catching his gaze with a steely expression.

   “Lead on,” James said with a determination that, if it came to it, he would at least get to see Petal again and apologise, truly confess his sins to someone who mattered. He could relate to how she was probably feeling after losing Gabe.

  


 
   
   Chapter 36

   Petal and Xian dashed from side street to side street, always staying within the shadows of the buildings. They approached the square of the business district. The fibre-optic lighted fountain dominated the centre of the empty space. Most of the buildings had lights on, the citizens safely ensconced in their homes.

   While standing in the shadow of an apartment building that looked like it was made entirely from glass and steel, Petal received a reply from Enna.

   – Hey. Glad to hear you’re okay. Be careful out there, a shit storm has descended. Fuentes has betrayed us all. Trust no one.

   Her message went on to fill Petal in on what had happened to Malik and Sasha and what their plan was. Yet more grief to add to the mountain of pain she still felt about Gabe. Losing Sasha seemed especially cruel, being one of her true family, kind of. She always hated this city. It seemed the more time she spent here, the more loss she experienced.

   Hanging from two high poles, a giant media screen showed the image of Rosario Fuentes spreading her lies. Petal felt a wave of fury when she saw the pictures of James, Enna, and the others, including herself and Gabe, as terrorists and killers.

   “We’ll see what you say when I get my hands on you, bitch.” Petal tore her gaze away from the screen and scrutinised the area, watching for movement, for ronin. Her internal transceivers were awash with the now-familiar traffic generated by Elliot, but she dared not send her mind into the data. Elliot would spot her in an instant. Even now, she wondered how long it’d be before he found her. The city felt like his domain now. Every ronin-chipped person a potential meat puppet for his will.

   “Come on,” she urged Xian, who waited anxiously beside her while taking in the details of the city. In another situation, she would have given him time to get his head around it all, but right now it was more important they get to Cemprom’s tower without being spotted.

   They dashed across the square and ducked into the shadows of an alley. She heard the low buzz of a stun weapon coming from further down the street. It grew louder, and two ronin stopped in front of the alley. They were chatting with each other about new orders.

   One of them, with long, shaggy hair, turned round to see Petal and Xian at the entrance to the alley. His eyes went wide with surprise, and for a brief moment he seemed to not know what to do. “Hey,” the ronin said, both grabbing his partner—a small ratlike man—and reaching for his gun.

   Two shots fired from behind Petal, making her dive to the side, clutching her ears. As she hit the wall of the opposing building, she saw the two ronin collapse. Xian stood by her, the smoke still twisting from the barrel of his rifle. He wore a satisfied smile.

   Petal shook her head as her ears continued to ring. “Damn. You’re a fast shot.”

   He shrugged, looking at the dead bodies dispassionately, all emotion now gone. She didn’t blame him. They destroyed his whole world. She doubted he would be happy until he saw them all burn.

   She checked the bodies. Neither wore chips. But one of them had a slate. Scouring through the files, she found regular messages from someone within Libertas’s security force. It backed up what Enna had told them about Fuentes’ lies and influence within Cemprom and the security divisions. But more importantly, it was connected to the old citywide network and not directly to Elliot like the ronin-chips.

   When she checked further, she realised that the connection was cloaked. To an outsider, no such network would appear, but this particular slate had tunnelled into it securely, giving the ronin a line of communication. She wondered, then, if the plan was to bring it online and connect the populace to it via their AIAs. It’d be easier than manufacturing enough ronin-chips for the entire populace. That way, Elliot could be directly inside everyone’s head—assuming they could repair the network sufficiently.

   “Xian, I’m going to try something here. Can you keep watch for a few moments?”

   “I watch.” He kneeled down close to the side of the building, shrouding himself in shadows. He brought the rifle up and scanned the entrance and surrounding areas.

   Petal knew they probably didn’t have long until someone came to investigate. His rifle wasn’t exactly a subtle weapon, and her ears were still throbbing with the sudden blast of it.

   She connected to the slate via her remote, internal transceiver. Immediately, her mind became infinitely lighter and faster. Gerry had slithered out of his dark hiding place and guided her through the system—much of which he had designed when he worked at Cemprom before all the madness started. She connected to the citywide network and saw the full topography stretch out ahead of her. Small tower icons represented each node. Gerry conjured a graphical interface for her. He led her, like a data ghost, down the virtual street until they came to a warehouse. She peeked inside and saw rows and rows of combat ’ droids.

   – You want me to hack the droids? she asked Gerry with her thoughts.

   – Yes. And the UAVs.

   He made her turn her head. Beyond the ’droids were small plane icons representing the drones. Lines of data connected each one together. She followed the line until she came to a central server: the server the UAV controllers used to assign orders. It seemed the ’droids’ orders had been modified to come from there too.

   In the physical realm, it was a room within the mushroom-shaped control tower. Must have been underground, given the place seemed deserted earlier. She considered trying to contact Malik and get him to speak with his buddies back at the tower, but then if it were that easy, he’d have already done it.

   She decided to take down the server herself. The security layer around it was new. Definitely improved since the last time she and Gabe had needed to get into Cemprom’s various systems. The server icon appeared to have a shield around it—a graphical representation generated by Gerry as he manipulated her optical nerve to interpret the system.

   She felt unsure how to go about the task, not used to having a fully capable consciousness inside with her. Gerry seemed to pick up on her hesitance.

   – Just follow my lead.

   – I don’t know how.

   – You will.

   With that, Gerry, represented by a ghostlike form, spread out around the shield on the server. As he got close to it, black streams of datalike tentacles unfurled and struck against him. Gerry’s ghost backed away, gripped one of the tentacles with his hands, and wrestled it away from the server. Five other tentacles flayed out to attack him, but he was too fast, dodging their assault, buying her time, and causing the necessary distraction.

   It took Petal a while to get used to such a stylised graphical representation. Before, she’d just dive into the data and analyse the bits and bytes as numbers and information. Seeing it as a mini-drama unfolding before her made her hesitant, but as she drew her mind closer to the server, she remembered all the techniques Gabe had taught her.

   She remembered how to generate enough data to create a Denial of Service attack. That seemed an appropriate technique while Elliot’s new security layer fought with whatever Gerry was doing, his intentions obscured by the graphics.

   From her transceiver she sent a wave of information requests to the server, spoofed as one of the ’droids. It was keeping up, increasing its CPU and memory allocation to handle the flood of requests.

   The images of the ’droids faltered as they moved chaotically about the warehouse. Despite not bringing the server down, the flood of data affected the communications to the ’droids.

   Seeing an opportunity, she increased the barrage of data to the server. While it was busy trying to deal with all the interactions, she started to decrypt the orders being sent to the ’droids. The bandwidth of the slate restricted what she could do. With Gerry fighting with the tentacular firewall, creating the diversion, and her attempts of flooding the server, there wasn’t enough capacity for her to pick apart the encryption.

   – We can’t do it this way, Petal said, hoping Gerry could hear while he battled with the server security.

   – Drop your attack, he said after a few moments. Take down the ’droids. Leave the server to me.

   After cutting the Denial of Service attack, Petal focussed her mind on the connection to the ’droids. Remembering what James had said during the war with the Red Widows, she hunted for the central routing ’droid.

   A trace program applied to the data quickly identified a single point of reference where the orders were being sent. The lead ’droid would then use its limited AI capacity to route the instructions to the other ’droids on the network.

   It was then she saw the pattern of the data and realised she didn’t need to decrypt the instructions at all. She just needed to divert the information and send her own orders out.

   She scanned the network and found a node that wasn’t responsible for anything critical. Within the Cemprom network, a computer was setup to handle internal messaging. She scanned it for weak points and an open communications port that allowed the computer to send and receive messages.

   – I’ve found a way, Petal said. Can you hold off the server for a few more minutes?

   Even as she said it, she knew he could. In fact, when she looked closer, his ghostly avatar had severed a number of the tentacles writhing out from behind the server’s firewall shield, and he was closing in on the centre of the server, his arms a blur of movement. In reality, his mind was overwhelming the security with an ever-evolving piece of code designed to infiltrate a networked computer. He had it locked in so deeply, the server would fall—it was just a matter of time.

   – Do it! Gerry said.

   Spinning a program that acted like a dam, Petal scrutinised the routes of traffic to and from the ’droid. The lines appeared to her like a river system, Gerry interpreting her attentions and creating the graphical overlay to make her job easier.

   It amazed her how he could multitask so seamlessly. He was at one with the network now; she could tell from the strange hollow feeling in her mind.

   He’d taken himself out, stretched his own mind into the system and beyond. It occurred to her then that he and Elliot were one and the same thing. She just hoped Gerry’s consciousness didn’t suffer the same fate as Elliot’s.

   Focussing back on the job at hand, Petal spotted a main trunk in the river where the water split off. She dropped her program down into that location and watched the data crash into it. At first she thought it wouldn’t hold and the data would find another way through the network, but a second later the rivers had changed—flowing to the destination node: the messaging server.

   Pulling back from the microview of the system, she became cognizant of the warehouse once more. The ’droid icons had turned to black, indicating they were offline. She’d done it!

   Further into the system, she watched as Gerry ripped the last flailing tentacle from its place and threw it to the ground with the others. He approached the server and seemed to absorb into it. Gerry had won! Overwhelming the system, he’d got in. The UAV drone icons flickered before disappearing, deleted from the network. And then all became black.

   With a harsh feedback screech, her connection via the slate cut off. For a brief moment she thought she saw Elliot, huge and all-encompassing like a black hole in space. And worse, Gerry was no longer in her mind, but trapped in the system.

   “Gerry!” she screamed, trying to get back in via the slate, but it was futile. The slate had burned out. Nothing more than a blackened, smoking lump of plastic in her hands. She dropped it to the ground. But this time she wouldn’t let grief grip her.

   Gerry was the Techxorcist. He knew what he was doing—even if she didn’t. She had to trust that he was capable of defending himself for now. She and the others had to reach the data-centre. With Gerry in the system, Elliot’s destruction was no longer the only mission.

   Xian had shuffled to her and placed his hand on her shoulder. “You okay? You hurt?”

   He seemed to physically lurch back when she looked up at him. She wasn’t wearing her goggles. “They’re black, aren’t they?” she said, referring to her eyes.

   Xian just nodded slowly, a sense of fear seeming to grip him.

   “It’s okay.” She stood and took a deep breath. “This happens from time to time—they reflect my current state. Black isn’t as bad as it looks.”

   Black meant that her internal code storage was empty. It meant she no longer carried Gerry inside of her. It meant that she was entirely alone; her mind was hers again, and she didn’t like it. She’d grown accustomed to Gerry being in there.

   “Come on. We’ve got to get to Cemprom.”

   She lifted her assault rifle and led Xian out of the alley. No longer could she detect the whine of the UAV drone engines. And the sound of distant gunfire had ceased. But there’d still be ronin lurking in the streets, looking for her and Enna and the others.

   “Keep your eyes open, Xian.”

   “Xian watching.”

   Petal and Xian stalked through the empty streets of glass and steel buildings, keeping to the shadows and avoiding the glare from the various, large media screens. While they moved, Petal sent Enna a detailed message of what had happened with the ’droids, drones, and Gerry. She also found Malik’s VPN on the network and copied him in on the situation. She hoped he and his squad mates would join them at Cemprom. She didn’t exactly expect to just walk up to the place without some resistance.

  


 
   
   Chapter 37

   Malik fired and took a ’droid down with a headshot. The metallic fighter sparked before hitting the ground. Two more ’droids stood from behind one of their portable barricades, raised their weapons to his position, and... nothing.

   Their arms dropped by their sides, their guns clattering to the ground. The thirteen other ’droids in the squad did likewise.

   “Hold your fire!” Malik screamed. His ten security colleagues obeyed. Jasmine, one of the female officers crouched by a window next to him, gave him a glance that said, “What the hell?”

   Malik waited, observed, and then to his utter surprise he watched the ’droids as one turn and walk up the street, heading for the centre of the city. They marched through the debris of their destroyed brethren. Bits of charred metal in the shape of arms and legs, heads and torsos littered the street and the sidewalk.

   “Health check!” Malik shouted.

   One by one every security officer in the building called in with a positive situation. Only one had suffered a wound, but it wasn’t fatal.

   “Jasmine, can you rally the others downstairs? We need to regroup and make the most of this.”

   Before she could stand, a crash came from outside. He peered through the gap in the boarded window and saw the fiery remnants of a UAV smashed to pieces amongst the ’droid parts. Another followed, whistling as it fell from the sky to crash to the ground.

   “They’re like dead birds,” Jasmine said. “How could this be possible?”

   Malik smiled. “It’s Gerry.”

   “Who?”

   He shook his head. He still couldn’t believe how he was more famous in Libertas than Gerry, the true hero of the city. Still, if he survived this, he would make sure the citizens knew all about Gerry Cardle and what he had done for them.

   “Gerry is...” He couldn’t really explain. “It’s hard to get into now, but trust me, this looks like his work, and that’s a damned good thing for us.”

   Malik pushed himself up to his single foot despite Jasmine offering to help.

   He hobbled, using a crutch, down the stairs and entered the living room of the safe house.

   The rest of the security force, and Jess, had gathered there waiting for him. They all had a ‘what the hell is happening’ look about them. It was then that his slate buzzed with an incoming message from Enna. He read it through twice. The silence seemed to take on an extra degree of tension as his colleagues waited for his address.

   He was conflicted. Although the message was full of bad news with regards to Gabe and James, Petal’s return and Gerry’s success gave him hope. Without control of the UAV drones and combat ’droids, and the destruction of Samir, Fuentes only had the ronin on her side—and a number within Libertas Security and Cemprom whom she’d manipulated.

   Either way, the odds were looking better.

   He filled his squad in on the details, and they took on a hungry look, as though sensing the tide had turned and the momentum was on their side.

   “What’s next?” one of the officers asked.

   “We move out,” Malik replied. “Enna and the others will need our backup at Cemprom. Without the ’droids and drones, Fuentes will mostly likely concentrate her forces there, protecting Elliot’s data-centre. One way or another, that’s where this is going to be settled.”

   “I’m coming with you,” Jess said, brushing her hair from her eyes. “Hajime might need my help.”

   “I’m sorry,” Malik said, “but it’s too dangerous for you. Hell, it’s dangerous for all of us. There’s already been a great deal of loss. I can’t afford to put you at risk like that, Jess.”

   “But, Malik, please...”

   “No, Jess. You’re staying here for your own safety. In fact, that extends to any of you. None of you were ordered to be a part of this team. None of you were forced to fight against Fuentes, so I wouldn’t blame any of you if you wanted to stay behind. I’ve already seen so much bloodshed that I will not hold it against anyone if you choose to stay.”

   Malik looked at each officer individually and saw his own steely determination reflected back at him. He swelled with pride and admiration. “However, I do want two volunteers to stay here and protect Jess from any rogue ronin who might wander by—at least until we’ve secured the data-centre.”

   At first there was a reluctant murmur from the squad of people, as they were all eager to be heroes and join Malik. But then a gruff-looking male, one of the eldest of the group, put up his hand. “I’ll stay. It’ll be an honour to look after Jess.”

   “I’ll stay too,” Jasmine said quickly.

   At least that got a smile from Jess, even though she was clearly disappointed about not joining Malik and the rest of the squad.

   “Okay, good. It seems like slate-to-slate communication is now safe since Petal and Gerry have returned. We’ll stay in touch and report back as things progress. I want you to let me know if there’s any trouble. Understand?” He addressed it to Jasmine, his attentions automatically transferring responsibility to her while he was away.

   “Understood, sir.”

   “Good. Okay, team, grab your ammo and your guns. We’ll travel on foot, sticking to the business areas for as long as possible—we can’t rule out that many of the citizens are spying for Fuentes.”

   With that, the team prepared themselves. Malik had a quiet moment in the hall, thinking about everyone he had lost recently in the struggles. He used those memories as motivation to focus his mind on what had to be done. Fuentes had to die. He’d have to leave Elliot to the others, but the president, flesh and bone, was all his.

   Once set, the squad joined him, and together they stepped out into the night. The dark street smouldered still with the burning carcasses of UAV drones and ’droid parts. Malik knew there was more carnage still to come.

   He gripped his crutch and led his team to Cemprom’s HQ, following the ’droids stalking away further up the street. The light from the street lamps and the great, glowing media screens reflected off their tarnished metal surfaces, turning them into beacons.

  


 
   
   Chapter 38

   James stopped to gather his breath. They’d started jogging when they got to the end of the disused metro tunnel. A thin slice of light, coming from the street above, called to them, turned them into moths, urged them on.

   “It’s here,” Enna said, reaching up to grip the metal rails of a ladder on the side of the tunnel. “The exit to street level.”

   James had to give her credit. She’d navigated excellently and, despite appearing older than him and the others, had refused to slacken the pace; for most of the journey she’d actually set it, kept them driving on. Elaine came up beside James, leaning against him as she placed the Omega server to the floor.

   “Give me a minute,” she said. “My back’s killing me.” She placed her hands on her hips and stretched and arched her back. Her spine cracked a few times. “That’s better.”

   “You want me to take over?” Liza-Marie said, pointing to the server.

   “Nah, I’m good. You’re a better shot than me; you need your hands free. I’ll be fine in a moment.”

   Enna had ascended the ladder and was entering codes into the control panel attached to the round cover. Rust had colonised its underside, and the panel seemed as ancient as the lock he’d earlier hacked.

   “Will it be a problem?” James asked, reaching for his slate, ready to help hack it.

   But even as he moved to the ladder, the panel flashed blue, and Enna gave a little cry of triumph.

   “Okay, gentlemen, I need one of you to lend your strength and get this cover open.”

   Before James could react, Ghanus had dashed forward and climbed the ladder like a monkey. While the Upsider grunted at his task, Enna addressed the others, “I got a message from Petal. She’s closing in on Cemprom’s location, and Malik’s on his way with a squad. We should rendezvous in the next few minutes—”

   Ghanus gave out a sharp roar as he finally thrust the cover up from the exit hole. A street lamp opposite their position shone through the gap. James breathed the recycled air deeply, grateful for not having to breathe any more dust.

   “Let’s get to it,” James said. “I’m sick of this place.”

   Elaine hefted Omega up to Ghanus, who stood above the hole. He placed it to the side and reached a hand down, helping each person up until the group had exited the tunnel. They huddled away from the light, sheltering in the shadow of a building—a huge stone affair that stood proud of the rest of the buildings and raised a few hundred metres into the darkness of the Dome’s sky.

   Enna looked around and consulted her slate. “We’re not far from Cemprom. It’s minutes that way.” She pointed away from the stone tower to their left. Another street ran perpendicular to their location. As James committed the layout to memory, he saw movement in the darkness.

   A group of ten ronin, heavily armed, turned into their street.

   He and the others shuffled as far back into the shadow of the building as they could, but he still felt incredibly exposed. There were no alleys or other streets, and the hole back into the old metro tunnel was right in the middle of the spray of light from the street lamp.

   “The cover,” he whispered. “They’ll see it.”

   Ghanus and Liza-Marie stepped back from the group and raised their rifles.

   Enna put up her palm and whispered, “Wait, we can’t take them all. Let’s not give away our position if we don’t have to.”

   With a tense silence they stood as still as possible, barely breathing, as if the slightest noise would alert them.

   As a group, they hung around at the end of the street until one of them turned and looked directly towards James. The rest followed, and they started to amble down the street, their weapons drawn.

   One of the group raised her hand and waved it as though she were greeting James and the others. That couldn’t be. He turned his head, looking down the other end of the street. A second group, at least five in number, had exited a building no more than a hundred metres away.

   Fuck. We’re trapped... He looked to the hole, wondering if they could make it in time. But with the enemy encroaching on both sides, they’d never have enough time. The others seemed to sense it too. They all eyed the open hole, then cast a look forward and back again.

   “We’re fucked,” Ghanus whispered.

   “Might as well go down fighting,” Liza-Marie said. “We’ll cause a distraction. The rest of you try to get Omega clear.”

   Before James could say anything, the two Upsiders darted from their position and sprinted across the street with their hands up, screaming, “We surrender.”

   The ruse worked.

   The two groups focussed on Ghanus and Liza-Marie and dashed to surround them, their weapons trained on the pair. There was no way they could fight out of that.

   Enna and Elaine were equally as paralysed as James.

   Before they could act, two loud explosions roared out from within the gathered group. A thick belch of black smoke plumed out, surrounding the group, sending them spreading out, coughing. Some dropped their weapons while others shot blindly into the thick, black smoke.

   That’s when James saw two figures cut away from the chaos and slip into the shadows opposite their positions. Ghanus waved his arm and then pointed to James and the others to head to Cemprom. The two Upsiders moved into position and waited for a moment before they shot at the disoriented insurgents, taking them down one by one.

   “Come on,” Elaine said, finally realising their opportunity. She broke away from the shadow of the tower, lifted Omega onto her back, and sprinted for the end of the street. Enna joined her, and James followed, wishing his legs didn’t feel like they were made of heavy Polymar.

   Halfway to the end, James halted. A group of six ’droids, their rifles raised, entered the street and marched directly towards him.

   James backed away as the armed ’droids continued to stalk closer. They aimed their rifles at him, Enna, and Elaine. The ’droids came to a stop and spread out, stretching across and closing off the street.

   Ghanus and Liza-Marie were still fighting behind them; he could hear the distinctive suppressed noise of their guns and the screams of confused, disoriented ronin. The screams were getting closer, though. James stole a look behind him to see a group of three men running at them, their faces blackened with smoke, mouths twisted with hate. They raised their pistols and shotguns.

   Oh crap, we’re done, James thought.

   As they came closer, James closed his eyes, waiting for his death from either side.

   A volley of gunfire exploded from in front of him. He jumped and tensed at the sudden noise. His ears rang. He held his breath, waiting for the pain to come, waiting for death to take him.

   Seconds later, and nothing happened. He opened his eyes. The ’droids still stared down at him, their blank metal faces showing no emotion. Smoke rose from the barrels of their weapons. Enna and Elaine still stood beside him, their faces a picture of shock.

   Behind him, the insurgents lay in a variety of pieces, dead on the ground.

   Two ’droids in the line stepped forward, and from behind them came two shapes.

   “Petal!” James yelled.

   She wore a crooked smile. “You guys gonna just stand there?”

   Enna rushed forward and hugged her tight. A short, hunched figure watched on. His eyes seem to bug out from his head. He looked... unhinged.

   “Who’s your friend?” James gave the strange man a wide berth. He didn’t like the way he waved his rifle around so casually.

   Before Petal could respond, her hunched friend spun on his heel, barged James out of the way with his shoulder, raised his rifle, and took down the last two ronin who were running from Ghanus and Liza-Marie.

   “We can get acquainted later,” Petal said. “Right now, we need to get to Cemprom. With Gerry’s help we’ve pushed the insurgents and Fuentes back. They’re camping in the tower. We’ve got the bastards cornered. You brought Omega, I see. Good. Follow me.”

   Petal turned and jogged to the end of the street. When Ghanus and Liza-Marie caught up, they all followed. The ’droids turned and silently obeyed their new leader, wherever he may be.

   James felt his confidence swell. With the firepower on their side, and with Petal and Gerry working together, they might just stand a chance at ending Elliot’s madness.

   They turned into the main street that led to Cemprom’s tower. A ten-metre-high archway created an impressive entrance to the building. A pair of ’droids stood guard at either side of the arch, their weapons trained on the two huge glass doors. The lights were on inside, and shadows darted from window to window.

   At the other end of the street, James saw a familiar face: Malik. Using his crutch, he shuffled ahead of his five-person squad. They all grouped together by the arch, using its heavy Polymar construction for cover.

   After a brief introduction, the group readied their weapons and prepared to storm the building.

   “We’ll send the ’droids in first,” Petal said, taking control of the situation. “Malik, you and your squad follow up behind. You and the ’droids are to secure the lobby, buy us time. Ghanus, Liza-Marie, I want you two to hang back and take out anyone trying to flank us. The rest of you, I want you to follow me to the data-centre. That’s our number one priority. Got it?”

   James and the others gave various sounds of affirmative. His chest tightened and his guts squirmed now that they had come to this. It felt like certain death as they stood on the razor blade of fate. If he survived this, he knew he’d leave this damned city. Go back to Criborg where he belonged: safely underground. But before that, he owed Sasha, and everyone who had died at the hands of Elliot’s influence. As Elliot’s only living descendent, he felt tainted by genetic association, as though this whole horrifying ordeal was his problem.

   “Go!” Petal said, as fifteen ’droids burst from their positions by the archway and stormed through the glass doors, smashing them as they sprinted into the foyer. Gunfire erupted immediately.

   Malik’s team followed closely behind, joining the firefight inside the building. Bursts of light popped like fireworks. Smoke started to fill the air.

   Finally, Petal and the others moved. At first James’ feet wouldn’t respond, protesting against the clearly obvious danger that lay ahead. Xian, Enna, and Elaine sprinted past him, backing up Petal. Ghanus and Liza-Marie, calm as anything, put their hands on his shoulders, urging him gently forward.

   “You’ll be fine,” Liza-Marie said. “We’ve got your back.”

   He closed his eyes for a brief moment, thought of Sasha, and moved to the entrance, his hands trembling with fear.

  


 
   
   Chapter 39

   Petal gritted her teeth and fired a burst from behind a squad of five ’droids, taking out an insurgent firing down from one of three escalators that dominated the foyer. The other two, at either side, were guarded at the base and the top by more of Fuentes’ loyalists. They were a mix of Libertas Security and Cemprom workers—the latter completely inadequate in such a situation, indicated by their frantic and fearful movements.

   Petal watched the ’droids, under Gerry’s influence, split into three squads of five. Two took the flanks and battled with the Fuentes’ force by the escalators. The third group set up an arc in the middle of the foyer, using the reception desk as cover. From their position they covered from one side of the foyer to the other, and more importantly gave Malik and his team sufficient support to lay down fire as the situation changed.

   On the second floor, standing behind the armoured Plexiglas, Fuentes stood with her hands on hips, surveying the battle zone. A young scientist was next to her, talking frantically, gesticulating at the heavy losses they were suffering.

   Malik spotted her from his position behind the ’droids. He fired a few rounds at her, but the bullets bounced off the barrier. It still made Fuentes jump back. She was clearly nervous. Petal felt that tide turn. And Gerry must have seen it too.

   The two ’droid squads at each side of the foyer moved up, pushing the insurgents higher up the escalators as they scattered to find cover. The gunfire sounded like the tornado back on the plains: a never-ceasing roar that rattled right through to her bones.

   Xian was by her side, keeping watch, firing when an insurgent dared to fire upon their position.

   She turned to see James, Enna, and Elaine join her behind a Polymar barrier that the insurgents had initially used for cover, until the ’droids overwhelmed them and forced them back. Petal and the others ducked down below, their backs to the barrier.

   Over the thunder of gunfire, Petal shouted to them, “There’s an entrance at the back of the foyer that’ll lead us to the main part of the building.”

   James shook his head. “There’s too many of them. Even with the ’droids, we’d never make it across the open ground without getting shot down.”

   “There’s another way,” Elaine said. She hefted Omega off her back and took out a slate from within her security jacket. “I worked here for years. There are a number of private, security corridors that allow workers to get from one place to another without going through the public spaces. There’s one over there.” She pointed to a spot on the right-hand wall.

   All Petal could see was a line in the tiles.

   “Are you sure?” Petal asked.

   “Absolutely.”

   A grenade exploded ten metres to their right. Four of the five ’droids in that squad fell to the ground, various limbs bending in the wrong way, wires and pistons hanging out, sparks flying. A flood of insurgents rushed down the escalator and secured a position behind one of the barricades.

   “Fuck it!” Petal said. They’d never get to the door with the insurgents covering that side of the foyer now. She connected to the network via her transceiver. Since Gerry had left her, she’d felt the buzz of a connection in the back of her mind but hadn’t wanted to risk joining it in case Elliot was lurking somewhere, waiting. But now was the time she needed to act.

   Her mind turned black as she connected. The network no longer displayed a graphical interface. Instead, raw data traversed from node to node. There were two large sources of data. And by large, they were petabytes in order of magnitude. The two streams came from separate parts of the network but clashed together at one single server.

   Gerry and Elliot! Even now, they were battling each other.

   – Gerry? Can you hear me?

   – Petal, get out, now!

   A force slammed against her, making her vision flash white.

   – I need the ’droids to help us to...

   A wave of static smashed into her, crashing her connection and dumping her out of the system. She fell to the ground with the shock of it. Her vision blazed bright white, and a pain gripped her brain. A pair of hands grabbed her by the shoulders. A voice said, “Petal, are you okay?”

   She took a few breaths, waiting for the effects of the crash to dissipate. She’d never get used to that. At first she thought it was Gerry, but the violence of the data-attack had Elliot’s influence all over it. When she opened her eyes, James was looking at her, panic written in the lines of his face. He seemed to have aged a decade since the last time she saw him.

   “I’m fine,” she said, pushing him away. “Elaine, we need to find another—”

   The lights in the building went out. Only the small bursts from the muzzle flashes provided any light. They plumed and died out like candles in a breeze. In the shadows, she noticed the shapes of Ghanus and Liza-Marie slither to the sides of the foyer, their inherent skill turning this situation into an advantage for them.

   A second later, the group of ’droids covering the centre shifted to the right and focussed their fire on the barricade by the escalator. “Do they have night vision?” she asked James, the creator of the ’droids.

   “They have everything-vision. EM, infrared, and limited X-ray.”

   “He’s helping us,” she said.

   “Gerry?” Enna asked.

   “Yeah. Come on; let’s press the advantage. Elaine, lead the way.”

   “Xian come?” Xian said from the side of Petal. He’d stuck there like a loyal dog ever since they arrived in the city.

   “You’re coming,” Petal said, squeezing his shoulder in thanks.

   While the ’droids and the Upsiders laid down a covering fire, Elaine hefted Omega on her back, and together, Petal and the others dashed across the foyer until they reached the hidden door. Elaine pressed her palm against the white tiled surface. A lock activated from inside, and the door opened inward.

   Petal waited for a brief moment, letting her hearing adjust to the sudden change. The corridor, still in darkness thanks to Gerry, had a compressing effect on sound, muffling the outside roar to a dull, distant thunder.

   Enna switched on her OLED lamp and handed it to Elaine.

   “This way,” the security member said. “We’ll be there in a few moments.”

   Xian pushed his way to the front, leaving Petal behind. He took up a position next to Elaine. The corridor only just about accommodated both of them within its width. He raised his rifle and aimed it forward. Petal was impressed with him. On their way here, a number of reservations about his mental state prickled at her judgment. Perhaps it was the city and the company of more people bringing out his sane side.

   As they stalked through the corridors, Enna inquired about Gerry. “What’s happened to him? How did he get out of your mind?”

   “It was voluntary. As soon as I got into the network, he just jumped out,” Petal said.

   “Are you okay? No weird lasting effects?”

   “None.” She didn’t want to voice how hollow she felt. How heavy, slow, and incapable. How incomplete and fragile. And then there was the terrible emotion of knowing Elliot was probably too much and would destroy Gerry if they couldn’t get into the network and help him in time.

   It took five minutes and a few wrong turns, but eventually Elaine had led them to the rear entrance of Cemprom’s main data-centre: a room that extended three floors beneath the ground and had the biggest concentration of servers and computational power on the planet—or at least the largest one known to them.

   “Wait,” James said as they approached the door. “Someone’s in there.”

   Petal pressed her ear against the heavy steel security door. Indeed, she could hear faint, muted voices. It sounded like the place was guarded, which wasn’t exactly surprising. Elliot must have known what was happening and had commanded his drone people to secure his most precious thing: the data-centre, the very home to his mind.

   “What do we do now?” James whispered.

   Petal extended her forearm spikes. “What we always do, Doc, fight.”

   Xian kneeled, raised his rifle, and aimed it at the door.

   “Everyone stand aside. When I go in, you follow up. Xian watch and provide cover fire. Got it?”

   Everyone nodded.

   “Open it,” Petal said to Elaine.

   The security officer hesitated at first, but when she saw Petal’s face, she moved forward and entered her details into the gesture-controlled access panel. It bleeped, confirming her credentials. Petal kicked the door open and rushed inside, spikes up.

  


 
   
   Chapter 40

   Through the muzzle flashes, Malik saw Petal and the others disappear into a door in front of the escalator. The central group of ’droids had covered their position and forced back the group of insurgents behind the barricade.

   A group of six insurgents held the top of the left escalator and exchanged fire with the second squad of ’droids.

   “Okay, everyone, support the right—we need to clear that escalator.” With that, he hobbled across the foyer, behind two of his best marksman, gun in one hand, crutch tucked beneath his other arm. They joined the ’droids in laying down fire. They caught three insurgents as they tried to fire back, leaving just two of Fuentes’ men. They scrambled back, and the ’droids, along with Malik and his squad, bore down on them. A moment later they had taken the right flank. He wanted to give the ’droids orders to guard the escalator as he and his officers scaled their way to the next level, but they were answering the orders of someone else.

   Through the smoke, he could just make out the squad of ’droids on the left raise the Polymar barricade and shuffle forward until they were at the base of the left escalator. Their fire scattered the two remaining ronin fighters after killing most of the group.

   “Okay, squad. Now’s as good a time as any, follow me. We’re taking the second floor. I want that bitch Fuentes dead.”

   Two officers switched on their flashlights to illuminate their way. The amount of blood shining on the tiles of the floor and walls and the steps of the escalators surprised Malik. It stood out starkly in the beam of the light. He recognised many of the dead insurgents as former colleagues. It hurt to know that Fuentes had manipulated so many of them to join Elliot’s cause.

   For a brief moment he didn’t move, overwhelmed by the enormity of it all. Despite the Family’s control and D-Lottery, there was never this level of death and loss. A slither of a thought suggested that the Family’s rule would have been preferable, but then he remembered Gerry, his sacrifice, and his desire for humanity to have freedom, free will. He soon snapped out of it when he thought of Fuentes and her orders to kill Sasha.

   “Let’s go. Can someone lend a hand?”

   A young officer who had so far proven to be an excellent marksman helped Malik up the steps. This time he didn’t object. It would take him too long on his own, and he didn’t want to risk exposing his officers longer than necessary. Two of the five others covered them, training their rifles ahead in case of a surprise attack.

   This floor contained mostly offices for various managers and department heads. A trail of blood across the white tiled floor stretched off down a hall and turned left at the end. They followed like bloodhounds. As they turned the corner, Malik heard panicked voices calling to Fuentes for orders. It seemed she didn’t have many fighters left at her disposal. Malik stopped and ordered his squad to be quiet as he listened to the voices, trying to ascertain their location.

   “You will do as you are told! Now get out there and fight!” Fuentes sounded desperate and close.

   “Come,” Malik said, his voice hushed. “Be ready.”

   While he shuffled forward with pistol in one hand and crutch in the other, two young men backed him either side. Three others took the rear. “How we doing for ammo?” Malik asked.

   Each man in the squad had at least one magazine. Malik only had half a magazine in his pistol: fewer than five shots.

   As he reached the end of the hall, he extended his pistol and stole a look round the corner.

   She was there! In the darkness, he could just make out Fuentes standing with her back to him as she remonstrated to a pair of injured fighters in the hallway between two offices.

   Moonlight shining through the open windows made them appear monotone.

   Before he could be spotted, Malik turned back to his officers, whispering, “Three hostiles, including the head bitch, right round this corner. We move as one, on my mark. Ready?”

   His squad nodded silently, readying their weapons. Malik waited, listening to the conversation. Fuentes was saying something about the data-centre. He held up his hand, three fingers extended. He folded each finger as he counted down until he reached one. As a single unit they spun into the corridor ready to fire, but she’d gone.

   “Damn. Sweep the rooms,” he said as he looked through the windows into the various offices, his gun before him. “She’s here somewhere.” Before he took another step, a dark shape dropped from the ceiling, scattering his squad. Flashes of chrome caught his vision.

   The man next to Malik screamed before falling against him, knocking the crutch from beneath his arm. Malik fell to the ground, dropped his pistol, and watched as the flashlights from two of his officers danced erratically on the roof.

   The beams of light reflected off something chrome moving so fast he couldn’t make it out. His officers screamed as the attack continued. Malik heard the sound of a blade burying deep into flesh. A scream burst out, only to be silenced by another sickening, wet ‘thud’. The dead body of one of his officers fell to the ground next to him.

   The young man’s head flopped on one shoulder.

   More screams followed, and more bodies hit the ground. The struggle lasted no more than ten seconds. His squad lay in tatters.

   “What the hell?” Malik mouthed as he pushed a body away from him and looked up.

   With the scant moonlight, he could just make out a bald-headed woman dressed in a tight black suit standing with her back to him, her arms held out by the sides of her lithe body. Blades that extended from her hands dripped with blood.

   Malik ran his hands around the floor, trying to find the pistol.

   He brushed the grip of it and realised it was beneath a dead officer.

   The woman turned to him. Dark blood on her face contrasted starkly against the whites of her wide eyes and sick grin.

   She stepped closer, slow, and deliberate, a spider approaching its cocooned prey.

   Malik tried to yank the pistol free, but it snagged on an officer’s jacket, catching against a strap. The woman bore closer to him, still wearing that wide grin. She had the look of madness in her eyes. It was then he realised she was one of James’ clones. The similarity to Sasha shined through the madness and death mask.

   She swung her left hand down, burying the blade deep into his good leg.

   He screamed out, tightening his fists. The clone twisted the blade, making his back arch with the pain. His screams broke, tearing his vocal cords so that with each twist he could only tense and attempt to breathe. His head swam with the agony.

   The clone brought her face close to his. She traced her left-hand blade across his cheek, cutting it so very finely at first he didn’t feel it against the overwhelming pain in his leg.

   “Finish him,” a voice from behind him said. He heard the click-clack of stiletto heels walk away down the corridor.

   “Fuentes... you... fucking... bi—” The clone dug her blade deeper, cutting off his words.

   The pain motivated him. With all his remaining strength, he pulled the pistol free from beneath the dead officer. Running purely on adrenaline and instinct, he brought the pistol up and fired off four wild shots. She collapsed against him, the weight of her body driving the blade deeper into his leg. The other blade fell safely wide of his shoulder. Clenching his jaw, he heaved her body over.

   He lifted his face up off the tiles. At the end of the corridor he saw Fuentes running. He stretched his arms out and aimed. His hands trembled. He had just one bullet left. He could barely make out her form in the darkness. His vision tunnelled and was shrinking by the millisecond like a camera aperture closing, bringing with it his final darkness.

   His heart stopped. Fuentes had reached the end of the corridor and was just about to turn when, with his last breath, he squeezed the trigger.

   Fuentes skidded, her heel slipping as she made to turn out of the corridor, her haste overbalancing her. As she recovered her footing, she briefly looked back.

   Malik pulled the trigger completely.

   The bullet fired, striking Fuentes in the face.

   The pistol dropped out of his hands. The last image he saw was Fuentes’ legs slipping out from beneath her, sending her limp body sliding to the floor.

  


 
   
   Chapter 41

   Petal rushed into the data-centre. The place wasn’t in darkness like the rest of the building, indicating that it was running on a separate network. A low blue light, the drone of thousands of servers interconnected via racks, and a pervasive mist of coolant gas gave the room an ethereal feel.

   A single person, dressed in a Libertas Security uniform, stood just inside the room with her back to Petal. Xian raised his weapon, ready to fire when the officer turned round. Shrouded by the coolant gas, Petal saw movement behind the woman.

   Petal thrust out an arm, pushing Xian’s rifle away. “Jess?” Petal said, with one eye on the security officer. “Is that you?”

   The young girl shuffled out into the open. “It’s me. Please don’t hurt Jasmine. She’s with me.”

   The others joined Petal and Xian in the room and closed the door behind them.

   “What the hell are you two doing here?” Enna asked.

   “You know this woman?” Petal asked, referring to the woman called Jasmine.

   “Yes,” Enna said. “She’s one of us.”

   “I’m so sorry,” Jasmine said, her face contorted with fear and sincerity. She appeared completely out of her depth. Jess, however, seemed calm. She just sat there with a timid smile on her face.

   “It’s my fault,” Jess said. “I made her bring me.”

   “Why? I mean... how? How did you get here?” Enna said, exasperated. “Don’t tell me. You followed the voices, right?”

   “Yes, I couldn’t just stay back at the safe house. I had to help. Hajime is really sad about Sakura.”

   “Does he know exactly what happened with Sakura?” Petal asked.

   “Uh huh.”

   “So what did the voices say? How did it guide you here?” Petal asked.

   “It wasn’t words as such,” Jess said. “I just kind of followed the signal. Hajime was trying to get onto the network, but something wouldn’t let him on. It caused a lot of noise that I could follow.”

   “We came in through the fire exit,” Jasmine said. “Most of the fighting moved to the front of the building. We only came across a small amount of resistance, but we managed to slip by.”

   “We need to find a port,” James said. “Something we can use to connect Omega—and you, Petal.”

   “Here,” Jess said. “I’ll show you.”

   They followed Jess as she shuffled on her crippled legs, propelling herself along with her hands. She led them through the racks of servers until they came to the rear of the room. A glass cabinet standing taller than Petal held a single server. Hundreds of wires snaked out from it. The server itself seemed to be made to a similar design as Omega: a glossy black case with vented sides. It stood a metre and a half tall. Petal traced the wires out of the computer. They split somewhere behind the cabinet into two bunches, each one feeding one side of the room, connecting all the racks together.

   “What do I do?” Petal asked Jess. “Plug one of those into my neck port?” It felt crazy asking a young girl this. But one thing Petal had learned was that you always listened to what Jess had to say.

   Jess shook her head, making her fringe sway. “No, silly. You plug Omega in, and you connect remotely.”

   “Wait, Omega has a port? Where?”

   Elaine placed Omega on the floor, and Jess shuffled over to it, running her hands across its surface before hugging it and pressing her cheek to its side.

   “Erm, Jess?”

   “Shhh, we’re talking,” she replied, closing her eyes.

   James and Enna just shrugged their shoulders when Petal looked at them.

   Xian, however, had put his rifle into the sling around his back and kneeled next to Jess, watching her with an intense curiosity.

   Jess’s lips were moving, but no words came. Her eyes were flickering behind her lids.

   Xian stepped around Omega, inspecting it, clearly in awe of the thing. He then smiled, placing his hand on top of it. A puff of smoke came from the case before a central square column rose out of the top.

   “What the fuck!” Petal said.

   The black column stood proud of the top of the server by ten centimetres. It featured a series of different kinds of ports.

   “He’s agreed,” Jess said, opening her eyes. “Connect here.” She pointed to a port on the column. It matched the connection type to the cables currently in the server racks. Jess reached up to one of the racks and pulled out a cable, handing it to Petal.

   “When Hajime is on the network, you’ll connect to him as you used to do with Sakura, but he says it won’t be the same.”

   “How so?” Petal asked.

   “He doesn’t have an interface like Sakura did. He was never designed for this. He was the logic behind the presentation. So things might be a bit strange. He said he’ll help present the network in a way that will be easy for you.”

   “So what’s the plan?” James said. “Now we don’t have Sakura, we probably can’t attack Elliot head-on, even with Gerry’s help.”

   “You could lure him in,” Jess said, sounding far older than her years. “Hajime can store a part of him in his memory. Not like Sakura, it’ll be more damaging.”

   “That’s what we want,” James said.

   “There’s one problem,” Jess said.

   “What’s that?”

   “Hajime’s mind can’t leave the server and go into the network, you’ll have to bring Elliot into the server, and... well... the destruction might affect you, too, while you’re connected. If we had Sakura, there’d be more control...”

   “Fuck it,” Petal said. “I ain’t got much to live for anyway, might as well go down fighting.”

   Petal connected Omega to the network and, via her transceiver, connected remotely to Omega. It appeared to her as a shadow of a man standing over an image of a desert landscape. Stretching out as far as she could see were interconnected trees, dry and devoid of vegetation: Hajime’s way of presenting the various server nodes on the data-centre’s network.

   The silhouette approached her, reaching out a hand. She took it in hers, and she felt herself connect. A stream of data flowed from Hajime to her and vice versa. She found herself floating above the trees. The silhouette representing Hajime faded away, leaving her alone in a vast desert of data.

   It overwhelmed her at first, and she felt herself lost without an idea of where to go or what to do. But then a light glinted on the horizon like a mirror reflecting the sunlight. She followed it, sending her mind out further in the reaches of the desert, the trees flying by beneath her.

   The light grew bigger and formed a shape.

   Petal came to a stop in front of the humanoid form. She couldn’t make out any specific features; Hajime’s graphical processing wasn’t able to draw such fine detail, but still, from the binary patterns that made up the image she recognised it as Gerry.

   – Gerry! Is that you?

   – Petal, it’s me. You shouldn’t have come! It’s too—

   – Dangerous? I don’t care about that. I just care about you, and us, and destroying that bastard Elliot for good.

   She sensed Gerry sigh. His avatar faded slightly.

   – If it were that easy.

   – Where are you? Where’s Elliot? Although she had no visual representation of him, she could sense a mountainous cluster of computational power somewhere in the shadows of the system. Gerry’s faceless avatar flickered and split apart, the pixels tearing away to reveal a black void behind the illusion.

   She reached out her mind, trying to reconnect with him, but the darkness grew from his splintered image, black pixels leaking out across her visualisation, consuming the desert and the trees until she appeared to be floating in space.

   – Gerry! Petal screamed as she tried to find him in the void. She ran a search program via Omega.

   Fragments of his familiar pattern, the code that now made up his unique consciousness, showed in the search results, but when she followed the file paths she found nothing—he was being deleted, one code segment at a time.

   Using Omega’s suite of software tools, she analysed the network traffic, filtering out the regular day-to-day city data and any of the usual Cemprom processes. She discovered three distinct threads: one being used to control the ’droids and the other two chaotic and unpredictable—Gerry and Elliot’s digital minds.

   Gerry’s was entwined with the ’droids, having gained control of them earlier. She used the data as a sample and ran a search to match the pattern from the other thread and realised that they were merging. Elliot, like a living organism, was melding his mind with Gerry’s.

   It was at the point of realisation that the torrent of information seemed to suddenly stop, as though it were aware she was watching. The darkness around her shifted, coalesced, and took shape. Her mind froze. Her body started to disconnect as she, too, was pulled into the black hole of Elliot’s influence.

   Somewhere far off she heard the half-mind of Hajime calling to her, some codelike warning, but the force was too strong, and she no longer had control as the black hole, now represented as a great hungry maw, drew her closer.

   A voice came to her.

   – Ah, Leautia. I was hoping you’d come after your boyfriend. It’s quite the reunion. We’re like one little happy family, are we not?

   The voice encompassed her brain. The feeling of violation took her back to the time when she’d first experienced the force of his will. Only then she had a fully functioning Gerry to drag her out of his influence. Now, looking at the data, she could see that Gerry was already more than halfway to full integration, his own will diminishing.

   – Why? Petal said. Why all this?

   – We had this conversation already, did we not, dear girl? Power, remember?

   As Elliot talked, Petal noticed a spike of input and output activity on the network. Not knowing if she could shield her intentions, she packaged a command to Hajime within Omega to record the code Elliot generated and their location within the network. If she couldn’t make it out alive, at least there’d be a log file of the activity. She used the same encryption method Gabe taught her. So far it’d never let them down, but Elliot was more than just a mortal hacker by now.

   To distract him from her process, she responded to him:

   – Your plans have failed, Elliot. Sasha is dead; your insurgents were culled before they could grow. Your human-based network is nothing more now than a few ragtag, unwilling slaves. Face it; your time is coming to an end.

   The black form twisted slightly at her response, and she saw a new, smaller, spike of data: Gerry. The data stream to and from the ’droids increased, diverting the network’s resources, diminishing Elliot’s access to the data-centre’s processing power. That gave her an idea. If she could...

   Elliot responded by crashing Hajime’s graphical representation.

   All Petal could detect now was the river of data. It had diverted from the myriad nodes on the network to focus on one node: her own internal system. It overwhelmed her, slammed into her internal transceiver. The sudden attack overloaded her safety circuits. Her processor controlling the transceiver ran too hot as it tried to cope with the malicious data.

   – You’re wrong, Leautia. My time is just starting.

   A blinding white light flashed out before her. The ’droids data stream exploded into a thousand code fragments—all tiny parts of Gerry’s mind propagating in the far reaches of the network. Elliot’s will lashed out in a rage as it lost control over the melding of their two minds. He sent out a seemingly infinite number of threads in order to recover the parts of Gerry spread across the network.

   As her processor continued to be overclocked by Elliot’s brute force attack, getting hotter and causing great pain in her far-off body, she felt Gerry’s presence briefly as one of the fragments rushed into her through the flood of Elliot’s code.

   From somewhere outside herself, she heard a number of voices. There was an edge of panic to them, the words coming faster and faster, until a third voice, clear and directly inside her mind, spoke.

   – Destroy the servers. All of them. It’s the only way now.

   – Gerry?

   – Just do it! Elliot needs me; his code base is corrupted and degrading. I’ll lure him into the data-centre completely, but it has to be disconnected and the server destroyed.

   – I... what if... her mind wouldn’t work clearly under Elliot’s assault, but Gerry seemed to sense her fear.

   – You can do it. But remember, whatever happens, I love you.

   Another white flash exploded in her digital reality, and her connection tore apart as Gerry forced her out of the system. She saw his data stream sink away as though someone had pulled a plug on a lake. When only the dry basin was left, she felt hands on her shoulders and back. Her real vision came to her, replacing the artificial interface.

   “Oh God, what’s happened to her?” a voice said.

   Sweat soaked her body. Her head felt like a bell as a red-hot clapper inside struck repeatedly against her skull. She could smell burning. Smoke stung her eyes. Panicked voices called out around her.

   “Give her some room!”

   “God, I think she’s dying. James, do something!”

   “What? I don’t know what to do. What happened?”

   “The server! Disconnect the server!”

   Someone pulled the lead from Omega, and silence descended like a blanket.

   She swallowed hard and choked out the words, “The servers... we have to destroy them,” she said, even though she knew what that meant for Gerry.

   ***

   Petal got to her feet, resisting the urge to faint. She pointed to the slate in James’ hand. “Look in there, the logs for Omega. I recorded Elliot’s network location. He’s in here; Gerry disconnected him from the satellites. We have to shut this down. Now!”

   She ran to the glass cabinet holding the central server. The door was locked and the glass thick. Hundreds of cables flowed out to connect the eighteen racks holding hundreds of servers each.

   “Disconnect everything apart from Omega,” Petal shouted at the others.

   James looked up at her and seemed to stand still for an eternity as he ran the situation through his brain. A few seconds ticked by; then he sparked to life, dropping the slate and running to the rear of the room where the cables connected the racks. One by one he began pulling them out. Petal started on the other side.

   Xian, Enna, and Elaine ran to the other end of the room where they came in and started disconnecting computers, too. Jess sat by Omega, her eyes flicking from one person to another. As Petal continued to rip cables from sockets, she heard Jess whisper something. She remained focussed on her task, listening to what Gerry had told her. If he was right, Elliot would have to chase down the remaining parts of Gerry’s fragmented mind, and with the servers offline, he’d have no option but to head for Omega.

   Jess fidgeted, crossing and uncrossing her arms, opening her mouth as if to speak and then closing it again.

   Eventually, it got to Petal. She stopped for a brief moment and regarded the girl. “What’s wrong, Jess?”

   Jess’ face tightened as tears started to drop down her reddened cheeks. “Hajime! He’s... he’s...”

   “He’s what?”

   “Dying! His system can’t take it all.”

   Petal felt for the girl, for her grief at losing Hajime, whose voice she’d listened to for months, but it was the only way. Petal felt the same for Gerry. But she didn’t have time to explain sacrifice or the greater good to the girl.

   “Can you hear Elliot or Gerry?” Petal asked.

   Jess closed her eyes for a second. “Yes... they’re there, fighting... make them stop!”

   “I can’t do that, Jess. I’m sorry.”

   The girl sobbed and seemed to become the physical manifestation of Hajime’s uploaded consciousness as it expressed a form of pain. Jess had evolved from just someone with an implant who could hear and interact with computer minds to a kind of digital empath.

   Petal couldn’t stand it any longer. She turned her back and returned to disconnecting the servers. Jess screamed out at each computer taken offline, each one removing a potential route for Elliot—and Gerry’s—escape, each one narrowing the funnel, putting pressure on Omega to contain the warring minds.

   At the current rate, they’d be done within a few minutes. There were just a few hundred servers left. She pulled yet another cable, readying to move to the next one, when the lights went out.

   It shocked her into stillness. She called out to the others. “Who did that? What happened?”

   “Wasn’t me,” James said.

   “Us neither,” Enna added.

   “Wait,” Elaine said. “I hear something. Someone’s... oh shit, no!”

   A scream followed, probably from Enna. Xian’s rifle fired twice, lighting up the server room. From Petal’s position between the racks she saw a shadow dart across the room from Enna’s position by the entrance. “Speak up,” Petal said. “What’s happening?”

   Jess’s sobbing was the only thing she heard.

   A hand grabbed her by the shoulder. She spun, grabbing the wrist and throwing the body over her back. A heavy grunt sounded after the body hit the deck. Petal extended the spike from her forearm and was about to bring it down—

   “Petal, it’s me, James!”

   “Fuck’s sake, James, what the hell are you doing?”

   She could barely recognise him in the dark, but she reached a hand down and lifted him.

   Another scream came from the end of the room.

   Petal stood still, tried to listen, but the banging in her head and the near-constant ringing in her ears made it impossible for to make anything out.

   “Stay there, watch Jess,” she whispered close to James’ ear.

   “Don’t,” James said. “Stay here...” His voice was barely audible.

   Petal ignored him and stalked down between the server racks, the hundreds of fans blowing a stream of hot air. She heard metal tapping against the frame of the racks. It was coming from Enna’s position about ten metres down between the servers. She stalked forward, being careful to step quietly. She extended both her forearm spikes and slowly approached that incessant tapping noise.

   As she got closer, the sound seemed to move to her left, and then it was behind her. Whoever was here was playing with her, leading her around. She was about to turn when she saw the shadow of three dark shapes on the floor, huddled together. She bent low and felt around. She found a pool of liquid. Warm liquid. Oh no, please no. Her explorations confirmed they were bodies. She found the OLED flashlight on Elaine’s body. She switched it on and looked away from the scene.

   Xian and Enna had great welts on their head. At close inspection, she thought she saw Enna’s and Xian’s chests rising and falling. She kneeled over Xian and shook his shoulder.

   The tapping grew louder now, taunting her. It was coming from the other end of the room. Petal thought of Jess then. She turned her back and dashed between the racks until she came to the end of the room and to the open area where Jess was sitting by Omega. She looked even smaller beneath the frantic beam of the flashlight.

   The shadows shifted, and Petal swung the beam in an arc to her right. The tapping stopped.

   “Who the fuck are you?” Petal said, sweeping the beam to the left. She saw James slink behind the rack. Petal indicated to him to keep pulling the cables.

   A familiar-sounding laugh came from Petal’s right. She moved to Jess, who was shaking. She looked so pale now. The girl pointed to the right side of the data-centre. “Who is it?” Petal whispered. Jess shrugged and shook her head. “Can you hide for me?”

   The girl shuffled away to hide next to the glass cabinet where it met the rear wall.

   The tapping continued, working back down towards the entrance again. Petal dashed to the right and shined the light down between the wall and the corridor of servers. A dark shape darted out of sight. Then came the laugh again. Petal knew it was female. Perhaps Fuentes?

   James was frantically pulling cables on the left side of the room. She could hear the cables clang against the metal frame of the server racks. Jess sobbed in the corner as Hajime took more and more of the two entwined digital minds into his memory and storage.

   The laughing stopped.

   Petal heard a rush of footsteps. She turned back and sprinted past the glass server cabinet until she was on the left side of the room. She lifted the flashlight to see a bald-headed woman, blood staining her ribs, rush towards James with chromed blades raised, ready to strike.

   “James!” Petal screamed as he was in the process of pulling the last of the cables. The woman chopped down with both blades, cutting deeply into his chest. He didn’t even scream, the shock too complete. He turned to look at her, recognition written all over his face, before he fell face-first to the floor, leaving the last cable connected.

   The woman looked up and stared right at Petal. She began to walk slowly towards her, a sick expression of glee on her blood-soaked face. Petal knew her then. She recognised her own face.

   A light sensation buzzed in Petal’s mind as she backed off, keeping herself between the clone and Jess. The fragment of Gerry’s mind inside her seemed to be trying to communicate something, but it wasn’t fully formed, the fragment just an impression of Gerry’s will.

   The clone increased its speed until it was sprinting at Petal, its blades high. The sudden change of pace and the weird buzzing in her head meant Petal was caught off guard and tripped backwards. Petal looked behind her as she fell, thinking she’d hit Jess, but she’d shuffled off somewhere else.

   When Petal hit the ground, she dropped the flashlight, but saw, just in time, the clone leap at her, bringing those deadly blades down. Petal raised and crossed her spikes, blocking the attack. The clone wailed like an animal and thrashed down at her, blade striking against spike. Each hit forcing Petal’s arms closer to her body, beating her down.

   Petal couldn’t hold her off. The clone had her pinned against the glass cabinet and the wall. She kicked out, catching the clone’s knee. The clone stumbled for a moment, giving Petal time to strike back, but the clone was too fast and avoided her thrust. A blade came flashing back in riposte, catching Petal’s arm, cutting into her flesh.

   She fell back with the force, and the clone was on her again, raising both blades up, ready to finish her off for good. Petal raised her good arm, tensing her muscles in anticipation.

   Simultaneously a white flash erupted within her mind as Jess screamed out. The lights came back on in the room. The clone, stunned by the sound, looked behind her. Petal followed her gaze. Jess had done it! She’d pulled the last cable, but she was on her back, not moving.

   Before the clone could turn her attentions back, Petal drove her spikes up into its ribs and guts, drawing a terrible, high-pitched cry.

   The clone tried to back off, but Petal pressed the advantage, all the while Gerry’s mind blinded her from within. A white noise of pain and anguish blasted out as his various fragments fought for space within Omega now that it was completely severed from the wider network.

   The clone fell to the floor under Petal’s assault. James’ creation bled out just a few metres from his own body. Petal extracted her spikes and finished the job with a final strike to the head. She collapsed next to the dead clone, exhausted physically and mentally.

   With the lights now on, she surveyed the carnage. James, the clone, Elaine: all dead. She dragged herself to her feet and checked on Jess. Thankfully she was still breathing. She was doing that weird flittering behind her eyelids thing.

   “Jess, can you hear me? Are you all right?” She shook the girl by the shoulders.

   Jess’s eyes snapped open. Her pupils were pinpricks. They just stared at each other for a moment, as if Jess could read into Petal’s soul.

   “What happened?” Petal asked. “Did you do it? I mean... are they in there, inside Omega?”

   “He’s dead,” Jess whispered. “They killed him.”

   “Who?”

   “Hajime—he sacrificed himself to them, to Elliot and Gerry.”

   “And they’re safe and secure in his place?”

   “Yes.” She sat up and turned away from Petal.

   Petal felt like she was being held to blame. Maybe she was, but dammit, Hajime wasn’t the only one to sacrifice himself. Gerry had, too. Leaving the girl behind, Petal walked to the other end of the room. Xian and Enna were moving, rubbing the backs of their heads. Petal told them what happened and helped them to their feet.

   “Is over?” Xian said.

   “You destroyed Elliot?” Enna asked.

   “No. Not destroyed. Just contained. Elaine and James didn’t make it.” It felt like an afterthought and she hated herself for it, not wanting to trivialise their deaths, or anyone’s deaths, but when there was so much so soon, it was hard to focus the grief on any one individual.

   They’d become a single entity. A cause.

   And they’d won.

   Some win, Petal thought as she returned to retrieve Omega. And this is the prize for all the blood. She looked down on the black server with disdain. She knew that somewhere inside was a version of Gerry, entwined with a version of Elliot, safely sandboxed away from trouble.

   Xian approached her and put his arm around her waist.

   Enna joined the pair, putting her arm around Petal’s shoulders.

   “I’m sorry,” Enna said.

   It was the only thing that could be said now it was over. She’d leave everyone else to decide whether it was worth it. She had just one more thing to do.

  


 
   
   Chapter 42

   The next morning

    

   Petal drained the coffee cup full of painkillers. It wasn’t just the physical pain she wished to kill. She looked out of the twenty-first-storey hotel room window down to the street below. The hotel was opposite the Cemprom building. Now that Fuentes and Elliot’s threat was neutralised, a group of administrators had overseen the clean-up.

   Thousands of citizens had gathered in the dawn light around Cemprom’s famous arch. Bodies were taken out on anti-grav gurneys. Enna was still there, helping the administrators identify various people.

   The crowd murmured when they brought Fuentes’ body out.

   On it went for an hour. ’Droid parts were collected and taken away for recycling. The rest of them were deactivated and slated for destruction, the parts to be reused throughout the city.

   Among the bodies, Petal identified Malik and felt a stab of regret; he was one of the true good guys. She said a silent prayer for him, thanking him for his efforts.

   Sasha and the other two clones were dead. James was dead. She was the only one left from that family line, if it could be called a family. Dysfunctional didn’t quite cut it.

   Still, there was a kind of relief to it, not being a part of it all anymore, being the lone survivor. She was just Petal again: the girl who appeared out of the desert one day, the girl who stumbled across a mad-looking preacher. Gabe’s death hurt the most. Despite their often-fractious relationship, she had come to know him as her father, or as close to a father as was possible.

   The body removal continued below. A combination of insurgents and security officers once on opposing sides were carried from the building, united in their deaths.

   She was numb to it now. The bodies no longer represented people but an event.

   A pulsing in her head made her turn away and close her eyes. She wished for a shot of ’Stem, but the medical supplies were already assigned for those that survived the fight and her later mission. There were still survivors from the warehouse district. The plan was to surgically remove the chips and rehabilitate them back into society.

   In truth she didn’t care anymore. This damned city had taken too much from her.

   The stale smell of coolant gas dragged her from her thoughts. In the corner of the sparse, cream decor of the hotel room, the glossy black server, Omega, sat like an idol, reminding her of what she needed to do.

   She checked her slate: her shuttle would be ready soon. While she waited for confirmation from the air control centre, she packed a bag with clothes, ration packs, a few shots of ’Stem, fresh water, and a plasma torch. She sat on the edge of the bed and looked at herself in the mirror above a vanity table.

   I don’t look like me anymore, she thought. She was reminded of Gabe’s transformation. And those very words he had spoken to her. Who was anyone these days? she thought. The world had taken an indelible toll on everyone. Her pink hair was brushed flat and straight, collecting into a single ponytail. Without her goggles, her eyes seemed too small. Bruising and swelling softened her once-pretty features. I don’t feel like me anymore either.

   An insistent throbbing in her head distracted her. Memories of Gerry and the first time she met him bubbled up along with her first memories of Gabe and their various adventures that followed. She smiled as the good times beat down the depression and malaise that had set in since the night before. The good feeling lasted a few seconds before being drowned by the tide of grief.

   A notification bleeped from her slate; her shuttle was ready.

   She took the pack, hefted Omega onto her back, and left the hotel room. She decided to walk to the shuttle platform, to take in the sights and sounds of the city that so many people had died for, one last time. She’d try to file them as good memories—the results of everyone’s struggle: the freedom of the populace.

   Young children were playing in the parks and running around the streets, their parents trying, and failing, to make them behave. The city was in mourning, but beneath that, she could feel the hope of the people.

   As she moved through the busy crowds, she felt a sense of relief. The citizens walked differently, more casually.

   The city was just waking up for the day shift. People walked to work, some discussing the events of the night before. Some expressed sadness, while others wished to give their thanks to those who had liberated them for good.

   Get to the shuttle. A thought came to her. Finish your task.

   The thought didn’t ‘sound’ like her, but it helped to focus her.

   She considered leaving a message for Enna before she left, but Enna was so busy with the aftermath that Petal didn’t want to interrupt her. And in truth, there wasn’t much she could say. Enna would likely gain a position within the interim government and help the city get over its latest tragedy. She didn’t need Petal sticking around making things difficult. Enna deserved the chance to get things going on her own terms. With Petal’s connections to James, Elliot, Sasha, and the clones, her involvement would only bring questions and baggage. Besides which, Petal didn’t feel at home in the city. It was a new place now. She’d learned recently she preferred to be on the fringe of things—out there in the abandoned lands.

   Her shuttle waited on a landing pad, its door open and a security officer standing by, holding his hand out in greeting. The young, wiry man helped load the server and her pack into the rear storage compartment of the light grey, pill-shaped craft. Petal took the seat in front.

   The officer leaned in. “If you look at the controls here, you’ll find—”

   “I know how it all works, thank you,” Petal said. She observed the gesture-controlled navigation panel and somehow, despite never being in one before, she recognised the system, knew instinctually how it all worked.

   “Oh, okay,” the officer said. “Is there anything I can help you with before your journey?”

   “No, I’m good, thanks.”

   The officer nodded his head curtly and stepped away from the shuttle. Petal closed the door and shut the world out. It was almost silent in the craft, the only sound being the low hum of the idling H-core engine.

   “Shuttle five-three-nine, your window for take-off is open. You have two minutes. Are you ready?” The voice startled her as it came through a hidden speaker somewhere in the cockpit.

   She pressed a communications icon on the control panel. “Control, I’m ready, over.”

   A simple green circle on the glass control panel activated the shuttle’s lift-off. Petal had already downloaded her destination into its computer. The engines fired, the shuttle shook, and she was rising slowly, leaving the city behind.

   The craft levelled out and aimed for the open exit panel of the Dome. The control tower operator said something to her, but she wasn’t listening. She was thinking about her next task. She left the Dome behind and watched it shrink in the distance as she headed east.

   She looked into the storage compartment situated behind a second bench seat. Omega sat there like a dark reminder of her struggles. She knew then she hated it, despite what it contained.

   Ensuring the shuttle’s autopilot system would navigate to the right destination, Petal relaxed in her seat and closed her eyes. It’d be a number of hours before she’d arrive, and she knew she’d need the sleep. The rest would hopefully ease the insistent headache.

  


 
   
   Chapter 43

   Petal woke with a start, her arms thrusting out before her to steady herself. Her heart raced until she looked out of the shuttle’s window and saw she had arrived at her location. The shuttle had landed a few metres from the very spot she had programmed.

   A buggy parked next to a group of stones told her that they were still here: the ronin who had made the bunker beneath the ground their temporary base. She wondered if they knew the war was over. With Elliot’s mind trapped inside Omega, they must have realised something was up, no longer fettered to Elliot’s influence via their chips.

   There was no indication of any network traffic out here; the only nodes detectable were the shuttle’s computer and the server within the bunker. Still, Petal wasn’t taking any chances. She exited the shuttle and grabbed her pack with the plasma torch and also a fully loaded rifle, which she had kept after the fight at Cemprom.

   She walked through the large rocks until she came to the circular metal hatch leading down to the bunker. When she had left before, Gabe had done something to the underside, preventing her from getting in. Although a number of ronin had left and followed her to Xian’s place, it was still inaccessible. She tugged at it, but it wouldn’t budge.

   She placed the rifle to one side and took the plasma torch from her pack. Putting her goggles in place, she fired up the torch and got to work burning through the hinges.

   Twenty minutes later, she breached the thick steel hinges. Steam and smoke rose up from the scar in the metal. She turned off the torch, putting it to one side and, wrapping the sleeves of her leather jacket over her hands, pulled on the hatch’s handle.

   With considerable effort, it opened. The stench of blood washed over her as she removed her goggles and stared down into the dark hole.

   No noise came to her ears. She expected at least some resistance from the ronin inside—unless they’d left the place behind, but then the fact their transport was still here didn’t make sense. Taking the rifle and an OLED flashlight from her pack, she descended the ladder, aiming the rifle down to her side in case anyone came at her from the corridor.

   Each time she stepped down a rung and the dull noise rang out, she expected a flurry of noise or movement. Her nerves were stretched taut, and she had to concentrate not to let off a premature shot from the rifle. The silence wrapped around her, making even her breathing seem too loud.

   She reached the bottom of the ladder, her boots making a sloshing sound as she stepped into a pool of blood. Footsteps, glistening beneath her flashlight, stretched off in a mad melee down the narrow tunnel. Before she reached the end, she stopped as she kicked a dark shape on the floor. Her foot struck something meaty.

   A man in desert robes lay face down, a chunk missing from the back of his skull. Shining the flashlight further down, she saw more bodies lying like rocks in a pool. To either side of her two doors hung open. A small nondescript storage room lay beyond the left door, another two bodies slumped against a cupboard unit. To her right she saw another hallway curve away into darkness.

   Stepping over the body, she followed the corridor, its stone walls spotted with blood at various points. Four more bodies cluttered the floor, all showing various states of dismemberment. Each one making her heart stop as she checked the identity, convinced that at any moment she would see Gabe’s face staring back at her with dead, accusing eyes. It’s not my fault, she thought. I had no choice.

   After the curve she came to a room with an operating table fixed to the floor by old, rusted bolts. Or at least she thought it was rust. The same orange-brown rot climbed the legs of the steel table and spotted its edges.

   The place stank: stale and coppery, with a hint of fetid sweetness.

   As she swung the flashlight around the room, she saw a rack attached to a wall upon which hung a number of cutting devices.

   The sight made her gag.

   She didn’t want to see anymore; she’d seen too much.

   Something caught her eye as she was about to turn and leave.

   Under the sweeping light, she spotted the book Gabe had given to her before she left the bunker. It was now on the floor in the corner of the room. A hand gripped it.

   Tracing the light up the wrist, the arm, and the body, she saw Gabe slumped in the corner, his head resting against the wall. His other arm was outstretched, gripping the shoulder of another man. Together they huddled, still.

   Her heart leaped, and her feet became rooted to the floor. The sight of Gabe, unmoving, became the rusted bolts pinning her in place. The rot of fear crawled up her legs and chest to grip her throat, squeezing tight so her voice became nothing more than a pained whisper.

   “Gabe? Can you hear me?”

   Of course he couldn’t. She could barely hear her own voice.

   A few reluctant heartbeats later, she willed herself to move, rounding the table, stepping across the sticky floor with trepidation, as if her steps would somehow wake the dead around her, like she was some kind of unwanted infiltrator in a crypt.

   She reached out a hand, splitting the beam of light, and grabbed Gabe’s elbow. The book fell to the floor with a wet thud; the cover opened along the damaged spine. One by one the pages flickered out like a fan. In the middle, a picture of a woman marked a particular page. Petal leaned in, her face inches from his. She brought her lips a hair’s breadth from his ear, whispering, “I’m here, Gabe. It’s me, Petal.”

   A hand grabbed her shoulder from behind, pulling her back with surprising strength. She dropped the flashlight. It clattered and spun, sending a swirl of white light around the room. Petal spun as a second hand reached out, clutching at her throat, squeezing. In the darkness, she could just make out the face of a dark-skinned man with wide, bulging eyes. His lips snarled, revealing broken teeth and bleeding gums. The wounds looked glossy, fresh.

   She tried to speak, but the man’s grip was strong, unrelenting. So much fury distorted her attacker’s face that for a moment she thought she recognised him. He looked like... an older...

   “Stop,” a voice said, thick and slurred as if the speaker were drunk.

   Gabe’s body lurched and knocked her to one side, his arms pushing the other person back.

   “She’s with me,” Gabe added. “Stop.”

   Petal didn’t want to fight back; there was something familiar about this man. He stood on unsteady legs a couple of metres away. Gabe stood between them, holding his arm out, gripping the man’s shoulder.

   “Gabe, are you okay?” Petal asked. Now that Gabe had moved out of the shadows, she could see the state of his body. Naked from the waist up, a network of cuts scored a tale of violence deep into his skin. The wounds had clotted, leaving dark patches.

   He just nodded slowly; his eyes were clutched tightly together as he grimaced. He let go of the other man, who similarly wore a matrix of wounds on his body. Gabe waved her closer.

   She placed her arm around his shoulder, avoiding the worst of the wounds. Tears welled up and ran down her cheeks to drip onto his body. “What did they do?” It was obvious, but it was all she could say. “Why, Gabe?”

   He pulled her in closer, bringing her head into the crook of his neck as he hugged her tight.

   She wept with empathetic pain, letting her sobs sink into his body.

   “I’m sorry,” she said into him, her words distorted.

   Gabe just squeezed her. They stayed like that for what seemed like a lifetime until Petal felt a hand rub her back. A deep voice said, “It’s okay, girl. You came back.”

   Easing his grip on her, Gabe let Petal move away and turn round and then spoke, his voice cracked with agony. “Petal, I want ya to meet... my dad. Dad, this is my friend... my saviour.”

   The resemblance was obvious now as the man hunched over her smiled again. He looked just like Gabe. Clones of the natural kind. Gabe was definitely his father’s son.

   “Thank you,” Gabe’s dad said. He held out a hand for Petal to shake. It felt so terribly formal in such a situation, but she took it anyway. He covered the back of her hand with his other, clasping her with warmth and what? Gratitude? “You can call me Ezra.”

   “I told ya she’d be back, ol’ man,” Gabe said, smiling his father’s smile. “She always comes back.”

   “Why?” Petal said, turning back to Gabe. “Why did you lock me out?”

   “Someone had to get to Xian’s. Ya were the only hope... Did it work?”

   “Oh, man,” Petal said, shaking her head. “Have I got a story for you two. Let’s get you out of here first, get you both fixed up.”

   ***

   Gabe and Ezra sat in the back of the shuttle, foil blankets wrapped around their battered bodies. She’d administered a ’Stem shot for each, and the effects were kicking in as they snoozed quietly.

   While she attended to their wounds, Gabe had filled her in on the fight against the ronin after she had left, and how his father and two of his tribe had got free and aided in the battle. Sadly, the two others perished. She still couldn’t believe that Ezra was there all the time she and Gabe were there, just a few doors away. When asked about his mother, Miriam, Gabe mentioned that she, along with three other women from the tribe, had escaped when the ronin had first found them hiding out in the bunker. The rest had perished as had been shown on Natalya’s video.

   As the shuttle’s autopilot system flew them toward the coast, Petal relaxed and thought about what they would do next. It would take Gabe and Ezra time to heal from their wounds; a single shot of ’Stem each wouldn’t be enough. They would have to do it the old-fashioned way: rest and time.

   Her own pain, the ache in her head, had dissipated, thankfully. She felt as clear-headed as she had for weeks. With Elliot trapped within Omega and the Family making their new home on their Mars colony, it seemed Libertas, and those within its vicinity, had a chance of rebuilding their lives in their own way.

   Petal knew she would never go back now. Too much had happened. She no longer wanted to get involved with the place. Besides, she realised something during all the drama: who her real family were, who she could rely on, who was there for her when it mattered. Gabe.

   She agreed to help find Miriam and the other lost members of the tribe. Ezra had an idea of the route they may have taken after they escaped the bunker. It wasn’t as if there were many options out here in the abandoned lands. With Xian’s place now burned and wrecked, there were just a handful of bunkers and towns they could have occupied before reaching the coast, and given the gang trouble back in Hong Kong, it was unlikely they’d have returned there.

   That was the future, though; for now she still had one more task to complete.

   She waited until the shuttle had taken them out over the Sea of Japan. When all around her the blue of the sea stretched as far as she could see, she activated the VTOL engines to hover in place, a kilometre above the sea.

   It was a bright, cloudless afternoon, little wind. The sea was calm beneath them. She moved into the back of the shuttle, moving slowly so as not to wake Gabe and Ezra, but Gabe stirred as she passed into the storage behind the passenger compartment.

   “What’s goin’ on?” Gabe said, stretching his arms and battling a deep yawn.

   “Finishing it all for good.”

   Petal attached a safety line to a clip on her belt and reached forward to push a button on the hull of the shuttle. The rear door hissed before lowering until it was horizontal. She hefted Omega from its secure position and walked out across the door until she stood near the edge. She looked below, watching the calm surface of the sea ripple.

   “Time to make some waves,” she whispered to herself before adding, “I’m sorry, Gerry; I love you.” She dropped the server over the edge and watched as it spun over itself during the fall, the glossy case reflecting the sunlight. She squinted against the dazzling reflection and realised she was holding her breath as if it were she that were falling, about to hit the surface...

   With a silent splash, the server hit the water and sank into the sea. A spray of white water rained around the circular waves that rippled out from the crash point. At the same time, she felt, and saw, a tentacular stream of data lash out at her in her mind. She fell forward with the force, overbalancing, her arms pinwheeling in an effort to grip an imaginary rail.

   Her belt came loose, the safety line falling behind her, her world shifted, and she faced the sea below, the momentum tipping her body toward the edge.

   She let out a scream, thrust out her arms, and groped for something, anything.

   Falling, screaming, the spirit of Elliot somehow trying to get into her mind.

   Her descent halted; a hand gripped her wrist, pulling her back from the edge.

   She hit the deck, spun on her back, and saw Gabe standing over her, holding her arms. Her vision cut off as her internal systems kicked in. For a moment she thought she had logged into Omega; a crudely imaged interface of the desert stretched out before her. She felt like she was falling again as the desert rushed up toward her. On the horizon, a dark twister gathered, but it was shrinking as she continued to fall.

   When she hit the metaphorical ground, she looked up as a shadow covered her.

   Gerry was smiling, his hands open and held out to her. He lifted her to her feet.

   “What the? What’s happening?”

   Gerry didn’t speak, the avatar not able to provide sound, but outside of the system, deep in her consciousness, she knew the words to be, “I’m here, Petal. It’ll be okay.”

   With that, the image broke away, disconnecting her systems. She was back in the real world again, hugging Gabe as the rear of the shuttle’s bay closed. She watched through the shrinking gap, thinking of the server as it sank to the sea floor, Gerry and Elliot locked in an eternal battle within its drives. But she knew that it was just a single iteration of Gerry. When he had split apart, fragmented, he’d made copies of himself, and the fragment inside her had stayed behind, protecting her from Elliot’s last-ditch attack.

   A wide grin stretched across her face.

   “What’s so funny, girl?” Gabe asked.

   “I’m just happy is all. I got all the people I want right here.”

   He gave her an awkward smile, indicating there was more to it than she was letting on, but she didn’t say too much about Gerry. She didn’t understand much of it herself yet. All she knew was that she felt complete again, safe. Both within herself with Gerry’s calming influence, and without, with Gabe by her side, and now Ezra, who looked on from his seat, with an expression of warmth-tainted pain. Petal could tell he was missing Miriam. Petal and Gabe’s closeness was probably a stark reminder of their estrangement.

   – Well, do something about it, a voice in the back of her mind said. She didn’t know if it was hers, Gerry’s, or a combination. But it was right.

   “Come on, Gabe,” she said. “Let’s plot a search route. I believe we have someone important to find.”

   “Thanks,” Gabe said. “Really, for everything.”

   “What else we going to do, eh? Retire?”

   He flashed her a grin before kissing her on the cheek.

   “Once more, dear friend, unto the breach.” Petal kissed him back and took her seat at the front of the shuttle. She twisted her head round to look at Ezra. “Okay, pops, where’re we starting?”

   Ezra gave her a set of coordinates to start from. He placed a hand on her shoulder but said nothing else, his gratitude clear. While the shuttle turned back inland and moved on to the first destination, Ezra leaned over her shoulder.

   “Here, for the journey. I think you’ll enjoy it.” He handed her the book from the bunker.

   Gabe slipped into the seat next to hers and opened his palm. “Want me to read it to ya?”

   She shrugged and smiled, putting her feet up on the shuttle’s dashboard. “Sure, why not? Tell me a story, Gabe.”

   As Gabe narrated from the book and the images grew in her mind, Petal relaxed into the chair and felt a calm descend upon her. She had Gabe and Ezra on the outside, and Gerry on the inside. Despite all the loss and tragedy, she knew she’d get through it—with her family.
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