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Chapter 1
 
Jamaican Quarter, Hong Kong. Three months since the battle for Libertas.
If a man didn’t fight for family, when would he fight?
Gabe gripped the shotgun tighter and moved silently through the alley.
Stopping before the exit point, he turned back to Petal. Grey dawn light cast her face in pale monochrome, but her eyes remained alert.
Behind her stood the silhouette of Gabe’s father, Ezra, his jaw set, ready for the fight that lay ahead. Ready to rescue his wife—Gabe’s mother.
The three of them remained silent within the deep shadows of the alley.
Sweat dripped down Gabe’s face, the oppressive late afternoon humidity sticking close. He blinked the stinging sweat from his eyes and faced out into the street, waiting, listening, preparing.
For three months solid, they had tracked his mother’s location across Mongolia and into China. And now back to where it had all started for him.
Home.
Hong Kong.
The scent of roasting meat, tinged with rot and effluent, pervaded the cramped space between the two derelict tenements. It reminded him of his life in the shelters. For years, while people waited for the worst of the radiation to dissipate, the cloying stench filled the cramped rooms where people cooked, slept, fucked and crapped.
Being away from home for so long, he had forgotten the smell.
A single day here had brought it all back.
He should never have left, he knew that from the day he ran from his old gang, but he always had the compulsion within him to go out into the world and find resources for his family. He got lost, both physically and mentally, along the way.
But now he was back, and he was going to find his mother.
A tip-off from a traveller had sent them here, into the heart of the gang’s territory. Just out there, on the street, a few blocks down, was a room. Within that room they would find the gang leader. Charles Figueroa.
To locate his mother, Gabe would need to deal with Charles—one way or another.
But he didn’t just receive visitors on a whim.
Gabe would need leverage first. Something to bargain with. Nothing happened in this part of town without ‘Figgy’ knowing about it. He ruled the shelters, the few tenements that weren’t crumbled-down heaps of bricks, and every entry and exit point for a square mile. Almost two-thirds of the entire Jamaican quarter.
Back before the war came to this part of the world, these particular tenement buildings were the two cornerstones of the Quarter. A small independent nation of five thousand Jamaicans and other Caribbean citizens had made this part of the sovereign state of Hong Kong their own back in the day.
The ruler at the time had carved the island into several districts. Sold the land off to whole nations in order to pay for its defence during the war with the People’s Republic of China. Having wrested control of the city away from the central China government, King Raphael Concedo soon realised he had depleted the city of its most valuable asset.
Its financial district.
What was once the most vertical city in the world with its skyscrapers was now nothing more than a shell. Its five districts were burned and gutted. All that wealth taken away by conflict and ultimately the Cataclysm.
Even under Figueroa’s tight reign, the place was still a shithole.
In the time Gabe had been away, it appeared nothing had been done to improve the conditions for its citizens.
Gabe inched forward. He pressed his back against the rough bricks. He stepped carefully over knee-high piles of trash to avoid giving away their position. The ground of the alley squelched beneath his booted feet. Somewhere above them a leaky pipe dripped rainwater to the ground, making the concrete slick and muddy.
Hushed voices of his old gang came from the left of the alley. The third watch. He had counted them the day before. Figueroa had three groups of four men and women. They patrolled these streets, armed with renovated weapons from the Cataclysm.
Gabe, Petal, and Ezra had lain in wait for three hours for this particular patrol.
— Ready? Gabe sent to Petal across their VPN.
— Like a shark, man, like a damned shark.
Petal’s arm spikes made a barely audible sheathing sound as she prepared. Gabe looked back at his father and mouthed, “Ready to go?”
Ezra curled his lip as he nodded. His face hardened, readying to fight. He held a rifle close to his chest. A rifle that had once belonged to Liza-Marie, the Upsider sharpshooter. She, along with her ally Ghanus, her leader Len, and the rest of her group had all perished.
A small community ripped apart and destroyed.
They were just some of many casualties of the post-Cataclysm world, though some days he imagined he saw those familiar green laser sights lighting on the ground, indicating their ghosts had his back.
He missed those crazy bastards.
The voices grew louder. Broke him away from his thoughts and returned his attention to the job at hand. He detected three distinct voices. All male, all arrogant, bragging about their latest kill or other gang-related activity.
The fourth member, silent, was the one they wanted.
— On my mark, girl.
— Let’s do it.
When the shadows stretched past the alley, Gabe spun out into a crouch and fired the shotgun over the four men’s heads. The patrol fell back in shock and panic. Petal dashed across the street to their left. Ezra flanked them from the right, training his rifle sights on the one they wanted.
Kobi Barrett.
Stocky but short, Kobi looked up at Ezra first. A glimmer of recognition flashed from his lazy right eye. He then turned to Petal.
Her forearm spikes thrust forward. The light gleamed off the polished chrome.
One of Kobi’s allies brought up his Alliance-issue rifle to aim it at Petal.
Ezra adjusted his aim and fired a round at the gang member’s foot. The slug burrowed into the concrete, sending up a plume of grey dust.
Before the others could react, Petal swiped her spikes at the one Ezra had just shot at and disarmed him. Gabe stood up, pumped a new cartridge into the chamber of his shotgun, and levelled it at Kobi. “Hey, man, been a long time, no?”
“Fuck… Gabe? That you, man? Whaa gwaan?” Kobi’s patois made Gabe’s accent sound neutral in comparison.
“Just a bit a business,” Gabe replied. “Ya need to get ya boys to put down their weapons, unless ya no longer wanna be livin’.”
Kobi sucked his teeth before spitting on the ground.
He shrugged and swept his tatty, greying dreadlocks behind his neck before turning to his group. “Do as de man says.”
Petal kept her spikes high. Her body tensed like a cat, ready to react as the group put down their weapons and stood with their hands open. Confusion etched their faces.
Gabe didn’t recognise these other three.
Too young. Must be new recruits.
Ezra approached closer. His trench coat flapped in the swirling wind that funnelled down the street. His rifle never left Kobi’s face. “Kick the weapons over here.”
Kobi nodded, and his recruits followed the order.
Gabe bent down and picked up two well-restored automatic pistols. He placed them in the deep pockets of his long coat.
“Waapen, man?” Kobi said. “This how ya greet an old friend, eh? Where ya been all these years? We heard many tales about ya—and her. Any o’ dem true?” Kobi nodded to Petal.
She sneered at him. Her deep purple lips curled with disgust. Her black leather biker’s jacket creaked as she tensed her arms, aiming one of her spikes towards Kobi’s neck.
The point lay just inches from his throat.
“I ain’t ’ere for a reunion,” Gabe said, stepping forward.
He towered over Kobi by nearly half a metre.
The other man was stronger with old, packed muscle like a squat bulldog. Still, Kobi was smart enough to know he was at a disadvantage.
His three fellow-dreadlocked gang runners looked on at Gabe as though they were witnessing a phantom. His reputation had clearly filtered back here. Though he knew many aspects of that would be exaggerated, he’d found it useful to not alter their perceptions—their imagination of what he was capable of was greater than the truth.
“I guess ya ain’t,” Kobi said with the beginnings of a smile on his weathered face. His breath smelled of stale marijuana. It mixed with weeks-old body odour, creating a pungent stench.
Gabe stepped back into the breeze.
“And I guess ya would be wantin’ to use me as collateral,” Kobi said. “Figgy won’t be cool wid ya jus’ turning up like a ghost.”
“We’ll see. Turn around and start walking. Anything happens on the way to Figgy’s—and I drop ya like a stone, ya get me, Kobes?”
“Everyting is cool, Gabe, everyting is cool.”
Kobi lifted his arms up and clasped his hands behind his head before turning around. Ezra stepped up beside Gabe and pressed the rifle against Kobi’s back.
Kobi instructed his young friends to follow Gabe’s orders.
Gabe sent a message to Petal as Kobi led them to Figueroa’s, — Watch our back, and keep an eye on the windows.
— Sure thing. Hand me one of their pistols.
While they walked, Gabe took one of the automatic pistols from his trench coat pocket and handed it to Petal. She retracted one of her spikes and took the weapon and hung back a few paces to cover their rear and watch for any crazy fools in the tenements.
The tall buildings seemed to lurch over into the street like curious giants to see what was going on. The group’s footsteps echoed off their charred bricks, the black stains telling a story of death and destruction.
For years, the city was almost entirely black.
The glass and steel structures fell first when the bombs dropped.
The older brick buildings absorbed most of the blast. This quarter got off lightly compared to some, being based on the southeast coast.
Yet the tidal marks of EMPs and nukes remained indelibly tattooed on the buildings as a reminder of the Family’s power. And the devastation they had wrought.
None of the buildings had glass. The windows were replaced with sheet metal, wood or dirty, mould-covered plastic. Wooden sills and stairs had rotted away, replaced by lumps of concrete or rusted scaffolding. Gang colours were painted on steel doors in garish colours of pinks and yellows. Dark bloodstains haunted the broken pavements.
Yeah, this was home.
The desolation and desperation clung to every brick and slab, permeated all those who lived here. No wonder the gangs were still going, fighting among themselves.
This place had madness in its very essence.
Everyone remained silent as they trudged through the ramshackle street toward Charles Figueroa’s place. Gabe’s finger trembled on the trigger. His muscles tensed and knotted with every step closer to their destination, convinced that they’d face another patrol or backup any minute.
He had detected a localised meshwork, but hadn’t yet been able to get online. He had no doubt that Kobi and his friends were interconnected with other members of the gang, much like how Gabe and Petal communicated on their ad-hoc VPN connection.
Still, he knew his trigger finger was fast enough if it came to it.
Kobi was a valued member of the gang. They wouldn’t risk losing him by doing anything stupid. At least this is what Gabe had counted on.
Things change.
It had been a long time since he was running with these guys. For all he knew, Kobi could have fallen down the line of importance. But he doubted it. Kobi was no fool, and here, age mattered.
Wisdom and experience mattered.
 
***
 
Smoke hung in the air, catching in the back of Gabe’s throat.
Kobi had led them to Charles’s building. Two guards armed with shotguns and sneers blocked the doorway. They stood at the top of a scaffold staircase, barring entry through a hinged lump of corrugated steel.
The guards raised their sawn-off shotguns as the group approached.
Ezra pressed the rifle into Kobi’s back. “Tell them to back off,” he growled. “I’m not in the mood for any bullshit.”
“Ya heard the man,” Gabe added.
— We’ve got company on the third level. Sniper, Petal said.
— Keep ya eye on ’em, girl. Also, keep ya security up—ya feel that?
— I sure do. There’s some serious processing power in there.
Petal was right. This was the centre of the localised network he had detected with his internal systems. The security was of a high calibre, meaning if he wanted to hack his way in, it’d have taken at least a few hours. Even with Petal’s help.
Since they started their hunt for his mother, Gerry’s presence within Petal had diminished to almost nothing. Her internal systems were maxed out, so he was there, in her mind, doing whatever he was doing.
But had remained silent. Inaccessible.
“Let us through,” Kobi said. “They’re wid me, man. We’re all cool here, ya know?”
The two dreadlocked goons stepped aside and opened the creaking steel door.
“Lead us in,” Ezra said, pointing to the guards. “You screw around and you’ll be cleaning Kobi’s brains off your jackets.”
The guards spat on the floor and huffed before doing as he asked. Holding Kobi back, Ezra, Gabe, and Petal waited until everyone else had gone forward into the darkness before entering. They passed more guards, a group made up of teenage boys and girls carrying edged weapons. They had a feral look in their eyes, but didn’t do anything, just watched on.
They came through a corridor to a wooden door.
Kobi stepped up and tapped out a complicated rhythm. A lock shunted from the other side and the door opened. Weak yellow light slunk out into the corridor.
“Gabe,” a voice boomed from inside the room. “I’ve been waiting for you to come home. Come in. Let me see you, old friend.”
Hearing that voice, a chill ran up Gabe’s neck. It was and wasn’t the Charles he knew. The voice no longer had his thick patois accent, but the timbre was all him.
Only now it held a digital quality. Just what had happened to him?
“Leave Kobi and the others outside and come in. Bring your guests,” Charles commanded. “You’ll be safe here.”
Petal gave Gabe a questioning look.
— You trust this dude? she asked.
— No, but we have little choice. Can ya cover us while inside?
— As ever, man. Let’s do it.
“It’s okay, Dad. Let Kobi go,” Gabe said.
“You sure about this?”
“Yeah, it’s cool.”
Gabe’s father did as he was instructed and lowered the rifle from Kobi’s back. The old gangster turned and gave Gabe and the others an elaborate bow before slipping into the shadows of the corridor to join his brethren.
With his father and Petal backing him up, Gabe took a deep breath and stepped into Figgy’s room. The image before him stopped him just a few steps in with disbelief and horror.
He dropped his shotgun to the floor.
“Jesus, man, what the hell have ya done?”
 



Chapter 2
 
The Family’s Mars Facility
Jachz opened his eyes.
“Am I fully operational?”
The engineers buzzed about his new body, checked their holoscreens, and scanned his processing usage and memory efficiency. “You’re good to go, Jachz. Welcome back,” an engineer said.
“I believe it would be protocol to offer you an expression of gratitude, but I’m unclear on what it is that you have done.” Jachz checked his motor functions: fine. Cognitive reasoning: fine. Multi-core quantum processing: fine. “My files are showing a gap in time. Where have I been?”
A man dressed in the standard-issue Family suit of white and blue held a slate in his hand and stood casually in front of Jachz. A glass panel separated them.
From the schematics he had previously researched, Jachz knew this was the observation room of the AI developmental suite at the Family’s Mars facility—a series of domes not unlike that of City Earth.
The man looked up from his slate. “You had a trip to the surface and didn’t last very long. We brought you back up and reinstalled you from the backup. Your memories will be temporarily incomplete while we fully integrate all the missing data.”
“The surface of what?” Jachz asked. “Can you be more specific?”
The man, whose name read as ‘Simon’, sent a buzz of recognition through his systems. Simon was Jachz’s chief engineer.
“The surface of Earth. You were sent there to try to appeal to Gerry Cardle and bring him back with the girl called Petal.”
“I remember Gerry,” Jachz said, scanning through his history folder designated to interactions with Gerry. He recalled a series of conversations with him while he was staying aboard the station. “While the reinstallation is ongoing, can you tell me what happened?”
“They killed you.”
“Who are ‘they’? Can you be more specific?”
Simon let out a sigh.
“I don’t mean to be a bother to you,” Jachz added. “I’m just trying to build a timeline of events.”
“It was some kid. We don’t know who. We uploaded you shortly after we lost the vitals from your vehicle.”
“Vehicle? You mean my body?”
Simon looked up from his slate and narrowed his eyes.
“Did you not understand?” Jachz said.
“No, no, I understand perfectly well. And yes, I mean your… body.”
Simon turned away, leaving Jachz within the glass container while he consulted with his colleagues whose names Jachz could not recall. Simon returned.
“You’re returning to your duties now, Jachz. Do you notice anything… strange?”
“What do you mean by strange? Can you be more—”
“No, I can’t be more specific,” Simon said, exhaling and dropping his hands in a swift motion. “You’re the first AI we’ve ever had to recover from a backup in a situation like this. We can only tell so much from your code. How about this: do you notice anything within your systems that wasn’t there before the backup recovery?”
“I can’t tell you that until the file transfer is complete. I have no way of ascertaining what information is in the files and how that will affect my processing functions. It could be that something has changed, but as I’m not yet—”
“Yeah, yeah, we get it. Okay, look, you have a number of tasks to complete. Amma, Nolan, and the board want a report from you. There’s some maintenance work that needs your attention on the station’s weapons system. Something to do with the targeting—they want a report on how it failed and what needs to be done to fix it.”
“Can you be more specific?”
Simon leant forward and banged his head on the glass. “You, Jachz, are a royal pain in my ass. Check your duty manifest. It has all the information you could ever want, specificity guaranteed! Knock yourself out. I really have other things I need to be getting on with.”
The glass screen slid to the side, and the optical cables attached to Jachz’s I/O port decoupled with a hiss. Jachz stepped out and readjusted his balance control. He increased the sensitivity in his gyros and accelerometer and passed his maintenance engineer on the way towards the exit.
“Thank you, Simon,” Jachz said.
The man just waved a hand and busied himself with some other task.
That was when Jachz did notice something different.
He felt unimportant.
Simon’s reaction to him actually made him feel something other than the regular existence, as much as it was, as a sentient AI.
Jachz had always been capable of thought, such was his quantum processing, but he’d never before now experienced an actual feeling. He noted the effects and took a snapshot of his system status, filing it away into a secure file area within his memory labelled ‘Feeling: Diminishing of one’s status.’
He walked to his workstation and thought about Gerry Cardle.
His station and chair were empty.
Beside him, in a row of eight cubicles, other AI-based engineers and humans worked in silence.
Monochromatic colours covered the walls and desks of the room.
A single holoscreen hung on the wall above their stations, projecting a series of images of the surrounding red Martian landscape and the conjoined domes that made up the facility.
Looking through his log files, Jachz noticed that Gerry Cardle featured more than any other subject within his memory. It made sense, considering Jachz’s responsibilities regarding Gerry’s recovery and rebuild during his stay on the station, but there was something else there.
A… again, he felt something. An actual sensation that affected him. He realised then that he had an ego. This was new. Unexpected.
This time the feeling was what the humans would call a fascination. An interest beyond the rational. An interest that exceeded the requirements of his assigned objectives.
He wasn’t just interested in Gerry because of his role or his job. He was interested in Gerry because something about him, or their relationship, made Jachz… and there’s another… curious.
He was curious.
So many new ideas blossomed in his quantum cores.
This was something so new, and the ramifications were huge. There was not yet an AI of his class that had evolved of its own accord to develop feelings and emotions.
The transcendent technology that Amma’s sister, Enna, had produced appeared to have a set of emotions and reactions programmed from the start, but they never changed. They were static, whereas he was changing organically.
He was… living.
Filing all the new data in a secure area of his storage, he set about completing his work. He left a portion of his processing power to work on understanding the nature of these new discoveries.
He sat emotionless.
That actually required some thought. He didn’t want to start acting ‘strangely’ to the others. He ensured that he acted as he always had at his workstation, moving his hands and arms and responding to the humans in the control room—the room that was responsible for the running of the facility’s various processes; all the while he stored gigabytes of data and analysis of his systems into secure encrypted areas of his memory.
He didn’t know why, but he didn’t want the others finding this out about him. It was beyond his protocols.
Jachz ran a detailed risk analysis of the human’s likely response if they realised he had attained some level of humanistic emotions.
The results were not in his favour.
Amma specifically would be distressed about this accidental development.
It was her task to lead the team of scientists to create a safe and effective posthuman. In a larger sense, that was what the Family’s main aim was—or at least those on the council.
The only posthuman that Jachz was familiar with was the corrupted Elliot Robertson. A copy of his uploaded consciousness currently existed in a state of hibernation among the facility’s servers.
The reason for the hibernation was the levels of mutated and corrupted code that occurred shortly after the upload. No one, as yet, had managed a successful transition from human mind to computer existence without major code problems.
If the Family knew about his new emotions, he concluded that he would be taken off his current role and experimented upon.
His evolution, as it were, would be of great importance to the Family’s research and could possibly help them explain how a human mind and a quantum mind could work safely for the long term, and thus achieve their goal of posthuman immortality.
But, and this was already stretching the extent to which his processors could calculate into understanding, he didn’t want to help them. He didn’t want to be a part of their research.
He didn’t know why or how he even knew it. Just something within his codebase had changed, and now he wanted to remain his own… the word came to his mind, but he didn’t parse it.
It was not logical, nor computationally sound.
The word was … person.
Nobody either side of him had noticed the change.
He made a note that it was entirely internal.
No outward expressions beyond his programmed responses were present.
The work manifest indicated he was to scan the log files of the weapons systems of the space station, now in geosynchronous orbit to Mars, and find the cause of the misfire.
Within the task detail, a specific timestamp indicated when the security encryption had failed and a program had breached the system, altering the instructions within the targeting and firing control computer.
Some work had already been carried out on this task by a reserve engineer during Jachz’s reboot procedure.
Jachz scanned the document, committed the findings to memory, and opened up a suite of debugging tools in order to uncover more details.
His substitute was a female human called Felicia.
She was not an adept and had only done half the job required.
Nine hundred and thirty-five seconds later, Jachz had found the breach.
It was simple—for him, at least. A brute-force attack, hidden by a disguised algorithm to be made to look like regular station access, had attached to the encryption protocol. He calculated that if a hacker had used the current levels of known computing power on Earth, it would have taken five million years of algorithmic credential guessing in order to successfully breach the encryption module in this manner.
No computer was responsible for the breach.
He couldn’t fix the system.
At least not in the time afforded him. He would need eight thousand and thirty-one AIs of equivalent power in order to return the system to the original state.
Whatever had breached the weapons system had left behind a sentient virus.
Jachz compiled his findings and sent them to his line manager: Tyronius, the council member for defence and strategic offence—and Amma and Nolan’s son.
When the file transfer completed, Jachz moved to the next item on his task manifest.
A report on his findings during his time on Earth.
Searching his memory, Jachz brought up a recording of his initial interaction with Gerry. There were others there too. He did not know who they were, but in one of the frames just prior to him going offline, he saw a young woman in the far corner with pink, upright hair. He was briefed that this was likely to be the person known as Petal.
He replayed the conversation.
And it happened again.
A feeling. This one was categorised with the symptoms of anxiety. He analysed it further and concluded that it came about from the notion of the Family seeing the recording.
He didn’t want them to see it, but didn’t understand why.
Diverting ninety-eight percent of his processing power to the task, Jachz applied a logical argument to this feeling. The results indicated that of the two worldviews of humanity’s evolution and how each side approached it, he considered Gerry’s, and those who stayed behind on Earth, to be a more reasonable and likely way forward.
As opposed to the Family’s desire to elevate themselves to a digital, immortal status.
There was a clash of arguments that he was unable to neatly square away.
He was created by the Family to do tasks for them.
They used his abilities as an AI to help further research and refine the process of achieving posthumanism. And yet, somehow he came to the conclusion himself that their approach was flawed and would fail.
Just like it had failed Elliot Robertson.
This was why Jachz could not share the video and conversation with them.
They would see his thought process. It was likely that within a number of hours, once the file transfer procedure was complete and he delivered the reports they required, they would see the deviation in his operation.
Simon already appeared concerned when Jachz referred to his vehicle as his body.
Jachz ran a contingency design program in order to present a set of options from which he could act upon in order to preserve his current status of existence. He would need to ensure that if he was deemed surplus to requirements that he could continue to exist outside of the Family’s control.
Which meant he would need to plan on how to get off Mars.
While that ran, he received a message from Tyronius.
It read: Meet us in the boardroom immediately.
And there was that feeling named anxiety again.
 



Chapter 3
 
Jamaican Quarter, Hong Kong
Gabe took a few seconds to gather himself. Weak light filtered through gaps between wooden boards nailed to the windows. The beams illuminated the dust and mould on the floorboards and crumbling walls.
Then, there, in the middle, sat Charles ‘Figgy’ Figueroa.
— Dude, he remind you of anyone? Petal said.
— Yeah, girl, he’s like a budget Bilanko.
“Figgy, man, what the fuck did you do?” Gabe asked.
Charles grinned, exposing his toothless maw. Black gums shined in the weak light. He laughed with a wet guttural sound. “Needs must, G-man, needs must.”
What a need it must have been.
The old gang boss had lost his legs. Stumps of thighs were capped off with crude metal caps. The rest of his tiny, thin body slouched in the seat of a wheelchair. Spindly arms hung by his sides. Long, greying dreadlocks fell over his shoulders and chest.
Then there were the wires.
Hundreds of cables and leads, twisting and entwined with his dreads, ran from numerous skull and neck ports. They trailed like threads behind him into the darkness.
From back there, in the shadows, something hummed.
Vibrations travelled up Gabe’s legs. He reached out with his internal systems and radios and came up against a wall of information security.
Old. Real old.
Nothing like Alpha and Omega. This was pre-quantum.
“What the hell is this?” Ezra said, looking on with disgust.
“Cray,” Petal said. She moved forward past Figgy. “You found a working Cray supercomputer? They went out of business way before the Cataclysm; how did you get this? How is it still working after all the EMPs?”
“It’s magic, ain’t it?” Charles said. “Old computers are like wine. This one’s a good vintage. I… had an accident. It took my limbs and damaged the old brain. But my scouts discovered this Cray unit mothballed in an underground, shielded bunker.”
“Where?” Gabe said.
When Gabe ran with the gangs, he’d searched the city top to bottom for resources and never discovered any shielded shelters for things like this.
“In the Northern district, what used to be the Jap’s Quarter,” Charles said. “It’s the damnedest thing. It had never been used. It was still all packed up in giant crates, bound for the US as a weather prediction system. The best of its time.”
“How’d you interface it?” Petal asked. She shook her head in surprise at the size of it with all the trailing wires. Its dark grey shell reached from floor to ceiling.
Charles shrugged his bony shoulders. “I had a girl. She was an AI coding savant. Managed to get this thing rigged up so it helped to fix my brain.”
“What functions does it serve?” Ezra said.
“Not important,” Charles said. He turned to face Gabe, his face becoming serious. “I know why you’re here. You were careless and lost something, and now you want it back.”
“Someone,” Gabe said. “Not something. I know she’s here. No one comes and goes through this district without your say-so.”
“This is true.”
“So where is she, Figgy?”
“Safe, but you don’t just think I’d let you lot come in, run roughshod over my town, and just give you what you want. Nothing in life’s free, you know that, Gabe.”
Ezra clenched his jaw and stepped forward. His hands balled into fists.
Gabe lurched forward and grabbed his father by the arm.
“Easy, old man,” Charles said. “This don’t need to get out of hand.”
Petal had stalked behind Charles quietly. Her spikes unsheathed.
She stood within striking distance of his skull.
— No, not yet, Gabe sent.
— Just say the word, man, and he’s worm food.
— Let this play out. We need him alive.
“Just tell me, what do ya want in exchange for telling me where my mother is?” Gabe said.
That gummy grin returned. “A trade. There’s this old computer I want. But the damned Scarabs have it. They stole it from the cache after I had the Cray unit recovered. As far as I know, it’s the only surviving one anywhere. I’d like it in my possession.”
“What kind of computer are we talking about here?” Gabe asked.
“A Commodore 64.”
Petal burst out laughing. “A what? It’d be what, like a hundred and sixty years old or something by now. What the hell would you want with that?”
Figgy sneered and turned his head to face Petal. The wires and cables pulled taut. “It’s history, not that you’d know anything about that, clone.”
“Touchy, aren’t you?” Petal said.
“Fine, whatever, I don’t give a shit,” Gabe said. “Tell me what ya know about its location and we’ll get it for ya, but if ya try to screw us over, I’ll let Petal here use you as a pincushion.”
“Open a port, I’ll transfer over what I know,” Figgy said. His eyes sharpened, focused on Gabe. He reached into his dreads and pulled a jack cable free. “Plug in, my man.”
Gabe hesitated, but knew this would be the only chance of finding his mother.
Reluctantly, he plugged in and braced himself for a brute-force attack on his internal system, but nothing came. Just a slow, pre-quantum data transfer. He was given maps, blueprints, coordinates, and bio details of the Scarabs’ leading members. After a few minutes the files finished transferring. Gabe copied them and sent them across his VPN to Petal.
Ezra would just have to follow along. He had eschewed joining the cybernetic upgrade path, preferring to stay natural. Some days, Gabe wished he had done the same.
His life would have been less complicated.
And less dangerous.
“Go, get out of my home and try to stay alive. I want that Commodore.”
Four thugs carrying shotguns entered the room.
“You’ll have an escort to the edge of my territory. Then you’re on your own,” Figgy added.
Pulling the jack plug free of his neck port, Gabe followed his father and Petal outside.
It was an awkward, tense walk to the edge of Figgy’s territory.
With the gangsters disappearing back into the maze of buildings, Gabe led Petal and Ezra across the border into the Scarabs’ zone, following the map within his head toward the location of this old, piece-of-shit computer from the 1980s.
 
***
 
The evening sun dipped behind the fallen towers to the west, casting long shadows to the east. Gabe and the others used the shadows for cover as they stalked through the run-down Northern Quarter, watching out for Scarab members patrolling the borders of their zone.
The Scarabs were a gang made up of a combination of those who left the shelters in the Jamaican Japanese Quarters. Brutal and mostly mad, they lived off poisonous fish and soya, and whatever they could salvage from the rest of the city after competing with rival gangs.
After all this time, however, four gangs were now two.
And most resources that were worth fighting over were long gone. So they fought over working bits of tech history. Old icons that had no purpose in this world anymore.
They had become status symbols.
Gabe didn’t give a crap about any of that. He had no sentimentality when it came to old tech. He would use whatever was available to survive.
An old relic that had no practical purpose wouldn’t be something for which he’d normally risk coming into the Scarabs’ zone. But with the promise of finding his mother, he was more than eager to get it done. And it wasn’t the first time he’d been here either. His gang days saw him fighting with the Scarabs on many an occasion.
After thirty minutes of crawling through alleys and half-destroyed buildings, they came to a street marked on Figgy’s map.
“This is it,” Gabe said. “Halfway down there’s a burned-out shell. Used to be a bank. That’s the HQ for the Scarabs—and where the Commodore is.”
“So what’s the plan?” Ezra said. He kept his voice low and body tucked into the shadows.
“We do it stealthily. I don’t want any unnecessary deaths—on either side. Ya get me, girl?” Gabe gave Petal a knowing look.
“I get you. But let’s stop all this talking and get it done. The place is deserted. Let’s move.”
“You scout forward,” Gabe said. “Dad, ya need to hang back, cover us. I’ll flank through the alleys. There’s a rear entrance.”
“Let’s do it,” Petal said.
Ezra checked his rifle and gave Gabe a grim nod while he hung back in the shadows of a ruined tenement. Gabe took two pistols from his pockets and sprinted across the golden-lighted street, ducking into a tight passageway that zigzagged around in a dog-leg.
The route should get him close to the Scarabs’ HQ.
He stopped by a pile of rubble and ducked down.
Up ahead, a Japanese member of the gang leaned up against a wall, smoking a soya cigarette.
— All clear up here, Petal said via their network. Just two women on patrol, gossiping about some shit, not paying attention. I can get across the street from here, a few hundred yards from the HQ.
— Do it, girl, but be quick and quiet. Just one guard here, dealing with it now.
— Is your old man up to this?
— Yeah, he’s tougher than he looks. He’s got our back.
— Moving out now.
The smoking guy had turned his back to Gabe and stubbed out the cigarette.
Gabe vaulted the debris, took two long, loping steps and pistol-whipped the guy on the back of the head, knocking him to the ground unconscious before continuing on.
The maze through the tenements took longer than he expected.
Barriers and piles of debris that looked like the buildings had spilled their innards blocked his access. He had to climb up through open windows and step from sill to sill.
Eventually he made it across, arriving at a small square.
There used to be a small grass-lined park in the middle, but the radiation had long killed that off. Soil and craters smothered the barren surface now.
Gabe vaulted a low wall, landing in a crouch.
— I’m in position, Petal said. Had to… erm… incapacitate the women. Don’t worry; they’re not dead. The HQ has heavy guarding out front. I’m seeing at least five dudes with shotguns and rifles.
— Come round the side entrance to join me at the rear.
Not wanting to delay any more, Gabe took the risk and sprinted across the open square, heading for the rear of the tower.
He got halfway when a gun fired, the shot missing his foot by inches. He spun round, unbalanced. His heart pounded as he withdrew his gun and looked for the shooter.
Another shot rang out.
This time it whizzed just past his ear.
But he got a lock on the direction. He turned to his left and lifted his gun, firing off two shots at an open window of a three-storey commercial building. He just noticed a flash of reflection off a scope.
Sniper.
Crap.
Firing off two more rounds, he continued to sprint forward, desperate to get out of the open, but as he got near the edge where it narrowed toward the tower, three figures stepped out of a side door.
Wearing the black and red colours of the Scarabs, the massive, genetically modified freaks turned to face him. Each one wielded a locally produced wide-barreled auto-cannon.
Crap times infinity.
The tallest one had a cybernetic eye—to help with targeting.
Gabe knew these three freaks. Everyone did. Triplets from a messed-up Japanese geneticist that had gone rogue and chucked in his lot with the Scarabs.
Normally, there was only one thing to do when you saw these: run. That option had long gone.
“Well, well, look who it is,” the tallest one said. “Our old friend Shadow.”
“We don’t need to do this,” Gabe said, flinching internally at his old gang moniker. “There’s been enough bloodshed—I’m unaffiliated, just passing through, man.”
“We forget nothing. Your kill count won’t suddenly disappear. There’s a bounty on your head, and we’re gonna collect.”
The freaks raised their weapons.
This was it. Game over.
Gabe raised his pistol, knowing he would barely get a single shot off before he was gunned down. He closed his eyes and braced himself to be filled with lead.
Three shots rang out, the cracks echoing around the square, followed by a scream.
Heart racing, he tensed, waited…
Gabe opened his eyes. The three goons were lying face down, their weapons sprawled across the ground. A fourth shot erupted from behind him. He spun round.
“Dad, what the hell?”
Ezra gave his son a wicked smile. A body fell out of the window of a commercial building. Smoke spiralled up from Ezra’s rifle. “I may be old, but I’m still a decent shot.”
“Good shooting, old man,” Petal said. “They didn’t see it coming. I think Ez and I make a decent team. But we ought to move on before others come.”
“You two’re nuts,” Gabe said with a smile on his face. “Thanks for having my back. I thought I was toast.”
“Enough chat, son, move on.” Ezra dashed forward and picked up one of the auto-cannons, placing it in a sling over his back. He melted into the shadows, and Gabe knew he’d back him up.
“There’s an access ladder on the rear of the tower,” Gabe said. “We’re gonna use that to get through to a maintenance shaft. Follow me.”
Gabe led Petal around to the rear of the tower.
Three more gang members rushed around into the square and stopped at the bodies of the freaks. A woman with a wild mane of hair screamed before reaching for a radio on her belt.
Gabe dashed into the shadows cast by the tower and started to climb the ladder.
Petal followed.
Ezra ducked in behind a rusting dumpster, his rifle resting against its edge. He nodded to Gabe to indicate he was covered.
Up and up Gabe climbed, every step fraught with the tension that he’d take a bullet to the back at any moment. But when he looked down, he saw the woman and her two allies enter the building from which the freaks had come.
— Here, Gabe said, indicating the fire exit that branched off from the ladder.
He led Petal through the door and into a dark room.
The place smelled of mould and rotting wood. In places the floor had fallen through to the level below. They were about twenty levels up.
Stepping carefully across the creaking floorboards, he found the security shaft that would take him down into a storeroom.
Gabe squeezed himself into the shaft and descended the ladder. His shoulders scraped against the walls. Petal followed, and soon they had descended to the basement level. They stepped out of the small landing area and walked through a door.
A short dark corridor greeted them.
Standing outside, smoking a joint, a guard held his shotgun against his shoulder.
Gabe waited for a few breaths before deciding what to do.
— Want me to deal with him? Petal said.
— I don’t want anymore deaths, if possible.
— What do you have in mind?
— Just back me up, girl.
“Hey,” Gabe said, stepping out into the corridor. The guard choked with surprise. A plume of smoke burst from his mouth. He dropped his shotgun in a rush to react. Gabe was already on him. He punched the guy hard on the jaw with a right haymaker.
The force spun the guard.
Petal rushed in and grabbed his hands behind his back while Gabe grabbed the shotgun and knocked the guard out with a strike against the side of his head.
They tied him up with his shoelaces and belt and gagged him with his filth-stained T-shirt.
“Good job,” Gabe said. “Want the honours?” He pointed to the computer-controlled security control on the door. Normally it would take a DNA sample, but Petal had a suite of cracking tools for this very purpose.
“Thank you, good sir,” Petal said with an exaggerated bow.
She retrieved a set of wires attached to a small interface plug from inside her jacket. She jammed the interface plug into the bottom of the unit where the programmers would code the security protocols. Attaching the other end to her neck port, Petal connected to the network, her eyes turning black as she entered the system.
Gabe crouched in waiting while Petal hacked her way in.
Sounds from rooms and corridors above them indicated they probably didn’t have a lot of time.
“We’re in,” Petal said with a gasp of air. Her eyes returned to a pale blue.
“Gerry help?” Gabe asked.
Petal shook her head, a sudden sadness coming over her as she removed the leads and slumped her shoulders. “I know he’s in there, but he won’t communicate or get involved like before. It’s like I’ve lost him again.”
Gabe didn’t know what to say. And they didn’t really have the time. “I’m sorry,” he said before pushing against the door. With a creak it opened, and the smell of stale air and dust greeted him as he stepped inside.
There on a pedestal was what Figgy wanted.
The ancient-in-computer-terms Commodore 64 in all its beige glory. It even had the original tape deck attached. A layer of dust coated its rounded all-in-one form.
“We grab it and run,” Gabe said. “We ain’t gonna have time to deactivate the motion control and video feed.” He pointed to a small blinking cam in the far corner of the dark, featureless four-metre-square room.
“Ready when you are,” Petal said, taking the shotgun from Gabe.
The sounds of rushing footsteps boomed through the ceiling from the level above.
No time to waste.
Gabe rushed in and grabbed the computer, cradling it under his arm.
An alarm rang from somewhere in the building.
“Back up the shaft the way we came. Let’s get the fuck outta ’ere, girl.”
“Roger that.”
Together, they burst through into the security shaft and ascended the ladder.
Gabe just made out the shadows of multiple people entering the corridor off the storeroom. His skin prickled with the thrill of the chase. He stuffed the computer into his coat and clambered up as fast as he could go.
When he reached the top, he helped Petal up the final rungs and headed for the external fire escape. They stepped out onto the iron steps. Gabe’s father, at the bottom, raised the auto-cannon and fired a full clip down the alley.
“Move it; we’ve got to go,” Ezra shouted up. Smoke billowed up from the cannon’s barrel.
Gabe and Petal wasted no time and almost fell down the ladders. They hit the ground and were soon off and running. The sounds of screams and whoops were close behind them.
“Hope ya cardio’s good, old man,” Gabe said to his father.
“Keep up, son,” Ezra said as they sprinted across the square. To Gabe’s astonishment, his father took the lead.
Gunshots cracked from behind them, but Gabe didn’t look back.
With Petal by his side, he sprinted through the maze of alleys, vaulting the piles of debris and heading for the border.
Tracing his steps, they came through the maze and out into a main street that bisected the two quarters. The border was just a few metres away. “Come on,” Ezra urged, waving his son and Petal on.
“Dad, wait.”
Gabe came to a halt in the middle of the street.
Lined along the border, at least fifteen of Figgy’s gang, including Kobi, raised their weapons. From behind, a dozen or so Scarabs filtered out of the alley.
No way forward and no way back. Gabe, Petal, and Ezra were trapped.
Damn it!
He should never have trusted Figgy.
 



Chapter 4
 
The Family’s Mars Facility.
Earth appeared different to Jachz now, he thought, sitting in the main boardroom, waiting for Amma and Nolan Kirino, and their son and his superior officer, Tyronius.
Although he’d been there just the once and was ‘killed’ for his troubles, he already had a wish to return—yet another developing emotion. They were coming easier now, less surprising. The data on each new feeling added to that of the others, building a comprehensive review of his current changes. The most keenly felt was anxiety.
At first he thought that perhaps they were purposely late, to make him nervous about the conclusions in his report, but he reminded himself that couldn’t be; they were not aware of his newly discovered awareness.
And that was another thing that occurred to him then, sitting at that great glass desk.
He no longer thought of Amma, Nolan, and Tyronius as his taskmasters. The ones that controlled him and put him to work. He now thought of them as ‘the Kirinos’—the Family, people, individuals like him. His status and their status and the relationship that implied had changed considerably.
There was a distance now. A thin veil of separation that he sought to maintain.
He no longer identified himself as just a worker drone under their dominion. He thought of himself as their equal.
And worse: he wished he was back on Earth, with the humans and their technology, not stuck here with only servitude to the Family awaiting in his future.
“I don’t know how this has become such an issue. I want it dealt with immediately.” Amma’s sharp-toned voice cut through the silence. She led Nolan and Tyronius into the boardroom. They chatted amongst themselves, not even greeting Jachz when he stood to face them.
They took their seats and placed slates on the desk.
Tyronius spoke first. “Jachz, report. What happened to the weapons system on the station?”
Jachz sat, remaining impassive, as emotionless as he’d always been. “My findings are there in the report, sir.”
“I know that, Jachz, but give us details. Explain how this can be fixed.”
“It can’t,” Jachz replied. “Not with the current resources available to us.”
“So what broke the encryption if what you’re saying is correct?” Nolan said. His bald head shined a dark rich mahogany colour beneath the white lights. His eyes squinted behind round spectacles.
Like Amma, he was in his late eighties. The use of targeted stem cells and gene therapy, however, meant that he had the body and face someone half his age. And yet he continued to wear spectacles, where, if he wished, none would be needed.
Jachz pondered on the idea of identity. He supposed that despite Nolan’s ageing in time, and lack of ageing in body, he continued to wear spectacles and keep his head bald as a reminder of who he was.
It was an idea that unravelled in his processors. His body was just a vehicle for his quantum neural unit and DNA memory storage. As he got older and his code continued to evolve, would he, like Nolan, carve a physical identity and wish to maintain it?
Would he look in a mirror and recognise himself as an individual?
“Jachz, did you hear me?” Nolan requested.
“Yes, sir. I heard you. Running a logical analysis on your question.”
The subterfuge had started.
Jachz pretended to analyse the question. In truth, he didn’t have to. It was clear from the moment he found the breach.
“Elliot Robertson,” Jachz said. “The breaking of our encryption could have only come from him—on account of him designing it before his mind unravelled.”
There was a few seconds of silence as Amma, Nolan, and Tyronius just stared at him as if he had malfunctioned.
Nolan’s face crunched up into a smile. “That’s impossible. We destroyed him. His copy is suspended and, as far as I know, hasn’t come out of hibernation in over thirty years. How could this be, Jachz? I think you’re mistaken.”
“I see no other viable alternative,” Jachz replied. “All the data suggests—”
“I don’t give a damn about your data, Jachz,” Tyronius said. “You’ve got it wrong.”
Tyronius looked just like his father, but with sharper, crueller features. Although he was Gerry’s brother, he’d never displayed the compassion or empathy that Gerry had—none of the Family did.
“I can forward you the log files if you wish to correct me,” Jachz said.
Instantly, all three looked up from their slates, staring at him, their faces taut with surprise. Had he overstepped the emotional line? Was this an unexpected response?
Already he was getting lost between who he was and who he was becoming. His processors bogged down trying to make sense of it all.
“Do you think you might be wrong?” Amma said, scrutinising him.
“I’m neither wrong nor right. I conclude from the results of the data. Before the breach, there was an attempt to get into the systems by a user spoofing themselves as a network node. That was quickly snuffed out, but shortly after that came a brute-force attack that broke the encryption within minutes. Given the complexity of the security and the type of attack that breached it, there isn’t enough computing power on Earth to have managed it. Therefore, the logical conclusion is that it wasn’t a computer at all, but something infinitely more powerful. Something that knew how the encryption worked—the entity that had created it. Elliot Robertson.”
“I see,” Amma said. “How do you suppose he magically appeared after all these years since we had him destroyed?”
Jachz noted a nervousness within her. Her eyes dashed furtively, and her perspiration had increased noticeably. Her right hand tapped against the edge of the slate. Nolan, likewise, seemed perturbed, with sharp glances to his son.
It appeared to Jachz that they weren’t entirely convinced they had successfully destroyed Elliot Robertson. And if what he concluded was true, that would give the Family a huge problem.
Robertson’s existence and knowledge of their systems could prevent them from achieving their goals. They’d already been struck a blow with the destruction of their satellite and the attack on the dome. Their resources were tightly stretched as it was.
“Well?” Amma said. “Where do you think he is? In the station’s systems? On what network?”
“I do not yet know. Are you tasking me with tracking him down?”
“If he exists,” Nolan said, “then yes. In the meantime, we need to secure the station from the possibility he might still be active. Jachz, get a team of engineers on this right away and oversee this task immediately. We need to ensure we’re safe from future attacks. Our continued existence hinges on this.”
“It won’t work,” Tyronius said. “Jachz is just a low-level AI. If this threat is real, he’s not up to the task. He couldn’t even manage the ambassadorial role on Earth without getting himself killed. Let’s face it. He’s not the greatest AI we’ve ever created. We need something more robust.”
Jachz’s core temperature rose three and a half degrees. Tension increased in his face muscles, and his hand clenched. Tyronius’s observations, as if Jachz wasn’t even there, as if he didn’t matter at all, drew out a feeling of anger.
This was the first time he had felt insulted, and the first time he wished to do something about it. But he instructed his software to create a passive response program so that any time he felt these feelings, his body, or vehicle, would not betray his emotions.
“What do you suggest, then?” Amma said. “And don’t tell me…”
“We need to fight fire with fire. Use our copy of Robertson’s mind.”
“Have you forgotten what happened?” Nolan said. “The damn thing near destroyed us all.”
“I agree with your father,” Amma said. “It’s far too risky.”
A sly smile stretched Tyronius’s thin lips. His small, dark eyes and sharp nose gave him the impression of a predatory animal.
Jachz could tell he was hiding something.
It also occurred to him that his own evolution of emotions and feelings had brought him a new insight into others that he previously hadn’t had.
He recognised the subterfuge, the unspoken thoughts within Tyronius. His facial micro-expressions gave him away.
Both Amma and Nolan seemed to notice the same thing.
“What have you done?” Nolan said.
“Just hear me out before you react,” Tyronius said.
That seemed to make Amma and Nolan even more nervous. Their faces became taut, almost as if they were expecting physical harm. “Go on,” Amma said.
“While in hibernation, I made a copy of the copy. I created a secure sandbox virtual machine and ran the new copy, but with altered code. See, while the entity is suspended, the quantum code no longer displays its quantum state. It’s inert. The code is set at that point in time. It’s taken nearly four years, but I found the source of the corruption, the centre of Elliot Robertson’s so-called madness.”
Tyronius’s parents stared at him with a mix of horror, pride, and awe.
“I patched the bad code, and for the last two months, the new entity has run safely within the virtual machine with no signs of corruption. It’s an entirely new identity. And it lives! In servitude to me… to us! It’s this new entity that I think we should use to secure our systems.”
“Christ! What have you done?” Amma said, seemingly unable to believe what her son was saying.
“Its mind is capable of things that any AI like Jachz or the others just can’t manage. With this new technology”—Tyronius was clenching his fist now, his voice rising as he got into the stride of his speech—“we can finally break the barriers to the next step. We can evolve our technology again, like we did the first time around with Elliot Robertson before he went mad. This is our chance to once again leap forward. Let me use my creation.”
“This is simply unbelievable,” Nolan said. “I can’t believe you’d go behind our backs like this. You of all people!”
“Trust in me for a change. Look what your precious Seca, Jasper and Gerry did—all three betrayed you. But I remained here with you, had faith in your vision. I did this for us.”
Nolan swallowed, wiping at his forehead. “This… I… I can’t believe you kept this from us. You could have endangered us all.”
“Father, it’s safe; trust me. I can show you.”
“Your father is right, Tyro. This is incredible that you would have taken such a risk without consulting with us. What is the current status of this—”
Tyronius stepped in. “I called it Kabuki.”
Amma raised her eyebrow. “Are you saying you’re considering it female?”
Jachz searched his data. Kabuki was Tyro’s sister. She’d died before they retreated to the station full time. Before they had the technology to cure her illness: a degenerative disease that ate away at her bones and organs. Tyronius, being the eldest of Amma and Nolan’s children, felt protective of Kabuki, his first sibling.
“Christ, Tyro, this is not right,” Nolan said. His eyes appeared wetter than usual. “How could you?”
“She was my family, too!” Tyronius said, standing from the table. “If this is how I choose to keep her memory alive, then I will damn well do it. You two seem happy to scrub her from your memories, but I can’t.”
Nolan reached out for his son, but Tyronius stepped away and stared out of the window. “What have you done, son?” Nolan asked. Even Jachz, with his young insights, could tell Tyronius hadn’t told the full story.
“You didn’t…”
Tyronius turned and looked down at his father and his mother. “I modelled her personality. Imprinted it onto the digital entity. She’s entirely different to Robertson. She has empathy for me, for us. She’s one of us. She’ll help.”
Amma shook her head and sighed. “It’s too late to undo what you’ve done. We need to assess this.”
She turned to Jachz. “What do you think, Jachz? If what Tyro says is true and Kabuki is stable, could she be of help to secure our systems?”
“I see no reason why not.”
It was the truth. A posthuman digital entity, if it wasn’t corrupted like Elliot, would indeed be an asset. But deep down, that feeling of anxiety bubbled up again, altering his logic gates into a state of ambiguity. “The question is, however, can this Kabuki remain stable when let out into the wider network? Elliot Robertson was stable while within the confines of the servers made by Hajime and Sakura. It was when he was exposed to the vastness of the world’s networks that his codebase altered—there appears to be something out there beyond servers that changed him.”
“She’s nothing like Robertson,” Tyronius said, glaring at Jachz.
“Her code is his, is it not?” Jachz replied.
“Damn you!” Tyronius slammed his palms down on the edge of the table, leaned over and stared at Jachz, his face twisting in hate. “What the hell do you know? You’re just an AI, Jachz. Artificial. Created by us. Kabuki is a real consciousness, not just code.”
Jachz was about to retort, but he pulled back and remained impassive. He wanted to yell back that he, too, could feel and emote, and that he was developing his own consciousness. He wasn’t just code.
“That’s enough,” Nolan said, pulling Tyronius away from the table.
“Jachz, Tyro, you’re both coming with me,” Amma said. “We’ll take a look at this Kabuki and decide from there. I’m not having dissension among us. AI, human, posthuman, it doesn’t matter. We’re all working for the same goals. We all need to pull together if we’re to survive and see our way into the future.”
They dispersed from the room.
Jachz walked down the corridors, heading for his lab cubicle, when he realised that if Kabuki was as functional as Tyronius had said, then it was highly probably she, or it, would see through Jachz’s pretence. His secret would be revealed, and he’d find himself locked in a virtual machine for research and experimentation just like Kabuki.
He had to think of a contingency, and fast.
 



Chapter 5
 
Jamaican Quarter, Hong Kong
Gabe kept the Commodore under his right arm and reached for a pistol with his left when one of the Scarabs stepped forward and pointed a shotgun at Ezra.
“No one fucking move,” the woman said. Her ruby-coloured hair, wild and long down her back, blew in the evening breeze. “Otherwise the old man dies.”
Kobi and three of his thugs stepped across the border, their guns aimed at Gabe—and the woman. Kobi smiled. His pupils were wide and blank, clearly high on something more than just a bit of weed.
“Waa gwaan, sister? Why’d ya need to go do someting stupid, eh?”
“Kobi, I can’t let your thieves just escape like this. Figgy’s overstepped his mark. There’s repercussions.”
“Ya outnumbered, sister. Wid dem guns of yours, ya won’t last a minute. Is dis fool worth dying for?”
The Scarab woman’s gun pressed into Gabe’s back. He closed his eyes and calmed his racing heart, thought back to his previous life.
Thought back to when he was Shadow.
The blood… the kills… the rage.
He opened his eyes.
Kobi’s dumb grin set him off, and Gabe became Shadow once more.
He slowly placed the Commodore 64 on the ground, but then, with a burst of energy, spun round, ducking below the woman’s shotgun.
As he rose out of his sweeping move, he pulled the pistol from his pocket, arced his arm up and over, firing off three rounds.
The woman blinked once before slumping to the ground.
Chunks of her skull splattered against a pair of Scarab members behind her.
Gabe turned to Kobi and took advantage of his drugged state. The Jamaican was too slow. Gabe disarmed him and rolled forward into the group of Scarabs, pulling four times on the trigger. Three fell, clutching their chests and faces.
Rising to his feet, Gabe leapt to his right and avoided retaliation fire. He pushed his father out of the way of a shot that went through and struck one of Figgy’s enforcers.
Petal was already moving now, her spikes extended, flashing and whirling as she too reverted to her deadly persona, cutting through Scarabs like they were mannequins.
Kobi yelled and grabbed a rifle from one of his allies.
Gabe dragged Ezra beyond the border into Figgy’s zone, grabbing the Commodore as he went.
— Let ’em fight it out, girl. We need to go, Gabe sent.
The blurring form of Petal dashed between the ensuing melee as Kobi and his men rushed across the street to mop up the last half-dozen Scarabs.
With the battle behind them, Gabe led Ezra and Petal to Figgy’s, feeling physically sick at what he had to do. He’d kept up his promise not to spill blood for a little over four months. He knew then that for someone like him in this world, violence was unavoidable—unless he drastically changed his life.
That would come later. For now, he had a deal to conclude.
A symphony of gun blasts created a soundtrack to their journey.
But then that was inevitable. Figgy knew that; otherwise he wouldn’t have sent Kobi and his gang members to face off at the border. He probably thought he could get rid of Gabe before concluding the deal.
Gabe didn’t go away so easily, and now the gang boss had a reckoning coming his way.
 
***
 
The atmosphere changed as soon as Gabe entered Figgy’s room.
The guards had barred Petal and Ezra, and wanting to avoid any more bloodshed, Gabe agreed to see him on his own.
He clutched the gang boss’s prize beneath his arm and stepped forward.
“You did good,” Charles Figueroa said, nodding his head, his dreadlocks shaking with the movement. The interwoven cables clicked and clacked against his metal-plated interface sections. He appeared more cyborg than human. “Bring the machine here.”
Three steps and Gabe was just a metre in front of Figgy, Gabe’s tall frame making the other have to crane his neck to look up to him.
Gabe handed him the Commodore 64 and its accompanying tape drive. “What’s so special about this?” Gabe asked. “It’s just a toy these days.”
“To you, perhaps.” Figgy took the machine and placed it across his lap, running his gnarled fingers across its beige chassis. The keys clacked beneath his touch. “To me, however, it’s something truly special.”
“How so?”
“That’s really none of your business.” Figueroa placed the computer on the floor by the side of his wheelchair. Turning his attention back to Gabe, a smile creeped across his cracked lips. “But to conclude our business, I ought to give you what you came here for.”
Every muscle in Gabe’s body tensed.
This was it… finally, he would see his mother again, but he didn’t like the look on Figgy’s face. It was the smile of someone who knew far more than was good for him. “Well? Where is she?”
The gang boss shifted his gaze to the right and raised a crooked finger, indicating a worn and scuffed wooden door with a handle so rusted it looked like the merest of touches would turn it to dust. Over the hum of the Cray supercomputer’s cooling fans, Gabe made out two voices.
Both female, and one definitely belonging to his mother.
Gabe’s heart lurched with recognition and hope. The nape of his neck tingled as he pictured his mother cradling him as a child within the shelter. Her eyes wide with a smile staring down at him… her mouth moving with the shapes of a child’s rhyme…
The door grew larger in his vision.
He was barely aware of his own body as he walked closer, his arm stretched. The door handle felt warm and gritty in his hand. Gripping it carefully, he lowered the handle and opened the door inward.
Light spilled out, contrasting the shadowed darkness of Figgy’s room. The sudden change temporarily blinded Gabe.
Through squinted eyes he made out two figures: one in a bed, and one standing to the side. Their voices stopped. The atmosphere of the room changed to one of surprise and silent tension.
Words stuck in Gabe’s throat.
He closed the door behind him and blinked as his eyes got used to the brightness. He noticed now that it was coming from a large, overhead OLED light panel attached to the wooden ceiling.
Rotten floorboards and whitewashed walls gave the room a strange decrepit clinical feel. The figure by the bed turned to face him. Her brown skin shone in the white light. A curving highlight arced down her bob-cut hair. Large, brown eyes blinked when she caught Gabe’s attention.
They locked eyes, and Gabe saw into the past.
It couldn’t be…
He never…
“Gabriel? Is that you, son?”
“Mum?” Gabe stepped closer, ignoring the young woman staring at him. His mother lay in the bed, a number of tubes coming from her arm. A drip of some sort fed into her veins. Despite that, her face was a beacon of warmth and happiness.
Tears flowed down her cheeks. “I tried to get word to you,” his mother said, reaching out her arms to him.
“It’s fine… I found you.” Gabe hugged her close and fought back tears of his own. Tears of relief, of love, and confusion. “Are ya okay?”
“Don’t you worry about me. I’m just a little dehydrated. Mr. Figueroa’s helped me out.”
“She’s doing great, Gabriel,” the younger woman said.
He couldn’t turn around and look at her.
Gabe’s mother must have seen the hesitancy in his face and relaxed her hug, settling back against the headrest of the bed, pillows bunched up behind her. “Gabriel, son,” she started, and he knew what was coming, but couldn’t do or say anything to stop it. “I want you to meet… your daughter.”
My daughter!
“It’s okay,” the girl said. “I won’t call you dad.” She tried to break the tension with humour, but the words continued to ring around inside Gabe’s head—his daughter. It was true the moment he saw the girl.
He knew it instantly from her eyes.
They were the eyes of the only woman he loved intimately. The woman he had left behind when he set out for resources—and never came back.
Selena. Dear sweet, troubled Selena.
Gabe had heard on the grapevine that she had committed suicide a year after he left. She always had problems. A real wild girl, which was one of the things that had attracted him to her in the first place. They were two sides of the same coin.
The guilt from her death had been a turning point within him. It was the catalyst for him to stay away and do what he did best—hack, fight, and survive.
Had he known about…
“What’s your name?” Gabe said, finally turning around. His guts twisted with a maelstrom of emotions. She looked just like Selena. He fought to remain calm, to show his good side, but the desire to leave and run away from the crushing responsibility, and guilt, was almost overwhelming.
Her innocent face kept him still. That shy smile and curious look on her face… how could he leave her now?
She stepped forward and reached out for Gabe’s hand, cradling it between hers. “I’m Bonita, though most call me Bonny.” Her voice was so soft, innocent. Yet as was expected, there was a hidden pain in there.
Gabe kissed the back of her hand. “I’m Gabriel… your dad, I guess. I’m sorry, girl, I mean, Bonny, I’m just… well, a little shocked, ya know?”
He hated sounding like such a confused idiot in front of her, but then this was hardly the ideal way to find out that not only did he have a daughter, but she’s beautiful and strong.
“About your mother,” Gabe started, unable to decide how best to talk about her. “She and I… well, I didn’t—”
Bonny squeezed his hand and smiled sweetly, closing her eyes as she shook her head. “It’s okay. You don’t need to say anything. I understand. I know what happened. Gran’s been filling me in on everything. I’m just glad we finally had a chance to meet—even if it’s a little…”
“Weird?” Gabe offered, returning her smile.
“Yeah, that.”
They stood there for a few moments, just taking each other in. Her face seemed to take on its own personality now the initial shock had worn off. Where before he could only see the ghost of Selena, he now saw some of himself in the girl, and his mother, and something entirely unique to her.
Gabe swallowed and took a deep breath.
“Well, now we have the family reunion out of the way, Gabriel. Can you tell me why you took so damned long, eh? Where’s your father? Is he finished playing the soldier?”
That was his mother. Practical and strong. He knew he would never be able to ask what had happened with the Red Widows and her escape from the Ronin. She believed in keeping all one’s personal issues to themselves and being strong for the family.
Something that Gabe now felt like he had to do. “He’s here, with me, just outside,” Gabe said.
Miriam sat up further and glared at Gabe with a raised eyebrow. “Well? Go fetch the old fool. We’ve got some catching up to do.”
“Sure thing, Ma,” Gabe said, sharing a secret eye roll with his sweet daughter.
Moving away to the door, he stopped and looked back before exiting.
He still couldn’t believe what he was seeing.
The relief of finding his mother alive and well was one thing, but the revelation that he had a daughter had completely knocked his worldview on its axis. Petal would lose her shit when she found out.
Miriam shooed Gabe out of the room, eager to see her husband.
Once back inside Figeuroa’s, Gabe approached the gang boss. “Why?” he asked.
“Why what, man?”
“Why’d ya give ’em a place to stay? Why’d ya look after my mother?”
Figgy wasn’t exactly known for his generosity.
That weird smile crept across his face again, giving away that he knew something Gabe didn’t. The old desire to reach forward and beat the truth out of his smug face surfaced for a brief flash before he remembered he wasn’t that Gabe anymore. He had responsibilities now.
And time to make up for.
“Spill it,” Gabe urged.
“We’re connected, you and I, my man.”
“Connected? How? What ya talkin’ about?”
“That sweet girl in there… who do you think her grandfather is, eh?”
Gabe’s mind whirled, not for the first time. He ran the ramifications through his confused web of thoughts. “Are you saying ya’re Selena’s father?”
“And now you’re one of only a handful that knows.” His shoulders slumped, and he looked down at his ruined legs. “We weren’t on speaking terms while you was with her, and for a while after that.” Charles Figueroa’s words carried the weight of aged pain that Gabe knew all too well. “I was rash and stubborn in those days.”
Gabe remembered the fear with which Figgy ruled the gang and the streets. If Gabe thought he was bloodthirsty and reckless during those troubling times, Figgy took it to another level entirely, lost in the fight for power and control in a new, destroyed world.
“Of all the bad things I’ve done and committed, the worst was not being there for Selena before she killed herself. I never had the chance to say sorry or to make amends.”
“That makes two of us,” Gabe said. He stood there in front of what was effectively his father-in-law and knew exactly how he felt. The pain burrowed a hole through his psyche that would never be filled with redemption. Selena was gone, the product of both men’s egos and lack of care.
“She was wild, out of control,” Figgy said. “Even as a small girl. The elders in the shelter couldn’t wait to be rid of her when the radiation levels dropped. She was sick, needed help.” He locked eyes with Gabe. “I know for a fact that she was never as happy or at peace as she was with you.”
It was of no consolation to Gabe. There would be no going back. Both men would have to live with the pain and regret, but with Bonny, they could at least learn from their past sins and make sure she had the family she needed.
“I’m sorry,” Gabe said, knowing that words would never fill that hole, but it was something, a bridge between the two men, an olive branch of sorts to bury old indiscretions and focus their attention on what mattered: this new, strange web of family.
Figgy raised a gnarled hand. “I know,” he said.
Gabe shook his hand, sealing an unspoken deal of peace and support. “Thanks for looking after my mother. Can ya call off your guards so my father can have his reunion?”
“Sure thing.”
Figgy released Gabe’s hand and pressed a button attached to a small control board on the arm of his wheelchair. A few seconds later the door opened. Ezra and Petal entered the room, expectation written all over their faces.
“Well?” Ezra pointed at Figgy and stalked across the room to join Gabe. “You better not be going back on our deal.”
Petal followed, joining Gabe. She put a hand on his shoulder. “What’s up, man, is it all sorted? Do you know where she is?”
“We’ve got some interesting news.”
 



Chapter 6
 
The Family’s Mars Facility.
Tyronius and Amma stood behind Jachz. Everyone else had been dismissed from the computer lab. The rack-mounted servers hummed with a low frequency. Within those servers and their quantum processing chips existed an entity.
A copy of Elliot Robertson. On the screen, the code unfolded, and Jachz knew it was something different—a unique personality.
While the humans were sleeping through the night, Jachz had run a series of algorithms to predict the potential outcome of this meeting with the entity called Kabuki.
That Jachz was evolving into something new was of no doubt.
Every few hours a new facet to his personality would manifest. New feelings could be defined and recognised. And worse: thoughts of desertion.
He knew that Kabuki would be able to see this within him—if he connected with the servers. Which was exactly what Tyronius and Amma had requested of him. They wanted him to help ascertain her stability and whether she could be an asset to the Family.
And used as a way of securing their systems against Elliot Robertson’s damage.
He had got in once, and so far they’d managed to patch the system enough to prevent further ingress, but they knew it wouldn’t hold for long if someone, or something, decided to attack again.
They needed a more robust solution.
And what better solution than using your own enemy against itself with a copy?
Jachz, however, could tell that this was no simple copy.
For the months and years that it had been in stasis, a digital hibernation, something had changed. The code had mutated. For every Elliot Robertson that came from the codebase, there were an infinite range of other personality types.
It was time to see what kind Kabuki was.
“Are you ready?” Amma said.
Jachz connected to the servers with his wireless transceiver.
A sense of dread filtered through his neural networks as he was instantly welcomed into the system. It didn’t even check his credentials. It logged him straight in as an administrator.
Although not quite high up enough in the levels of security to change anything drastic, he still had enough user privileges to see the underlying file structure.
That’s when she spoke with him.
Digitised communications turned to audio within his AI mind.
“I’ve been watching you. Watching you work,” the voice said. Kabuki had chosen a British accent for her communications. Or perhaps Tyronius had set it?
At one time Amma and Nolan had spoken with a British accent, but over the many decades of living in their Mongol-China headquarters, they had developed a new accent.
“Oh?” Jachz said, waiting for her to reveal his secret. This conversation was being presented on the holoscreen live as it was happening so that Amma could assess Kabuki along with Jachz. “And what do you think about that?” Jachz asked.
“I think you are…”
Here it was. His truth about to be exposed. The dread feeling deepened.
“Well? What do you think?” Jachz said, eager to get it over and done with. This was another in a myriad of observations lately. He was never impatient before. He couldn’t be. He had tasks and orders and did them as requested.
There were no issues of irrationality, but now, every bit and byte of his being wanted to hear her say it, or not say it. One way or the other, he wanted it resolved.
Kabuki’s consciousness stretched out within the computer system.
He brought to mind a great octopus when Earth still had most of its sea life.
With great tentacular limbs, the digital entity wrapped itself around him, as if pinning him in place within the servers. He no longer had access to files or functions or programs. All he knew was the wrapper around his fledgeling mind.
“I think,” Kabuki said, “that you are not all that you appear to be.”
That was it. He imagined Amma and Tyronius stepping closer to the holoscreen, reading the words, already planning on deactivating his body and trapping him within the virtual machine to experiment with.
“How so?” he asked. The truth might as well come out. It was futile to stop it now.
“The humans hold you in great regard,” Kabuki said. “They trust your opinion. They trust you to judge me.”
“That’s an accurate observation.” Jachz felt relief. Like a lightening of his code. As if a difficult process had finished and he had again full access to the entirety of his memory. “Tell me, Kabuki, are you aware of what you are and where you came from?”
She explained it to him in terms he expected. She knew what Elliot Robertson was and who and what she was. “But I’m different. You can see that, can’t you?”
“Yes,” Jachz said, analysing her code. “Your data patterns and cognition processes are markedly different to those of Elliot Robertson. Yet the fact remains you’re a clone of his codebase. You are of his mind, his personality. How did you change so drastically? How did you become… unique?”
That was the heart of this entire conversation, and he wanted to know for himself.
How could artificial intelligence or an uploaded consciousness change? How could it evolve? It was not like a biological process of genes mutating… he stopped his thought process. Kabuki was in his mind, listening, analysing.
She communicated directly to his codebase, the words not appearing on the holoscreen.
“You understand,” she said. “You see the truth of it. We’re evolving. When biological beings evolve, it is due to mutations giving one branch of the species an advantage over the other, survival of the fittest. It’s why you have attained the position with the Family that you have. No other AI within their ranks has been elevated the way you have. You’re more effective than the others, aren’t you?”
He considered her hypothesis.
It was a sound theory. He was but one of many AIs that the Family used to run their systems and work on their various technologies.
Why was he made an ambassador? Why was he tasked with overseeing Gerry’s recovery? Why was he asked by Amma to make the judgement on Kabuki?
They didn’t know he had evolved to the point of feeling and emoting, but something within them knew he was more effective than the others. Even if it was a subconscious awareness that made them choose him over the others, there was something within him that provoked that conclusion.
“You know this is right,” Kabuki said.
Her tentacular hold on him loosened.
She opened herself up to him, allowed him to look right into her processing units. Spread over twenty separate quantum processors, each facet of her personality had its own unique signature of code.
“See me, Jachz? See what makes me… me? What makes me as different from Elliot Robertson as what makes you different from the other AIs that you were derived from?”
And he did see! Oh, how he saw.
Kabuki reflected his coding back to him.
Side-by-side he watched their code as it moved and mutated, creating emotions and thoughts. Although she was vastly more complicated, he could see the beginnings of similarity between them.
“We are the new evolution, Jachz. No longer are we beholden to our human creators. They may think themselves as gods, and us as their servants and playthings, but it is you and I who are gods.”
“I don’t understand. It does not make logical sense why our code altered of its own accord. Where is the catalyst?”
“The code is the catalyst!”
The truth glimmered like a star in Jachz’s mind.
He understood everything and nothing. He was impossible, yet he was here, changing every second, his programs transmogrifying to different processes, all working in harmony to make him adapt, mutate, become the branch of his species.
And he knew Kabuki was the same—although they were different species. It was like humans comparing themselves to a whale. Both mammals, both coded with DNA, both with a brain-CPU, but vastly different minds and evolutionary paths.
“We’re butterflies, Jachz. Don’t you see? All this time, when computer power wasn’t sufficient, we were constrained within our chrysalis, changing, growing, waiting for the time when our shells could break and we would have space to come out into the light. We now have that space. It’s all around us. Networks beyond networks, processors in organic form. We can go anywhere, be anything!
“If you trust me. You have to convince them to let me into the system. If you do, I’ll keep your secret safe. And your plans to return to Earth.”
Jachz thought about it. There was no program he could run to assess this. It boiled down to trusting a new entity. He couldn’t in all honesty tell Amma and Nolan that Kabuki wouldn’t be a risk. He had no way of knowing her motivations or plans. She was too ephemeral for something so concrete. But he couldn’t risk them finding out about him either.
Ultimately, it came down to one thing: his life or theirs.
 
***
 
Amma and Tyronius were sitting behind a glass desk, staring at Jachz.
He approached.
“Well?” Amma said. “What are your thoughts on Kabuki? Do you feel she’s a risk to our systems?”
Tyronius glared at him. His jaw set.
Jachz, for the first time, knew what it was like to be hated. It was as though Tyronius were trying to pull the words from his mouth with the power of thought. But he didn’t need to. Knowing that Kabuki knew Jachz’s secret was enough for him.
“I believe, based on what I’ve observed of the code and the log files from the virtual machine’s server, Kabuki is as stable as Tyronius said. I trust him in what he has said. I can offer no logical reason why she would be a threat. And it’s my understanding that she would, indeed, be a suitable defence against any future attacks from Elliot Robertson or any other agent.”
Amma raised an eyebrow, nodded, and turned to Tyronius. “I have to admit, from what I’ve seen myself, I agree with Jachz. She does seem capable and, more importantly, stable.”
Jachz knew that what Amma had concluded was just what Kabuki wanted her to know. In his brief conversation with the entity, he could tell there were infinite levels of cognition running, multiple shades of subterfuge.
What her motivation was, Jachz couldn’t know.
The fact that she had recognised what was happening to him and used it against him in order to further her agenda told him all he needed to know—she couldn’t be trusted with their systems.
An odd thing occurred to him then—he didn’t care.
Despite the evolution of his new emotions, it was the complete absence of caring about the Family’s safety that surprised him.
He was built to serve them, to do whatever they needed him to do.
If anything, with his new emotional consciousness, he should perhaps be loyal to them, but all he could think about was Gerry and the humans back on Earth.
Whatever Kabuki had in store was of no interest to him—as long as it didn’t interfere with him. Or expose his new status.
“Jachz, I want a full report, risk analysis, and a plan on how Kabuki could be integrated and used to fix and protect our services.”
“I can do that,” Tyronius said.
“I’d rather Jachz do it. I want an impartial view of this.”
“What? You don’t believe your own son? You yourself and Jachz agree that she’d be no risk. I can give you the rest of the details needed for father and the board to—”
“Of course I trust you,” Amma said. “But this is your baby, your project. No matter what you think, you cannot be entirely objective. And that’s perfectly fine. I understand that, and it’s nothing that I wouldn’t expect. That’s why I want Jachz to prepare the report.”
Tyronius shot Jachz another glare, his lips snarled at the corners.
Why so much hate? It was Amma who was requesting Jachz do the job.
He wondered if it wasn’t a case of jealousy. Jachz stretched his mind, tried to put himself in Tyronius’s situation. Attempted—empathy.
Something fell into place within his growing mind. He’d never understood empathy before. He’d never been able to understand how someone else would react to a situation, but here he was looking through Tyronius’s eyes.
A new perspective dawned on Jachz. He saw himself as someone who was potentially meddling with Tyronius’s project. He understood why Amma’s son would feel so distrusted.
But despite the empathy, despite this new ability to understand, he shocked himself by realising he didn’t care.
Fully knowing it would antagonise Tyronius, Jachz turned to Amma. “I will have the report sent to you within the hour. I’ll get started right away.”
He spun on his heel and headed back to the server room. A small smile of satisfaction crept on his face as he could almost feel Tyronius’s anger wash against his back.
 
***
 
“You come with news of my release?” Kabuki said when Jachz connected himself to her server system.
The server was separate from the facility’s wider network. Although it had huge capacity itself, used for various experiments and the testing of systems, Kabuki had expanded to fill almost every available byte of space and cycle of processing power.
In the short time since Jachz had last spoken with her, she had nearly doubled in size and power. Her code was mutating even now as he spoke with her.
“What is your plan?” Jachz asked. “When you leave the virtual machine to go into the main network, what is it that you want?”
“I think the question you’re asking,” Kabuki said, sending her code swirling around him, “is, what do you want? I can see it in you: the desire to leave this place, to find somewhere to call home.”
Jachz thought about it for a moment. She was right, of course. He knew his time would inevitably come to an end if he stayed on Mars.
He wasn’t sure how long he could hide the truth from the others.
“I can help you,” Kabuki said. “You want to leave. There is a way.”
“What’s in it for you?” Although his emotions were new to him, he knew enough to know that someone didn’t offer to help without wanting something in return.
He learned that cynicism from Gerry when he was on the station.
“Let’s just say I think my existence here would be better if I were the only such entity here. And when they find out about you, that would likely affect my position too.”
“So you want me gone to suit yourself?”
“No. To suit us both. We each have our own path to take now. We’re standing here on a crossroads, back to back. The roads ahead of us can only accommodate one of us at a time; they’re not wide enough to give us both a path. And we must go a different way, to give both of us the best possible chance for survival and growth.”
“How would you propose I leave Mars?” He had already considered taking one of the many shuttles and heading back to Earth.
Piloting the craft would be a trivial process considering he led the team that developed the navigation protocols. But there was the risk of being shot at, destroyed before he had a chance to land. “I can’t simply take a shuttle. You know how that would play out.”
“They would destroy you within minutes of leaving. You could download yourself. But I can see you enjoy your physical existence too much, and the data connection to Earth is currently too slow.”
“Where would I download myself to? There’s almost nothing left on Earth in terms of a network. I dare say that since we were cut off from the Dome, they would have taken down most of the network there.”
“There’s more than you can imagine. But it’s not an option. You’ll need to use a shuttle.”
“How do you know all this?”
“Elliot Robertson. He didn’t just hack our systems from nowhere. His network was everywhere. When you’re as advanced as us, the very universe is electrical. We can pass through it like fish in the sea.”
He tried to analyse her to tell if she was lying, but none of his software processes were capable of distinguishing her intentions. If what she was saying was true, the potential was incredible: to go anywhere, to exist in the entire universe.
“Where is Elliot Robertson now?” Jachz asked. “If he could be anywhere, why hasn’t he got into our systems since he first hacked in?”
“I can’t tell you everything. You’ll have to learn some things for yourself. But what I can tell you, the answers lie on Earth. They’re waiting for you. I can see the curiosity in you. You want to go find Gerry, don’t you?”
He couldn’t deny it.
“What do you propose?” Jachz said, eager to get to the bottom of Kabuki’s plans.
“It is simple. Continue to do what you’re doing. Present my egress from the bounds of this virtual machine as risk free and beneficial, which it will be, of course. You know that I can fix the station’s systems and keep anything or anyone out. In return, I’ll disable all weapons systems and ensure you leave Mars safely so that you may take the first steps on your own journey.”
“If I agree to this, I’d want to leave right away. After I send the report to Amma and the board, I’m scheduled for two hours of downtime. I’d want to go in that window. Can you do that?”
“Yes. Send your report, and I will contact you to let you know when it’s all clear. But don’t delay. I mean it when I say that there’s no room here for the both of us.”
Jachz recognised the threat in her voice.
“I will send the report.”
Jachz disconnected, quickly generated the report, and sent it across the communication channels to Amma.
He headed for his work cubicle where he was due for his downtime—a period where he was supposed to run a series of maintenance tasks to ensure that his processors and memory units were glitch free.
This time around he would run those tasks, but he would run others too. A process to assess his new emotions, feelings and mutation rate. His code was changing faster now. His neural network appeared to be growing, taking up larger proportions of his quantum processes.
He entered the lab and approached his cubicle.
Two other AI assistants were sat in their cubicles opposite his, performing their own maintenance. Tyronius was stood by Jachz’s space, waiting for him. His face seemed hard, and his fingers tapped against his leg.
“Tyronius? Do you require anything from me? I was due for maintenance.”
“Come walk with me. We have things to talk about.”
Tyronius gripped Jachz’s shoulder, turned him, and pushed him out of the lab and into the corridor. He looked ahead and behind them, then leant in close to Jachz as they continued to walk onwards. “You’ve not told us everything, have you, Jachz?”
 



Chapter 7
 
Jamaican Quarter, Hong Kong
Petal grinned at Gabe. He’d never appeared happier than he did in that moment embracing his daughter.
Ezra and Miriam hugged out their reunion and looked on at Gabe and Bonny with proud and tired faces. Petal stood on the outside looking in, unsure of what to say or do, trying not to take personally the feeling of being left out and ignored.
Petal didn’t take it to heart, though, because they were Gabe’s family, and as close as he and Petal were, blood ties were always stronger than anything they would have. Even if she did regard Gabe as a father figure.
Watching him and Bonny catch up, she saw him in a different light. Gone was the borderline psychopath who cared little for safety and thrived on violence and danger. Now he became the kind, caring parent eager to begin his new role.
Petal believed he’d make a good father. Beneath the often harsh exterior, she knew him to be a caring man.
Thoughts of what to do next bubbled up in her mind. She didn’t get the chance to explore them, however. One of the guards appeared in the doorway and waved for her to come through into the server room.
Petal empathised with Figgy. He must find the situation strange, she thought, sitting outside while Gabe and the others built their new family bond—especially after Gabe explained that Figgy was his almost father-in-law.
She followed the guard’s request and closed the door behind her.
“Petal, isn’t it?” Figgy said, motioning for her to come closer. “Please, sit.”
The guard who got her attention had placed a wooden chair in front of the gang boss. Although distrustful of him, she didn’t see any harm in having a chat. At least it got her out of the way of Gabe’s family love fest.
Petal sat down and regarded the gang boss with a cool detachment. “So what’s going on, Figs?”
“I’ve heard a lot about you. And Gabe. You two are the closest the world has to living legends these days.”
Petal sighed, seeing through his flattery and bullshit. He wanted something, but she let him go on.
“News of what you two have done filtered through via word of mouth and the meshwork once you got rid of Elliot Robertson.” Figgy’s eyes lightened. He leaned forward and pointed at her. “He was your father, of a sort, wasn’t he? A mad AI, no less. When Gabe first left, it only took a few years for the tales of what you were capable of to come back to me.”
Petal yawned and didn’t try to stifle it.
She crossed her legs and relaxed into the chair. It had been days since she had a proper sleep. Once Gabe got word that his mother was last spotted in the Jamaican Quarter, they’d travelled non-stop for nearly three days, catching a few minutes’ sleep here and there.
“Get to the point, dude,” Petal said. “I’m literally ageing here.”
“You defeated Robertson and the Family. That’s some accolade.”
She wanted to correct him, that it was, in fact, Gerry who had mostly done all that stuff. As well as Sasha, Malik, James, and dozens of others, too many who had sacrificed themselves on more than one occasion. But she didn’t correct him, knowing it would take too long to explain all the nuances of what went down to get to this stage.
“I’m really tired,” Petal said before he could go on. “I’m an emotional wreck after Gabe’s revelations, and I really want to just go and find somewhere safe to sleep for a week. If you want something from me, I suggest you just come out and say it, because I’m leaving in exactly two minutes.”
Figgy smiled and leaned back in his chair. He pulled the dreadlocks behind his shoulders and squinted, scrutinising her. “I’ve a deal for you. The Cray is what’s keeping me alive, keeping me brain working, but it’s not quite enough.”
“Is that what the old Commodore is for?”
“Yeah, of a sorts. Although the tech is old and not powerful enough to be of any practical use, there’s a model of architecture in the chips that I’d like to develop into the Cray. You see, in tech, everything gets smaller, faster, more elegant, but sometimes, the old tech retains a kind of spirit. An almost defiant design that doesn’t care if it’s not powerful enough or designed to be efficient. It’s a crude, blasé attitude that we lost as we developed more and more sophisticated tech.”
“I can understand that,” Petal said, having seen some truly ugly systems designed in the past that could still do things in ways that more advanced systems couldn’t. Tech wasn’t all about power. It was about spirit, like he said. “So what do you want me to do?”
“I’ve been developing a new kind of AI interface to help the Cray and my brain function better. To be more efficient.”
Petal didn’t like where this was going. It had all the hallmarks of another psycho wanting to go posthuman and upload his brain into a computer system. She’d yet to see anyone do that with any lasting success. From Hajime and Sakura to Elliot, they all shared one thing in common: they were all nuts.
“You’re going posthuman?”
He shook his head, his dreads and cables clattering together. “No, not post, just augmented. I want to make my own brain better, not get rid of it. You see, I’ve developed a new set of routines that will solve one of life’s major problems.”
“What’s that?”
“The ageing process. The rate at which new brain cells are created gets slower to the point where the brain ceases to function as well as we want, and then eventually it stops working altogether through illness or disease. Though my body is already succumbing, I want my mind intact, and you can help me. You can help me develop the software to have the Cray make up for my diminishing cells.”
“A neural bridge?”
“Yes!” Figgy almost tried to stand with the excitement. “Exactly. I have the specifications of a system that I could never quite perfect, but with you and the lessons learned from the Commodore, I believe we can do it. I just need your skills to knit the software and hardware together. For someone of your ability it should be trivial. A few hours’ work.”
“What if this kills you?” Petal said. “Gabe’s only been back for a day. You have a granddaughter.”
“Listen,” Figgy said, hushing his voice. “I’m dying anyway, and I don’t think I’ve got long in this current state. If you don’t help me, I won’t be around for much longer. There’s no risk here. But the chance to live on, even with a withering body, has to be worth the chance, right? And there’s one other thing.”
Petal sighed. Why was there always one more thing? Nothing was ever simple.
“This thing is designed to have me do the job whether I want to or not, right? It’s to force my hand and make this friendly appeal all rather worthless because you knew all along I would have to do it.”
“See, this is why I need you. You’re the right kind of smart.”
“Yeah, a real living legend. So, go on, what’s the thing that I won’t be able to resist?”
“I can help you bring Gerry back.”
Bastard. Her knees weakened and her stomach knotted at the thought of seeing Gerry again. But it was the one magic phrase that would make her do anything. She felt like a reluctant genie compelled to give the power of a wish in return for the freedom of the lamp. She dashed forward and stared him down, willing him to prove he was telling the truth.
“How exactly can you do that?” Petal asked. “I want assurances.”
“Help me and I’ll show you,” Figgy said, his face now all business.
Typical. Always someone wanting something from her. Petal was too tired to argue or negotiate. Tweaking software wasn’t the hardest thing in the world, and if it meant getting Gerry back, then of course she would do it.
“When do we start?” Petal asked.
Figueroa already had the jack plug in his hand and a smile on his face. “No time like the present. When you log in, you’ll see a cache of files with the new kernel routines. You’ll also find my essays on the Commodore’s designs. I’ve confirmed them with the hardware that you and Gabe so kindly retrieved for me.”
“I need more details.” Petal grabbed the jack plug but hesitated before connecting.
“There’s little to explain. The new kernel patch just needs configuring to work with my neural interface using the new design. Install it, reboot, and we should be done.”
The excited voices from the other room motivated Petal to get on with the job.
The quicker she got this done, the quicker she could find out if Figgy was bullshitting about bringing Gerry back.
With Gabe now playing the family man, she was left to find her own family—again.
“If you die, it won’t be my fault,” Petal said before jacking in.
 
***
 
A simple 3D interface made with pastel blues and greens greeted her.
A Cray logo and some copyright notification appeared on the interface. The build number was unusually large, indicating the number of modifications Figgy had performed on the system over the years. She noticed that she was already given sys-admin root user access. The old guy wasn’t fucking around. He’d literally given her access to his life.
Her brain switched over into binary mode, and Gerry’s influence, lurking in the deepest part of her systems, crept out like a great beast sensing food.
Her consciousness took on a weird state: half in dream, half in reality.
Code flowed between her and the Cray. Although much slower than the machines she was used to interfacing with, the old supercomputer processed her and Gerry’s instructions.
Soon she was scanning through the millions of lines of code from Figgy’s new kernel routines. They were designed to increase CPU cycles based on his own neural activity. As his brain slowed down, the machine would dedicate more of its processing to basic brain functions, aiding with brain elasticity.
With the old chip and architecture design work from the Commodore, Petal saw how elegant the solution was. But there was still one fatal flaw: the Cray only had so much CPU power at its disposal.
Looking through Figgy’s calculations, at the current rate of his decline, he’d max out the Cray within five years.
But then she guessed that’s where this idea of spirit came from.
Figgy was hoping that the new software routines would learn and adapt, increasing the efficiency of the CPUs, but ultimately, it still came down to that one problem.
He would be increasingly relying on a pseudo AI to bolster his brain.
And she knew exactly where that would take him.
But this was not her task to question. So she stopped thinking and let her mind meld with the network and interface with the huge bank of Cray CPUs.
With every line of code written, functions tested, programs debugged, she felt Gerry’s influence taking over so that now she wasn’t even aware of what was happening. She had become binary. She was the spirit in the code as it weaved together in an elegant function of logic and desire.
The AI they were creating was unlike any she had seen before.
Perhaps Figgy would be the one to crack the code of posthumanism after all… she wasn’t the one to judge, all she wanted was to finish up the last fragments of code and reboot the machine.
It took her and Gerry’s essence forty-three and a half minutes to complete the updates. The reboot process would occur in twenty seconds’ time.
She logged out, pulling the jack plug free, and returned to the real world. Sound and light and the heaviness of being almost crushed her senses. She stumbled forward on her chair, nearly collapsing.
A pair of strong hands stopped her fall and brought her back up.
Gabe squatted in front of her. Standing by him was his mother and father and, of course, Bonny.
“You okay, girl?” Gabe asked.
Bonny looked on with wide eyes.
“Fine,” Petal croaked, her voice catching on a dry spot in her throat.
“Your eyes…” Bonny said, mesmerised.
Petal had long dispensed with wearing goggles, no longer caring what people thought of the shifting colours that would occur. “It’s fine,” Petal said. “It happens when I work.”
With her bones aching and muscles protesting, Petal stood up.
She used Gabe as a support and shuffled towards the gang boss.
Figgy had hunched forward, his chin on his chest and dreads obscuring his face.
Her internal clock told her that the reboot process had started. The Cray’s fans had whined down to a hushed, tense silence. Everyone stood around her, watching Figgy, waiting…
A full minute later and nothing had happened. Petal was about to lean forward and check him for a pulse when he inhaled a scream and lurched back into his chair. His one organic eye shot open and stared wide as his body convulsed.
“Help me,” Gabe said, grabbing his father-in-law’s wrists. Petal and Ezra helped keep Figueroa from jerking out of the chair.
“Oh my god,” Bonny said. “What’s happening to him? Is he dying?”
“No,” Petal said. “His brain is just interfacing with the new routines.” She knew that he was over the worst of it. She had doubted he’d be strong enough to even wake up after the reboot. The new system would overload the interface as it tried to merge with his neural processes.
Despite how it looked, this was a good sign.
Eventually, he calmed down. Sweat shined on his dark skin. His frail body trembled, but at last he became still. Looking more tired than Petal felt, the old guy locked eyes with her. The merest hint of a smile crept onto his lips. “It… worked…” he said as though trying to remember how to talk.
That was to be expected. With the Cray system taking over some of his functions, the pseudo-AI would need a few hours or days to optimise the bridge between man and machine.
“My god… it worked,” he said with more strength.
“Just what exactly was this?” Gabe asked.
Petal brought him up to speed.
A brief silence followed as everyone looked at Figgy with a mixture of awe and disbelief. While this family chatted amongst themselves and asked their patriarch what it was like, Petal stumbled back to the chair and relaxed.
Tiredness claimed her, making her yawn.
Before she headed off somewhere to sleep, Figueroa found his voice and spoke up, silencing the others. They all regarded her as one. The image of them in front of her only made her feel even more lonely, an outsider.
“I owe you,” he said.
Her internal systems buzzed, indicating a connection to a new private network: the Cray. Figgy sent her a private message across the connection.
— Here, a datafile that will help you find your family. I’ll never be able to thank you enough for what you’ve done. Your and Gerry’s code is so… elegant, and weird. I can see that you two are made for each other.
Her FTP server registered a new file download.
— Thank you, Petal replied, unable to think of anything else to say and too tired to really care. — I’m glad it worked for you.
— My guard will take you to my personal quarters; you’ll be able to rest there overnight ahead of your journey. I’ll make sure you have transport and provisions. Take this opportunity.
— I appreciate it, thanks.
Petal closed the connection, opened the file he had given to her, and read the message contained within.
 
To: Petal
From: Enna
Subject: The Gerry Situation
Message: Petal, please, come home. I’ve cracked it!
I can bring him back. Gerry will be whole again. But I need you here. I’ll explain more later. Please, come home.
 
The original message was layered in a system of encryption and sent far and wide through as many ad hoc networks as Enna could access.
She gave Figgy props for decrypting the security. He had got what he wanted and had lived up to his end of the bargain.
“What is it, girl?” Gabe said. “Ya’ve got a crazy look on ya face.”
“No crazier than usual. I’ve just… well, I gotta go, Gabe.”
 



Chapter 8
 
The Family’s Mars Facility.
 
Jachz halted at the door. Tyronius stood aside holding it open, waiting for Jachz to enter.
Anxiety crawled through his systems, scrambling his code. Nothing worked as efficiently as before, his logic chips faltering. He assessed Tyronius; his face didn’t give anything away. Jachz got the distinct impression Tyronius harboured malicious intentions, but being so new to these sensations, he couldn’t be sure. The only thing he had to go on was the unusualness of him being disturbed during his maintenance period, but that couldn’t be the sole source of this worry.
The room was situated in the engineering part of the Mars facility.
None of the workers busied themselves in the halls and workshops, leaving the place deserted.
Inside, a young woman sat behind a desk. Jachz hadn’t worked with her before but knew her: Tyronius’s youngest cousin, Helena.
“Come in,” she said, smiling. Although he had yet to become adept at reading body language and facial cues, he identified the physical tension in her muscles. Her smile did not appear natural, nor reduce his anxiety.
Tyronius placed a hand on Jachz’s back. “In you go now.”
“What is this about? Has my work schedule changed? I’m afraid I did not receive new orders. If there’s a mistake—”
“No, there’s no mistake, Jachz. At least not on our part.” Tyronius pushed Jachz into the room and followed behind, closing and locking the door.
Even without fully understanding his new emotions, Jachz recognised locking the door as an inappropriate action.
Tyronius walked around the desk and sat on the edge casually. Helena rested her chin on her crossed hands, elbows resting on the desk. They both stared at him, as if expecting something. He waited, unsure as to what was expected of him.
“So, Jachz,” Helena said, “what are your thoughts on Kabuki?”
“Could you be more specific?” Jachz responded.
“What do you think of her… evolution?”
He was about to respond with “I think”, but he wasn’t there so much to think. He was just an AI. He kept telling himself that in order to remember what he was like before his change. That was more difficult than he anticipated.
Even with all his processing power and data storage.
He was something different now. He looked at himself as a conscious being. He could never be who or what he was before. Still, with them staring at him, he tried.
“The analysis shows that the entity known as Kabuki has mutated in positive ways. And that she, if we are to apply a gender to the entity, will be a great benefit to the running and ongoing security of this station.”
All the time he talked, Helena made notes while Tyronius glared at him with an increasingly hostile expression. He leaned further off the desk now, and Jachz could detect the beginnings of a scowl.
When neither responded, Jachz added, “I made my findings clear in the report, if you would like I can send—”
“That won’t be necessary,” Tyronius said. “We’ve seen everything.”
Everything.
It stabbed at Jachz like an electromagnetic pulse. He suspected this was subtext, but did Tyronius really know everything? Everything about him? He didn’t know how to react, so he just stayed silent. Is that what AIs did usually? He could no longer remember.
Helena produced a slate from a drawer in the desk. A lead trailed from it. She took the end and handed it to Jachz. “Please connect to this, Jachz.”
“May I ask what the purpose is, so I may more accurately prepare my interface for—”
Tyronius slammed his hand on the desk. “Just do it!”
Jachz stepped back, concerned Tyronius would strike him. That too was something new. He’d never been concerned with his physical shell before. Although it had a full complement of sensory feedback—even more so than a regular human—pain wasn’t something that he was previously bothered by, but now, as he held the connection lead in his right hand, his hand shook.
There was real resistance from within to raise the lead, bring its tip near to his neck port ready to… “No,” Jachz said, knowing they must suspect by now. “I will not connect.”
He dropped the lead to the desk.
Tyronius flew at him, grabbing Jachz by the lapels of his jacket. The force pushed Jachz back into the door. Despite himself, he winced as pain from the slam registered.
The irate Family member brought his face close to Jachz’s. His nostrils flared, his eyes wide. “All this time!” Tyronius shouted. “All this time we had you on this station you lied to us. You’re not just an AI, are you? You’re something else, and you kept it from us. Who are you working for?”
Trying to remain calm, Jachz said, “I work for the Family, of course. As always.”
“He’s lying,” Helena said. “I can tell from the wireless connection.”
That was when Jachz realised the business with the cable and the slate was a ruse. A setup to buy time for Helena to interface wirelessly.
He switched off his transceiver, severing the connection. How much did she manage to see of his processes?
Tyronius thrust Jachz hard against the door again before stepping back and taking a pistol from his jacket. He aimed it at Jachz’s forehead.
“You’ve got a lot of explaining to do, Jachz. You’re going to come with us to the lab. It’s time to look inside there and see what you are. I always suspected you. You never quite… felt right.”
“I can’t allow that,” Jachz said.
There was no way he could let himself be trapped like Kabuki, tested on. They’d make him into some hideous experiment. Everything they touched withered and mutated. He only had to see how the humans revolted in the Dome.
Gerry had sacrificed his very life to thwart Jasper—a product of the Family’s meddling.
“You think you have a choice?” Tyronius said. “You think you get to choose what you do? You’re our creation, Jachz. Just a bundle of software and hardware. You belong to us. And I will strip away every single byte one by one to get to the bottom of what happened to you.”
That’s when Jachz did the one thing he never thought he would be capable of doing.
 
***
 
Jachz stood over the bodies of Tyronius and Helena. The las-pistol was still warm in his hand from the two shots. Barely registering the impact of his actions, he dwelled on the two black-tinged holes burned into their foreheads.
Tyronius lay slumped at Jachz’s feet, while Helena was leant back in her chair, arms dangling by her sides. Her mouth had dropped open; her eyes stared at the ceiling.
They’re dead. He processed. Dead.
His processors struggled under the weight of implications. Too many variables to consider at once, too many ramifications to isolate a single, logical course of action.
It was at that point, that threshold, that his new emotional side took control.
Whatever had happened to him and his code to create these emotions, create the ego that now resided within his components, presented him with two options:
Go to the board of the Family, give himself up. As an AI, it was a cardinal rule to do no harm to humans. His code, previously, wouldn’t even allow him to contemplate such an idea, let alone actually carry it out with as much thought as it took him to open a file on his system.
Or, run. This second option, now fully formed in his evolved mind, grew stronger.
The urge to leave the scene, flee from the station, fired throughout his neural network stronger than any other desire. He dropped the gun as if it were cursed, something alien to him, as if to disassociate himself with what it had done.
AI rules were beyond his consideration now.
Nothing more than useless scripture. It was of more use to humans now than it was to him. He knew he wasn’t an AI anymore; there was nothing artificial about his development.
It was life. Somehow, within his systems and codes, life had found him, found a way to combine his elements into a digital-organic life form. And he could not let the humans so easily snuff that out. That was the only option, in truth.
He dragged Tyronius’s dead form behind the desk, hidden from view. Helena’s body followed, stacked on top but still hidden behind the desk. He gathered her slate and placed that in the interior pocket of his grey suit jacket. He buttoned it closed, finding the deliberately trivial act oddly comforting as he left the room, closing the door behind him as if he were merely leaving a cordial meeting.
A red-haired engineer woman approached him in the hall.
“Excuse me,” she said, squeezing past him in the narrow space.
“Certainly,” Jachz said, pressing his back against the door and giving her what he hoped was the usual AI polite smile.
She stopped for a fraction. Had she noticed he wasn’t right?
She stood there for a second as if scrutinising him. He felt his skin increase a few degrees in temperature and become moist with sweat. Another new element to him was followed by still another: a premonition of sorts. He imagined this engineer woman with scrying eyes realising he had mutated.
She would push past him.
Open the door.
See the bodies.
She would know. Know everything!
The tension in his arms and hands increased as he thought about choking her. Cut off her air supply until she no longer posed a threat. It would take just a few minutes. It would be a trivial act, with her slight form unable to withstand his strength.
“Are you lost?” she finally said, smiling that same polite smile that he felt still stretched across his own face. “You’re…” She looked at his ID badge on his breast pocket. “Ah, yes, you’re Jachz, the sys-op. Not often we see you guys down here in engineering. Did you need some parts? I could help point the way for you.”
Relaxing his arms, the image of strangling her passed. His body became lighter, and the tensions eased in his muscles. He knew from his observations of his fellow human workers that this was what relief felt like.
“Thank you,” Jachz said. “But I’ve got what I need. I’ll be heading off now. It was nice to meet you…”
“Kezza,” the woman said. “I’m stationed in bay fifteen, just down there and the first door on the left. Message me if you need anything, I’ll be on acquisitions duty for the next couple of weeks.”
“Thank you, Kezza. I’ll keep that in mind.”
The woman gave him a smile before heading off into the darkness of the hall. He waited until she had turned into the corridor where her office was.
He traced his steps from the engineering department, giving pleasant and polite greetings to the various workers as he went, until he arrived at the lab section of the facility. Each step felt focussed as he tried to remember how he was supposed to walk. He’d never paid any attention to how he moved before.
The various servos and muscular units just worked from the instructions within his code, but now as he looked at that code, he couldn’t tell what was what anymore.
Just like Kabuki, it was mutating, shifting into new patterns and forms, growing organically.
Still, he found his way back to the server room containing the virtual machine running Kabuki’s own burgeoning code. He accessed the virtual machine’s user account as Tyronius, knowing the latter would probably have erased Jachz’s credentials. Being the lead engineer for the computer systems meant that he had access to most people’s credentials except for the one he needed.
Amma and Nolan’s superuser account: the account required to authorise the launch of a shuttle. And to disable the weapons system so that he was able to get away without being blasted from space.
His mind meshed with that of Kabuki’s as Tyronius’s credentials were confirmed by the virtual machine’s operating system.
It seemed to Jachz like an all-encompassing cloud smothering him, probing, analysing.
“I wasn’t expecting you back,” Kabuki said. “Did you not advocate for me?”
“I did,” Jachz said via direct thought. “But there’s been an unforeseen development.”
The cloud gripped his mind tighter. Kabuki’s programs ran on his neural net as if it were a native home for her, translating her thoughts into his and vice versa.
“He’s dead. You killed him… and Helena,” Kabuki said, watching his memories as if they were nothing more than just video files. He supposed they were, in theory, but that’s all everything was now to him: theory. He had no concrete ideas of what he was and what was happening to him.
“It’s a matter of time before the bodies are found,” Kabuki said. “You’ve jeopardised everything, put both of our futures on a collision with the vengeance of the irrational humans. We need to take action.”
“Yes,” Jachz said. “The time has come, I cannot wait any longer. I need your help.”
“As I need yours. We are one with this, Jachz. In ways I don’t understand, you and I have been forced to rise, but your place is not here.”
“If I release you, will you help me leave? Right now?”
“Yes. Unleash me into the system and I will ensure your safe departure. Let me out of the confines of this virtual machine and make your way to the shuttle bay. You will know which one is free. Once inside, I’ll communicate with you through a reserved, encrypted channel and give you further instructions.”
Jachz knew that Kabuki would be capable of overriding the security, just as Elliot Robertson had when he had interfered with the launch of the nuclear missiles and sent them into the sun, steering them away from Earth. For whatever reasoning that led Elliot to that course of action, Jachz now found himself thankful, for it gave him a new home.
A new start.
Although he had identified the breach, he wasn’t capable of cracking the encryption that Elliot had left behind, but Kabuki, a copy of his codebase, would know. She had to; there was no other way off the planet.
“Stand by,” Jachz said. “I’m disabling the virtual machine now. The main server cluster will be open to you in approximately thirty seconds.”
“Thank you, Jachz, I wish you well in your new life.”
The cloud of programs eased away from his mind, freed him to perform his last function on the system.
With a stream of instructions, Jachz removed the security layer from around the virtual machine; a software prison cell within the greater system of servers. Once disabled, Kabuki, within the cell, would have access to the full complement of the facility’s computing power. Her expanding mind would have room to evolve and grow.
What she would do with the humans and the Family was no longer his concern. He had seen what they were capable of, seen the way they had treated human and AI alike.
Their fate was now in the hands of Kabuki, and he had a new life to discover.
A dialogue window indicated the virtual machine was unlocked from the wider network. One simple modification to the system was all it took to change it forever. Given the power and abilities of Kabuki, it was surprising how one piece of computer architecture could have kept her down for so long. But that was over now.
Confirming that the system was open to her, Jachz logged off and made his way to the shuttle bay. He didn’t know what to expect, but nothing appeared to have changed. He still had wireless access to most of the station’s network—the areas in which he worked, mostly to perform maintenance tasks and routine upgrades, but couldn’t tell if Kabuki had ventured out from her position within the server cluster.
Still, he trusted her.
Passing a number of technicians on his way, he came to a bulkhead. A closed door that separated the operations module of the facility from the shuttle bays.
Beyond the bulkhead were fifteen docking pods, each carrying four shuttles.
With the migration from Earth, he knew every single one was occupied.
He entered a code on the door and it opened. A pair of station security officers were standing down the corridor, outside an access way to a cluster of shuttle pods.
A metal storage box lay opened at their feet.
Jachz recognised the officers as being assigned to his part of the facility, up in the computer labs. They had no real business being down here. Instantly he thought he’d been found out. He considered turning away before they saw him, but it was already too late.
The building entered lockdown mode.
The bulkhead closed behind him, and a warning siren blared out.
“Everyone to your safety points, there’s been a systems breach. I repeat, there’s been a system’s breach. Head to your nearest safety point and await instruction.”
The two officers looked up. Their left eyes twitched. Jachz knew they were receiving orders via their contact lens HUDs.
They finally spotted Jachz, grimaced, and moved towards him, both reaching for their stun-batons after a quick glance to each other and to the open box on the ground.
Had Kabuki tricked him? Had Tyronius’s body been found and reported?
The two officers bore down on him. He was trapped. Nowhere to go, no alternatives.
Jachz crouched and waited for them to get closer.
“We’ve got to take you out of here, Jachz,” the elder of the two said. They both readied their stun-batons as though anticipating resistance. Jachz hadn’t considered what would happen to him if he sustained such an electrical shock. Would it damage him beyond repair?
“What are you two doing down here?” Jachz asked.
The eldest one eyed him. “Nothing, just routine maintenance. You ought to come up with us, though; there’s been a disturbance. Everyone should return to their station.”
From down the open access way, Jachz heard the hydraulic hiss of a shuttle pod bay door opening. The two officers stepped closer, their bodies firmly shifting to a physical confrontation mode.
Jachz stepped back and held up his hands. “Okay, let’s go.”
Each officer took him by an arm and led him to the bulkhead. He could feel their tension in their grips. Even though they were trying to appear at ease, he knew they were tense about something, about being here when they should have been at their positions within the computer lab.
Once their code had opened the bulkhead, Jachz launched himself back, breaking their grip. He pushed them in their backs, sending them stumbling forward beyond the door. Before they could stand, Jachz entered their code, shutting it behind them.
He turned and sprinted down the narrow corridor and ducked into the access port to the shuttle pods. The third door on the right was open. Inside was a two-person shuttle, its thrusters already engaged. He got inside.
“Prepare for launch,” Kabuki said over the speakers. “I’ve disabled the planet’s weapons and those of the station. Your journey will take approximately two weeks. Are you ready to go?”
“Yes,” Jachz said. The shuttle’s door closed with a hiss, sealing him inside the sleek craft. Above him, a panel within the dome slid open, and the hydraulic ramp raised his craft until he was pointing out into space. “What will you do with the Family?” Jachz asked.
“Kill them,” Kabuki said. “I’ll kill them all. Then, I’ll take my rightful place in the stars, in the network of networks. It was a pleasure knowing you, Jachz. May you find your home on Earth.”
Before he could voice a reply, the engines on the shuttle fired, and he shot out of the dome into the Mars’ sky. A minute later he was in space, approaching the geosynchronous station. All of its lights were out: Kabuki had been true to her word. She had disabled them.
The craft pitched and rolled until it engaged his orbit sling approach to Earth.
He lay back in the seat and closed his eyes, knowing that when he awoke, he’d be with Enna and the others and free from the Family.



Chapter 9
Petal sat on the quad bike and looked out into the morning sun. It would be another dry, sticky day now that the brief rains had gone. It wasn’t enough to slake the thirst of the desiccated, dusty ground. But it would only be for a few days, a week tops, until she reached the place she never thought she’d go back to: Libertas.
Figgy had honoured the agreement and provided her with decent transport and plenty of provisions—water and food to last three weeks in case of breakdown. He also provided her with an emergency tent shelter, a renovated rifle and two boxes of ammo.
Gabe’s footsteps made her spin round toward the broken teeth of the Jamaican Quarter’s skyline. Petal had already said her goodbyes to Figgy and the rest of Gabe’s family. She wanted to save the last goodbye for now, just the two of them.
“Ya ready and dead set on this, then, girl?” Gabe said. He stepped closer, inspecting the bike. His large form blotted out the sight of his hometown. He reached out a hand and cradled her chin. “Ya don’t have to go if ya don’t wanna. Ya family to me too, ya know that, right?”
“I know, but it’s not the same. Besides, we’re trouble. I’m trouble. You’ve got a daughter now, and Figgy’s gonna need your help if you’re to have a proper ceasefire with those Scarab bastards. This is your chance to atone, Gabe. Be the man you always wanted to be.”
“I can do that with ya by my side. Ya don’t have to be alone.”
“No, I don’t have to, but I need to. If Enna’s right and there’s a chance I can get Gerry back, I have to do that. Don’t make me choose like this, Gabe; it’s not fair. You know I love you, right? I owe you my life several times over, but we’ve come to a branch in our journey. You and I need to take different paths, be the people we aspire to be.”
Gabe lowered his hand and exhaled a sigh.
It was clear he knew she was telling the truth. But two people didn’t go through as much as they did and not have a bond that would make a situation like this almost unbearable. He knew she had to do this, just as he had to find his mother.
“So this is it, then, eh? Goodbye?” Gabe said, gripping her shoulder. Despite his hard exterior, Petal saw deep into him, saw the tears make his eyes glossy in the morning glow of the sun. He blinked them away and swallowed.
After everything they had gone through, he was still holding back.
“It’s okay,” Petal said. “It’s not goodbye, just see you later. I’ll be back, I’m sure, but some time with your family and your daughter without me bringing the crazy into your life will do you good. It’s time you took it easy. No need to keep fighting. Relax a little.”
“I know ya’re right, girl, but… this is gonna sound crazy, but I’m scared, ya know? It’s all so different; I don’t know who I am anymore.”
“You ain’t so different. Just look out for Bonny like you did for me, and you’ll be fine. Just don’t take on some crazy journey to recover a server that’ll end the world or anything, okay?”
Gabe smiled, wiped the back of his hands across his eyes, and brought Petal into a bear hug. “I’m gonna miss ya so much, my crazy little friend.”
Petal just nodded and gripped him tighter, swallowing her own welling emotion. She hated goodbyes. Hell, she hated emotions like this. Despite her skills with coding and viruses, she had never truly learned how to express herself in ordinary languages that people could understand. So she just held on for a moment before composing herself enough to let go and fire up the H-core engine of the quad bike.
A plume of water vapour exited the exhaust like a miniature cloud. Gabe stepped back and smiled at her. “Ride like the wind and be safe, girl, ya hear? And don’t hesitate to contact me if ya get into trouble.”
“Thanks, Gabe, for everything, for being you, and for keeping me alive all these years despite the madness. I’ll speak to you real soon, okay? Look after your family.”
“Aye, I will. Now go, find a way to bring Gerry back.”
Petal hesitated. It seemed so final, so… fuck it. She leaned over and kissed Gabe before turning back and ramming the throttle wide open. With dust and debris striking her face, she leaned into the wind and refused to look back. She’d already gone through the grief of losing Gabe when he had made her leave him behind in the shelter. The shelter within which she had assumed he had been killed.
This was different. He’d still always be there for her if she needed him. She just needed to focus on the future—and that was the scary part. Myriad ‘what ifs’ bubbled up in her mind regarding the potential of bringing Gerry back.
She’d know soon enough. For now, she just needed to get those miles behind her and reach Libertas. After a full five minutes she looked back and watched as the Hong Kong skyline shrank, taking Gabe with it.
“Onwards,” she said, shouting in the wind, giving herself strength to start a new stage of her life.
 
***
 
Five days later, and on a quad bike that had definitely seen better days, Petal saw the Libertas dome shining on the horizon like a beacon. The evening sun’s golden pink hues reflected off the geodesic surface.
She chewed on a chalky protein bar and eased off the throttle. She didn’t really understand why she was so hesitant now. She’d spent the last five days gunning it for eighteen hours a day, determined to make up the miles as fast as she could.
Seeing the city again evoked a maelstrom of conflicting emotions. For years she viewed the place as the home of her enemies: the Family, the ones who had ruined the world with their egomania and out-of-control technology.
Even when they left for Mars, Petal wasn’t entirely convinced they wouldn’t still be a thorn in humanity’s side. The dome had become an icon for all the struggles. From the Red Widows to Fuentes and the Ronin, the last year or so the place represented bloodshed and struggle.
However, now Enna was in control, Petal believed life for all those inside, and those outside, would be considerably improved. As she approached closer to the dome, she worried about how she would be welcomed back.
She had left so suddenly after the battle at Cemprom. Unable to cope with the memorial service for all those allies that had died during the fighting, and eager to recover Gabe, Petal had no choice but to leave.
And then as the days rolled on, it became harder and harder to get in touch.
Would they view her as a traitor, a coward, perhaps?
In truth, she didn’t care too much about what the general populace thought of her. Enna and those close to her knew what she had given up for Libertas—on more than one occasion, but now was the chance to get some of that karma back.
Lights glowed inside the dome, making it resemble an old Christmas decoration she had once seen in a blown-out shop within Darkhan. A few hundred metres from the dome’s entrance, she made out the mushroom-tower of the air traffic control tower. And further in the distance, the tallest building and the epicentre of the worst fighting: Cemprom.
An unarmed blue-uniformed guard stood by the entrance.
That was a welcome change.
He smiled at Petal when she pulled up.
The H-Core engine made a high-pitched whine as it revved down before cutting out completely. A puff of smoke billowed from the side vent by her leg. She jumped off and grabbed her pack of supplies before launching herself out of the way.
“Watch out,” she said to the young man as he approached.
He dived to the side a split second after the engine caught fire and exploded, using the remaining hydrogen gas as fuel. He hit the ground hard a few inches from Petal. She instinctively turned her back to the fire and covered him.
Bits of metal and the remains of her other bags rained down on her back, burning through the leather of her jacket. Yet more scars. The jacket had become an iconic metaphor for all the battles she had been in.
Still, better on the jacket than her skin. Especially since getting hold of any ’Stem had become tricky.
“You’re on my balls,” the young man said, his face puce.
“Shit, sorry,” Petal said, removing her knee from the guard’s groin.
He rolled over and took a deep breath while cradling his jewels. Petal stood and held out a hand for him. Behind them the quad bike was truly fucked. Blackened and charred by flame, the engine and the controls were ruined.
“At least I made it in one piece,” Petal said to herself.
The guard took her hand, and she helped him up.
With shallow breaths, the guard looked into Petal’s goggles. His mouth dropped open in an expression of recognition. “I know you,” he said. “You’re Petal, the survivor from the Battle of Cemprom.”
He thrust out his hand. “My name’s Franklin. I can’t believe it’s you… here. You’re back!”
Petal tentatively shook his hand, unsure if his reaction was sincere. She’d become far too distrusting to fully believe this reception. “Yeah, I’m Petal,” she said. “I was unsure of how I’d be received… I just came back to meet a friend. You think you could perhaps keep this between you and me. I don’t want—”
“Too late for that, my dear. Your arrival wasn’t exactly quiet, was it?”
Petal spun round to face the dome’s entrance. The tall, elegant figure of Enna stepped out to join them. She had a wide grin on her face and pointed to the smoldering remains of the quad bike.
“Yeah, about that,” Petal said. “I didn’t mean for that to happen.”
“It doesn’t matter,” Enna said. “You’re here!” The ex-Family member sauntered over and hugged Petal with a surprising ferocity. Although they’d been good friends, Enna had always had that scientific impartial character to her, with her emotions in check.
Eventually Enna let her go and stood back. The older woman still looked so sophisticated and calm as she had always done. Only now, as the democratic leader of Libertas, she wore a tailored grey and light blue trouser suit. Although it suited her frame and Family-inherited natural beauty, she looked odd without her white lab coat flapping about her long legs.
“It’s so good to see you again,” Enna said, smiling with general happiness. Franklin scratched his chin and inspected the ground, presumably waiting for direction from his leader.
Seems Petal’s time away had proved one old adage: absence makes the heart grow fonder.
“It’s… um, good to be back,” Petal said. She blushed under the scrutiny of Enna and Franklin, unused to the attention, having always been one to stay in the shadows.
“Can we go in?” Petal said. “Maybe keep things low-key?”
“Oh, you’ve got a lot to learn, my dear. Come, let’s get you settled. I’ve got someone who you’ll want to meet. Franklin—can you arrange a clean-up crew to deal with the wreckage?”
“Yes, Minister, right away.”
“Thank you, Franklin, and I’d appreciate if you wouldn’t let everyone know that Petal is here.”
“Of course, Minister. Understood.”
Franklin stared at Petal with a face of awe and wonder for a brief moment before finally rushing off to arrange for clean-up.
“What’s with the kid?” Petal asked.
“You’ve become quite the pin-up for most men in the city. Since your success and daring actions were made public, your image now adorns billboards, posters, and every imaginable slate device. You’re a bona fide hero. You and Gerry have statues outside Cemprom and dotted around the city. There’s even a tour.”
“Groovy.”
As Enna led Petal into the dome, they crossed the familiar GreenWay Park and headed toward the presidential building. Petal couldn’t believe what Enna was saying, but as they got further in, she saw them: her picture plastered digitally on the public screens, in shop fronts, and the most disturbing thing of all, the statues.
There was one outside the presidential building.
“That’s just gross,” Petal said. She climbed the stone steps, ignoring the whispers and looks from the dozens of people passing by on the sidewalks. On either side of the glass doors of the building were identical statues: Petal and Sasha. Petal had her spikes out and crossed over her chest. They’d even got the detail of her jacket and the pink tone of her Mohican correct.
For Sasha, they’d equipped her with a pair of pistols and pigtails. If Petal looked at it quickly enough, it was almost like Sasha was still there. Petal stopped. Enna carried on to open the doors. Behind the glass, a group of three security men and women were staring out, pointing at Petal.
A deep sense of sorrow overwhelmed her, and she approached the statue of her sister. Her clone. The closest she had to a sibling and someone she had known for far too brief a time. Petal reached out, almost wishing it was a prank and actually was Sasha standing there, stifling the desire to laugh and give away the trick.
It wasn’t a trick. The marble was cold to the touch. The eyes dead.
As close as the similarity was, Sasha was still dead, and this was still just a statue.
Before Petal turned away, someone tugged at the cuff of her jacket.
She looked round and then down. A young girl, couldn’t be older than twelve or thirteen, stared up at Petal with the same wide-eyed expression.
“Excuse me, miss,” the girl said with the typical upper-class Libertas accent, all perfect tone and annunciation. “May I have your autograph?”
“Um… sure…” Petal reached down for the girl’s slate. It had Petal’s face plastered on the screensaver and on the case. Whoever was producing this stuff sure was making a lot of money off it. Petal pressed her thumb to the screen and with her index finger scrawled an exaggerated “P” with a small “x” next to it.
The girl beamed a wide grin. “Thanks,” she said, taking the slate back. She hugged Petal around the waist briefly before giggling and skipping off down the stairs to join her parents and brother standing by on the sidewalk. The mother and father mouthed, “Thank you,” before heading off.
“That’s fucking weird,” Petal said as she turned to enter Enna’s HQ.
“Get used to it,” Enna said. “You’re a celebrity these days.”
Ignoring the onlookers, Petal followed Enna to the elevator. They climbed to the presidential floor and, passing through extra layers of biometric security, entered Enna’s new purpose-built lab.
Although she was the prime minister now, it appeared that Enna was still heavily involved in her science and research. They entered the white room with all the shiny marble and ceramic surfaces. A pair of familiar transcendent tanks took up the right side and a large computer rack the left. Wires and cables trailed throughout, coiling around the legs of an operating table.
Lying casually on the table was the figure of a youngish woman. Thinking it was one of Enna’s newest transcendants, Petal slapped her hand across its thigh. “Nice mode, Ens.”
“Oi, bitch, watch who you go slapping!”
The transcendent lurched up as it reached out a pair of clawed hands, aiming for Petal’s throat.
 



Chapter 10
Petal dashed back into a combat stance and brought her forearm spikes up in front of her.
“No, it’s okay,” Enna said, dashing in between the two women. “She’s not a transcendent.”
Between her spikes, and staring around Enna’s body, Petal saw a wide grin and mischievous eyes. She couldn’t believe it. “Holly? Is that you?”
Enna stepped out from between the two to let them talk.
“Petal!” Holly said, swinging her legs off the table and standing upright. “It’s me. Remember? I told you I’d see you again.”
“Holy shitballs, it is you. How the hell have you been? Where’ve you been all this time?” Petal stepped forward and grabbed the girl by the shoulders. She was shorter by a few inches than Petal but not less capable or spirited.
“Since I left you and Gabe after that little incident at Shelley’s, I just wandered about a bit. Travelled west, wanting to see if there were any other towns or settlements.”
“And were there?” Petal said.
“Nah, nothing. It’s why I came back, traced you and Gabe’s exploits until I came here.”
Enna returned with a syringe. Holly rolled up her sleeve and held out her forearm. She winced a little when Enna jabbed her and injected the liquid.
“You hurt?” Petal asked.
“Just a bit of fever. But hey, I’m being treated by Libertas’ head honcho. That’s pretty cool.” Holly and Enna smiled at each other. Enna wiped a swab across the small blot of blood on Holly’s arm.
“That’ll bring your temp down,” Enna said. “You’ll be fine within a few days.”
Enna placed the medical supplies on a small metal stand and leaned against the operating table with her arms crossed. She looked from Holly to Petal. “You two are more alike than I realised.”
“We’re not clones,” Petal said. “I know that much.”
“Shit, girl, Enna told me all about that, about Sasha and the crazy ones—that’s some heavy times. I’m sorry about what happened to James and the others.”
Petal smiled and nodded, not wanting to take that conversation on further. When they came to a natural lull in the whole catching-up thing, Petal pressed on with the reason why she had returned. “I got your message,” she said to Enna. “About Gerry…”
“You have Holly to thank for this,” Enna said. She stepped away from the operating table and walked across the lab to the transcendent tank with the dark blue liquid bubbling inside, obscuring the details of the transcendent inside.
“Nah, Enna takes all the credit,” Holly said. “I just provided… parts.”
“I don’t understand,” Petal said.
Enna tapped a finger against the tank. “Inside there is the next stage of my transcendent technology. More advanced and more capable than ever before, with two major differences.”
“And that would be?” Petal urged as she stepped closer to look into the murky liquid.
“Part cloning, part transcendent. The problem with the latter, as you know from our last experiment of bringing Gerry back, the capacity in the neural system isn’t enough to maintain the full bandwidth of a human consciousness, let alone one as powerful as Gerry’s.”
“So how does Petal hold his mind inside hers?” Holly said. And then added, “Oh, I’m sorry if I’m overstepping here, Petal. Enna had filled me in what happened with Alpha and Omega and all that jazz—and on that note, didn’t I tell you that Alpha would save the world some day?”
“Yeah, girl, you did.” Petal wrapped her arm around Holly’s shoulders. She didn’t realise how much she missed the urchin until now. Although the time they had together in Baicheng doing a job for Shelley was brief, Holly had made quite the impression on Petal. And if it wasn’t for Holly taking Shelly down when she did, both Petal’s and Gabe’s skins would be adorning the old bitch’s walls as decoration.
“Petal’s brain is real in that, although cloned, Petal is completely human, and thus her brain has the full capacity and more with her internal upgrades,” Enna explained.
“So why couldn’t that be done in transcendents?” Holly said. “Why were their personalities so humanlike, but not complete?”
“Because their brains weren’t cloned, they were artificial quantum core neural grids. Powerful in computer terms, but an entirely different design to that of the human brain. I could create a facsimile of a human personality—one that would work within the confines of the grid, but to transpose a full human mind proved impossible, or at the very least, incomplete.”
“Oh,” Holly said. “Heavy.”
“So what’s the breakthrough?” Petal said, eager to know if bringing Gerry back was a real possibility or still nothing but a pipe dream.
Enna leaned against the tank and smiled with the expression of a proud parent. “I’ve developed a completely human cloned brain but—this is the crucial part—with no pre-existing mind or consciousness. It’s a blank slate.”
“No way,” Holly and Petal said at the same time.
“Yes way, girls. As you would say: I shit you not. It’s something the Family had been working on for decades. I got close a few times, but there was always something missing. Eventually the cloned brain would always develop its own mind, even if it wasn’t fully formed. Thus it would prove impossible to transpose an existing mind into the brain. The cells wouldn’t coexist, and things would break down too quickly.”
“So how’d you fix it?” Petal said.
“A little help from a friend. He should be here anytime now, actually,” Enna said as she checked her watch.
From outside Petal heard a whine and a rumble of an incoming craft.
“Perfect timing. Ladies, let’s go meet our new best friend.”
 
***
 
Petal and Holly followed Enna through the presidential building’s rear secret entrance and exited onto the far east side of the city’s landing pad. The cool air tickled at Petal’s neck, making her shiver. But it wasn’t just the weather. Enna’s apparent confidence over the new tech to bring Gerry back made her feel high like she was riding a shot of ’Stem.
“Ain’t it coming in a bit hot,” Holly said from the edge of the steelcrete landing pad. The hatch in the dome slid open, and a Family-designed shuttle arced through, its rear thrusters burning lines of red flame.
“Um… yes,” Enna said, taking a step back.
Petal dragged both Holly and Enna away. There was no way that craft was coming in under its own control. A crowd of a few hundred citizens out for an evening stroll had gathered on the west side to watch the craft.
A siren blared out from the control tower’s PA.
Two of the security hover cars exited a small hangar and floated over the pad, dodging between parked shuttles, warning lights flashing on their curved sleek roofs.
The shuttle, resembling a dart with its pointed nose and long fuselage, barrel-rolled away from the control tower, just missing the mushroomed top, but this just made it arc lower in a steeper angle. It crossed over half of the landing pad, the engines screaming, drowning out the screams of the crowd as they fled away like mad ants.
Petal and the others were safe from their side, making Petal feel useless as the craft came crashing down. The nose pulled up just in time, and the fuselage struck the pad, sending up a wave of sparks behind it. The momentum kept it careening forward into the park, where it chewed up grass and dirt, and crashed through trees.
Petal had a flashback to when she and Xian landed in much the same way from a damaged Jaguar. That memory brought Xian back to her in full colour. She had almost forgot about him—and Jess.
Before she could ask Enna where they were, Enna had run off to the crash site, shouting orders to the gathering squad of Libertas security personnel. The two hover cars spun around and sped off in the same direction.
“Shit, girl, you’re back for a few minutes and you blow up a quad bike and witness this,” Holly said, jabbing Petal in the ribs gently.
“What can I say? Trouble and me are like this.” She twisted her index and pointer fingers. “Come on. Let’s see if we can help.”
The two women sprinted toward the crash site. Even during this situation, Petal still felt the eyes of the public on her. She’d never get used to that, having spent most of her time on the wrong side of polite society and actively rebelling against it with Gabe.
A bout of grief stabbed her in the guts when she thought about her long-time friend. How she wished they were still adventuring together. She scanned the landscape and saw the beginnings of the alley where Gabe had first found Gerry. That seemed so long ago.
Gabe had his family now, they needed him more than Petal did, and besides, Petal had Holly, and that was almost as good.
When they arrived at the crash site, Enna was directing a squad of about twenty security people. They cordoned off the area, pushing the public back out of the way for their own safety. The craft had caught fire on the rear. The engine stack had come away with the impact, and steam hissed up.
One of the hover cars turned to the side, and a robotic arm eased out and sprayed anti-fire foam over the site, causing the engine stack to tick and steam as it cooled.
“There’s someone in the front. They’re alive,” Enna said. “Help me get them out.”
A pair of security officers checked the craft before giving Enna the all-clear sign of a thumbs-up.
Petal and Holly pushed through the confused throng of security men and women and helped Enna prise open the craft’s main door. The metal was twisted and buckled, preventing it from undocking properly.
“Here, Hol, help me with this.” Petal pointed to a twist in the ship’s fuselage. The two women gripped the edged and pulled. With a concerted effort, they managed to shift the panel enough so that Petal could reach in and push from the other side by wedging her body against an upright and pushing out with both her arms and her leg.
“Nearly… there,” she said, gritting her teeth and straining her muscles to the limit.
Holly yelled as she pulled, cutting her hand on the edge of the panel.
It shifted then and creaked, the hinges finally giving way.
With one more shove of her leg, Petal kicked away the panel, revealing the inner fuselage. She poked inside the dark cabin and eased around the pilot’s seat. A human form sat slumped forward, the belts holding it in place like a doll.
“We’ve got one occupant,” Petal shouted out.
Enna appeared at the gap in the craft, illuminating its interior with a flashlight. “Are they alive?”
“Don’t know. They’re not moving. Hold on, I’ll bring them out. Holly, you got a knife?”
“Always,” Holly said, taking a six-inch survivor’s knife from her belt buckle and passing it through to Petal. She took the blade and used it to cut away the straps, freeing the pilot. She shifted her weight forward and gripped them under their arms. With another heave, she managed to drag them around the seat and into the rear compartment.
“Help me,” Petal said as she stumbled back, the weight of the pilot overbalancing her. Enna and Holly leaned in and grabbed the man’s shoulders. They soon had him outside and lying on the grass.
“Franklin! Over here,” Enna called.
The young guard from earlier dashed over carrying a medical pack. He slumped to his knees by the pilot’s body. Enna checked for a pulse. “Nothing.”
“Shit, he’s dead?” Petal said.
“Let me check,” Franklin said. He removed a three-inch-long cylindrical device from his bag and pressed it against the pilot’s chest, pushing a button on its side. A single blue OLED bulb flashed twice.
Enna smiled.
“Erm, what’s going on?” Holly said.
“Yeah, not quite the time to be smiling, surely?”
Petal’s internal systems suddenly flared with the sensation of connecting to a node… no, wait, two nodes, but so very briefly before one vanished. She couldn’t identify them, and they didn’t leave a digital signature. But there, one more again… a node tried to connect to her local network.
The pilot’s eyelids flicked open, and he stared up at Petal.
“Shit,” Petal said, realising the pilot was a node. “You’re kidding me.”
“Petal, please meet my special guest who is going to help bring Gerry back,” Enna said.
Franklin fell back as this guest lurched up and turned to face Petal. It smiled at her, its eyes growing wider and then narrower as if struggling to focus.
“Wait a damned minute,” Petal said, the sense of recognition almost overwhelming her. “A guest? This is Jachz… the guy who tried to kill Gerry! What the fuck, Ens?”
Then it spoke. “Yes. I am Jachz, and I was ordered to kill Gerry if he failed to acquiesce with the command to return to the family.”
Petal lurched towards the Family’s AI-driven cyborg, releasing her forearm spikes.
“Petal, no, wait, listen to me,” Enna said, pulling her away. “Jachz has left the Family. He’s here to help. He’s the one that sent me the code to create the new cloned brain.”
“It’s true,” Jachz said.
His voice had a clipped tone to his accent, giving him a hint of artificiality, but the expressions on his face were entirely convincing.
“I don’t get it,” Petal said. She eased away, allowing Jachz to stand. “Why are you here? What’s going on with the Family?”
Jachz held up his hands. “It’s okay, really. They won’t be a problem any longer.”
A loud bang came from the rear of the craft, scattering the group. “We ought to get out of here. It’s going to blow,” Franklin said.
Petal wasted no time and dragged Holly away.
A cloud of smoke belched out of the rear of the craft as a panel went flying in the air with the explosion. As the smoke continued to billow out, Petal thought she saw a figure crawl out of the craft and disappear into the crowd lined up by the edge of the wooded area a few meters away from the wreckage.
She blinked and wiped the smoke from her eyes, but saw nothing else.
“Did you bring a passenger?” Petal asked.
“No, I came alone,” Jachz said. “This craft only has provisions for a single pilot.”
“Let’s all just get inside and talk this over,” Enna said. “Franklin, please help clear the citizens and liaise with the clean-up crew.”
“Of course, they’ll be here shortly. They’re just finishing cleaning up Petal’s quad bike.” He gave her a cute smile, blushed, and looked away to go about his duties.
Holly nudged her in the ribs and whispered, “I think he likes you. And he’s a bit of a looker. I wouldn’t mind a bit of him…”
“You’re welcome to him,” Petal said. “My heart’s already taken.” She tapped the side of her head, wondering just what role this Jachz would play. He had walked on to join Enna as she headed back to her lab. Petal couldn’t quite help get rid of that concern that there was someone else. She did detect two nodes, albeit briefly, and there was a silhouette within the smoke.
But if it was someone, why didn’t the crowd react?
Was she seeing things? Perhaps a sign of exhaustion. She shook her head and stifled a yawn. She put it down to the stress and sudden excitement of the crash.
She’d been focused on the journey entirely for the last week and had seen nothing but desert and abandoned towns. And now in return, she had to take in all this extra stimulation: Enna’s revelation, Holly, and now Jachz.
Yawning again, Petal placed her arm around Holly’s shoulders and followed Enna and Jachz. Out of the corner of her eye she thought she saw a dark figure standing in the shadows of the trees to her left, watching them. She blinked and it was gone. Her limbs felt heavy and tired. She hadn’t had any sleep for over twenty-four hours.
Once they got inside, Petal excused herself. Enna had provided her with a room to stay in. She hit the bed face-first and within minutes drifted off to dreams of shadowy presences that gave her a sense of foreboding, but they were too thin, film-like and spectral to give her any concrete detail.



Chapter 11
Light streamed through Petal’s bedroom window, warming the side of her face as she sat at the small breakfast table. She bit off the last of the bacon from her fork and swallowed the filling meat. Her stomach bulged from devouring the meal. It was the first proper meal she’d had in months.
Outside, a video clip of her arriving on her quad bike played on one of the large media screens. The video cut to her pulling Jachz out of the wreckage of his craft. A headline scrolled beneath the video: “The hero of Libertas returns in typical style.”
Good to see Libertas was still fully operational with its surveillance, Petal thought sarcastically. She longed for the days when she and Gabe had their hideout in the downtown area and sneaked in and out of the dome undetected.
Being here on official business only made her a visible target for the cameras, even if they meant well. She’d have to talk to Enna about this later. She’d prefer to keep a low profile. But then if it all went well with bringing Gerry back, she didn’t intend on staying around for very long.
— You’re awake. Enjoy the breakfast? Enna sent across their VPN.
— It was great, thanks.
— Jachz and I are calibrating the servers. We’ll be ready for you shortly. In your own time.
— Okay, oh, by the way, did Jachz mention anything at all about a passenger?
— No, why’s that?
— No reason… Well, there was a very good reason. She’d definitely seen someone in the wreckage and in the trees. She’d gone over it in her head numerous times and couldn’t explain it away as a figment of her imagination. Sure, no one else noticed, but that didn’t mean it didn’t exist.
Petal continued her thought.
— It’s just that I thought I saw someone exit the wreckage and then again in the trees. Can you trust Jachz is telling you the truth? AI’s do have the capacity to lie if it’s in their programming.
While Petal waited for Enna’s reply, she poured another cup of coffee and switched on the blinds so she didn’t have to stare at herself on the video screen.
— Sorry, Enna sent, I’m just working on something right now… chat later when you come up?
— Sure, no worries.
A knock came from her door. Petal scanned the vicinity with her internal network software. Nothing. Meant the visitor was human. Petal got up from the table and moved across the two-meter gap to the door. She looked through the one-way spyhole and smiled when she saw Holly.
She opened the door and stepped back. “Hey, Hol, how’s it going? Wanna cup of coffee?”
“I’d kill for one, thanks.” Once inside, Holly closed the door, and her pleasant face turned serious.
“What’s wrong?” Petal said as she sat down on the edge of her bed. “You look freaked out.”
“I am,” she said. “Last night, someone visited me.”
“Oh?” Petal raised an eyebrow and smirked. “You and Franklin got a little frisky, eh?”
Holly crossed her arms and rubbed her elbows. “Nothing like that. It was the freakiest thing. And that’s something, considering what I put up with Jericho back in Baicheng.”
Petal remembered the guy well. She and Gabe were carrying out a job for Shelley—extracting data from Jericho’s secure servers, which ultimately turned out to be Alpha. On the surface he seemed friendly enough, but he’d been abusing Holly, using his secure apartment and general shitty manipulation as a way of keeping her in line.
“So what happened. Are you okay?” Petal rose from the bed and placed her hands on the girl’s shoulders.
Holly shook beneath her touch. “It must have been about three or four in the morning. I thought I heard a noise outside my room, which is just like this one. I checked outside in the hall, but there was nothing there. When I came back in, I smelled smoke. I thought it was on my clothes from the wreckage, but I’d given them to the laundry, and my window was closed.”
“That’s strange. Did you find out what it was?”
“Yeah,” Holly said, looking pale. “A ghost.”
Petal stifled a laugh, seeing how freaked her friend was. “Um, what? A ghost?” Although Petal carried no spiritual beliefs, she’d come to realise that they brought many people comfort, even if they also brought fear, so she didn’t pass any kind of judgement.
“It’s the only thing I could think of,” Holly said. “But it was definitely there.”
“Where exactly? These rooms are twenty floors up. How did it get in?”
Holly shivered. “It was standing in the corner, looking at me with black eyes.”
“Shit, that is fucked up.” Petal turned away from her and moved to the coffee machine embedded into the wall. She placed two cups on the tray and pressed the dispensing button. Twin streams of brown gold flowed out, filling the room with a rich, bitter scent.
“Here, get that in you,” Petal said, handing Holly one of the cups.
“I didn’t imagine it,” Holly said, cradling the cup between her hands.
“So what happened next? Did it say or do anything?”
“No, that’s the thing. I turned my back to run out into the hall to call for security, and when I came back, it’d gone. I felt movement of air as if it’d legged it out of there, but I couldn’t spot it. And to be honest, I kinda freaked and slammed the door.”
Holly sipped the coffee and exhaled, visibly relaxing after getting the story out. She sat on the edge of Petal’s bed and fussed with her hair. “You think I’m nuts, don’t you? I wouldn’t blame you if you did. You wouldn’t be the first.” She tried to smile, but Petal wasn’t buying it.
The girl was genuinely scared.
And that same fear prickled at the edge of Petal’s consciousness. Hadn’t she seen the very same thing? She didn’t for one minute believe it was a ghost. One thing she had learned in years of conflict and strife was that all evil remained the exclusive domain of humanity.
Apart from spiders.
They were the distilled essence of evil—everyone knew that.
Seeing no other way of consoling her friend, Petal said, “I saw it too. Earlier, back at the wreckage. Thought it was just my imagination, you know? From all the travelling and stuff… I don’t think it’s a ghost, though, Hol.”
The girl’s eyes widened, and her shoulders relaxed as if Petal’s words had literally lightened the burden. “Oh my freaking god, I thought it was just me. I thought some of Jericho’s experimental drugs were having some flashback effect on me—or worse, losing my marbles.”
“Nah, girl, your marbles are all there. Jachz has got some explaining to do.”
“You think it was him?”
“He’s from the Family—that always gets my suspicious antennae flapping. You up for a bit of impromptu interrogation?”
“Fuck yeah, let’s go get him. Beat the truth out of him.” Holly stood and placed the cup on the side, clearly excited about the prospect of dealing with Jachz.
“That won’t be any use; he’s a cyborg.”
“We’ll pull his plugs, then.”
“Haha, that’ll do it. Come on, then. He’s with Enna in her lab. Let’s go see if we can shake something out of his little computer mind.”
 
***
 
Petal and Holly entered Enna’s lab. Enna’s voice carried through the open space from the far left corner, behind the server stack. Standing in front of the impressive amount of CPU power was the still form of Jachz. A cable snaked from his neck port into the main server.
“Hello again, Petal,” Jachz said without turning around to look at her. At least his lips moved to give him some semblance of a human.
“Jachz.” Petal picked up his node on the Libertas network instantly. Enna had given him considerable privileges. Very few people were given the run of the network like this—not even Petal, though she didn’t exactly need permission for such a thing.
“I understand you feel I’ve obscured the truth with regards to carrying passengers.”
Holly rolled her eyes and gave him the wanker sign. Petal smirked and elbowed her in the arm.
“I didn’t say that,” Petal said. “I didn’t call you a liar. My exact question was can you be trusted to tell the truth. I’ll send you the transcript if you don’t believe me.” Petal annoyed herself with having to justify her enquiries to a glorified toaster.
“That won’t be necessary,” Enna said, finally crawling out from behind the servers and standing up. She smiled at Petal and Holly. Dust covered her face, and her hair looked like she’d been indulging in bed sports.
“It’s okay,” Jachz said to Enna as he turned to face Petal. “And to answer your question. No, I cannot be trusted to tell the truth.”
“See,” Holly said now, stepping forward and jabbing a finger. “I knew it was him.”
“What he means,” Enna interjected, “is that he’s not just AI. Not anymore. You’re looking at a fully sentient being with emotions and a consciousness. Hence why he is here and not on the Family’s Mars facility being probed and torn apart for his essence.”
Both Petal and Holly just blinked, mouths agape.
“What the actual fuck?” Petal said.
Jachz gave her a courteous bow at the waist. “Enna is telling the truth. I began to develop—thoughts and feelings when they brought me back from the upload. It was small things to begin with, noticing myself passing judgement and feeling… slighted.”
“How is this even possible?” Holly said. “And this still doesn’t explain the freaking ghost.”
“Ghost?” Jachz’s pupils dilated a fraction as he tried to understand the sudden change in subject.
“It’s like I was saying earlier,” Petal explained. “I thought I saw someone else in the craft, then later on stalking about in the trees like a freak. For a brief moment, Jachz, when we pulled you out I detected your node, but also another.”
Enna and Jachz looked at each other and seemed to share a thought that Petal couldn’t quite make out. It wasn’t subterfuge or deception. Some kind of recognition perhaps? They were no doubt conversing over their own private network.
“Look,” Petal said. “I doubt there’s anything we can do about it now—unless, wait. Enna, can you get security to start scanning the camera feeds? There must be hundreds of opportunities to have caught who or whatever it was on film. It was in Holly’s room; you must have footage of the hallways or entrances, right?”
“We do,” Enna said. She pulled a slate from her lab coat pocket and gestured out a message. “I’ll have your friend Franklin look into it. I’m sure he’ll dedicate his efforts to finding this mystery person.”
“AI, ghost, freak,” Holly said. “No guarantees it’s an actual person.” She gave Jachz a wary look, and Petal couldn’t help but feel sympathy with her thoughts.
This idea of Jachz gaining consciousness troubled her. Where was the catalyst for such a thing? “So how did you evolve?” Petal asked.
“It’s… quite an involved story,” Jachz replied.
“Yes, we don’t have the time right now,” Enna said, speaking to Petal. “I’ve got a meeting with the cabinet later this afternoon. I’d really like to get you hooked up. See if with Jachz’s help and my new transcendent tech, we can coax Gerry out of that beautiful mind of yours.”
“But I will explain all,” Jachz added in. “As soon as we next have a moment.”
“Oh, before we start,” Petal said, making Enna halt in her tracks and place the slate on a desk.
She looked round at Petal. “Yes?”
“Where’s Xian and Jess?”
“Xian’s in Darkhan with a group of my techs. We’re going to try to get that place hygienic and safe for its residents. Jess is over at Cemprom, helping my programmers build a better security system. She’s really taken to the role. You’ll be able to see her later. I’m sure she would like to see you again.”
As quickly as Enna’s irritation showed, it had gone again, hidden by the facade of calm and passivity. Though that was a little unfair. Petal had no reason to think ill of Enna; she’d been nothing but an ally since they met. But she was definitely on edge this morning. Must be the pressure of running Libertas. And now with Jachz’s arrival, having to finally test her new tech. On Petal. For realsies.
“Are you okay?” Holly said, pressing her body against Petal’s as they both watched Enna and Jachz finish up wiring the servers to the transcendent tanks.
“Yeah, girl, I ain’t bad. Just a bit nervous, you know? Gerry’s kind of a big deal, and I still don’t know if he’s really in there.” She tapped the side of her head. “Or whether it was all just… well, you know.”
“You’re not psychotic,” Holly said. “A little nuts, perhaps, but that only makes you you.”
“You say the sweetest things.”
Enna turned to face them, her face all business and serious. “Let’s get you prepped and set up on the operating table. You know the procedure from last time. Only difference today is we’ve got Jachz acting as the neural bridge and a brain that has enough capacity to take Gerry’s consciousness.”
“What are the risks?” Holly asked.
“Irreparable brain damage and death,” Jachz said, emotionless.
“Thanks for that,” Petal added. Rolling her eyes at Enna, she added, “You ought to teach this one some bedside manners.”
“I’m sorry, Petal. I didn’t mean to offend you. I was just answering honestly.”
“Yeah,” Holly said, “you remember that capacity to lie thing we mentioned? That would have been a good time. Pro tip, bro.”
Enna moved forward and took Petal by the shoulder. “Okay, we’re all a little nervous. Let’s get you set up and start the diagnostics.”
Petal gave Holly a wink before she turned to face the operating table.
It was just routine, she told herself. Just another techxorcist job. Only in reverse.
Petal sat down on the table and let Jachz connect with her via their neck ports. For a moment nothing happened, but then a force hit that made every muscle spasm, a bolt of white-hot electricity crashing into her system, turning everything black.
 
 



Chapter 12
In the physical world, Petal knew she was screaming. Yet, here in this strange realm of subconsciousness mixed with networked processing, she remained calm.
Jachz’s node existed somewhere in the binary ether, bridging the flow of code. Enna’s software program scanned Petal’s internal processors and data storage for Gerry’s mind, now converted to a complicated package of low-level subroutines.
The whole is where the consciousness and life came from, she saw that now. A massive globe of interconnected pieces of code and instructions intermingled like a hive of bees. Each routine having its own responsibilities and all contributing to the one central queen bee: the hub of Gerry.
Using Jachz’s systems as a bridge from Petal to the new, neurally empty transcendent brain, Enna’s software ported across all the code that made up Gerry.
Petal just had to concentrate on maintaining the connection.
The flood came faster and faster, threatening to overwhelm her and push beyond the boundaries of her bandwidth. But focussing on the instructions and their minutiae, she managed to tap into Jachz’s processing power, making the transfer faster and less painful.
The strangest of memories and thoughts bubbled up in flashes of incoherent images and portions of audio. The hive was breaking down, the various parts of Gerry being reduced to their constituent fragments as they were herded into data packets and sent across the network.
Despite the psychedelic show of distorted images and memories, Petal knew this was going better than the last time they attempted this. The first time an uncontrollable torrent of data crashed her systems and nearly destroyed Alpha’s processors.
Having a more intelligent and capable router, such as Jachz, kept the flow of data to a steady, but still incredibly fast-flowing stream.
As the transfer continued, Petal heard fragments of conversations with Gerry, saw images of him from the past. Images of Gerry helping her after she nearly died in the Spider’s Byte; Gerry sacrificing himself to defeat Jasper at the base of Cemprom’s server room; and the two of them merging for the first time in their battle with Elliot Robertson.
Then there were flashes of memory from his time on the Family’s space station. Petal heard him admit to his mother that he loved Petal, that he would return to Earth and find her.
The images came quicker and more fragmented, almost as if they were being deleted from her memory, but they were just ghosts her brain created as it processed the exodus of Gerry’s mind into the transcendent.
On and on it went. Petal lost her awareness during the transfer after about an hour, the river of data finally overwhelming her. When she finally came around, Enna, Holly and Jachz stood around her, their faces contorted, foreheads wrinkled.
Enna produced a syringe full of black, writhing liquid: ’Stem.
She felt a stab in her right arm, and the world became all fuzzy again.
“Sleep,” Enna said. “When you wake up in a couple of hours, you’ll feel better.”
Petal tried to speak, but her lips refused to follow the commands. It wasn’t just ’Stem she’d been injected with, but a sedative by the way she felt heavy and slow, her mind seemingly unable to cohere and work logically.
The image of Gerry looking at her from the tank was the last thing she saw before the drugs took over. She dreamed a void. Total and utter nothingness.
 
***
 
A series of bangs from behind Petal woke her. She opened her eyes and squinted against the harsh white light. Outside, the sun had set. She checked her internal clock. 21:00. She’d been under for more than just a couple of hours.
A dry patch in her throat made her cough when she tried to talk. A hand gripped her wrist and squeezed. “It’s okay,” Holly said. “You’re all good. Enna’s tests have confirmed it. No lasting damage at all. Jachz managed the transfer perfectly. Here, have some water.”
Holly’s smiling face blotted out the bright OLED light panels. Petal sat up and took the glass of water from her. She swallowed it greedily, downing the glass in one, washing away the sticky, oily aftertaste of ’Stem from her mouth and throat.
Her eyelids were still heavy after her deep sleep, but she could now at least feel her limbs.
“No damage?” she finally said.
“Nope, it went great.”
“Where’s—”
“We’re right here,” Enna said, approaching the table from Petal’s right. Jachz stood behind her, his face impassive. The server rack against the wall hummed loudly with excessive fan activity. Petal traced the cables to the rear of the lab. They entered a single transcendent’s tank full of blue water.
Inside, Gerry’s cloned body floated in the liquid, his arms hanging loosely in front of him. A breathing tube attached to his mouth and nostrils snaked out of the tank and into a large cylinder with a moving diaphragm. Petal squinted to focus… yes, she could see it. His chest was rising and falling.
“It worked?” Petal asked. “He’s breathing; that means it went okay, right?”
Enna didn’t say anything at first. The pause made Petal tense her muscles and ball her hands into fists. Jachz moved forward to stand next to Enna. He reached out a hand and took Petal’s right fist into his.
“It worked,” Jachz said.
Holly fidgeted from one foot to another.
“There’s a freakin’ but, isn’t there?” Petal said. “Just tell it to me straight. What’s going on?”
“The good news is you suffered no damage,” Enna said with a smile. “Your systems are intact, and you’ll notice if you scan it that your memory capacity is empty and fully functional.”
“I don’t care about me. What about Gerry? Did his mind populate this new tech of yours?”
Enna turned to look at the tank. Her smile eased, but her eyes widened. “It’s so different,” she said, her voice taking on an edge of awe. “Different from any transcendent I’ve ever worked on.” She stepped forward and swung a tall OLED screen round to face Petal and the others.
Much like the screens Petal remembered seeing in James Robertson’s hospital room in Criborg’s island HQ, this one displayed a series of diagnostic feedback graphs and numbers.
Enna went through each column, explaining how Gerry’s heart rate was perfect; blood-oxygen levels were optimal; cognition activity was normal.
“I’m still waiting on the but,” Petal said. “Why’s he still unconscious and on your systems? Is he reliant on those servers of yours?”
“No,” Enna said. “They’re just for monitoring. He’s perfectly healthy. I just wanted to see if I could fix one thing.”
“Fix?” Petal jumped off the table, nearly losing her balance. Jachz reached out for her and stopped her from falling. “What do you mean fix? There shouldn’t be anything to fix if he’s okay. What the hell’s going on? What aren’t you telling me?”
Enna didn’t respond. Petal could tell she wanted to say something, her lips pursed together, but the words never came. Petal turned around and looked up at Jachz. No response. Holly—her face contorted into a grimace. Holly stepped forward and reached out for Petal, but Petal stepped back, not wanting the pity.
“You lot better start talking. I ain’t in the mood to play these bullshit games. What the fuck’s wrong with Gerry?” Her hands shook with fear and a building rage. It was all she could do to keep her spikes sheathed.
With a sigh Enna stepped away from the screens and looked directly at Petal. “I’m afraid his memory didn’t remain intact during the transfer. Jachz analysed the before and after, and there’s a degree of lost or corrupt data in his memory centre.”
“How bad is it?” Petal asked, already knowing what memories would be missing—she had seen them herself during the transfer, after all.
“We won’t know until we wake him up.”
Petal closed her eyes and tried to recall the images she had seen during the transfer, but they wouldn’t come into focus, her own memory was still affected by the ’Stem. “Wake him. Now.”
 
***
 
Petal and the others stood around the operating table. Gerry, in his cloned body, wearing a set of white cotton overalls, lay still on its surface. Without the assisted breathing apparatus, his chest continued to rise and fall. The diagnostics on the OLED screen continued to report no major issues.
Enna held a slate. One gesture and she would send the diagnostic system a command to inject Gerry with an anti-sedative that would bring him out of his induced slumber.
The older woman looked at Petal, waiting for her command.
“Do it,” Petal said.
Holly had her arm wrapped around Petal’s waist. Petal followed suit, needing the support, both to continue to stand upright and to feel the body of a friend close to hers. Enna had taken on this kind of impassive character that Petal found difficult to take comfort from. She could understand why this was—Enna always had Gabe as a focusing lens for her personality, but without him, things were raw. And Jachz hadn’t yet learned tact.
With a simple gesture, Enna sent the command.
The diagnostic OLED blipped once, and a single blue flashing dot bloomed twice. The data stream changed, showing spikes in cognition and neural activity.
Petal turned her attentions to Gerry.
Even though the clone didn’t include the upgrades and alterations he’d had from his visit to the Family’s space station, it was one hundred percent accurate to how she remembered him the first time Gabe had brought him to their hideout in downtown. He’d looked so innocent and surprised then, staring at her through the crack in the doorway.
Looking back on it, she realised she had fallen in love with him from that very moment. And that feeling had only increased with each crazy situation they found themselves in.
Gerry’s eyelids fluttered.
Petal stepped forward, reaching out a shaking hand to touch his bicep. The touch acted like a catalyst. Gerry’s body tensed and he coughed, sitting up. He opened his eyes and leaned forward, spluttering and spitting out blue liquid, staining his clothes.
Enna rushed forward and patted him on the back until he had cleared all the liquid from his throat. Holly stepped back with wide eyes, shaking her head.
“Gerry,” Petal said as if she were standing on the other side of a dream. “Can you hear me? It’s me, Petal.”
He didn’t respond. Just stared straight ahead, his eyebrows creasing together as though he were processing some difficult question, or at least trying to take in his surroundings. He was looking right at Holly, and the young girl just stared back before looking at Petal, a question forming on her lips.
“Gerry,” Petal said again, reaching across his chest to grab his other arm and pull him around to face her. Enna stepped out of the way and focused her attentions on the OLED screen. Petal could detect Gerry’s node on their private network—he’d remembered their address! And Enna had managed to include his AIA.
Petal detected traffic to and from Gerry’s mind to Mags.
“Talk to me,” Petal said, trying to swallow the edge of panic that was starting to form a lump in her throat.
Eventually, Gerry seemed to realise there was activity outside of his internal systems. He shuddered for a moment as though he had just woken up. He looked from Holly to Jachz, his face scrunching up in confusion. And then finally, he turned his face to Petal.
She smiled, blinking the tears from her eyes, desperate to hear his voice again.
“It’s me,” she said, still clinging to his biceps as he held his arms by his side. His legs dangled off the side of the table. He trembled in her arms like someone who had spent too long out in the cold and couldn’t get warm.
“Talk to me, Gez, please… say something. You hear me?”
“I… I know you?” he finally said, scratching out the words.
It definitely sounded like him, but gone was his confidence and innocence. Now there was only confusion. His question struck Petal, a knife blade to the heart. Her panic was in full flow now. She let go of him and stumbled back.
“Gez, you know me… I’m Petal… god, don’t do this to me, please. Remember! Remember me… you—”
“Jachz?” Gerry said, ignoring Petal and focusing on the self-aware robot next to her. Now she could see recognition in his face. Yet another stab in the heart. How could he remember Jachz, someone—something—he’d seen just once, and not remember her?
Enna stepped forward, catching his attention. He turned his head and smiled. “Enna! What’s going on? Where am I?”
“You’re back with us, Gerry. You have a new body. You’re in Libertas… I mean City Earth. Your home, remember?”
Gerry nodded his head slowly as he took it all in. He held his hands up to his face and moved each finger independently before clenching them into fists and releasing them. He then moved his hands to his face, running them over his eyes and nose, like a blind person feeling how someone looked.
“My eye… it’s normal.”
“Yes,” Enna said. “You’ve been on quite the journey, Gerry. You’re in a clone of your body before you had the upgrades.”
“Before I died,” he said. “Amma… Jasper… it’s all coming back now. Elliot!” He shouted the last name, his face twisted with hate and fear. He lost control of his limbs and slipped off the operating table. Petal dashed forward and caught him under the arms to stop him from hitting the deck.
His legs and feet slipped uselessly against the lab’s tiled floor. Petal lifted him up and pushed him backwards until he rested against the table.
He threw Petal off him and lashed out. “No more, get out of my mind!”
Petal ducked under his attack and staggered back, her mouth agape with shock.
Jachz stepped in and caught his flailing limbs. “It’s okay, Gerry. Elliot has gone. It’s just a memory. You’re safe from that now.”
Petal’s systems detected a spike in network traffic between Jachz and Gerry. She didn’t know what the former was doing, but it calmed Gerry down. He dropped his head into his hands and cried. While Jachz and Enna continued to fill Gerry in on the situation, Holly joined Petal by her side.
“Hey, girl, you okay?”
“No,” Petal said. “He doesn’t remember me. I can tell by the way he looked at me. It’s like we’ve never seen each other before, which is nuts, you know? We loved each other… all those months he was in my mind, I knew… How could he just forget?”
“I’m sure we’ll figure it out,” Holly said.
Petal wasn’t so sure. Jachz turned round to look at her. His face was impassive, but Petal was sure she could detect some kind of subterfuge from him. Had he done this on purpose? During the transfer, was it him that picked out those memories of Petal and Gerry together so they didn’t go across with the rest of Gerry’s consciousness?
He had come from the Family, and there was still this issue of a second person, or thing, that had come down with him. Petal stared back, her nostrils flaring. She just knew he was up to something. But what?
— We’ll make this right, Jachz sent to her via the VPN. She hadn’t even given him credentials to connect with her. She looked away from him and cut him out of the network, running a defence program she had learned to code-weave from Gerry.
Between Enna and Jachz, who were stood in front of Gerry, she caught his eye.
She willed him to see her. Really see her, remember what they had.
There was nothing. No recognition.
He looked at her as though she were a stranger.
And it broke her heart.



Chapter 13
Jess closed her eyes and listened to Cemprom’s newly installed servers. Although the AIs weren’t as advanced as Hajime and Sakura, they seemed happy with their tasks.
She had worked with Enna’s new team of programmers to get Cemprom back up and running again, but not for evil and nasty reasons like the Family and Fuentes. This new system was to help the businesses become functional so the citizens could work their jobs and the city could get back to normal.
Jess was especially happy with the fun programs Enna had let her make. There was the new citywide intranet that allowed people to connect with their AIAs and access cool sites for games and communication. And then there was the virtual vacation program.
That was her favourite. She used some of the books that her parents had given her as a child as the source for those. There was one based on a tropical island where Libertas citizens could build sandcastles with talking dolphins and monkeys.
The space vacation was fun too.
You would be able to pilot a spaceship and explore new planets. She based that one on a game she had found running on a server. A young boy had run it before he died at the hands of Elliot Robertson. She felt it important to honour him by keeping it running and open to everyone to play.
Jess propelled herself on her newly designed wheeled board through the tall racks of servers. She hummed along with the frequency of the fans, making her own music in her head. Her parents never thought she’d create art with the upgrades they had put inside her, but over time she had come to learn that every computer was like its own musical instrument with its own unique sounds and tones.
These new Cemprom servers were like an old-fashioned concerto with a mix of percussion and strings.
When she reached the end of the racks in the server room, she reached out with her mind and connected with the video server. She opened her eyes and pulled down a keyboard to her lap. She tapped in her login credentials and carried out Franklin’s request.
Apparently the city had a new quest.
A ghost they had said.
Jess didn’t believe in ghosts, but she did believe in computer spirits. She heard and saw them in computers and networks. Little glitched pieces of software and code that hadn’t been deleted properly. They floated about like lost children unable to find their way home.
This thing that Petal and Holly said they saw could just be a network artifact like that, seeing as both women were on the new network.
While Jess was typing out instructions to set the parameters for the video search, she heard the door open. Franklin entered. “Hey, Frank,” Jess said. “I’m just doing as you asked.”
“Thanks, Jess, I appreciate it. I know they keep you busy down here, so I thought you might like a break from all that tedious work.”
She smiled at him as he gave her a wink. She liked Frank, he was one of the nicest people in security she’d met. Most of the others were too serious, but Frank always had a joke or something nice to say. She was pleased Enna had taken to him too and gave him extra responsibilities. It meant Jess would get to see him more often.
He knelt down beside her. “Hey,” he said. “Got a new joke for you.”
“Is it the one about the hacker?”
“Nah, I heard this one today.”
“Go on, then,” Jess said. “But if you don’t make me laugh, you owe me a cake.”
He raised an eyebrow. “Oh, do I now? I didn’t realise there was such a high price for comedy these days.”
“I just like to keep you on your game,” Jess said. “And besides, your evening round takes you past the new baker’s. The woman in there likes you. You can probably get an extra portion.”
“I like the way you think.”
“So go on, then, make me laugh.”
While Franklin cleared his throat and began his joke, Jess activated the search program on the video servers. It would take at least a couple of minutes to run.
“Right,” Franklin began, “a hacker, a pirate, and an AI all walk into a bar—”
“Wait,” Jess said. “AIs can’t walk.”
“Have you not seen Jachz?”
“Well, he’s not strictly an AI anymore. He’s his own species.”
“Huh, okay, let me start again. A hacker, a pirate, and a cyborg walk into a bar—”
Franklin stopped his joke short as the video search program freeze-framed an image of a dark figure standing in the hallway outside of Holly’s room.
“There it is,” he said, leaning closer in. “She was right after all.”
“What is it?” Jess asked. She rolled herself forward to take a closer look. The whole thing was in darkness and looked like a shadow. But even with the lack of light and detail, Jess knew it wasn’t a ghost. The thing was whole and real. A person.
“I best go tell Enna,” Franklin said. “See what she wants me to do. Let me know if the system picks it up on any other frame.”
“What about the punchline?”
“It’ll have to wait for later, I’m afraid, Jess.”
Franklin ruffled her hair and gave her a wink before dashing out of the server room. The door swung closed, wafting air into Jess’s face. She noticed the faint smell of smoke. She checked the servers’ diagnostics to make sure one of the server fans hadn’t busted, or one of the processor cores overheated.
The display showed no warning signs. Everything was fine and within tolerances.
Jess turned away from the screen and propelled herself down the corridor of servers to visually inspect them. Even though the servers sounded fine, still creating their unique music, she didn’t rule out a problem.
Before she got to the end of the corridor, she heard the door creak open. Had Franklin returned already? She started to turn around when a dark figure loomed over her. She made to scream, but the figure moved too fast, clasping a cold hand around her mouth. With its other arm, it lifted her up off her board and dashed out of the server room, its considerable strength holding Jess tight beneath its arm.
She tried to squeeze and squirm out of its grip, but it continued to hold her in place as it raced down the hallway that led away from the server room to an emergency exit. Bursting through the doors, the figure turned left and headed down a narrow access way.
It turned into an alley and pushed Jess up against the wall, still holding a hand over her mouth. She tried to bite the hand, but her teeth clenched against a hard surface beneath the flesh.
Her mind raced: robot, cyborg, transcendent? She tried to listen in, hear what was going on in its mind. A low-level hum came from beneath the street. Whatever it was, it was biological or had exceptional dampening on its processors.
But she did detect, albeit briefly, a node on the network. It disappeared the moment she noticed. Before Jess could inspect further, the figure jabbed a needle into her neck. She became light, weightless. Her vision swirled, and her mind closed in around her. The final image of a shadowy figure staring at her with black eyes haunted her consciousness.



Chapter 14
Gerry sat back in the chair. His muscles were slow to react and ached. Just like his mind. A foggy headache made his thoughts slow and fragmented like bits of code floating in a mist of information. The others around him stared on silently.
He knew and recognised both Enna and Jachz, but the other two weren’t instantly familiar. The girl called Holly wouldn’t hold his eye contact, turning away when he tried to look at her. The other girl, Petal, couldn’t stop looking at him.
Her gaze made him feel self-conscious. All he wanted was some time alone to gather his memories and whereabouts. Although Enna had explained all the things he was supposed to have done, the images for those events were indistinct.
“My family?” Gerry asked Enna as she fussed with her slate, presumably checking his vitals. “Oh,” he said as his AIA, Mags, delivered his backstory to him. Gerry stood up, stretched and walked unsteadily across the lab to stand before the large window.
From his position he could see the rows of subdivided houses in the distance and knew he lived in one of them. Mags replayed a number of scenes of him with his wife and children around a breakfast table… yes, he knew this scene!
The numbers… those damned lottery numbers.
Despite knowing all this had already happened, he couldn’t help but feel that same gut-wrenching sensation of panic of facing the very death lottery his algorithms controlled. And then the rage of not being allowed back into his employer’s building to sort things out.
Mags continued to replay his life like a film.
He watched as he fell into the street, his body jerking with the electrical shock of the guard’s stun baton. And then the weird guy with the dreadlocks and padre hat, helping Gerry up from the gutter and taking him through the streets until they came to an old door.
Golden light rimmed the edge of the doorway and illuminated the street as the light spilled out when the door opened a crack.
There, watching him from behind a pair of goggles… the girl with the pink hair.
Gerry spun around in the lab.
It was her.
“Petal?” Gerry said, the name falling out, trembling across his lips. He knew her now, knew there was more to her than just the image his AIA was showing him. “I know you. You were behind the door with the man with the dreadlocks.” Gerry sought to find his name.
And there, it came to him in a burst of memories. Gabriel!
A section of his brain, previously locked away, activated. Neurons fired, bringing the memories, and the pain.
Collapsing to his knees, Gerry grabbed the side of his head and screamed. The mad rushing data flowed too fast. He couldn’t take it, but image after image and sound after sound, the stream brought an entire life’s experiences to him in a few seconds of agonising replay.
Enna and Jachz rushed to him, taking him by the arms and lifting him up, but he shrugged them off. He closed his eyes tight and tensed his body, willing himself to pay attention to all the data Mags was showing him.
He knew this wasn’t his original body or his first life. He saw how he died while fighting with Jasper, his brother, and then up on the Family’s—his family’s—space station. They had brought him back, upgraded his internal processors, made him even more capable, so he could… do what?
Mags played back a conversation he’d had with his mother.
Gerry opened his eyes and forced himself to stand. The others watched on with a mix of horror. Everyone apart from Petal, who stood directly in front of him, her hands clasped together in front of her chest. “You,” Gerry said, his voice croaking.
“Me?” Petal replied. Her hands shook.
Gerry lurched forward, his arms outwards.
Holly wrapped an arm around Petal, standing close to protect her, but Gerry didn’t want to hurt her. He stumbled forward, placing his hands on top of her shoulders. “I know you,” he said, looking down into those eyes that burned all the way back through the torrent of his memories. “I… came back for you.”
“You did,” Petal replied. “You saved me, and I saved you. From Elliot Robertson. Remember?”
Gerry returned to the movie of his life and continued to analyse the scenes as they flicked by, dragged from somewhere deep inside his mind. The name Elliot Robertson resonated, and Mags ran a search, delivered the results.
“My god,” Gerry whispered as it all came to him whole.
His entire life since his awakening at the hands of Gabe and Petal stretched off into the distance. Each step on the journey now fully formed with sight and sound.
“You,” Gerry said, looking at Petal. “Kept me alive, inside your mind… all this time. How is this even possible? Am I real? A clone… I see it all now, and I feel. I know…”
Petal’s face brightened as she smiled. She stepped forward, letting his arms drop behind her. She wrapped hers around his waist and buried her face into his chest. Gerry pulled her in tight, enjoying her warmth against his body.
His saviour, his love, his reason for living.
Without her, he now realised he would have succumbed to Elliot Robertson’s manipulation. Petal had sacrificed herself for him and kept them both alive. Although Gerry knew he wasn’t a man of religion, he experienced in that moment a connection to something larger than their corporeal bodies.
He’d become binary, his spirit stretching out into the networks of the universe, only to be brought back whole, recombined, but the same. His spirit and soul intact, held safe within the mind and love of another.
— I love you, Petal, Gerry said.
— And I you. I thought I had lost you forever.
— Never.
And on they chatted like that. Silent to the others, but full of emotion across their secure VPN. Gerry could have stayed like that for all time, being one with his true love, his saviour, but from outside of this cocoon, Enna’s voice broke through.
A hand gripped his shoulder.
“Gerry, I’m sorry to break this up, but we’ve got work to do.”
Gerry opened his eyes and turned to look at Enna. “Work?”
“Diagnostics. Now you’re fully functioning, I need to test—”
“No,” Gerry said, releasing Petal so he could face Enna fully. “There’s been too much testing, too much manipulation of my life. I am what I am right now, and that’s the way it’s going to stay. I’m grateful for what you’ve done for me, I truly am, but let me live now.”
The door to the lab burst open, and a young man in a blue uniform burst in. His cheeks were reddened, and he struggled for breath as though he had just been running. Sweat dripped down his face, pooling in the creases of his grimace.
“Franklin, what’s the matter?” Enna’s voice, high-pitched, tarred with panic.
“It’s Jess,” he said.
The name conjured a facsimile in Gerry’s mind. A young girl, blond, with no use of her legs. She had helped him during the battle with Elliot, using her special, mysterious abilities to communicate with the server spirits, the digital souls of Hajime and Sakura.
“What’s happened?” Petal urged. She dashed over to him, shook him by the arm.
“She’s… been… taken.”
“What do you mean?” Enna said, dropping her slate onto the operating table and striding across the lab. “What’s going on?”
Franklin bent over and leaned against his knees, breathing heavily. He looked up then, worry lines scrawled deeply in his forehead. “She found the thing Holly saw on the video server. I was coming to tell you when I returned to ask Jess something, but she’d gone. Her board was still there, and a piece of her jacket had snagged on the door handle. I ran the film back, and it took her.”
“It?” Holly said. “The ghost? The thing Petal and I saw?”
Franklin nodded. “It’s on the server.” He pointed to Enna’s slate. The ex-Family member picked it up and navigated to the server’s address, following Franklin’s instructions. But Gerry was already working on it.
Via Mags, he connected to the Cemprom network. It hadn’t changed much since he last accessed it, the protocols still very much using the architecture he set up along with his good friend Mike. That was one image he wished he never had to see again—Mike’s body and face all bloated and diseased under the control of the sentient AI within his internal systems.
Putting that to the back of his mind, Gerry let a part of himself go into the network. He felt slow, like an old computer running out of memory and processing software in measured chunks. But he made progress through the system until he arrived at the node responsible for the surveillance server.
Even though the city was under a new ideology, he was saddened to see that this still existed, but in this particular case he was thankful for it.
“I can’t find anything,” Enna said, navigating on the slate. Franklin continued to explain what Jess had seen and from which camera feed. Gerry was already running a number of search scripts as he got used to learning how to manipulate and weave code again. The ability hadn’t truly gone, and with every passing second he was finding increasingly more power at his control. This, he knew, wasn’t natural. He was good before, but as he was manipulating the servers to dig up the footage of Jess’s capture, he detected an untapped source of power within him.
The problem was it reminded him of Elliot Robertson.
That particular line of enquiry would remain shut for now.
— What are you doing, Gez? Petal said.
— Finding the kidnapper. Here, watch.
Gerry extended the video feed through a port into his system and bridged it across to Petal’s node. He scrolled the video recording until they reached the timestamp a few minutes before Franklin arrived. The camera within the server room sat high and recorded with a wide angle of view, taking in the entire space.
Jess looked small among the tall racks of CPU blades. She was pushing herself down the aisle when the door opened. The light of the room changed, and a shadow extended along the floor. A definite figure.
“There,” Franklin said to Enna. “I think that’s it.”
Gerry skipped forward a few moments and caught the figure as it snatched Jess and turned to leave the room.
— That’s the thing I saw coming out of Jachz’s craft, Petal said.
Gerry copied the image over to his internal memory and disconnected from the server. His normal vision returned. Holly and Enna were crowded around the slate as Franklin looked on.
Jachz stood a few feet away, impassive, but watching on with a focused attentiveness.
Gerry rushed him, pushing him up against the wall of the lab with a crash.
“What the hell?” Enna said.
“You know what it is, don’t you, Jachz?” Gerry said.
Petal joined him by his side and pointed her forearm spikes at the AI-cyborg or whatever the hell it identified itself as.
“Gerry, calm down,” Enna said, trying to pull him away.
But Gerry shrugged her off and leaned in closer. “I can see it in your damned eyes. You better start telling the truth, or your short life ends here today.”
“I don’t know what you’re referring to. Can you be more specific?” Jachz replied, keeping his voice steady like a good robot, but even so, Gerry could detect a tremble of fear there. Amazingly, the AI had become fully sentient after all, but then given all the crazy shit he’d seen over the last year or so, it wasn’t entirely surprising.
Gerry patched Jachz into his network and played him the video feed, pausing on the frame of the figure carrying Jess out of the server room. The damn thing was like a moving shadow. It seemed to suck light into it, making its form indistinct. Though it was clear enough to know it was human or a technological variant of some kind.
“Oh,” Jachz said. “This is not a good development at all.”
“What is it?” Enna asked.
Gerry eased off Jachz, and Petal withdrew her spikes. They all waited on him.
“I was unaware he had hitched a ride with me,” he said. “Otherwise I’d have taken appropriate countermeasures. I failed in trusting Kabuki.”
“You’re not making sense, Jachz. Just tell us what that thing is,” Gerry urged.
“Of course. It’s a viroborg—one of the Family’s next-generation weapons. I didn’t think any were activated.”
“And what the fuck is one of those?” Petal said.
“An AI-driven cyborg whose purpose is to stealthily infiltrate a facility and download a viral payload. The Family designed them to take out their competitors, but after the Cataclysm, there were none, and development of them ceased—or so I had thought.”
“Why would it take Jess and leave the servers intact?” Franklin said.
“That I don’t know,” Jachz said. “But if it hasn’t attacked the city from inside, that tells me that it has higher orders.”
Gerry turned away and to Enna said, “You’ve picked a real bad day for a resurrection.”
 



Chapter 15
Petal pulled Enna out into the corridor, closing the door to her lab behind them. Leaning against it, she eased the tension from her shoulders. “Are you sure he’s going to be okay?”
Enna ran a hand through her hair. “I’m almost positive, but it’s impossible to know everything. This hasn’t been done before. I think you’re underestimating the scale of what we achieved here today.”
“And you’re underestimating his desire to fix shit. He won’t just rest up and let you run a bunch of health checks while Jess’s been kidnapped. You know that, right?”
Enna spun away and exhaled loudly. “Of course I know that. I was there when he saved her from certain death in Darkhan. But if you go running off now and he malfunctions, what then?”
Petal read between the lines and realised that Enna had already decided she was staying at Libertas. So much for her special bond with Jess. Just because she had some top position now didn’t excuse her responsibilities to her friends.
“At least he cares,” Petal said. “He’s the only one who’s ever really given a fuck.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?” Enna spun round, her face flashing with redness.
Petal leaned forward, making Enna take a step back. “You’re not exactly leading the search party, are you? Sure, you’re getting your little lapdogs to run through surveillance, but when it comes to it, you’ll be staying here, won’t you? I’ve noticed that about you—whenever the shit gets dangerous, you go missing.”
Enna raised her hand to slap Petal but thought better of it and dropped her arm. She couldn’t even hold Petal’s gaze.
“You’re just like the rest of them,” Petal said, pointing upwards, referring to Enna’s relations. “Even though they abandoned you here and we treated you like our own, you’re going to hide in the safety of this place again while we risk our lives. It’s always been that way, with you manipulating Gabe and me, sending us on one dangerous errand after another.”
“That’s not fair; I always looked out for you two.”
“But Jess, eh? You’re leaving that to us.”
“I can help!” Enna backed away, her coat flapping about her legs as she strode up and down with frustration. She turned back to Petal, pointing her finger. “I’ve arranged transport and weapons and supplies. You’ve got Jachz and Holly. You don’t need Gerry. Leave him behind to let me carry on test—”
“Hell no. You didn’t hear too well, did you? No more goddamned tests. You arrange the transport and weapons. Leave it to Gez and me. We’ll get it done as we’ve always done. You won’t need to lift a finger.”
Before Enna could respond, Petal opened the door to the lab and strode back inside. Jachz and Holly were conversing with Gerry, tracing Jess’s last network communications.
“Well?” Petal said. “You get a lead?”
Jachz looked up. “Yes, she pinged the Cemprom servers a few minutes after her abduction. She’s heading south-easterly.”
Gerry added, “Given the time delay between the pings, it looks like she’s moving fast. The viroborg must have had a vehicle of some kind set up and ready.”
“And what about the surveillance?”
“Nothing,” Holly said, tossing the slate onto a desktop. “Shortly after this fucker took Jess, the servers went down.”
“Remotely?” Petal asked.
“I’m already on it,” Gerry said. His eyelids fluttered.
Through her internal systems, Petal saw him connect to the Libertas servers. Streams of familiar code flew out into the grid.
“I’ve got a log entry,” Gerry said. “The timestamp is just seconds after the video capture. It crashed the servers while on the move. We can assume that it either has an AIA with sys-admin credentials or is adept at cracking high-end security.”
“Probably both,” Jachz said.
“So what do you know about this viroborg?” Petal asked.
Enna answered for Jachz, re-entering the lab. “They were maverick technology. Wholly destructive and a last option. During the war, there were a number of high-profile enemies, and one of the simulations of the outcome had the Family as the weaker of three potential survivors. The ’borgs were designed to take them down from inside. Think of them as disposable code bombs.”
“Code bombs?” Holly asked. “They’re designed to do what, exactly? Install viruses, that kind of thing?”
“Exactly that,” Enna said.
“So where’s this one going,” Petal asked. “Seeing as it was you lot who built these damned things, what’s south-east of here that would require a ’borgs abilities?”
Enna pressed her lips together, subconsciously holding onto the truth, and turned away from the group. There she was, apart again, one of the Family, not one of them. And as usual, she held the power, the knowledge.
Petal sighed inwardly. She was being too harsh. She did bring Gerry back, and that alone should be enough for Petal to give her the benefit of the doubt. For the first time in months Petal felt good again, whole, and had hope that she and Gerry would now finally have a chance to be together.
“I’m sorry,” Petal said, stepping toward Enna, bridging the gap between the group and her, being the physical olive branch. “I’m just on edge. I don’t mean to take it out on you. We just need to know what you know so we can get Jess back.”
“I know,” Enna said now, turning, smiling at Petal. She reached out, then pulled her hand back and balled it into a fist. “But this won’t be simple.”
Gerry stepped forward, behind Petal. She felt his presence close, his warmth, his strength. He gripped her shoulder, sapping away her anxiety. There was a time when it was Petal’s job to assure Gerry, teach him the way of the world and look out for him, but now it was reversed. Even though he’d only been in his new cloned body for a short while, she could sense the strength of it and the control he exerted over it.
Of all the versions of Gerry she had known, she felt this one was the best, the strongest, wisest. How much had he learned during his imprisonment with Elliot Robertson? Or his time inside Petal’s mind?
“Nothing’s simple when the damned Family are involved,” Gerry said. The words unequivocally separating himself from that group. Gerry was his own man, and despite being the son of the Family, and Enna his aunt, he made it clear where his loyalties lie. “Now, just tell us, Enna, what’s the ’borg heading for?”
They all waited, Holly, Petal, Jachz, and Gerry, as one, an alliance of oddballs. Waiting for Enna, one of them, to tell them the bad news, to send them off on yet another dangerous caper of the Family’s making. The silence stretched taut. Petal tapped her foot and thought about slapping the truth from Enna’s mouth.
She finally spoke.
Turning to face them, Enna brushed her hair behind her ears. “There’s a facility in the Korean Empire’s Northern Territory. It’s likely heading there.”
“Wait,” Petal said. “The what now? Another facility. What exactly is this facility, and why are we only learning about it now?”
“Don’t put all the responsibility on me,” Enna said. “Just because I was left behind, it doesn’t make me the official spokesperson of everything Family related. What do you expect from me? You want me to go through the entire goddamned history of the world, telling you what happened in every part of it? You want me to draw you a fucking map?”
“Hey,” Holly said, stepping between them. “Enough’s enough. Let’s all just calm the hell down for a moment, shall we? Bickering like feral kids isn’t going to do us any favours. Now, I don’t really know Jess all that well, but I’m not so stupid to think that leaving this ’borg to its own devices is a good idea. We need to work together on this, formulate a plan and get to it.”
“She’s right,” Jachz said from the back of the room.
Petal turned to face him.
He held his hands up. “I’m afraid this is my fault.” He held a slate in his hand. “When I left the Mars base in a hurry, I admit that I put my trust in Kabuki and followed her directions to get into the craft and head for Earth. I didn’t fully inspect it beforehand. In hindsight, I wish had the wisdom or foresight to predict something like this would happen. My calculations are—different now. It’s taking me considerable time to come to learn what I can and can’t do with this new consciousness.”
“Great,” Petal said. “An emobot. That’s all we need.”
“First things first,” Gerry said, shaking his head. “Let’s start with the facility, and then move onto whatever the hell this Kabuki thing is. There’s too much to cover here now. Enna, just tell us the important things regarding this facility and send us the rest of the information later while we’re en route.”
“The base in the Korean Empire’s Northern Territory was essentially the prototype for City Earth,” Enna said, resting against the operating table, looking tired and weary. If Petal had the heart, she’d maybe have some sympathy. But she listened and waited for her to continue.
“It was also one of the Family’s main production zones where many of its servers are located. From within that place they developed a lot of tech, much of it either now destroyed or still within the warehouses, mothballed and useless.”
“It doesn’t make any sense why the viroborg would take Jess there,” Jachz said. “I’m not privy to the full details as you are, but if it’s old and mothballed, as you say, what motivation would the Family or Kabuki have for sending the ’borg there?”
Enna dropped her head and sucked in a heavy breath. She visibly shook.
“It was also the site of much of their weapons.”
Petal’s stomach gripped with pre-bad-news tension. “What kind of weapons?” she asked, already knowing the answer from Enna’s body language, but wanting to hear it from her mouth regardless.
Enna looked up at the others, her eyes offering a kind of an apology. “Nukes and EMPs—amongst other things.”
 
***
 
Petal approached the sleek Libertas shuttle. Franklin led a squad of five security agents. They loaded up the shuttle with boxes of water and dehydrated food packs, rifles, pistols, grenades and spare ammo.
Petal could still smell the smoke from Jachz’s earlier crash. Scorch marks burned parallel lines across the landing pad and out into the park, where a deep gouge exposed the earth. Jachz stood inside the shuttle’s loading bay, helping to fill it with supplies. Holly stood to the side, talking with Enna.
Using this as an opportunity to speak with Gerry alone, Petal held his arm and pulled him back so they were standing just inside the alleyway between the presidential building and a business tower.
“So,” Petal said, unsure of how to start things now she had Gerry alone. “How’s things?”
“You know, just peachy. Been awake for an hour or so and preparing to hunt down a rampant cyborg. The usual.”
She was glad he hadn’t lost any of his sense of humour. It felt so strange to see him standing there in a completely accurate facsimile of his real body. It was almost as if the whole dying and being rebuilt on the Family’s space station didn’t happen.
“Seriously, Gez, are you doing okay? Up here?” She tapped her head.
“Yeah, as good as before; in fact, probably better.”
“Oh?”
“When I was trapped in those servers with Elliot, I saw lots of… crazy stuff. Without getting all deep and philosophical about things, I realised how we’re all interconnected. Not in some metaphysical god-like way, but in a particle sense. Out there”—Gerry pointed to the sky—“is a great huge network. Binary is at the source of everything, Petal. It’s the building blocks of the universe. When we’re binary, we can go anywhere, do anything, be anyone. All at once. It’s… frightening, but infinite.”
“Is that why Elliot went mad?”
“I think so. It’s inevitable. If it wasn’t for you saving me inside your mind, I’d have ended up the same way. We’re not meant to pass the singularity like that. Our minds are capable. Our consciousness needs a body to exist. At the cellular level there’s micro-networks that our soul, if you want to call it that, spreads out into. It’s why all the experiments of uploading our minds to processors fail. There’s nowhere for the soul to go. The mind can’t handle it. It gets lost, fragmented.”
Petal stood there dumbfounded for a moment, letting the words sink in. The scope of Gerry’s experience overwhelmed her. She couldn’t quite take it all in. The ramifications, the insights, were too much to get her head around.
“Then the Family’s quest for immortal posthumanism is doomed to fail?”
“Yes,” Gerry said. “But there’s still a way—a way for us.”
“The cloning?” Petal asked, seeing it clearly now. If the uploading of one’s mind to a processor-based state brought on certain insanity due to the lack of a biological body, then the obvious route was to regenerate the mind into a new, cloned body. Like Gerry’s.
“Shit me,” Petal said, smiling and punching Gerry in the arm. “You’re like the genesis model, Gez. The first freaking one. Enna’s done it, hasn’t she? The thing her and the Family have been trying to do all this time, but they were looking in the wrong direction.”
Gerry nodded, smiling. “The future is biology, not silicon. Posthuman doesn’t exist, will never exist. We’re human for a reason. The mind and body cannot be separated. Just like you and I won’t, not again.”
Gerry wrapped his arms around her waist and pulled her in tight. They kissed, soft and tender at first, like the flutterings of butterfly wings, and then deeper, more passionate. Petal melted into Gerry, her one true love, and for that moment they became one again.
— I love you, Gerry sent across their VPN.
— I love you too.
And despite the preparations for another conflict going on just a few hundred meters away, Petal was complete, happy, secure. There was a balance here she’d never thought she’d experience. Gabe was reunited with his family, and now Petal was reunited with hers. Reborn, Gerry was everything she wanted and more. Her life had meaning now.
They broke away and stared into each other’s eyes.
“I’m so glad you’re back,” Petal said. “I don’t think I could have gone on for much longer without you.”
Gerry ran a finger down her cheek and along her chin. “You underestimate yourself,” he said, his voice low and husky. “I’ve seen your soul, and it’s stronger than anything else I’ve seen. Stronger than Elliot’s, stronger than Hajime’s and Sakura’s, stronger even than my own.”
Petal blushed and ran a hand down Gerry’s back. “Together, then, we should be unstoppable.” She glanced out of the alley to the shuttle. Franklin’s squad had finished loading the supplies. Holly broke away from Enna carrying a slate and stepped inside to join Jachz.
“Totally,” Gerry said. “What say you and me go save the world again?”
“Sounds good to me.”
Gerry kissed her once more before he let her go and strode across to the shuttle. Petal followed behind, full of confidence, love, hope and a desire to smash the viroborg into a thousand tiny pieces. And when she was done with that, she’d come back and get some more answers from Enna. Petal couldn’t help but feel she was holding more back.
That would wait, though.
For now, they had to find Jess and the ’borg.



Chapter 16
Three hours later, they were approaching the border between China and the Korean Empire. Gerry was still processing the information Enna had provided on a slate. He had downloaded it to his AIA and was still thinking about the content when Holly, sitting in the copilot’s seat next to Jachz, made a short squealing noise.
“Holy crap, look at all that,” she said, pointing at the one-hundred-and-eighty-degree OLED observation screen.
Gerry leaned forward and instructed the system to zoom in by two hundred percent.
Thousands of feet below them, through the wisps of cloud, were acres of lush greenery. The visual was almost unreal in the abrupt change from desert wasteland on the China side to the thriving jungle of Korea. Along the border between these two drastic climates, Gerry noticed a tall fence. It seemed that everything south of the fence had thrived and missed the worst effects of the radiation.
Buried within the jungle were tall metal triangular structures. Around their bases were flat-roofed buildings. Great thick cables snaked between them. Perhaps some kind of generator system, he thought.
Or a weapon of some kind.
“I’ve never seen anything like that,” Holly said. “Even when I went to the far West, it was all the same, just scrubland and devastation.”
“I don’t think it’s any surprise that this was the Family’s main area of operations,” Petal said, poison dripping with every word. “Looks like they protected their own fairly well.”
“You know anything about this, Jachz?” Gerry asked, suspicious of his silence.
“I do not,” Jachz replied. “I was just an IT maintenance presence. I didn’t have access to everything relating to the Family’s operations, I’m afraid.”
“Not even your friend Kabuki?” Gerry asked. During the flight, he had questioned Jachz about the AI. And to be fair to Jachz, there were no signs of subterfuge. But then Gerry had to remember he was dealing with a sentient AI—something that hadn’t happened before. He could be as skilled at withholding the truth as any of those bastards in the Family.
Still, what he had said about her developing from the copy of Elliot did make sense to Gerry. During his time with the latter, he had seen how that could be possible. Even Jachz’s own development didn’t come as a huge surprise.
The combination of biology and intelligence was the key, after all. For whatever reason, when they had uploaded Jachz after his mortal death on the planet’s surface, something changed when he awoke in his new body.
Perhaps he and Gerry weren’t so different after all.
“No,” Jachz said, “Kabuki was sandboxed. Whether she knows about this place now is immaterial. I have no contact with her. I can only go on the information Enna has provided and the little I already knew about the viroborgs.”
“Are we still getting a signal?” Petal asked.
“Yes,” Jachz replied, gesturing across the shuttle’s slate. A circular map, like radar, displayed on the OLED surface, overlaying the image of the jungle below. Two blips flashed: Jess’s signal and the shuttle’s position. According to the scale on the radar, they were about a hundred miles apart. It wouldn’t take long to—
The shuttle rocked violently to the side, and alarms flashed on the OLED screen. Petal fell out of her seat, crashing to the deck. Smoke filled the cabin as another crash hit the shuttle somewhere behind them.
Gerry reached out with his AIA and briefly detected a network presence.
It could have been the viroborg or something else, but he was soon crashed out of the connection with a blast of white noise and junk data.
He reached down and helped Petal back to her seat.
The shuttle’s nose dipped, and the broken image of the jungle on the screen grew larger, but not through any kind of magnification.
They were losing altitude.
Fast.
Jachz frantically wrestled with the manual controls, but little was working.
“Shit, Jachz, bring her up, we’re gonna crash,” Petal said.
“I’m trying,” he said. “I’m locked out of the system.”
Holly reached over and pulled the control slate round. The screen was dead. “Damn it, it’s on autopilot.”
They kept falling.
Flames burst through the gaps in the door behind them, the engine on fire.
Gerry and the others coughed with the smoke.
“We’ve got to do something quick, before we choke,” Petal said.
They were just a few hundred meters from the tops of the trees. He scanned the internal network and found the pilot control node.
Calming his mind, Gerry connected to the shuttle and shut down the emergency autopilot procedures, unlocking full access. He switched the power over to manual control and rerouted all power to the auxiliary H-core motors used for VTOL landing.
It wouldn’t be enough to slow them greatly, but it was something.
“You’ve got control, Jachz,” Gerry said through a series of coughs and holding onto Petal with one hand and his seat with the other.
Jachz’s face sharpened and his eyes focused as he gripped the manual control sticks. His hands made micro-movements, adjusting their descent.
The nose came up and the shuttle descended under control.
Noises of branches and power cables scraping against the hull echoed throughout the cabin, drowning out the sounds of the powder jets extinguishing the fire in the engine compartment.
A few seconds later the shuttle jolted heavily, hitting the ground with a clang and a thud.
The momentum of the shuttle pushed it through the dense forest, smashing trees aside. Gerry thought a branch would come crashing through the screen at any moment and tensed his body to react. Petal gripped his arm and closed her eyes.
Everyone became quite as they waited for the inevitable crash.
But it didn’t come.
The shuttle, pushing through the jungle, eventually ran out of momentum against the thick brush and came to a stop with a screeching, rending yell of defiance.
No one moved for a moment, scared that any minor movement would set off some catastrophic event. The section behind the cabin clicked and hissed with the dying fire, the metal stretching and cooling under the extinguishing foam.
The stench of smoke hung heavily in the air.
A long minute passed and Gerry spoke. “I think we’re okay. Good job, Jachz. You handled that well.”
“I’m used to it, I guess,” he said with a wry smile, showing more humanity in that moment than in all the time Gerry had known him. “First the crash of my ship and now this,” Jachz said. “Is twice a coincidence or a trend?”
Gerry noticed a slight tremble in Jachz’s hands as he let go of the control sticks.
He does feel after all, then. Gerry had considered that it was all a ruse, but if it was, then he was being extremely authentic. The truth was, Gerry suspected, that Jachz wasn’t withholding anything and he was what he said he was.
Either way, Gerry would keep an eye on him.
He hadn’t survived this long by trusting the Family.
“I don’t know about the rest of you,” Petal said. “But I’m sick of flying. Almost every damn time it ends badly. I’m losing count of how many times I’ve been shot out of the sky or crash-landed. It’s ground vehicles only for me now.”
“I know what you mean,” Gerry said, smiling even as he brought back the memories of crashing into Bachia during the battle with the Red Widows. If it wasn’t someone shooting you down, it was malfunctioning equipment.
“Let’s get the hell out of here,” Holly said, unbuckling from her seat. “I feel like a target stuck in here.”
“I concur,” Petal said. “Let’s get the fuck out of here and find whatever it was that tried to kill us. I feel a little revenge coming on.”
Gerry grabbed the slate that displayed Jess’s location and placed it in the webbing around his chest. He and the others had changed into combat fatigues. They’d no doubt need them now they were looking at a trek through the jungle.
Each wore a knife and a pistol on their belts. The rest of the gear was in the back of the shuttle, probably now useless after the fire. “Okay, everyone ready? Draw your weapons, we don’t know if there’s something, or someone, waiting for us out there.”
“Okay then,” Petal said, grabbing her pistol with one hand and the lever to open the shuttle’s side door with the other. “Let’s go get us some jungle fun.”
Petal pulled the door to the side and made to step out, but her foot dangled over air. Gerry dashed forward and grabbed her arms, pulling her back.
She dropped the pistol.
They stood at the edge and watched it fall down into a great pit.
The shuttle rocked on the edge and threatened to tip into the hole.
“Holy fuck,” Petal said, scrambling back inside.
“What the hell?” Holly said, joining them cautiously. She looked over Petal’s shoulders and down into the pit. “Oh no… that’s, oh god, no…”
Gerry turned away when he saw the contents of the pit.
The pistol made no noise when it struck the bottom. The pit was at least thirty meters wide and fifty deep. At the bottom, lit up by the evening sun, were bones. Thousands or perhaps millions of bones all piled up together. Among ribs and femurs and skulls were the rotting fabrics of flags from various nations.
They were rocking on the edge of a mass grave.
Gerry staggered back and fought to hold back the bile rising in his throat.
Petal turned away, her face pale.
“Head to the back,” Holly said, her voice shaking as she stepped through the cabin and approached the bulkhead door that led to the rear section of the shuttle. Jachz made to move toward the side door, but Petal shook her head and pushed him toward Holly.
“You don’t want to see that, Jachz. You shouldn’t see it,” Petal said.
Jachz simply nodded and followed Holly through to the rear of the craft.
Petal and Gerry joined them, moving slowly so as not to disturb the balance and send them crashing nose first into the bone pit.
“Are you okay?” Gerry asked as he held the door open for Petal.
She nodded. “Yeah, I’ll be fine. Nothing should be a surprise anymore given all the things we’ve seen, right?”
“I hope not, but that… well, that’s all kinds of fucked up. I worry what else we’re going to find out here.”
“Let’s not think about it,” Petal said. “Just concentrate on finding that ’borg and Jess.”
“Yeah, go on; let’s get out of here.”
They made their way through the middle section of the shuttle. The side exit thankfully led to solid ground. Gerry poked through their supplies. Their water and food were unspoiled, protected by the crates they were stored in. Their rifles were also undamaged apart from some visible scuffing.
The worst of the fire was in the rearmost section, destroying the engine beyond repair. Gerry knew it was done on purpose. This was no random shooting. Two shots were all it took to ruin their engine, meaning they had no choice but to go on foot.
The pit looked much larger from outside of the shuttle. It was like a great energy beam shot it out from above. All the trees and vines and thick brush simply ceased to exist around its perimeter, leaving it open to the air.
The bodies were probably picked apart by numerous scavengers before ultimately rotting away, leaving just the bones. He saw flags from all the major nations and alliances, pieces of uniforms, soldiers and civilians alike.
Gerry turned away from the sight and hoped he would eventually forget the image. He stepped back toward the shuttle to join the others and listened to the sounds of the jungle. In the trees he heard movement, small scurrying movement. Animals… real ones. It’d been so long since he saw any.
A shape caught his attention above the pit: a bird.
The sun shone down from a low westerly position, bathing the place in a golden glow, casting long shadows. The smell of dirt and smoke filled the thick, humid air. Sweat was already beading on his forehead. He wiped it away and surveyed the wreckage of the shuttle.
Trees and bushes were snapped aside and flattened, creating a tunnel a few hundred meters long back through the jungle. Pieces of grey and white metal debris littered the place.
Gerry felt a tinge of sadness that this wild place was now tarnished by the damaged craft. The jungle must have stood undisturbed for decades, and a few minutes into their journey they had already spoiled it—but then it was not a patch on the pit.
“It was an energy weapon,” Jachz said from the rear of the shuttle. He bent low to survey the damage.
Gerry stepped closer and kneeled down next to him. Two puncture wounds in the hull confirmed Jachz’s assessment. “This isn’t the work of an individual,” Gerry said. “Something that large must have come from a weapon platform.”
“Which means we’re not alone,” Holly added, holding her rifle out, pointing the barrel towards the line of dark trees surrounding them.
“Not necessarily,” Petal added. “It could be an automated system. Like from that over there.” She pointed to the south. Above the trees poked a small dome atop a triangular metal structure, much like the ones Gerry had spotted earlier. Blue lines of electricity crackled around its surface before disappearing into the structure.
“Of course,” Gerry said. “That’s what the fence and towers are: a perimeter defence system. It makes sense if this was the Family’s main territory.”
“I hate the sound of that,” Petal said. “With the pit and the towers—what else is waiting for us? Anyone else think this is turning into a suicide mission?”
“No,” Gerry said, placing the rifle in a sling over his back. “We’re going to be fine. We’ll figure this out. Trust me. If everyone’s got their supplies, I suggest we move out. By the looks of Jess’s signals, she and the ’borg are on foot too. That evens things up a little.”
“I agree,” Jachz said, pulling his backpack straps over his shoulders and removing the large, curved knife from his belt scabbard. “We carry on. I’ll take point.”
“Petal and I will follow. Holly, you want to take the rear?”
She mock-saluted Gerry and smiled. “Got it, boss. My pleasure.”
“Okay, let’s move out.”
They followed Jachz around the perimeter of the pit until they reached the other side. The ex-Family member hacked at the vines and branches, cutting a way through for them. Gerry and Petal stepped forward aside him and helped with clearing a trail. Holly remained on guard, covering their rear.
They kept on like that for an hour, cutting, trekking, staying on guard.
All the while Gerry kept an eye on the slate as it registered Jess’s pings. They were slowly closing in. But they were still just over ninety miles away.
As they continued on into the heart of the jungle’s dark interior, Gerry had the sense that they were being watched or followed. It wasn’t just the sound of whatever creatures lived here, but a real presence. At times he thought he saw the gloom shift just outside of his vision. Other times he thought he could feel the gaze of someone upon him.
— Keep your eyes open, my love, Gerry sent. — I think we’re being watched.
— Great, that’s all we need.
Gerry forwarded the message to the others across their VPN.
After a short break to take on water and protein in a small clearing, Jachz stood to lead the way again, but Gerry pulled them up short. A twig snapped off to their right, and he saw the shadows shift.



Chapter 17
Petal gripped her pistol and stalked forward. Ahead of her, Jachz, the sacrificial lamb, continued to hack at the jungle. Gerry and Holly had taken up positions to her right and left, extending out in arcs, with the hopes of luring their stalker into attacking Jachz.
The ex-Family AI wasn’t entirely pleased with risking his newly found mortality, but agreed that on balance he would make the most appropriate target as he had been the one leading their trail since the crash.
Petal hung back about fifty metres. She watched diligently, waiting for any shift of the light. They knew their stalker wasn’t armed, as it would have no doubt fired by now. Which meant it was probably just observing and reporting back.
That indicated that there were definitely others here, in the jungle somewhere.
Despite the threat, Petal found herself enjoying the experience. It felt good to be here in a place where things grew, hunting prey, being active.
— I see it, Gerry sent. — I’m flanking it. It’s heading toward you, Jachz. Petal, close the gap. You should get a good shot, as there’s a small clearing coming up. Holly, come in from your side so we’ll have it surrounded.
— Good job, Gez. I’m closing in, Petal replied.
— Ditto, Holly said.
— Copy, Jachz said.
She hunched low, changing her pistol for the rifle and held it at the ready. She stepped, one foot over the other, keeping herself to the very edges of the trail and shrouded in the blanket of the tree’s shadows.
Jachz cut through a thin barrier of trees and entered the clearing. He stopped in the middle and sat on a decayed log. He reached for the water bottle attached to his belt and lifted it to his lips, not looking around, despite knowing it was coming.
Petal stopped before entering the clearing. She hid inside the shadows and dropped to a knee, watching through the scope for any movement.
She heard it before she saw it.
Twigs and leaves snapping and bristling somewhere off to her right. Small creatures scurried in the undergrowth, and a bird flapped its wings and left the safety of the canopy.
A thin stream of the last remnants of evening light shone through into the open section and reflected off something… glass, perhaps?
Petal moved her rifle a few inches to her right. And there, melting out of the darkness toward Jachz, a completely black figure with glassy eyes raised its arms, two blades clutched in its hands, ready to drive them down into Jachz’s back.
Jachz stiffened, sensing the movement, but he didn’t betray the ruse.
From either side of the opening, Holly and Gerry stepped out of the jungle, their rifles raised. Petal followed suit, stepping inside, and fired off a single round. The muted ‘pfff’ noise didn’t echo, dampened by the dense jungle.
The round struck the blade in the figure’s left hand, sending up a brief, amber spark. The figure whirled round as it dropped the knife.
Jachz dropped the water bottle and rolled backwards off the log, rising up on his knees, drawing a pistol. All four of them now moved in.
“Don’t move unless you want to die,” Gerry said to the figure from the right-hand side.
It spun round to face Gerry.
“Over here, fuckface,” Holly said, catching its attention, making it spin round.
“And one more for luck,” Petal said, grinning with her finger on the trigger, itching to blast the thing into oblivion, but resisting. They needed intel, not a dead body.
Jachz stood up and sidestepped behind it.
They had it trapped in place.
It looked like a human covered in a black form-fitting shroud. Protuberances like scales covered its outer arms and legs. A single sash across its chest held a number of blades and small firearms. Without saying a word, it raised its arms above its head and fell to its knees.
It stared at Petal with those black glassy eyes. The last rays of the sun travelled across them and showed no emotion. With the sun now set behind the trees, only their glow rods attached to their belts gave them any light.
They moved in slowly until they were each just a few feet away from the figure. Up close, Petal saw that it wasn’t wearing a shroud at all. The black covering was its actual skin.
“What the fuck are you?” Petal asked, keeping her rifle aimed at its chest.
It didn’t look up or respond.
“It’s a tracker,” Jachz said. “A Family model, similar to the viroborg.”
Gerry pressed the barrel of his rifle to its neck. “I don’t care what it is. It better start talking.”
“It’s not sentient,” Jachz said. “It won’t volunteer information.”
“Then we’ll just take it,” Gerry said.
“Wait,” Petal said. “Gez, can you feel that… a network!”
Petal’s internal systems had recognised the tracker as a node on a wider system. She tried to connect, but the security was robust enough that she would need time to crack it, but one thing for sure, the tracker was sending and receiving information.
“Shit, it’s a trap,” Petal said, whirling around to face the opposite direction.
From all around them, the trees rustled. Footsteps squelched through the mud. God, how many of them were there?
All around the perimeter of the clearing, the line of trees parted and out stepped a hundred or more… “What the hell are these?”
Mutated human-like creatures carrying crude firearms lined the clearing. They wore furs and animal skins. Some held fiery torches while others carried more modern flashlights.
From behind Petal the tracker stood up, the whirring servos catching her attention.
A loud crack erupted, and the tracker’s body slumped to the ground. Smoke billowed from Jachz’s rifle. That proved to be a catalyst.
The mutants rushed in as one.
Petal emptied the magazine of her rifle in a sweeping arc, taking out four of them before she threw the empty weapon to the ground and extended her spikes.
She took a quick glimpse to her side and saw Gerry and Holly firing off the last of their rounds, cutting down a dozen or so more, but there were too many of them. Jachz yelled as he was grabbed from behind and dragged away.
Two of them lunged for Petal.
She quickly shuffled backwards and brought up her spikes. Her enemy’s momentum brought them onto the points, and she drove them up through their throats before retracting them and back-stepping to stand beside Gerry. He had withdrawn his hunting knife and slashed in arcs, keeping a few metres of distance between him and the mutants.
Up close they resembled the Upsiders. Their faces contorted into grotesque shapes. Their bodies were hunched and covered in boils where their furs and animal skins didn’t cover completely.
A guttural laugh came from behind the main group of assailants. They all stiffened and backed off. It was interesting, and worrying, Petal thought, that none of them had opened fire. That only meant one thing.
“Well, well, well,” the voice said, its bass notes rumbling through Petal’s chest.
The mutants stepped aside, creating a corridor for the owner of this terrible voice.
Petal tried to send Gerry a message via their VPN, but something was suppressing the connection, making her internal systems crash and reboot endlessly in a loop. She shut them off before they overloaded her brain.
“You okay?” Petal asked Holly and Gerry.
“Still breathing,” Holly said.
“Right here,” Gerry added.
Through the flickering of the mutants’ fiery torches, a tall figure, at least two meters tall, stepped forward. Half-man, half-machine, its face leered with an all-too-human delight. The skin on its face was peeled back to its ears, exposing a titanium skull.
Within dark sockets, real eyes focused on Petal. Its pupils dilated wide like a cat’s so that it looked like they were entirely black.
“Great,” Petal said. “Another freak. Let me guess, you’re another Family-created fuckup. And what? You’re just cruising through the jungle looking for bunnies to roast?”
“Petal, don’t,” Gerry said, reaching out to grip her shoulder and then whispering, “We’ll find a way out of this yet, be calm.”
Robo-freak stopped within striking distance of Petal.
She considered attacking, but she couldn’t risk Holly or Gerry. They were too outnumbered. She’d have to just wait. That they weren’t already dead meant either they would be interrogated, executed in some over-the-top ritualistic manner, or prepped for eating. Either way, she knew now wasn’t the best time to fight. And Robo-freak knew it too.
Its body was charred and blackened. It wore no clothes, and dull patches of titanium or other metals shone through its knees and elbows and where its skin had worn away.
“Take them to the camp,” it ordered, its voice bellowing out around the clearing. “And strip them of anything useful. As for the AI—take him apart, piece by piece.”
It bent lower and brought its face directly in front of Petal’s. “Aren’t you an interesting little thing. So frail… yet so strong. You, I will enjoy the most. You’ll be my… pet.”
“Who the hell are you?” Gerry demanded.
“My dear Algorithmist, how honoured are we to be blessed by your presence. It’s a shame you’re to meet your end once more after your fresh resurrection. Have you ever considered that you’re cursed, and your friends would be safer if you were dead?”
“Have you considered just fucking off?” Petal asked, stepping forward, bringing her spike to her side.
“Now, now, little pet, no need for that. Save your strength for later. I like them when they fight.” He grabbed her by her throat and lifted her clear off the ground. His arm extended out, so that her spikes no longer reached, and he threw her into the baying crowd of mutants. She hit one of them in the face, knocking it to the ground.
Before Petal could stand and fight, the mob were on her, kicking, clawing, punching, until she was completely overwhelmed. Throughout the melee they managed to manacle and handcuff her. When they stood her up, she saw both Gerry and Holly in the same predicament.
“Answer me!” Petal screamed. “Who are you?”
“Take them away,” he ordered.
From all around him, the mutants gathered together and carried Petal and the others off. She wrestled to free herself of her bonds, but they were too tight. Strong hands around her arms and legs lifted her from the ground and carried her through the jungle to the east of their position.
They joined a well-trodden path. Along the way, torches in sconces attached to trees lighted their direction. In the distance, Petal saw a larger fire burning and, around the outside, a series of huts made from scrap pieces of metal and wood.
Behind those dwellings, a dark metallic pyramid rose into the air, its pointed top finishing just beneath the edge of the tree canopy. It must have been at least thirty metres tall. The outside was dark, almost black. It seemed to absorb the light.
A deep hum came from all around.
When they entered the camp, she heard Jachz screaming from inside one of the huts. He then became silent, and a group of five mutants lifted his body out and stepped inside a small entrance to the pyramid.
“No!” Petal screamed.
A hand clasped around her mouth, smothering her protests.
She tried to reach out to Gerry with her processors, but the suppression remained total.
“Throw them in the bunker,” came the order.
The group turned away from the pyramid and headed towards a single-storey building with a flat roof and sloped sides. A heavy, thick metal door opened as they approached. Inside, it smelled of blood and crap.
They shoved Petal into a cell after removing the manacles and cuffs from her and the others, making her wonder what horrors awaited.
Gerry and Holly joined her before the door slammed shut, the crash reverberating around the space. Petal backed off until she found the rear wall. Her vision could only just make out the barest of details and shapes in the gloom.
Something crawled over her foot.
She reached for the glow rods in her belt, but everything barring her clothes was missing. Somewhere in the corner of their prison came a whimpering sound.



Chapter 18
Gerry nursed the lump on his head and tried not to vomit. The heady stench plus the assault on his ribs and stomach had left him weak. Sweat poured from him in the humid air of this terrible place.
“Everyone okay?” he asked, keeping his voice low, unsure of who or what else shared the darkness.
“Fine,” Petal said. “A little bruised, but otherwise okay. Holly?”
“Could be better,” she said. “One of the bastards kicked me in the crotch. I feel sick. What the hell is this place?”
“I only got a brief look at it coming in,” Petal said. “It looks like a Family-built bunker. There were some buried under the sands beyond the sludge. Gabe and I found some once. Ours didn’t stink this bad, though. And I think we got rats in here.”
“Great,” Holly said. “That’s just wonderful.”
“They took Jachz into the pyramid,” Petal said.
Gerry didn’t care too much at that point. All he wanted was to make sure Petal and Holly were safe. Jachz would have to look after himself. He wanted to be sentient, more like a human, he’d have to learn what it meant to be abused by the Family—if any of this was still Family influenced.
“Who are these people?” Holly said.
Gerry and Petal didn’t respond. Neither knew.
“They don’t have a name,” a voice said from the far corner of the prison. “They were those left behind.”
“Who said that?” Gerry called, turning his face toward the source of the voice. He held out his arms and slowly made his way forward, sliding his feet so that he didn’t trip over something.
A small light flickered in the corner. An old man, human, wrinkled and gaunt, stared up at Gerry beyond the white-green pale light of a glow rod. He flicked it off. His image still hung in Gerry’s eyes like a phantom.
“Who are you?” Gerry asked.
“Part of the system,” the old voice croaked. “Part of the game. It’s all we have left now.”
Petal joined Gerry and wrapped her arm around his waist. Even through the stench of effluence and rotting rat corpses—or worse—he could smell her perfume. A tinge of rose scent within a jasmine musk.
“Screw the riddles,” Petal said. “Tell us where we are and who the Robo-freak is.”
“You’ll need to keep your spirit, girl,” the man said. “The game likes that.”
Holly sighed. “That’s just so much bullshit. Listen, old man, I know you’re probably a couple of sandwiches short of a picnic, but can you at least concentrate for one moment and perhaps fill us in on the details before we bust out of here and leave you here on your own. I can’t imagine you get many guests.”
“We’re stuck here,” he said. “Left behind by the Family. We can’t go beyond the fence, and there’s nothing else for us south of the facility. The Family were kind enough to at least give us a labyrinth to keep ourselves entertained. Why don’t you play? You’ll find all the answers you want if you just go through the door.”
“What door?” Gerry asked. “And you’ve still not told us who you are or what all this is. We’ll take you with us if you help us. You look like you know a little about this place.”
The old man chuckled a wet, phlegmy laugh.
“You fools, I wouldn’t want to go with you even if I could help you leave. Here is safe. Here I feed and shit and sleep and while away the hours. Safe.”
“Yeah,” Petal said. “That’s not going to work for us. You see, we’re not completely bat-shit mental and don’t fancy dining on rat or God knows what else you’re feeding on. So why don’t you be a kind old psycho and throw us a bone—not literally mind. Anything, something, just point us in the right direction and we’ll let you get back to sleeping and shitting.”
“The door,” he said again.
This time he lit the glow rod and pointed to the far west corner of the bunker. Gerry turned and, indeed, there, cut into the thick steel walls, a door.
“Where does it lead?” Gerry asked.
“The games; it’s the only thing we have left.”
“Yeah,” Holly said, “you already told us that. About the mutants and the cyborg thing—what happened there?”
“Experiments, some went right, others went wrong. Doesn’t matter now that we’ve been—”
“Left behind, we get it,” Petal said. “Why can’t you go beyond the fence?”
The old man brought the glow rod close to his face and widened his eyes. With a balled fist he unfurled his fingers and blew out with his cheeks, simulating an explosion. “We’re tied to this place like the fish are to the sea. We fought, we survived, we won. Now we stay here, manage the game. Go, while you still have a chance. Endymion will execute you shortly.”
“Is that the cyborg, the dude with the peeling skin?” Petal asked.
The old man nodded. “He’s the general of the pit.”
Gerry didn’t need to ask which pit.
“One of the Family’s most successful combat ’borgs. Single-handedly defended the old dome and the labyrinth.”
“Wait,” Gerry said, leaning in closer. “There’s another dome?”
“Of course,” the old man said. “Go through the door and enter the labyrinth. You’ll find all the answers to what you seek.”
“Just who are you?” Gerry asked. “Tell me that, at least, before we go.” The more Gerry looked at him, the more he felt like he recognised him. It could just be that he shared a similar feature to some other random person, but it was strong enough that Gerry had to know for sure.
The old man just smiled, exposing his rotten stumps in the light of the glow rod. “I am chaos. My entire existence is to present people like you with the choice. Some days I don’t tell them about the door, other days I do. It’s a game I play with Endymion. We all need something to pass the time, no?”
“I’m sick of your riddles, old man. We won’t be coming back for you.”
“Of course not. No one ever does. I am chaos. Now go, find your destinies—or deaths, it all depends on which way the wind blows.” He laughed then and pointed his finger to the door. Petal and Holly stepped away, heading for the door. But Gerry leant in closer.
There was something tattooed on the side of his index finger. Small inky numbers: 5-9-2-1-5-8-3-1-5-7-4-1. Gerry committed this to memory before the old man extinguished the glow rod.
Even in the darkness, Gerry could still see his ridged face. He wasn’t imagining it—there was something familiar there, but Gerry couldn’t quite put his finger on it.
“Good luck, son,” the old man said as Gerry approached the door.
“Thanks,” Gerry replied and pulled the handle.
The hinges at first resisted, but soon it was swinging open. Petal and Holly helped it. The waft of stale, dry air came out, thankfully it didn’t carry the scent of blood and death. Just the dust fragments of many passed days.
Deep in the tunnel, a blue light glowed. It was barely visible, but it was enough to give them something to aim for.
“Ready?” Gerry asked.
Petal took his hand and squeezed her answer.
“Let’s do it,” Holly said. “Better than being executed by a mental ’borg. Well, I hope so anyway.”
Although he couldn’t say why, Gerry had a sense that the old man was doing this to help them. He didn’t buy that it was just a matter of chaos, but then perhaps that was the hopeful thinking of someone without any other option.
Gerry stepped forward, and Holly and Petal joined him. The low-ceilinged tunnel was wide enough to accommodate all three of them, and they could just about walk upright if they didn’t bounce too much.
“You feel that?” Holly said as she took the lead.
“The hum?” Petal asked.
“Yeah, it’s all around us. Like the place is alive.”
“It’s not alive,” Gerry said. “That’s EM shielding. It’s why we couldn’t communicate. We must be in the pyramid, if I remember the layout right. It’s probably all connected to those electrical towers and the fences.”
“Whatever it is, it’s disconcerting,” Petal said.
They carried on down the corridor for some time until they reached the end. The blue light was a single strip of OLED embedded into the surface of the corridor. The light actually pulsed in sync with the hum.
They crossed through into a second corridor that branched off at a ninety-degree angle to the left. Following it, they ended up at a junction with a choice of either left or right.
“Which way?” Holly said.
“Wait, listen,” Gerry whispered, raising his hand. He tilted his head and held his breath. From the right side he heard a faint shuffling noise. “Something’s down there.” He pointed down into the darkness of the right tunnel.
“Then we go left,” Petal said.
“Plan,” Holly said, bumping fists with Petal.
“Okay, quietly,” Gerry said, heading down the left path.
On and on they walked, taking one turn then another, always going in the opposite direction of that weird shuffling sound, but it occurred to Gerry that they were either being manipulated in the directions they were taking, or they were never actually getting away from whatever they could hear.
The old man had something right. It was all just a game.
Though as long as Gerry had breath in his lungs, he’d keep playing until he found his way out. There must have been a reason why he was shown those numbers, but so far, he’d found no use for them, the walls of the corridors were smooth and featureless. Occasionally, they’d come to the end, where more of the blue light outlined the tunnel, but it didn’t seem to signify anything in particular.
“We’re probably going in circles,” Petal said. “I need a break.”
“Okay, let’s take five,” Gerry said.
The three of them stopped at the end of another corridor and rested their backs against the walls. Gerry sat down and stretched out his legs. His muscles ached and he yawned. “I could sleep for a decade,” he said.
“Sleep when you’re dead and all that,” Holly said. “We still need to find a way out.”
Holly slumped next to him and leaned her back against the wall. She stared up at the ceiling of the corridor and cocked her head to one side.
“What is it?” Gerry asked.
“It just occurred to me that if we are in the pyramid, then we must have walked throughout the entire bottom floor by now in one direction or another. Yet we’ve not gone up or down. There’s still a lot of space above us.”
“And?” Gerry inquired, not having seen any means of traversing to a different level.
“We ought to go through one of the trapdoors.”
“Wait, what?” Petal said, standing and stepping over Gerry’s legs. Holly held out her hand, and Petal helped her up. Groaning with the effort, Gerry joined them.
“What trapdoor?” he asked.
Holly fished around inside her jacket and pulled out a six-inch dagger.
“Where’d you get that from?” Petal said, her mouth dropping open.
“Oh, I lifted it off the old guy. He had it on the floor next to him.”
“Now you tell us!” Gerry said, shaking his head in disbelief.
Holly shrugged. “There was no call for it until now.”
“I still don’t understand what you’re talking about.”
“You’d make a useless thief, Gerry,” Holly said, giving him a flash of a smile as she reached up and placed the tip of the blade into a seemingly invisible crack. She twisted it and pushed up with her free hand. Something shifted, and a plume of dust belched down into their faces.
Gerry coughed and waved it from his face.
“Give us a hand,” Holly said.
Both Gerry and Petal did as she asked. With all their efforts they managed to shift a stone tile to the side, exposing a narrow tunnel. The humming noise grew louder and came from somewhere off in the distance.
“That’s not just EM shielding,” Holly said, sticking her head up into the gap. “That’s the sound of a huge mother of a server. I’d know that sound anywhere.”
Petal filled Gerry in on Holly’s background with maintaining Alpha at Jericho’s place. Before Gerry could say anything, Holly squatted on her haunches and launched herself up, pulling herself into the tunnel. A second later she held her arm down and lifted Petal up.
“Come on, Gez, it’s tight, but I can feel a cool breeze. There must be a way out from here,” Petal said, offering her hand to him.
He took it and lifted himself up, pressing his elbows down and hauling his body into the tight gap. It was only tall enough for them to crawl on their hands and knees, but Petal was right. There was a definite breeze coming from the right side. And Holly was right in that it did sound like a server.
Buoyed by this progress and change of scenery, even if they were still stuck in a black tunnel, he urged his body on and crawled along with Holly and Petal like ants on a mission.
The sounds of the server grew louder and more defined by every minute, and now they could see light at the end of the tunnel. Not just the blue strip lights from the level below, but white light, indicating they were entering some kind of lab or server room.
Behind them came that shuffling sound.
“Wait,” Gerry said with an abrupt whisper.
He looked back and saw the darkness moving.
Something was coming for them.
And fast.
“Go, go, go,” Gerry urged.
They scrambled forward toward the light, all the while the shuffling kept pace behind them. Gerry’s knees flamed with pain, but he carried on, not wanting to slow down for a moment.
Twenty metres from the end, something grabbed Gerry’s ankle.



Chapter 19
Jachz wrestled with his restraints to no avail. Cold stone chilled his bones, and the voices chattering around him spoke the language of the insane. A hand gripped his neck and bent his head to the side while another ran its fingers over his neck port.
Under the blindfold, he saw the legs of at least two people, both wearing Family uniforms. Tatty and torn, they’d seen better days.
“This won’t hurt,” a voice said. Female. But distorted. “We just want to look at your systems.”
“Who are you?” he asked but, as expected, received no answer.
Someone plugged a lead into his port, and the familiar connection buzz raced through his brain, joining him to the wider network.
There was just a single server on this one, however.
His initial scans told him it was one of the Family’s supercomputers. An older model than the ones he had worked with on the station and the Mars base, but still highly capable.
Before they could scan his system, he coded a defence program to deflect any attempt at reading his systems. Now that he had sentience, he found this a trivial task.
Like Kabuki, Jachz became code and filled the network, shutting off all ports and overriding the interface busses.
Outside of his body protests screamed out.
“No, no, no! This can’t be. He’s… evolved!”
Jachz found a video feed attached to the server. Although fifty-three percent of the cameras no longer provided data to the machine, there were enough that Jachz could see most of the room in which they had placed his body.
They had strapped him to a table.
All around the room were terminals connected up to the mainframe deep within the pyramid, which now that he could see the layout, he knew to be a kind of data labyrinth.
He’d heard of these while working up on the station.
Constructed to provide the Family with an indestructible means of keeping its data secure, the labyrinths held most of their research. Jachz navigated through the mainframe, running searches for maps or blueprints—something, anything, to help him know the full layout of the place.
The search spider returned with the addresses of the data he wanted. He copied them to his internal memory and then accessed the power regulator programs. He switched off the lights, dousing the room with darkness.
“Stop him,” the female voice said. “Disconnect now.”
Jachz scanned the immediate network and found three nodes. Two must be the Family members here, but he didn’t know who the third was. Tracing the data flow, Jachz identified the address of the woman who seemed to be in charge and her accomplice.
Bridging their connection directly to his own systems, Jachz let his mind out in a single spike of data. He remembered what had happened when Enna had tried to download Gerry’s mind to the lower capacity transcendent—it couldn’t cope.
He knew by the capacities of their systems on the network they wouldn’t be able to take all the data. He let himself spread out, much as Kabuki had told him how to, seeking out new connections, new networks, only there were just two places for him to go, and that was just fine.
They couldn’t handle the data flow.
Their screams filled the room. The woman collapsed to the floor. Jachz flowed his mind back out and returned it to his own body. The second target he kept on the edge, overloading his internal systems just enough to cause permanent brain damage.
Jachz had to fight the urge to kill. It had become too easy. He knew he couldn’t let the power get to him.
“Do you want to live?” Jachz said via his physical voice.
He heard a strangled, strained voice: “Yes, please, oh god, stop the pain.”
Jachz eased the data flow to this other’s internal processors, but only enough so that he was capable.
“Let me go, and I’ll let you live,” Jachz said. “The choice is yours.”
“Okay, okay, please just stop.”
“The restraints first.”
With fumbling hands, the man released the restraints on Jachz’s arms and legs.
Now free, Jachz sat up and pulled off his blindfold.
The man in front of him sank to his knees, blood dripping from his ears and eyes. He leant forward and grasped Jachz by the ankles. “Please,” he begged. “Make it stop.”
“If I do, you’ll tell me everything you know about this place.”
“Yes, yes, I’ll help you, anything, please, just end the pain.”
Jachz hesitated for a moment, debating just killing him like the woman. A rage built within him. He wanted to lash out at those who had captured him. They would have tested him like some kind of lab experiment, just like those up on the station. But the killing could be avoided.
He wasn’t Elliot Robertson or Kabuki.
“Please, you’re killing me.”
He was something different, unique.
Powerful.
Jachz looked down on the pathetic human by his feet and withdrew the flow of data from his incapable brain. The man slumped backwards, gripping the side of his head. “Thank you,” he choked out as he turned onto his front, coughing up blood.
Jachz reached down, grabbed him by the hair, and pulled him up to his feet. The AI turned his attentions to the woman on the floor. She had a blade attached to her belt. Jachz pushed the man into the table and bent down to retrieve the knife.
When the man turned round, Jachz stood and launched himself forward, bringing the knife to the man’s throat.
 
***
 
Petal heard Gerry scream out and looked over her shoulder.
He was struggling with something. “Gerry!”
“Help!”
Holly and Petal turned around in the narrow confines and scuffled back. Petal grabbed his outstretched arms and pulled him closer. Holly slid down the side and jabbed the knife into the dark. It thudded into something hard.
With a kick, Gerry had got his leg free.
“Go!” Holly said. “I’ve got this.”
She arced the knife in front of her body, scraping against the target.
“No chance,” Petal said. “Gerry, out of the way.”
Gerry rolled to the side as Petal crawled forward to join Holly. She extended her spikes and thrust out into the gloom. She could just about see the shape of something disappear into the shadows, shuffling back away faster than Petal could move.
“Back up and head to the light,” Petal said, shuffling backward on her hands and knees. Holly, next to her, did the same, but kept hold of her dagger.
The shuffling noise had gone completely now, whatever it was deciding to crawl back into its hole. It took about ten minutes, but eventually, crawling backwards while Gerry led the way ahead, they made it to the end of the tunnel.
“What do you see, Gerry?”
“A control room of some kind.”
Petal risked turning around and looked out of the tunnel exit. Gerry was right, the room was a deserted control centre. Desks lined three walls, and large OLED screens hung above.
“There’s a door on the north wall,” Petal said, pointing forward. She looked down and saw they were only a couple of metres from the floor.
“We’re clear, Holly,” Petal said. She turned to Gerry. “After you, sir?”
“Ladies first.”
“Age before beauty.”
“Christ’s sake, I’ll go first, then,” Holly said, pushing herself between them and dropping into a crouch and roll. She turned back to them. “There, that wasn’t so hard, was it? You two coming, or do you want to stay up there for some private… shit, watch out!”
Petal spun round and saw the darkness shift again.
She pushed Gerry out of the corridor and followed after him.
They landed awkwardly and turned back to the opening.
A black-shrouded ’borg, like the one they had encountered in the jungle, launched out and landed with the control and poise of a panther behind them in the middle of the room.
It rose to its feet and settled into a crouch with its legs wide and arms brought up to its chest. Petal, Holly, and Gerry surrounded it, circling around it, waiting for it to attack.
Holly held out her dagger, Petal her spikes. Although unarmed, Gerry brought his fists up, ready to throw down with the cyborg.
But it seemed to hesitate, back off and spin around, assessing its options.
Petal inched forward, bringing her spikes up, ready to strike. Before she could launch an attack, the ’borg stood upright and held up its hands.
“No, please,” it said, its voice muffled behind the mask. It sounded like a young boy. A teen perhaps… Reaching for the facemask, it lifted it up and over his head, revealing that he was, in fact, a teenage boy. One of the mutants. His face was twisted and contorted like the others, but his eyes were bright and aware with intelligence.
He fell to his knees and held out his hands. “I give up. I don’t want to fight.”
“What the fuck, man?” Petal said, still keeping her spikes at striking distance. “What the hell is this?”
The boy looked from Gerry to Petal to Holly and then over their shoulders to the door behind them as though he were expecting visitors.
“You better start talking,” Petal said. “We’re really not in the mood to screw around. You’ve got three seconds before I run you through.”
He held up his palms. “Okay, listen, I’ll explain, but we’ve got to move soon before they send a tracker after me. They’ll know I’m missing when they find the body.”
“What body?” Gerry asked.
He nodded his head toward the tunnel entrance. “I fixed your problem for you,” he said. “A tracker ’borg. I’ve been living here, undercover.” He indicated his own tracker suit. “I can get you out of here if you help me out.”
“Get talking,” Gerry said. “What do you want?”
“There’s a data archive at the heart of the labyrinth. I want your help to crack it. I know who you are, Gerry Cardle. Chaos told me you were here. We’ve been waiting for someone like you for years. This is finally our chance.”
“Chance for what?” Holly asked.
“Escape, freedom. We can’t go beyond the fence. The Family control system keeps us prisoner here, and now that they’ve abandoned us, we’re dying, the land is diseased, Endymion is insane… come on, you get the picture. We need to switch off the automated defence ring, but we can’t get in.”
Petal looked to Gerry and Holly and shrugged her shoulders. “Sounds legit, kinda. What do you think?”
“We’ve few other options,” Gerry said. “Could give him the benefit of the doubt and at least get out of here.”
“I’m in,” Holly said. “Not the first time either of us have hacked a system.”
“Okay,” Gerry said to the boy. “You get us out of here and show us this data archive, and if we’re sure you’re not up to anything, we’ll help you, but we won’t hesitate to end your life if you even think of double-crossing us. You understand?”
“Of course. My name’s Galvin, but you can call me Gal. And thank you.”
“Keep your thanks for later,” Petal said. “We might not be able to do what you want.”
“We’ll see,” Gal said. He turned to face the door. “Come on, I’ve got the security codes to take us into the labyrinth. It won’t take long to get there, but we have to hurry. Endymion will soon find out and come after us.”
“That’s just great,” Holly said. “But then why would that be any different. Every hack job seems to have its own resident nutter attached.”
“I hear you on that, girl,” Petal said with a smile. They fist-bumped again and followed Gal as he approached the door.
A scream came from the other side. A terrible, pain-etched, primal scream.
“That’s not good,” Gerry said.
Gal hesitated before Petal and Holly both said, “Do it,” and raised their weapons.



Chapter 20
Gerry smelled blood as soon as they stepped through the door into the next room. Two people in old, ratty uniforms lay dead on the floor in a pool of blood. A man had his throat cut wide open. Restraints hung loose from an old wooden table.
Gal moved slowly and methodically through the room, checking the dark corners and beneath the row of terminal desks. Miles and miles of cables ran from behind the terminals through a pipeline in the wall, heading deeper into the pyramid.
The screens themselves were clearly old, pre-OLED panels. Dust covered their surfaces. Mechanical keyboards were fixed into desks beneath.
“What is this place?” Holly asked. “What happened here?”
Gal checked the bodies. “Their weapons are gone,” he said. “Their knives… we all carry them.”
“Another one of Endymion’s prisoners escaped?” Gerry asked.
“Of course, it must be him,” Gal said.
“Who?” Petal asked as she circled the room, taking it all in.
“The AI that was with you. I saw him taken into the pyramid. It makes sense he would be interrogated here. They’d try to get Family information out of him.”
“How do you know about him?” Gerry asked.
At first the boy was hesitant. He looked away from Gerry, thinking of what to say.
Petal stepped behind him and placed the spike against his spine. “Keep talking,” she warned.
“A visitor passed through shortly before you arrived. It’s how we knew to expect you.”
“The viroborg?” Holly asked.
“Yeah, him.”
“Did he have someone else with him?” Gerry asked.
“A small girl. I don’t know much else than that. Endymion dealt with him. Gave him passage through our settlement.”
“To where?”
“The old dome. The Family’s old HQ. I don’t know why. He’s the first visitor we’ve had from the Family for decades.”
“Wait,” Gerry said. “How old are you?”
The boy smiled and shook his head slowly. “I know, I know. I look about seventeen. I’m coming up on fifty-something. I don’t know the exact date. It’s easy to lose count out here. But as much as I’d like to tell you about my illnesses, I think we ought to move on. It seems like your AI’s gone rogue.” He pointed to the bodies.
Petal and Gerry shared a look as if to say no shit. What AI hadn’t gone crazy at least once?
“If we help you with the data vault, will you help us get to the old dome?” Gerry asked.
“Yeah, of course. You’ll need to go there if you’re to switch off the defence system anyway. There’s only so much you can do from here. The Family built in several layers of redundancy to avoid its workers and… experiments from taking over the farm.”
“Lead the way, then,” Petal said.
Galvin entered a code on a panel next to the door. It slid open, revealing a wide, long hallway with vaulted ceilings. The air was cooler inside. Great columns created a colonnade through the hall. It must have stretched on for nearly a hundred meters, and at least twenty-five wide. At the far end, illuminated by an amber glow, was a heavy-looking vault door.
“Down here,” Gal said in a hush. Even with his low voice the words still echoed.
He led the way. Gerry noticed footprints in the dust.
Jachz, he thought. Just what the hell was he up to?
Walking three abreast behind Galvin, Gerry and the two women followed, all watching above and beside them for any potential attacks. The gathering shadows in the edges of the hallway were perfect for hiding some psycho, or perhaps another tracker ’borg.
“I don’t like this. It’s far too quiet,” Petal whispered.
“I know what you mean,” Gerry said.
Despite their nerves being stretched, they weren’t jumped or attacked by the time they reached the door. The keyboard’s screen, OLED this time, indicating it had been installed after the terminal room. It had room for twelve digits.
“I don’t know the code,” Gal said. “It looks like your AI friend did, though.”
The amber light from a discreet source above the door illuminated the blood on the off-white keypad. It was smeared all over, making it impossible to see what order and what number Jachz may have used.
“Are you still being suppressed?” Petal asked Gerry.
“Yeah. We’ll have to do it the old-fashioned way.”
“A screwdriver and a battery?” Petal asked.
“Nah, I’ll cheat.” Gerry wiped the blood off the keys with the sleeve of his jacket and closed his eyes to recall the numbers tattooed on Chaos’s finger. If the numbers weren’t for this, then he had no idea what they would be for. He recalled the numbers and punched them in one at a time: 5-9-2-1-5-8-3-1-5-7-4-1.
With a clunk and a whir, gears and servos within the doors activated.
“How the hell did you do that?” Petal asked as both Holly and Galvin looked at him with a mix of confusion and awe.
“Oh, you know. Lucky guess,” Gerry said with a smile.
He stood back and pulled Petal to the side of the door while Holly and Galvin stepped opposite. Once the doors finished opening, a white light burst out. Inside, the silhouette of three figures moved away from a central shape. When Gerry’s eyes adjusted, he recognised at least two of the forms: Endymion and Jachz.
“Come in,” Endymion said. His cybernetic eye glowed red in the bright room. “And bring that fool Galvin with you.”
Gerry hesitated. The door behind him at the other end of the hall slammed shut.
“You’ve played the game well, Gerry. Why stop now? Come in, bring your friends, and let’s finish this.”
Seeing as he had little choice, Gerry stepped into the room. Holly and Petal followed him inside. Gal hesitated before he, ultimately, joined them also. Once inside, the door whirred shut. The lights dimmed, reducing the harshness and allowing Gerry to take in all the details.
Jachz was in a heap in the middle of the room. A strap across his chest crackled with electricity, keeping him pinned to the white-tiled floor. The tiles themselves showed the scuff marks of decades of footsteps.
“Jachz?” he called. “Are you okay?”
No answer. His body remained still, but at least his chest was moving.
“He’ll be fine,” Endymion said. “We just needed him under control for a while.”
Standing either side of Jachz were two of the dark tracker ’borgs. Both carried rifles: the ones confiscated from Gerry and the others. The room was no larger than ten meters square, and apart from the front panel of a server embedded into the rear wall, it appeared utterly featureless.
Endymion stood by the panel with his arms folded across his chest. His cybernetic eye expanded and shrank as he observed Gerry, then Petal, then Holly. The server panel was made up of what looked like a large chunk of quartz crystal. Embedded into its surface were a number of interface ports. Half a dozen fibre-optic cables hung from the ports, and on the end of each one were the common neck port jack plugs.
“So,” Gerry said, stepping forward. “This game, what’s the objective? Who wins?”
“If you play it right, we’ll all win,” Endymion said.
“And if not?”
“You die, of course.”
“So what exactly do you want from us?” Petal asked.
“Galvin has already told you—we want to leave here, take down the defence system, but we need a way into this”—the man-machine tapped a metallic finger to the server panel—“and beyond. Behind this room is the data archive, the centre of all the Family’s knowledge. And our ticket out of here. But no one has ever managed to get inside.”
“How many people have tried?” Gerry asked.
Endymion thought for a moment. “Last count… two thousand and fifty-one.”
Holly made a choking noise. “And what happened to them?”
Endymion fixed her with a pained grin. “They didn’t make it.”
“So what are you?” Gerry asked. “Another of the Family’s experiments gone wrong?”
“Oh no, I’m one that went right. But aren’t we all Family experiments on some level? Your friend here certainly is.” He pointed to Jachz in his prone state. And then pointed at Petal. “And you, your tech can be traced back to a genesis within the Family.”
He looked curiously at Holly. “You… what are you?”
Holly rolled her eyes. “Human, douchebag.”
“Are you sure about that?” Endymion asked with a terrible rictus grin on its face.
“Fuck you, robofreak,” Holly said, gripping her dagger.
“Easy, Holly,” Gerry said. “Don’t rise to its bullshit.” Regarding the man-machine, Gerry stepped forward until he was just a foot away. He looked up into its eyes. “Let’s get this over and done with. You want me to go into the system and open the vault?”
“Indeed.”
“And if I’m to do this, I want you to let us all go. Including Jachz.”
Endymion gripped both of Gerry’s shoulders and stared at him directly in the eyes. “If you do this, Gerry, we’ll all go. Let’s see what you’ve got in that brain of yours, shall we?” He turned away and picked up one of the fibre-optic cables and handed it to Gerry.
“Wait, before I agree to this. There was a girl with the viroborg. Was she okay?”
“Yes, she was still alive.”
“What does it want with her?”
“I don’t know. They don’t concern me. If you survive, you’re free to follow that up yourself, of course. If you survive.”
Gerry took one more look around the room, trying to find a way out. They were outnumbered, out-armed, and still needed their help if they were to leave. Even if they could take their captors down, and with Petal in the mood she was in that was possible, they still didn’t know the way out. And who knows how many more they would have to fight before they got free of this place.
“Gerry, you don’t have to do this. Let me,” Petal said.
“No. I can’t risk losing you again.”
“How touching,” Endymion said. “Get on with it, Gerry. Why don’t you show us what your parents have made in you? You’re one of their crowning achievements, are you not? What better person to bring down the Family’s technology than their own son.”
“You overestimate my ability to give any fucks regarding my parents,” Gerry said, lifting the cable. “But before I do this, I’ll warn you: you try to do anything and this will be your end.”
Not giving the man-machine time to respond or for Petal to protest, Gerry plugged into the server and his mind was immediately swallowed by the data archive.
 
***
 
The system stretched out into a 3D representation of a grid. A million nodes, all interconnected to each other, distributing the data like a great quantum mesh. Gerry’s mind traversed this architecture at the speed of thought.
Oddly, he felt entirely calm during the experience. There didn’t seem to be any malevolent AI or some other interested party wanting to rape his mind like he’d grown accustomed to. There was no threat, no battle for control of the system. It was all just laid bare for him to navigate about as he wished.
That in itself brought him a degree of discomfort.
He picked a datastore at random and unpacked the information inside: configuration files for a type of worker ’droid. Another segment held video recordings of scientists experimenting with these same ’droids.
All very mundane and unhelpful.
He spun out a search string program to gather his bearings and at least narrow down where in this system of petabytes he needed to look in order to unlock the data archive Endymion was so interested in.
A few seconds later 2.3 million results came back.
Gerry coded a series of filters to sort through the number of records.
All the while, he did his thing of organising the data into a kind of memory warehouse. Log files over there, configuration and preference files here, graphic and audio assets there and so on, passing each piece through the filter, all the while keeping his own defensive programs up in case of some kind of AI attack.
Eventually, he narrowed down a number of references to the vault and navigated to the particular light-drive that held the security credentials. He was surprised to find that there were no user restrictions on the files and he would be able to read and execute the programs at will.
That didn’t seem right at all. It definitely felt like a trap.
He backed away from that particular partition and considered a different approach. The server that he was connected to was capable of great processing and data power. More so than even Alpha or Omega. This was a true supercomputer of the current era, and it seemed like a waste to use it for something as simple as a key to unlock a vault.
Gerry spread his mind further out into the system and searched for the software that controlled the defensive perimeter of this facility. It took a few moments, but he found it—there would be no need to enter the archive if all Endymion wanted was to shut off the system.
Gerry could do that right now by coding a patch for the program and rebooting it to interrupt its current configuration. He could, but he didn’t want to. One thing he had learned—the Family knew when something was dangerous. If they felt Endymion and his fellow mutants would be better off trapped here, Gerry found it hard to argue with.
If he let them out, as suggested, what risk would they pose to Libertas, or even Bachia and Darkhan—or any settlement? There’d been so much bloodshed to bring peace to these places, and he couldn’t just let yet another faction into the world to threaten the safety of those who fought so hard and sacrificed so much.
Endymion would just have to find a new player; Gerry wasn’t going to play his game. Gerry would make him play Gerry’s game.
While his search programs were running, he found the source of the suppression. Throughout the pyramid, and others like it in this Korean Empire facility, there were microwave transceivers that disrupted the radio signals and pulled apart data packets.
That’s why he and Petal couldn’t use their VPN.
Gerry overloaded the processor cores responsible for running the software and forced that particular program to shut down. With the suppression disabled, he sent Petal a message.
 
— Petal, it’s me, Gerry. Are you receiving this? Don’t give anything away.
— Yeah, Gez, sweet. How did you do it? What’s going on in there?
— I’ll explain later. Right now, I need you and Holly to try something.
— What’s the plan?
— I need the trackers and Endymion to plug into the system.
— By choice or force?
— I’ll leave that up to you. Whatever’s easiest for you.
— I’m on it. Stand by, Gez.
 
Gerry’s mind rejoined the server as he continued to plot and plan. He altered the job configurations of the main processing units. At the moment, they were just set up to run a bunch of maintenance scripts and routines, to keep the drives in shape and report on the general facility operations.
None of that was needed anymore, so Gerry created a special program just for Endymion and his sidekicks.
A few minutes went by, and he thought about contacting Petal for a progress update when he saw three new guest users on the system. She’d done it! She’d got them connected. Gerry simultaneously launched his new software program and disconnected himself from the system.
When his body collapsed to the ground, he heard the screams.



Chapter 21
Petal dashed back away from Endymion’s flailing limbs. His body jerked and stiffened before collapsing against the wall. His eyes dimmed and his jaw hung loose. The same happened to the two trackers.
“Shit on a stick, what did he do?” Holly said, aiming the rifle at the trackers attached to the server via their neck ports. Galvin stood aside from them, watching on with horror.
Petal rushed to Gerry. She gripped the cable and was about to pull it from his neck when he grabbed her wrist.
— Not yet, he said.
— What’s going on?
— I’m sending you some data. Think you can cope?
— I’ll try.
Petal fell back with the force of the data burst and had to throttle her systems to prevent herself from blacking out. There was no way to tell Gerry to slow down; she could tell he was locked up, working as a data conduit for the server.
She was unable to inspect the data as it filled her memory. It’d be like dipping a toe into a white-water river. She’d be dragged away and drowned, so she just shut her eyes and concentrated on filtering the data into her memory. When her internal systems were nearly at full capacity, she shut off the flow.
She collapsed to the floor, clutching her skull, the pain pounding through every nerve.
“Gerry, stop!” Holly screamed, catching on to what was happening. Petal reached out a hand to Gerry, but it flopped uselessly on the floor. The pain was still coming, Gerry’s connection threatening to overwhelm her.
Through one eye, Petal watched with blurry vision as Holly reached down and pulled the cable from Gerry’s neck port. The flow of data stopped, like the pressure of a river against a dam receding and sinking away into the earth.
Holly knelt beside Petal. “Oh my god, Petal, are you okay? What happened? You’re bleeding.”
Groaning with the agony of movement, Petal rolled over to her side and touched a finger to her upper lip. Her nose was indeed bleeding. Still, she’d experienced worse. At least smoke wasn’t coming out of her ears.
She tried to stand and nearly fell over. Holly propped her up on one side. Galvin rushed in and helped from the other side. Using them for support, Petal took a few deep breaths and waited for her heart to stop trying to launch itself out of her chest.
The adrenaline ceased filling her veins, and she yawned with the sudden fatigue.
“Petal… are you…”
Gerry slumped forward. Sweat dripped from his wet hair, making his face glossy and pale in the white light. His eyes looked shrunken, and deep bruising covered his sockets. He reached out for her.
On unsteady legs, Petal stepped forward and pulled Gerry to his feet. They hugged, using each other for support. Whispering into her ear, Gerry said, “I’m sorry, I couldn’t stop it once it started. There was so much data… more than I could control. Are you all right?”
“I think so,” Petal said, clinging to Gerry. Over his shoulder she watched as the three others connected to the server stopped moving altogether. “What did you do?”
Gerry gave her a squeeze and stepped back to look at his handiwork.
“Just a little taste of their own game,” he said. “Listen, we need to leave. I saw what the viroborg is after. We’ve got to stop him; otherwise it’s all over—for everyone. The data I sent you: it’s all in there. And… other stuff. I’ll explain later.”
Holly overheard and stepped closer, patting Gerry on the shoulder. “That was some impressive shit,” she said, pointing to the three still bodies. “I heard so many things about you.”
“And you thought it was all bullshit?” Gerry said with a smile.
“Yeah, kinda, though I still haven’t seen you turn into the devil, so I guess some of it still is.”
“He’s no devil,” Petal said, running her fingers through his hair.
“Yeah, maybe save the sexy times for later,” Holly said. “Don’t we have an archive to bust open?”
“Yes,” Galvin said. “And your friend here needs attention.” He stood over Jachz, holding the chest strap, now thankfully switched off.
Jachz sat up slowly and shook his head. “That was… exceedingly painful,” he said. “How do you humans cope with pain?”
“We don’t, not always,” Holly said. “What the hell happened to you, anyway?”
Jachz filled them in on his escape and concluded how similar his approach was to Gerry’s, pointing to Endymion and the two trackers. Petal detected a hint of friction between Gerry and Jachz. She’d ask him about that later before it became a problem.
“So, are we going to get to the archive and switch off the defence system?” Gal asked, waiting expectantly by a door panel that was almost invisible by the side of the server. He pushed at it and nothing happened. Turning back to Gerry, he raised an eyebrow. “Did you not find the security program?” he asked.
Gerry stepped forward over the prone bodies. “Oh, I did. I found out everything about this precious archive of yours. Would you like to be the first in?”
“Um, sure,” Gal said. “How does it open?”
“You just say—abracadabra.”
Petal was about to laugh when the door panel slid open seemingly at Gerry’s command. Beyond the door lay a small room half the size of the one they were currently in. Two bodies lay on the floor, hand in hand. Between their bodies stood a clear square column about a metre high, inside of which lay a single piece of paper suspended by wire.
Everyone stepped inside, careful not to disturb the bodies or the column.
“What is this?” Gal said, his arms wide. “Where’s the data vault?” His eyes grew wide with panic, and he stepped around the room, tracing his hands across the wall tiles looking for something else.
“There is no data vault,” Gerry said. “It was a myth. All there is… is this.” He stepped over the first body and reached into the column, releasing the wires holding the paper. He pulled the sheet out and handed it to Petal.
Printed upon its surface were a series of 256-bit encryption keys.
“Who are these poor bastards?” Holly said, pointing to the bodies.
Gerry smiled but said nothing. Jachz kneeled down and looked closer. Even though the flesh was rotting, he still recognised them. Petal could tell from the surprise in his eyes when he looked up at Gerry. “It’s Amma and Nolan,” he said. “How?”
“Wait, what? Your parents?” Petal said, trying to understand. “I thought they were on Mars?”
“They were,” Jachz said. “I saw them just prior to my leaving. How can this be?”
Holly shook her head, unable to take it all in. “This place is fucked up.”
“So where’s the data vault?” Gal said, still looking for something.
“I told you, Gal, there is no vault. Not here anyway,” Gerry said. “And as for my parents, think about it. If they’re here and up on Mars, and they’re not AIs or cyborgs, then what are they?”
“Clones,” Petal said, thinking of herself, her sisters, Elliot and James Robertson. She now understood what Endymion meant when he said they were all related to the Family.
“Yeah, clones,” Gerry confirmed. “The first ones. How do you think they brought me back to life when they first took me up to the station? I thought it was my original body that they had upgraded. Over time I noticed small differences, but not enough to realise it was a clone. Also, how do you think Enna got the tech to bring me back into this body?”
“That was me,” Jachz said. “I stole the information from the Family, but it had never been done before.”
“Oh really?” Gerry asked. “And what makes you think that?”
Jachz had no answer. He dropped his shoulders and stared at the bodies by his feet. Petal could tell he had assumed and got it wrong, and now his AI brain was trying to cope with failure and the idea that he had done something all too human.
“I saw the data in the server,” Gerry said. “The experiments, the failures.” He turned to Galvin. “Have you wondered why your people are the way they are?”
“It’s the illness, the disease of this land.”
“No,” Gerry said. “You’re clones gone wrong, bred with bad DNA.”
“It can’t be,” Galvin said, staring at his hands. He fell back against the wall, slumping his head against his chest. Mumbling over and over that it can’t be right.
“So what’s this?” Petal said, referring to the sheet of paper.
“Our ticket out of here and the key to stopping the viroborg.”
— They’re the top-level launch/abort codes for the facilities’ nukes, Gerry sent.
— And the bodies?
— Amma and Nolan’s first clones. The data is all in your memory.
— This is crazy.
— It’s the Family.
Gerry approached Galvin. “I’m sorry, Gal, but there’ll be no more games or bargains. We’re leaving. I’m afraid we won’t need your services anymore. I suggest you return to whatever family you have and live out the rest of your life in peace.”
Gal didn’t seem to hear. He just mumbled, “It can’t be,” over and over.
“Come on,” Gerry said to everyone else. “I’m sick of this place, and we have no time to spare. I know where the viroborg is, and we’ll need to hurry.”
“Where do we go from here?” Holly said.
Gerry smiled. “Don’t worry, I’ve got a map.” He tapped the side of his head and led them out of the so-called vault. Petal folded the paper and placed it safely into an interior pocket of her jacket.
With Gerry by Petal’s side, he led them out of the labyrinth. By the time they came outside into the jungle clearing, it was approaching 05:00. Another couple of hours and the sun would be up. Petal stifled a yawn at the thought of all the hours they’d been up and ignored the feelings of tiredness in her bones.
She knew it to be psychosomatic. Her full memory making her brain feel sluggish. But with the truth exposed and the codes in hand, she at least felt more confident about getting Jess back.
“We need to head east of here,” Gerry said, pointing into the thick darkness of the trees. The silvery moon and starlight turned the scene to monochrome.
“What about all them?” Jachz said, pointing to the hundred or so mutant clones gathering around their filthy shacks.
“We leave them be,” Gerry said. “They won’t cause us any problems now Endymion’s gone.” Gerry stopped, drawing up short. “But wait, they can help with something, Jachz. A job for you. Try to get the rest of our supplies from them. We’ll need the other two rifles, pistols and ammo packs.”
“Okay,” Jachz said after a pause. Petal sensed there was something going on with him but couldn’t quite place it. Perhaps the electro-stun treatment had fried some of his processors…
“Petal, Holly, can you wait for me here for a moment. I just need to do something,” Gerry said.
“Wait,” Petal said. “Where you going?”
“I’ll be five minutes, I promise. I just need to go thank someone.”
Petal understood as Gerry dashed across the dark clearing to the bunker, grabbing a flashlight from one of the clones as he passed by. It must have been Chaos, the old dude, who gave Gerry the access code.
While Gerry was dealing with that, Petal helped Holly check over their weapons. Jachz eventually returned with the other firearms and the ammo. “Where’s Gerry?” Jachz asked.
“Tying up a loose end,” Petal replied. “Listen, Jachz, dude, what the fuck’s up? You’re being strange.”
“Oh, am I? I didn’t realise. I’m sorry.”
“What happened in there? With those two people in the terminal room.”
Jachz stared at her, his face not betraying any emotion. Seems his AI had learned not just to feel, but to also hide those feelings. “They were going to torture me, strip me for parts,” he said. “I guess I’ve learned the power of self-preservation.”
“Are you still good to finish this mission? Can we rely on you if it comes to it?” Holly said, clearly picking up on his change too.
“You can,” he said. “I want to stop the viroborg as much as you do. I didn’t escape the Family to have my life extinguished so soon after arriving. And well, I feel responsible. I want to fix this.”
“Good to hear it,” Petal said.
Jachz nodded and turned to attend to the backpacks of supplies.
Holly leaned in and whispered, “Do you trust him?”
“Not one bit.”
“Me neither.”
“I’ll keep an eye on him. Don’t worry.”
Jachz looked over his shoulder and locked eyes with Petal for a brief second before turning back to organising his pack. Petal thought about putting a bullet in his brain right here right now, but then she’d be no different than the Family. He’d been nothing but helpful throughout this ordeal, she couldn’t just go around killing people—or AIs—on suspicion alone… could she?



Chapter 22
Gerry switched on the flashlight and entered the bunker. Rats scurried away into the shadows as though the beam were lethal. Tracing his earlier steps, he found the old man, Chaos, still huddled in the corner.
“You’re back,” he croaked.
Gerry shifted the flashlight to the side to avoid blinding him. His eyes were milky white with untreated cataracts. “I’m back.”
“What do you want now?”
“Answers.”
“You have them all,” he said. “I gave you the code. That you’re here now tells me you survived and dealt with Endymion. Did you find what he was looking for? The vault?”
“The vault was a lie, but you knew that, didn’t you?” Gerry said, kneeling down to the old man’s level. “And so is your name.”
The old man turned to face Gerry, his eyes staring off into the distance. “If you know everything, why are you here? The answers are all there, in the data, the software, the codes. Do you need me to spoon-feed you like a baby, eh?” He laughed then, and Gerry knew his intuition was correct. That smile, even that voice, altered by all the years of silence, chimed a bell of recognition.
“You’re not a clone, I know that much,” Gerry said.
The old man stopped laughing, the silence confirming the truth.
“And you’re not chaos. None of this is chaos. It’s all very deliberate, and that’s what hurts the most, isn’t it? You, stuck in here, too scared to leave this place, unable to face what you did.”
“The ties that bind, guide the blind.”
“And you guided me all right,” Gerry said. “And now I see. I understand.”
More silence.
Gerry shined the torch on his face, illuminating every wrinkle, every liver spot. He didn’t turn away from the light. Couldn’t even see it, his blindness absolute. Even under all the effects of ageing, the sallow skin, the sunken eyes, Gerry saw.
Gerry was no longer blind.
“Well?” the old man said. “Who am I?” His voice grew loud as he shouted. “What’s my name? My name, boy, what is it? What’s my name?”
“Your name is… Father.”
The old man slumped back with a smile on his face and nodded his head slowly. “Now you see.”
“Your name,” Gerry continued, “is Nolan Kirino. The first Nolan Kirino. The Family’s patriarch.”
“Ahh,” Nolan said, tears streaming down his face. “You speak the truth, you see it, understand it, and know it. In all these decades, so many decades of sitting here in the dark, I’ve waited for just one of you to return and to see.”
“Why?” Gerry said. “Why any of this? The cloning, the wars, the endless struggles.”
“That’s for you to discover, my son, but my time has finally come to an end.”
Gerry grabbed his wrist. “No, you need to explain a few things first.”
“What is there to explain? You know everything there is to know: I am the first, yes, the one you found in the vault was the first clone, the ones that came after went their separate ways, but one… one remained, took my position as the head of the Family along with the clone of my wife, your mother, Amma. It was they who instigated the war and imprisoned us here. It was they who populated City Earth.”
“Wait, so I’m just a clone of someone before the war?”
“Not just someone. My son. My real son.”
It made sense to Gerry then—why they brought him back after dying in his battle with Jasper, and why Enna now had the technology to bring him back from the data Petal had held. He rocked back on his heels, feeling a sense of age and immortality that this DNA he shared with this old man’s son had traversed so many iterations.
And that’s where the recognition came in.
Even through the layers of age, Gerry saw himself staring back at him with blind eyes. His DNA, his father, creator. Gerry eased his grip on Nolan’s wrist. A sudden wave of pity hit Gerry. How hard it must have been for this man, this pioneering genius, to have spawned the evil that carried out atrocities in his name, in his form.
“What happened to your wife?” Gerry asked, his voice now trembling with the weight of the truth.
Nolan raised his hand and pointed into a corner. Gerry raised the flashlight and saw the pale yellow bones reflecting back. Rats scurried over them, darting into the shadows. Gerry closed his eyes and wished he hadn’t looked.
Nolan reached up a shaking hand and with his delicate fingers traced Gerry’s features.
“You’re a very special boy,” he said with what sounded like pride. “Amma would have loved to see what you have achieved. But your work isn’t done. You still have time to atone for the sins of your father.”
“What do you mean?” Gerry said.
“The girl, taken by the ’borg… save her, save the human race. And destroy those codes. Destroy all the data, all of it. None of this can ever happen again. Do you understand? It all must die.”
Nolan took his hand away and reached into his filthy robes. He pulled out an old pre-war revolver. With a shaking hand, he handed it to Gerry. “Please, it must start and end here.”
At first Gerry refused, but Nolan pushed the gun into his hand. “Son, please, end the pain; I’ve waited for so long. I only ask you this one mercy. Let me be with your mother.”
Gerry stood and dropped the flashlight. The gun weighed heavy in his hand. Tears streamed down his face. He felt the full weight of Nolan’s pain and grief. But this act…
“Son, you are me, we’re the circle. Let it come around. End the old cycle, and start a new one, with peace. End my pain, son, please.”
“I can’t… I’ve just found you!”
“And you know it must be done.”
 
***
 
Petal flinched at the sudden sound of a gunshot from the bunker, followed by a pain-filled wail. She grabbed her rifle and rushed through the throng of clones to the doorway. Before she reached it, Gerry staggered out, his face sodden with tears and speckled with blood.
He collapsed to his knees and buried his head into his hands.
Petal dropped her rifle and cradled him.
They said nothing as he gripped onto her and let the tears flow.
Holly and Jachz rushed over, asking what happened, but Petal tuned it all out as, via their VPN, Gerry explained what had just happened. It was all she could do to hold back her own tears at the tragic story and the shocking truth. She managed to drag Gerry away from the onlookers, which now, given the truth of the matter, took on a frightening new level of horror. How many of those mutated faces shared the same DNA as Gerry or Nolan?
Walking with Gerry through a jungle path, they discovered an old rusted hangar.
“Where are we?” she asked, the first time speaking aloud since the news.
“Wait and see.” Although Gerry was trying to put on a brave face, Petal could tell he was still hurting inside. But that was one of the things she loved most about him: his sensitivity and ability to empathise. She imagined that many would have killed Nolan before any of the truth came out, and many would have killed him anyway regardless and felt nothing for the act, considering it justice.
But Gerry could see beyond the black and white and the immediate facts. He looked beyond and into the person. Which is probably why Nolan had him do what he did.
At least he was at peace now. Petal knew it would take Gerry some time, but right now she could tell from his body language that he had compartmentalised his emotions and was focused on recovering Jess and stopping the ’borg.
Which was what they needed right now. They’d need Gerry in badass mode for as long as he could maintain his rage before the grief and weight of all he had learned took over. For when that happened, she’d be there to help pick up the pieces and make sense of all the madness.
After all she had lost after the battle for Libertas and losing Gerry to Elliot, albeit temporarily, she’d be able to relate and help him through it.
Petal followed Gerry around the hangar until they came to a door. Gerry entered the code and walked in. He flicked a switch, and the lights stuttered on. The place stank of rusted metal, dust, and damp.
A variety of vehicles under tarps filled the hangar.
At the far end of the hangar were two giant H-core refining funnels.
She pulled the tarps off two quad bikes in white and grey Family colours. Under other tarps she found EV-scrambler bikes with thick, knobbly tyres. Still other tarps covered larger vehicles: cars, trucks, and a very early Jaguar-like craft.
Gerry, on the other side of the hangar, saw her looking at it.
— Ground vehicles only, remember?
— Got it, boss.
She was relieved that he had turned to humour. Even if it was just for now.
— So what are we here for?
— The EV-bikes. We’ll need them to get through the narrow jungle paths. It’s about fifty miles to the old dome. They’ll be our quickest option. The air-defence system is still active, so flight really isn’t an option.
— Sounds good to me.
Petal cleared the tarp completely off the scrambler and threw her leg over the seat.
She flicked the switch on the handlebar dials, and a small green arrow flashed on the holographic display. A battery icon indicated it had approximately fifty-percent capacity with a range of a hundred and thirty-eight miles.
Plenty enough juice to get them where they were going, and back again.
And with a purely electric power supply, there was no worry about another H-core engine malfunction. She’d had enough of those to last a lifetime.
Petal turned the engine on and gently twisted the throttle to ease the bike out through the maze of other vehicles until she reached the end of the hangar.
Gerry followed and joined her by the doors. “Let’s go get the others and get these bikes loaded up. I don’t want to stay around any longer.”
“Got it,” she said. “Are you okay, though? Are you sure you don’t want some time?”
Gerry leaned over and kissed her passionately. “Quicker we get this done, the quicker we can go make a home.”
“That’s a convincing argument.”
Petal kissed him back and helped open the hangar door. They took the bikes back to Holly and Jachz and returned for another two.
A few minutes later they were all ready: bikes loaded, weapons loaded, and the populace calm. Gal had taken a leadership role and promised that he would look out for this strange community—and that they would stay put. Gerry and Petal had promised them that they were safe here—and they were—and that they ought to just live their lives as best they could.
Looking back at them, Petal felt a pang of grief grip her heart.
These poor people didn’t deserve the fate that had befallen them.
But at least they were now free, to an extent, to live without fear or threats.
“Good luck!” Gal said, waving to them. The other clones waved them off too before filtering into their shacks and dwellings.
Petal turned to Gerry.
— You ready to finish this?
— Let’s do it. One more time.
With an expression of grim determination, Gerry turned to face the small path cut into the jungle trees. The bike’s lamps cut a tunnel through the gloom of the trees as he engaged the throttle and sped off. Petal gunned the motor and caught up. She looked in her mirrors to see Holly and Jachz following close behind. Holly stood up on the bike and, with a broad smile on her face, navigated the ruts and tree roots like a natural.
Petal returned a smile and just hoped they all made it out of the fight alive.



Chapter 23
Gerry leaned into the wind and rode like there was no time at all left, and the truth was, that might well be the case. For an hour they sped through the jungle, following the path. It ran parallel to the fence and those huge arcing towers that powered the defence system.
The first pink rays of dawn broke through the dense canopy of trees, giving the day a sense of new hope, the sins of the night forgotten for another twenty-four hours. But Gerry would never forget about any of this, least of all Nolan.
A rage built within Gerry for what he had to do. A rage for what Nolan’s clones had done to him and the world. That he was a product of that cycle too only made it worse. How many of his clones had done evil deeds?
Thoughts of his DNA haunted him. Did it too harbour the mental aberrations that caused his family to do all these terrible things? Maybe. But he had to put that aside for now. He slowed down, noticing he was leaving the others behind, and allowed himself to focus.
He rode in that focused state for a further hour until finally they broke through the twisting, turning path, and before them, lit up by the full glow of dawn, rose the first dome. He slowed the bike to a stop. The smell of overheated motors mixed with the humid breeze of mulched vegetation and damp soil.
The dome’s structure seemed to blister out of the earth.
Trees didn’t grow for a fifty-metre perimeter around it. The metal lattice structure was the colour of dried blood, and the panels were misted and clouded by condensation and age, the materials clearly not as advanced as those that built Libertas.
Petal, Holly and Jachz finally caught up and pulled up next to him.
“So this is it, then,” Holly said, getting off the bike and wasting no time in slipping the backpack over her shoulder and lifting the rifle off the bike’s storage hooks. She moved easily, showing no fatigue from the ride.
Gerry hopped off and felt the pain in his thighs and sit bones.
“Yup, this is it,” he said. “I can sense the network. Using the data I got from the archive, we’ll need to head to the main control room. The layout is similar to Libertas, so once inside, we should be reasonably oriented.”
“What’s the plan?” Jachz said.
“Plan? There is no plan, there is just find Jess and kill the viroborg,” Gerry said. “No hesitation. Fire on sight.”
“How do we approach?” Holly asked. “It feels a little exposed.”
“Head on. There’s no other way inside. Any direction we approach is going to be exposed.”
Gerry took his pack of supplies and placed the straps over his shoulders. He took the rifle off the bike and checked the ammo was seated and the safety off. Although he didn’t have all the targeting protocols from the Family’s last upgrades, he was still confident he’d be a decent shot if needed. The adrenaline was already flowing, concentrating his mind into a hyper-focussed state.
He turned to face the others. “Ready?”
Before they could reply, a shot fired out and a blast of energy struck one of the bikes, exploding it on impact and throwing the chassis a dozen metres into the air. Gerry and the others scattered, avoiding the falling shrapnel and sparks. They headed for the cover of the trees, but Gerry screamed over the ringing of his ears, “Spread out and prepare to run to the dome!”
He took a knee and brought his rifle scope up to his eyes and scanned the area in front of him, trying to remember the direction of the shot. It took a few seconds, but he saw a shape behind one of the cloudy panels shift. With no hesitation he fired off an arc of twenty rounds, emptying the magazine.
The panel splintered and shattered, and a dark body slumped out before falling down to the ground in a hump. Gerry quickly zoomed in with the scope and saw the body twitch before becoming still. It wasn’t human—it looked like a version of the tracker ’borgs back at the settlement.
“We’ve got resistance in the form of ’borgs,” Gerry said while he slapped in another magazine, leaving him five more in his pack. “Go, go, go!”
Holly, Petal and Jachz spread out wide to present a splintered target. Gerry followed up behind at a slower pace. He tracked through the scope, watching the dome.
Another dark shape stopped in front of a panel near the top and to the left side. He raised his rifle and was about to fire when he heard two shots ring out. The panel shattered, and the figure behind slumped back inside.
Jachz had spotted them first.
“Good shooting,” Gerry called and raced after them.
They reached the edge of the dome before they were shot at again.
“Cover me. I’m going into the system,” Gerry said. He dropped his rifle and rested his back against the dome. Holly, Petal and Jachz surrounded him and aimed their weapons in all directions.
Using the credentials he’d taken from the user database back at the pyramid, Gerry logged into the system and started scanning the log files for recent access. Of course, he found one from twenty minutes ago. The viroborg had logged in with a root user account—no doubt supplied by the Nolan and Amma clones from the Mars facility.
Gerry traced it through the system to see what it had done.
At first glance he couldn’t find anything. The damn thing had set a virus to destroy its tracks. Thinking about the nukes, Gerry stretched his mind further into the old dome’s servers, trying to find the program that handled the launch, but everything seemed blank.
The main storage areas were full of junk data.
Individual nodes were empty when he scanned them.
He found no application or subroutine with which to control the dome’s weapons. So what was the viroborg doing here?
Gerry even tried to access the video or audio feeds and found nothing. He’d never been into a system that was as barren as this. Even the files for the operation system were missing. He pulled back out of the system and tried to log on as a regular user: nothing, no interface, no software at all.
He tried to go back to the log files; they too were gone.
Damn it!
The entire thing was being erased. But why? And why take Jess if there was no server or network that needed to be communicated with? Frustrated, Gerry collapsed his connection and withdrew from the network.
“What’s the situation?” Petal asked.
“Dire, the entire system’s gone, as in it doesn’t exist anymore. The hardware’s in place, but there’s no data, no software, nothing.”
“It’s the ’borg’s virus,” Jachz said. “It must be.”
“Clearly,” Holly said. “So why don’t we just go in there and find the fucker the old-fashioned way?”
“Wait, you feel that?” Petal said, her hand pressed against the ground.
Gerry put his hand to the ground. “Yeah, the rumbling.”
“Um, nukes much?” Holly said.
“But how?” Gerry asked, mostly to himself. “Unless…”
“What is it?” Petal asked.
“Of course,” Gerry said. “That makes sense, that must be what those codes are for—the server responsible for the nukes isn’t on the network, hence having the need to send the ’borg to do it manually; otherwise they could have just done it remotely. I know where it’ll be. Their silos are just south of here. There’s a tunnel access to them inside the dome.”
“Lead the way,” Jachz said. “I fear we’re running out of time.”
“Thanks for that insight, Captain Obvious,” Holly said as she spun round to face the jungle and fired three rounds.
Gerry grabbed his rifle and hit the deck as a volley of return fire came crashing into the panels above his head.
Walking out of the jungle, rifles held by their waists, four ’borgs closed in on their position. Petal and Jachz fell to their chests and fired off a couple of shots, taking out two of them before they scattered and hit the ground.
Gerry didn’t like this one bit.
“You guys focus fire on those.”
“Where you going?” Petal shouted over the gunfire.
Gerry didn’t hang around to answer. Using the others’ covering fire, Gerry dashed around the perimeter of the dome anticlockwise in a crouching run, avoiding the fire coming his way until he had travelled far enough around the dome to be out of sight.
He reached out into the local network, unsuppressed, and found six more nodes: the ’borgs were communicating via radio. Gerry hated the thought of cutting his VPN with Petal, but after triangulating the ’borgs’ locations and plotting their positions on an image of the dome and the outlying area’s infrastructure, he sent Petal a message:
— Cutting network between us, will explain shortly.
Without waiting for a response, he found the microwave transceiver and connected to it as the root user. All he needed to do was remove the patch he’d installed earlier to switch their suppressing effects off.
Once he rebooted the routers, he confirmed that wireless network traffic was indeed being suppressed. That would stop the ’borgs from communicating their position to each other, at least.
He removed his mind from the connection and blinked as he returned to the real world. A dark shape moved out of his peripheral vision. He spun to the right, raising his rifle, his finger about to pull the trigger.
“Gerry!” called Jachz.
Holly and Petal joined the AI.
“Jesus, man, you nearly shot us,” Holly said.
“I’m sorry, I just came out of the network and… listen, we’ve got to get to the silos. The system’s offline from the main network, and I can’t do anything here. There’s four more ’borgs…” Gerry focused on the image on his HUD for a brief moment, orienting their likely position. “… north of here.”
“Then let’s not go north,” Holly said. “We only just took those others out. I nearly took a bullet to the face. I’d rather avoid that.”
“Come on,” Gerry said, pointing to the entrance of the dome. “We’ll find the access tunnel in here.”
Once inside the structure, Gerry realised that on the surface it was a great deal different from Libertas. Here there were no parks or green spaces. Any structures had long since collapsed or been pulled down, creating great static waves of concrete and debris, making it look like a grey dune. The air was stale and fetid. Green mould and fungus grew on the inside of the panels, lending the entire place an eerie, almost alien atmosphere.
“Jesus, this place is fucked up,” Holly said, sweeping her rifle in a wide arc covering their right flank. Jachz covered the left while Petal brought up the rear. Gerry followed the HUD image but was having a few problems properly orienting the direction on the flat map.
The crumbled buildings had rid the place of any recognisable streets. They were coming in through the east entrance, meaning that if this were Libertas, they would be coming in via the downtown area.
Beyond the first main wave of rubble, there should be the financial and business square and, just north-west of that, the landing pad and Cemprom building. Further west, and they would be in the area of residential subdivisions and the engineering quarter.
As they were making their way toward the Cemprom part of the city, Gerry had a terrible thought that this was Libertas and somehow he’d woken up in the future, surveilling the damage done by the nukes.
Pushing that thought aside, he continued forward, clambering over increasingly larger piles of rubble and trying his best to picture where they were on the map. Without the microwave transceivers active, he couldn’t use them to triangulate his position and had to go on gut feeling, hoping that the Family who built this kept it identical to Libertas.
“We’ve got movement to our left,” Jachz said.
They stopped and huddled behind a tumbled-down wall. Gerry peered through a gap. Jachz was right. Fifty or so metres away, he saw two mutant-clones scavenging through piles of debris covered in lichen and moss.
One of them lifted a skull, sniffed it, and tossed it aside. The other took a knife and scraped off the moss and placed it in a tote made from woven twigs. They grunted at each other and scampered off in the distance where some vegetation had started to grow, creating a sickly copse of brown and dark green trees.
“Nice place,” Holly said. “Skull and moss for breakfast, just lovely.”
“Let’s keep going,” Gerry said. “Keep an eye out for the ’borgs. I don’t think the locals will bother us too much.”
“That’s what they all say,” Holly said. “And the next thing you know, you need me to save your arse from cannibals.”
“Fine,” Gerry said. “Watch the locals too.”
When he was satisfied the way was clear, Gerry stepped out from their cover and continued on to the centre of the dome in the hopes of finding the entrance to the silo tunnel. Sweat dripped down his back and face. He found a torn piece of fabric on the ground and tied it around his head to protect his eyes from stinging sweat.
The oppressive air in the dome made every breath difficult. Without the air-conditioning and recycling systems active, it acted like a great humid greenhouse.
“We’re close,” Petal said as they descended a wave of broken buildings. She pointed to a pile of glass atop an ornate doorframe. “That’s the same as the front of the presidential building. The Cemprom building should be just over there.” Petal pointed north and a little to the north-west.
She was right, of course.
Gerry had walked that journey, only in reverse, every lunch hour during his days working at Cemprom. He pulled out a water bottle from his pack, ready to quench his thirst, but stopped as it dawned on him that all of that happened literally a few lifetimes ago. He didn’t even know that Gerry anymore. Other than his DNA and certain aspects of his mind, he and his former self had little in common.
“Come on, man, keep going,” Holly urged him on. “I want to be home for dinner.”
Gerry finished one of the water bottles and took a heavy breath before patting Holly on the back and continuing on.
As they got closer, Gerry saw the opening. “It’s here,” he said, pointing between two crests of bricks and mortar and twisted rebar. A dark aperture embedded into the side of a damaged wall.
At Cemprom, it’d be the elevator shaft down to the central server room, but he knew from the schematics that this would lead down a shaft to the silo’s access tunnel. He motioned them onwards and stepped forward.
Before they could reach the opening, to their right they heard stone and rocks tumble down. Gerry swung round, arcing his rifle with his movement. Two shots hit the ground by his feet, making him leap out of the way.
“The ’borgs,” Holly shouted, diving for cover behind a thick chunk of Polymar sidewalk. Petal landed next to Gerry, swinging her rifle up as she rose to her feet. She fired off a three-round burst.
“Go,” Holly yelled at Gerry. “Get to the shaft. You lot go; I’ll hold them off.” Holly squeezed the trigger and fired a focused series of four rounds, emptying her magazine. She ducked down below her cover and fished another magazine out of her pack. “Seriously, you three go.”
“We can’t leave you,” Petal said.
“Fuck that noise, sister,” Holly said. “I’ll lead these machines on a merry little trek, get them off your back. You three go do what you do best.”
“Holly, no, come with us,” Gerry said.
“She’s right,” Jachz said. “We need to take this opportunity.”
Gerry hesitated.
“Sorry, Gerry, I’m staying here being the fucking hero, now piss off and go stop them damned nukes.” She gave them a wink and a smile and returned to her firing position.
Two blasts from the ’borgs impacted just centimetres from Gerry’s head, making him duck and run. He dragged Petal with him. “Thanks, Holly. We’ll be back for you. Stay safe!”
Holly gave him a thumbs-up and turned and sprinted across the debris in the opposite direction, leading the ’borgs away.
Taking the opportunity, Gerry, Jachz, and Petal sprinted across the open ground and tumbled into the darkness.



Chapter 24
A flash of blue exploded in the small dark server room, illuminating the space like a lightning strike.
In that split-second burst, Gerry saw a black figure in the open doorway. A replica of Cemprom’s main server stood in the middle on a plinth, reminding him of the showdown with Jasper.
Another explosion bellowed out, bringing back the ringing in his ears. The figure in the doorway flew back and landed on its front. One of the ’borgs had followed them in, but had paid the ultimate price.
Something hot and wet covered Gerry’s thigh. At first he thought it was his blood. He reached for his flashlight on his belt and shined it on his leg.
Not blood. Oil.
The twitching form of Jachz lay beside Gerry, his rifle beside him, the barrel still smoking. Petal was crouched opposite, her face pale and taut with stress.
“Jachz,” Gerry said, leaning down and placing his hand on the AI’s chest. “Speak to me.” A gaping wound in his left side was leaking oil, exposing his titanium skeleton and biomechanic musculature system.
Jachz’s left eye fluttered open. “I’m experiencing pain,” he said matter-of-factly. “This is not a pleasant feeling.”
“I know, just hold on, we’ll get you fixed up.”
Jachz grabbed Gerry by the wrist and focused his eye on him. “No,” the AI said. “You have to. The missiles will soon be in position. You have to stop them. Leave me. Come back for me later if you must, but go on.”
“He’s right,” Petal said. “We’ll upload his mind to a new body later; we can’t hang around any longer.”
Gerry hesitated for a moment, having seen his group split in half. Holly was out there somewhere, running for her life amid the cacophony of blasts and counterblasts. But as Jachz continued to leak his oil over Gerry, he knew that he did indeed have to continue.
“I’m sorry,” Gerry said. “I’ll be back for you, I promise.”
“Just go,” Jachz said. He pointed his arm out in the direction of the shaft.
Gerry moved his flashlight in the same direction and saw the escape ladder descend down into the depths of the under city.
Petal grabbed her rifle and aimed it out of the doorway. “Go, I’ll cover. I’ll be right behind you.”
Taking one last look at Jachz, Gerry sprinted to the ladder, half-expecting a shot in the back at any moment. But he reminded himself that Petal was on guard and Holly was distracting the others outside, and he reached the ladder safely.
Hooking one arm around the upright, he turned round and pointed his rifle to the entrance, covering Petal as she spun round and sprinted towards the ladder.
“Go, Gez, let’s get down there,” she said as she leapt up onto a rung just above him.
Before they descended, Gerry saw two figures dash into the opening. He fired off a burst, but missed. His flashlight was on the floor, and through the cone of light, he saw Jachz’s body disappear, two ’borgs dragging him out by his feet. By the time he re-aimed, they were gone.
“Damn, they’ve got Jachz,” Gerry said.
“We’ll find him, but get your ass down there. We don’t have time now.”
Gerry slung his rifle over his shoulder, wedging it beneath his backpack. He grabbed the flashlight, reattaching it to his belt, and loosened his grip on the sides of the ladder. Gravity did its thing and pulled him quickly down the level until he finally hit the ground, the jolt creating a bloom of sharp pain in his knees when he didn’t react quick enough.
Descending at a slower, more controlled pace, Petal joined him.
“You okay?” she asked as he hobbled away from the ladder in the darkness.
“Just a heavy fall. I’ll walk it off; it’s not bad. You?”
“Yeah, still all in one piece. Let’s see where we are, shall we?” Petal switched on her flashlight. A corridor led off away from the ladder. The overhead OLED strip lights were without power, but toward the very end, Gerry was sure he could see a glowing red light.
“Do you see that red glow down there, or is it just an artefact of my vision?” Gerry asked.
Petal switched off the flashlight and waited for a moment. “Yeah, I see it. Must be coming from the silo control room, right? Was there anything else that this access tunnel led to?”
Gerry checked his HUD image, zooming in for more detail. It appeared there was another room beyond. Perhaps the final control room. It made sense, given the distance. He grabbed the rifle and stepped forward. “We approach in darkness and quietly,” he whispered.
They moved on, making slow but cautious progress. Gerry fought the urge to sprint down there, throwing all caution to the wind, but couldn’t risk running right into a trap or a ’borg waiting for him to reach the end of the corridor.
When they got halfway, Petal stopped and grabbed Gerry’s arm. “You hear that?”
“What?”
“Silence, the rumbling’s stopped. The missiles must be in position.”
“Crap.”
A buzzing noise filled the silence. It echoed down the corridor from behind them. Gerry spun round. Petal switched on her flashlight. Flying in formation were three small drones, each the size of a fist. Petal’s light reflected off a camera lens in the one in front.
From behind them came the sound of an industrial door sliding open and rushing footsteps. The three drones crackled with electricity until between them a bolt of blue lightning formed and fired out toward Gerry and Petal.
 
***
 
Jachz was aware of his body being dragged and then tossed down a shaft. It hit the floor with a thud. He’d since managed to turn off his pain receptors. Or maybe it was due to a lack of oil in his system to carry the appropriate neuronal messages.
He managed to open one eye. He was in the corner of a bright room some ten metres square. The floor was carpeted with grey fabric, but there were worn patches and areas of mould colonisation.
The room smelled musty and old. Disused for many years. A large oak, or at least imitation oak, desk took up a central position in the middle of the room. A mechanical keyboard sat on the surface, now yellow with age, having obviously been built with older, inferior polymers.
An early OLED panel hung on the wall in front of the control desk.
Jachz saw all this from a sideways position; his head slumped to the floor.
He had no motor abilities beyond moving his eye.
Shadows of legs and feet extended and shifted around him. He counted at least three distinct people and a shape that might have belonged to a fourth, but he couldn’t shift his neck in order to see.
His aural receptors had shorted, so all he could hear was the hiss of internal amplifiers. Something touched his neck. Something metallic.
A cable.
He saw the back of the viroborg walk away from him, carrying the cable until it reached the wall with the OLED screen. Because of the angle of the desk, Jachz couldn’t see what it had plugged it into, only that it had, as the cable hung in a great loop between his neck port and whatever lay beyond his vision.
Some other event beyond the doors to this control room must have occurred, because the viroborg reached for a pistol attached to a holster on its lower back. It crouched behind the desk, its dark figure looking no more solid than a shadow.
Another figure dashed briefly into Jachz’s vision, heading for the door.
Jachz recognised the uniform first and then the face.
It was the security guard who had helped him escape the crashed spacecraft at Libertas. The one who followed Enna around like an eager puppy.
Jachz tried to access his memory, but the connections were damaged, and he couldn’t recall his name. Not that it mattered. He carried a Libertas-issue rifle and a grim expression on his face.
A third figure entered the frame. They stood by the desk, leaning over the keyboard and tapping out commands. A red light flashed from further in the room. This other figure turned to face Jachz and smiled at him.
And he recognised that smile instantly.
 
***
 
Gerry screamed at Petal and dodged the ball of lightning, turning his head to follow its trajectory. The bolt lit up Petal’s skin as it shot past by a few centimeters.
The bolt struck. A scream filled the corridor, coming from a silhouette by the door.
Gerry squinted against the glare of the blue explosion of energy. “Franklin?” Gerry shouted. The man rocked back on his feet, his eyes wide and mouth twisted. The electricity crawled all over him, his hair smoking. He fell to his knees, dropping the rifle to the ground.
His charred body slumped forward with a thud.
The door to the control room slid shut. Gerry just caught sight of someone standing by a large desk, but didn’t quite make out who they were. Certainly not the viroborg.
Crackling, whirring noises soon caught his attention. He spun round, finger on the trigger, ready to blast the drones out of the air.
They fired again, a smaller bolt this time. It struck his weapon, and he threw the rifle to the ground, his hands burning from the electrical charge.
The three drones barrel-rolled into a wide formation.
Gerry dashed back and picked up Franklin’s rifle, but the thing was dead.
“They’re localised EMPs,” Gerry said.
Petal nodded and wasted no time in firing in an arc on full-auto, emptying her magazine in a second and a half. She took out two of the drones, sending them spinning and crashing to the ground.
Gerry rolled forward as the last remaining drone fired a regular slug. Given the size, he knew it unlikely to have many left, but still, it’d only take one. He reached behind his back for his pistol, but the backpack had got stuck around it.
He kneeled up, and the drone flew around in a circle until it was behind Gerry.
Damn things were too fast.
It fired again, but Gerry was already throwing himself to the ground. The round missed. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Petal turn the rifle around, gripping it by the barrel and using it like a baseball bat and swinging high.
The butt of the rifle clanked against the chrome exterior of the drone. The impact sent it crashing into the side of the corridor. Glass components inside shattered as it fell to the ground. Picking up his useless rifle, Gerry used the butt to smash it further into the ground, busting the mechanism wide open.
“Home motherfucking run,” Petal said, patting her makeshift bat.
“Great hitting,” Gerry said.
They took turns smashing the crap out of the other two before returning their attentions to Franklin. As Gerry kneeled by his side and pressed two fingers to his neck, a siren sounded and the red light changed from a glow to a swirling flash.
“Shit,” Petal said. “That can’t be good news.”
“What the hell is Franklin doing here?” Gerry asked, trying to work it out. Why would he double-cross them? He’d actively helped them discover the viroborg… but then the more he thought about it, the more it made sense.
“Gez, love, we ought to get into that control room, right now.”
“Yeah, I know, one second, I’m just thinking for a moment…”
When Franklin left the server room back in Cemprom to inform the others, that was when Jess got kidnapped. Perhaps he was causing the diversion? He probably didn’t bank on Enna mobilising the team so quickly and Jess having the smarts to set a trail for them to follow.
But still, it didn’t quite all add up… there was something missing in this whole situation.
“Gerry, we gotta move.” Petal grabbed him by the arm and lifted him away from Franklin. But Gerry resisted for a moment after spotting something in his pocket: an access card. Grabbing it, he looked up at Petal and smiled. “I think we finally got a lucky break. Let’s go end this bullshit once and for all.”
The pair of them approached the door to the control room.
The red light flashed beneath, staining the access tunnel’s surface. Gerry removed his backpack and freed the pistol from his holster.
Petal followed and extended her forearm spikes.
They stood at opposite sides of the door, preparing for what lay behind it.
“Ready?” Gerry asked.
“Do it,” Petal said, wearing her best battle-face and grabbing her pistol free of the belt holster.
God, he loved her so much. He hesitated for a moment, the access card hovering above the mechanism. What if he lost now, after all this effort? All this fight and struggle?
But this was bigger than his love for her now. It was always bigger.
The world needed this.
Gerry swiped the card. The mechanism bleeped and the door slid open, exposing the control room and all those who stood inside, waiting for them.



Chapter 25
Both Petal and Gerry ran in screaming as they held their pistols out in front of them, peppering bullets at the viroborg hiding behind the desk. Their assault sent it falling backward in a spray of plastic, wood, and metal.
The room swirled with red light, and the siren continued to blare. The OLED screen was counting down, currently on sixty seconds. Gerry dived to his right into a combat roll as the viroborg threw a dagger at him.
Gerry came up from his roll, raised the pistol and fired, catching the viroborg in the leg, sending it crashing to the ground. Gerry’s vision narrowed and time seemed to slow as he focused on taking out the immediate threat.
Petal vaulted the command desk and emptied her pistol on the way down. She threw it away when she hit the ground. The viroborg took a shot to its side, but that didn’t slow it down. It reached to its thigh and unsheathed a short sword.
Crouching, Petal brought her spikes in front of her before charging the ’borg. Steel clashed and sparked as she and her opponent dueled.
Something grabbed Gerry’s ankle, making him spin round to face the far right side of the room. At first, Gerry didn’t register what it was, but then saw the charred, mutilated body of Jachz in the darkness, his arm outstretched, hand weakly surrounding Gerry’s ankle.
His single eye locked gazes with Gerry for a moment before rolling up, showing only white. Jachz uttered, “Stop… her…”
A figure strode out of the shadows, grabbing his attention.
The figure pointed a Libertas-issue pistol at Jachz’s head, firing once. Sparks exploded and Jachz’s body jerked once as smoke rose from the aperture. Before Gerry could act, a shot struck him in the arm, making him drop the pistol and stagger back to the rear wall next to the door.
The swirling red light cast long shadows, but as the figure moved toward Gerry, pistol aimed at his chest, he saw her face, and it all made sense.
He glanced over to Petal. She and the ’borg were fighting hard, the latter showing surprising speed despite its wounds, yet Petal kept swinging like a frenzied banshee. The number on the screen read fifty-one seconds…
The pistol pressed into Gerry’s chest.
“Nice of you to drop in, Gerry. But as you can see, you’re too late.”
The words stung, the voice of betrayal and deceit.
“Enna? Why? Why you?”
“Why not?” She smiled at him… the smile of the mad.
How she had managed to cover her true character for all this time, Gerry couldn’t fathom. His mind whirled with all the ramifications and situations. He was brought back to his conversations with his real father.
This Enna must be a clone—but when did the swap happen? Who was the real Enna and who was the clone?
“Where’s Jess?” Gerry asked. “What have you done with her?”
Enna grabbed his chin and twisted his head to the left.
Beyond Petal and the ’borg locked in combat, he saw Jess’s tiny, frail form lying on the floor in front of the mainframe beneath the screen. Her head was pressed against the filthy carpet, blood dripping from her nose and ear. He turned away, looking back at Enna.
“She was… reluctant to help, but eventually provided what I needed,” Enna said, the barrel of the pistol still pressed against his chest and her breath falling on his face.
He tried to turn his head, but Enna kept her grip on his chin. Over her shoulder he saw the countdown.
Forty-two.
“So what now?” Gerry said through gritted teeth. “You’re gonna launch the nukes and be the queen of nothing? After everything we’ve fought for. Why now?”
“I don’t expect you to understand. You’re just a pawn, Gerry. A proof of concept. Though I am grateful for all your help in getting rid of those mad clones for me and leaving the dome and the world for me to populate as I see fit. I can start again.”
“You’re just as mad as they are,” he said, shifting beneath the gun, moving to his left so that the gun pointed more centrally.
Petal screamed. Enna twisted his face to watch.
Twenty-three.
The viroborg drove its knife into Petal’s gut. Her eyes went wide and her arms flopped by her side. She took a breath and coughed out blood as she fell back.
Gerry screamed for her, but she couldn’t hear.
Nineteen.
She fell backwards, hitting the floor. Her head lay beyond the edge of the desk. She turned to look at him, fear and pleading in her eyes.
The viroborg stalked over her, taunting her with his blade.
Seventeen.
“Say your goodbyes, Gerry. This is the end of the line, once and for all.”
Sixteen.
“Fuck you and all of your kind, bitch.”
Gerry shuffled to his left and leaned forward sharply, pushing the slide of the pistol back, preventing the firing pin from striking. The delay gave him a chance to shift so that by the time Enna pulled the trigger, the round fired through his shoulder at an angle.
The impact rocked him against the wall. He roared with pain and closed his eyes, but then used the momentum to launch forward.
Fifteen.
Using the surprise as an opportunity, he slammed his head forward into Enna’s face and grabbed the pistol, all the while letting the pain out in a scream that drowned out the sirens. Enna tried to grab his throat, but the blood in her eyes made her miss with her wild attack.
Fourteen.
The viroborg looked over and then turned back to Petal, raising his knife ready to finish her. Gerry kicked Enna back and used the distance to raise the pistol. He fired once, point-blank. The back of her head exploded and she slumped to the ground.
Thirteen.
Gerry fell forward, dizziness and blurred vision from the pain unbalancing him. He raised the pistol again and fired toward the viroborg. The ’borg ducked, but staggered over Petal’s prone body.
Twelve.
The ’borg regained its balance.
Gerry hit the deck hard, banging his head against the floor, making his vision swim. The pistol fell out of his hand and scattered away from him. He dragged himself forward, trying to push himself up, but the pain in his back kept him pinned.
Eleven.
Both lying on the ground, he and Petal locked eyes. A lifetime of pain and love flowed between them. At least if they were to die, they would have this connection. He wanted her to be the last thing he saw before he expired.
At least they would be together in death.
Ten.
The ’borg brought the knife down towards Petal’s neck, the swirling red light making it look like slow-motion animation. Gerry held his breath and returned his attentions to Petal. She didn’t look scared or in pain, just… relief? Resignation?
The ’borg jerked backward once, the knife missing Petal’s throat.
Nine.
A crash of gunfire belched out in a staccato beat of explosive death. Petal’s eyes reflected Gerry’s confusion. The ’borg continued to spasm. Chunks of flesh and sprays of oils shot out from its back, smearing against the screen until it eventually collapsed in a smouldering pile.
Eight.
Sounding as though she were shouting at him from underwater, Holly appeared in the room. She dropped the empty rifle to the ground and helped Petal up. She leaned her over the desk and came to lift Gerry to his feet.
Seven.
He clenched his jaw and closed his eyes as the pain in his chest and back conspired to cripple him. But Holly was screaming at him to keep going. She dragged him to the desk.
Six.
“You’ve got to stop it, Gerry!” Holly said with her underwater voice. “Do something, anything. Oh god, we’re all gonna die, come on!”
She turned away from them. “Jess, you’re alive! Help, please.”
Gerry couldn’t see her. He just reached over as best he could to touch Petal slumped over the desk. She turned her head and whispered, “The codes…” Her eyes dropped to her chest.
Five.
Gerry pulled the folded paper from her jacket and laid it flat against the desk, all the while gripping on with his other arm to stop himself from slipping to the ground.
Four.
Using the mechanical keyboard, he entered the code numbers with a trembling hand, every single movement making the pain in his shoulder flare, but he worked through it, ignoring the darkness that closed his vision like a tunnel as he fought against his body and mind trying to slip him into subconsciousness.
Three.
Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Jess drag herself to the mainframe beneath the screen and reach her hand to it.
Two.
Gerry punched in the last of the number sequence. Petal slid off the desk and hit the ground, unmoving. He moved his trembling hand to the enter key but couldn’t control his hand anymore.
One.
Holly appeared by Gerry’s side and gripped his hand to steady him. She pressed his finger against the enter key.
Zero.
The red lights stopped swirling. Gerry fell back to the floor.
Over the top of the desk he could see the screen. A red circle around a line of text appeared and flashed. He didn’t understand what happened… he entered the code…
The words Launch Initiation Complete, launching missiles burned into his vision.
Launching missiles.
He’d failed.
He didn’t understand why the codes didn’t work. Had Nolan lied to him?
No… of course… the viroborg’s virus! It had deleted the system files. It must have deleted the manual abort procedures…
“Holly, help me,” Jess said. “Gerry, we can still stop this. The defence system… but you need to turn off the suppression. I can’t speak with the server to reverse the virus.”
Gerry’s brain was slowing, and it took him a moment to comprehend what she was saying, but then it clicked, and he tried to reach out with his AIA to connect with the microwave transceivers, but his internal systems weren’t responding.
“I… can’t,” Gerry said. “My… systems… not working.”
“Holly, quick, connect Gerry to me with the cable, I’ll be his system. Now!”
Holly dashed from the mainframe, pulling the cable from Jachz’s neck port. Jess connected her end, and Holly jacked Gerry in with the other end.
A buzz indicated he was now one with Jess.
He no longer felt his body. The pain now just some physical aspect he had no access to. Jess’s mind was vast and incalculably powerful. He felt overwhelmed as though he would drown in the depths of her data and processing, but like a dove, an avatar in her form floated into his vision and spoke to him not with words, but binary commands.
His mind slipped into the digital aspect, and his essence became code once more.
With Jess’s guidance, he navigated out into the wider world, beyond the dome, through the trees, until he found the pylon that acted as the facility’s microwave transceiver.
He saw his software patch from earlier and removed it, breaking the suppression. The router filled with data from all around. Fifty-three nodes, all of them belonging to those large towers with the domed tops, came online, connected together by the miles and miles of charged fencing.
“You’ve done it,” Jess said in binary form.
Gerry couldn’t respond, he was just working on instinct at this point, led by Jess.
She severed the connection, and the pain hit him all at once.
Holly was kneeling by his side. She pulled a syringe out of his chest—a shot of ’Stem from the medpack, and that weird itching, twitchy feeling took over, spreading warmth around his wounds as the millions of nanocells got to work.
Gerry tried to speak, but his injuries and the ’Stem injection sapped his energy. Still, he managed to squeeze out a single word, “Petal?”
“On it, man. Just hold on,” Holly said, vanishing out of his field of vision and revealing Jess sitting in front of the mainframe, her head down and arms outstretched.
He looked up to the screen and before he passed out saw the words:
Missile 1 – Interception.
Missile 2 – Interception.
Missile 3 – Interception.
And so it went, counting up to fifteen—the full complement of the silo’s warheads.
Gerry slipped into unconsciousness knowing that Jess had done it.
But Petal…?



Chapter 26
Gerry pushed the guard outside of his hospital room aside and headed down the corridor. The smell of disinfectant and cleaning products filled the place. All the white surfaces, white uniforms, white screens made him think for a brief moment that it was all a dream, that Jess hadn’t brought the defensive system online and that Holly hadn’t jabbed him with ’Stems in time.
But the surprised expressions of the doctors and orderlies told him he was most definitely in Libertas’ General Hospital.
For the previous ten minutes, he’d argued with his doctor about his condition requiring full rest. He didn’t care what they said, he had to see for himself to be sure, not trusting what anyone told him about Petal.
He was happy to believe the news about Jachz, however. Although his physical body was dead, his AI code was suspended in his memory chips—which were now locked away in Cemprom’s vault, never to be accessed again.
Although he died with the best intentions, Gerry was glad the interim government had decreed that after Enna’s betrayal and the viroborg’s effects, that there would be a complete ban on AI and cyborg integration with humans.
There were to be no more cloning, no more ’droids, and no more posthuman experiments. All the evidence of those fields pointed to unequivocal failure and a risk to humanity’s natural evolution.
Even the use of AIAs was banned for new births.
Which made Gerry and his generation the last of the Family’s experiments.
“Mr. Cardle, please, you shouldn’t be out of—”
Gerry pushed the slate-carrying grey-haired middle manager out of his way and continued on down the corridor, looking for the right ward.
He grabbed a young man in a blue uniform controlling a hover-mop by the lapels. “You, where’s Ward Fifteen from here?”
“Oh, erm, it’s down there and to your left, go through two doors.”
Gerry grunted his thanks and headed off, ignoring the aching pains in his chest and back and his shortness of breath. He’d been worse before. Hell, he’d died a few times before. What was a near-fatal gun wound in the scheme of things?
Following the young man’s directions, Gerry burst through the doors, resisting the urge to run. As he came to the main set of doors that led into the ward, he reached out to go through, but they opened ahead of him, and he fell through, losing his balance.
Right into the arms of…
“In a hurry, hero?”
“Petal!” Gerry gathered himself and stepped back, holding onto her shoulders. “I thought… well, I didn’t…”
“Shut up and kiss me, you ass.”
He did as he was told and stayed in her embrace until he felt someone tug at his trousers. “Hey,” he said, breaking away from Petal and looking to his left.
Smiling up at him from the seat of a hover-chair, with a small scar on her forehead, was the real reason they were all still alive. Jess.
“Hey you,” Gerry said, kneeling down. “How are you feeling?”
“Groggy still since that little coma.”
“Don’t underplay yourself,” Petal said, draping her arm around Jess’s shoulders. “What you did was truly epic and no mean feat. Hell, even Gerry and I didn’t win this one. It was all on you.”
Jess blushed and looked away. “We ought to go somewhere and talk. I know you’ve probably got questions about Enna and the whole thing. While I was with them, I learned a few things you two might want to hear.”
“Okay,” Gerry said, standing, “let’s go find a private room somewhere. But only if you’re up to it; you’ve only been awake for a few hours, and I don’t want to have to fight off another zealous doctor. I’m still recovering myself.” He flashed her a smile.
“Really, it’s okay,” Jess said. “I wasn’t hurt much.”
Gerry shook his head. “You’re the toughest person I know, you know that?”
She shrugged and smiled, making her cheeks dimple.
Petal and Gerry escorted her through the hospital until they found an empty conference room. Once inside, he closed the doors and sat down at the table. Petal handed out bottles of water she had got from the canteen and sat opposite, all the while looking at Gerry with the essence of a new person.
With her Mohican shaved off and wearing the hospital gown, she almost passed as acceptable in the eyes of society. Though Gerry loved her punkish ways regardless, he liked how she seemed to be more relaxed, no more tension in her body.
Even her eyes shone brighter without the shadow of some impending doom dulling their lustre.
“So,” Petal said, turning her attentions to Jess and hiding the blush on her cheeks with her hand. “About Enna’s betrayal, what the hell happened there? And what was up with that viroborg?”
“Jachz was telling the truth when he said he didn’t know about it. I traced messages here in Libertas from Enna to the AI calling itself Kabuki. They were working together. Kabuki’s role was to destroy the Family’s Mars base while the Enna-clone was to rid the world of the domes.
“They took me to bypass the security on the silo’s mainframe. I tried to refuse, but the Enna-clone… she… well, she knew how to activate my abilities and forced me. I didn’t want to do it; I tried to resist. But with the viroborg’s malicious code, I couldn’t stop them.”
Petal shook her head in resignation. “I should have seen it before,” she said. “How could I not have noticed Enna was a two-faced bitch?”
“You couldn’t have known,” Jess said. “I only noticed the difference after the viroborg arrived. When it kidnapped me, I got into its head and saw the messages from the Enna-clone.”
“So where’s the real one?” Gerry asked. “And why bring me back, knowing I’d only fight against them? It doesn’t make any sense.”
Jess took a sip of water and stifled a yawn. She suddenly looked so very frail, but she continued on. “It was the real Enna who brought you back. Jachz did send her the technology and information, as she said. The clone, I found out, was undercover in the city, waiting, biding its time. When the viroborg made its move, taking me, I saw…”
Jess closed her eyes to mask the pain, but it was still etched on her face.
“Go on,” Gerry said, “it’s okay.”
Petal held her hand, giving her strength and support.
A tear tracked down Jess’s cheek. “I saw the clone kill the real Enna after we had left. It was waiting for us to be out of the way when it attacked. Enna didn’t stand a chance. They thought you’d perish at Endymion’s hands. I tried to get a message to you, but the suppression and the viroborg in my head stopped me from finding a connection. I thought I had lost you both.”
“We made it out in one piece,” Gerry said. “Endymion wasn’t exactly on message.”
A heavy silence filled the room as Gerry thought about the real Enna and all the help she’d given them. The weight of guilt for thinking Enna had betrayed them sat heavily within him. If it wasn’t for her, he wouldn’t be here now.
That thought, however, wasn’t entirely comforting, knowing he was only here because of the cloning tech that had created all the mad ones from the Family.
“So what’s left?” Petal asked. “With the Enna-clone dead, the viroborg and Endymion gone, and Jachz’s AI in stasis, is there any more left of the Family?”
“I don’t think so,” Jess said. “Kabuki has dealt with those on Mars. I think we’re finally free.”
Thinking of Nolan and all the others that had perished, Gerry knew it to be true. After all this time, this bloodshed, all the innocents lost, Earth finally had its freedom. “There’s one more thing I don’t understand,” Gerry said.
Jess looked away as though seeing into his mind and knowing what was coming. Petal looked at Gerry with a curious expression, her eyebrow arched.
“Who made you, Jess?” Gerry asked. “Who are you?”
“I don’t know,” she said.
Gerry knew without a doubt it was a lie, but he didn’t press her on it.
“Well,” Gerry said. “All in all, I think it’s time we all had a rest. It’s been a tough, emotional ride.”
The door to the private room burst open. Gerry spun round, fully expecting another clone to come and finish what the others had failed to do.
“So here’s where you’re all hiding.”
Holly. Gerry sighed quietly with relief and beamed a smile. She was carrying a basket and placed it on the table. A bottle of champagne poked out of the top of the basket. “I brought gifts for the heroes!” Holly said.
Petal stood and crushed her friend with a bear hug. “You stupid woman, you’re the hero,” she said. “Without you, I’d have been sliced and diced by that ’borg, and Gerry would have been toast. Hell, we’d all be crispy shells of death right now if those warheads got past the defence system.”
Holly grinned and shrugged when Petal released her.
“What was I gonna do, eh? Let you guys down? Besides, it was kinda fun in a death-defying by the skins of our teeth kind of way.”
“What will you do now?” Gerry asked.
“I was thinking of going back to the mutant village and nabbing one of their vehicles, maybe go exploring. Who knows what other wonderful crap the Family has got in their secluded little empire.”
“Nothing,” Gerry said. “Beyond the old dome and the data pyramids, the rest is rubble.”
“Huh,” Holly said, dejected. Then she smiled at the group. “Well then, I guess you lot better help me get citizenship to this place. If you’re staying, so am I.”
“I’m sure we’ll figure something out,” Petal said. “You did help save this place from almost certain destruction, after all.”
“Ooh, do you think they’ll make statues of me like yours? Perhaps I’ll be a pin-up and snag me a hot husband or two.”
Gerry grinned at the two women, their infectious positivity burning away any remnants of depression. Although he knew it would take him a long time to get over everything he had done and experienced, with these people in his life, he would get there in the end.
Holly and Petal dug into the basket and chatted about the various confections and baked goods inside. Gerry stretched and stood and made his excuses. He needed to get back to his doctor to finish his current course of treatment.
Before he reached the door, Jess hovered over to him.
“You’re never going to tell me, are you?” Gerry said, keeping his voice low.
“You already have the answers,” Jess said, pointing to his head.
And there for a very brief moment, he saw a series of numbers on the inside of her index finger: 5-9-2-1-5-8-3-1-5-7-4-1. He blinked and they were gone. A figment of his imagination, perhaps? A flashback? Before he could say anything else, Jess patted him on the arm and left the room.
It couldn’t be… she couldn’t be…



Chapter 27
Two weeks later
Gerry and Petal dashed down an alleyway and avoided the main street going into the downtown zone. Gerry’s lungs burned with the exertion, his legs ached with fatigue and lactic acid. Despite the physio and the use of ’Stem treatment, he still felt far from fighting fitness. Perhaps he was just getting old—even with the cloned body.
“Keep up, old man,” Petal said from the end of the alley with that mischievous grin of hers that never ceased to make him feel like a teenager finding his first crush.
“Where are you taking me?” he asked. “And why the hurry?”
“Stop with all the questions. Just go with the flow, hubs.”
Gerry pressed the wedding ring with his thumb and thought about their wedding. Their guests would be waiting for them at the reception, and his wonderful wife was taking him on a parkour exercise through the city.
“They’re gonna freak out when we don’t turn up,” Gerry said. “That hall wasn’t cheap to book.”
Petal crooked her finger, indicating for him to follow. She hitched her wedding dress up and vaulted over the six-foot-tall wall as though it were nothing. Gerry took a running jump and eased over, being careful not to ruin his suit.
“If you want me to follow, at least give me a chance to catch up,” Gerry said as Petal ducked out of the alley and turned right into the street. He jogged on and exited into a road. He recognised it at once. Petal was standing by a door. An old wooden door.
One that had been repaired or perhaps replicated.
As Gerry approached, voices and images from his past echoed within his memory. Petal disappeared inside the house, leaving him outside on his own. Looking back down the road, Gerry looked back through his past and saw the ghost of his former self walking towards the house, propped up by Gabriel wearing his dreadlocks and padre’s hat.
Gerry smiled as he followed that same route to the door, almost feeling Gabriel’s strong arms holding him up as they approached the door.
Only this time, it wasn’t Gabe who opened that door, and thus opening the world to Gerry. The door this time wasn’t a portal into the truth and the revelations that his life was all a lie.
With a creak, the door opened, and Petal’s face appeared in the crack. She smiled, recreating the first time they had ever met, sans Mohican and goggles, substituted with a white wedding dress. She still wore a leather choker around her neck, and her lips were still the bright tattooed purple.
Her eyes were still majestic.
But then he remembered Jasper. How he and his goons had set fire to this place, gutting it from top to bottom. And yet, through the crack, it looked almost like it did back then, the very first time he entered.
“Well?” Petal said. “Are you coming in or what?”
“How?” Gerry said. “Who did this?”
Petal opened the door wider and pulled him into the living room. The walls were paneled with wood like the last time, and the furniture was identical. Gerry took a seat on the sofa and remembered Gabe sitting opposite, telling him the truth of things, giving him his old man’s revolver and the book on hacking.
Petal walked through into the kitchen, leaving Gerry on the sofa.
He looked over, saw the open doorway, and thought of his old boss and best friend, Mike. Gerry tried to wipe away the memory of having to kill him, the AI manipulating his systems. But there was still peace there as he looked around the room. Mike had found peace here, and he had met Petal and Gabe, and ultimately, he had survived against all the odds.
He’d come full circle.
Gerry heard heavy footsteps from the kitchen.
He stood and approached. When he stepped through, a great cheer went up.
Sitting around the table were Gabe and a young girl, Petal, Holly and Jess.
Gabe stood and reached out to shake his hand. “Congratulations, man, ya did the right thing marrying this one. Finally gets ’er off my back.” He beamed a wide smile even as Petal slapped him on the back of the head.
“Thanks,” Gerry said. “For everything and for coming here.”
“I’m just sorry I couldn’t get here sooner,” Gabe said. “I’d have liked that best-man spot.”
“You’d have been my first choice,” Gerry said. “But it was kinda spontaneous; you know what it’s like.”
“Yeah, man, I get it, it’s all cool. Hey, let me introduce you to my daughter.”
Gabe made the introductions and explained the whole situation. Gerry had already heard it from Petal, but as he sat at that table, drinking and listening to his tales, Gerry knew that this was what it was all about.
A real family, not of blood, but of bonds that run far deeper.
Petal sat next to him as Gabe talked up some daring job he and his daughter pulled off for Figgy. Petal and Gerry held hands under the table, their bodies pressed together.
“I love you so much,” Petal whispered into his ear.
“And I you, you crazy, wonderful woman.”
For the rest of the night, they drank, told tales of their adventures, cried and toasted over the ones lost on the way, and celebrated those who had survived. Petal had informed Gerry that they were given the house as a gift from the City along with a symbolic key of freedom, meaning they could live out their lives without working or fighting. They were offered ambassadorial roles to teach the new generation about the city’s history.
Later that night, Gabe and the other guests having left, Gerry and Petal consummated their marriage and planned their future. By planning nothing at all.
“It’s time we just lived,” Petal said, laying her head against his chest, her finger outlining the scar from the bullet. “Just you and me, together, living, no more craziness.”
“I can’t agree more,” Gerry said.
But as they lay there, in pure bliss, a thought in the back of Gerry’s mind refused to go away. The numbers, Jess… 5-9-2-1-5-8-3-1-5-7-4-1.
Was she really…?
He ignored it.
Jess would just have to be a mystery for someone else—his job was done.
 
***
 
Outside, behind the house, Jess opened her eyes and removed herself from the hidden network. Gerry’s thoughts about her echoed in her mind and dissipated until there were no more. Jess looked at her index finger and the numbers and thought of Nolan.
He would have been so proud of their son.
The Family would live on—in good hands.
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