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    I’VE OFTEN WONDERED TO MYSELF, over these past few years, what a peaceful life might look like. Lazy mornings, I imagine. Quiet days. Good meals and easy company.

As the Argos tries once again to separate my head from my shoulders, I can’t help but consider the possibility—not for the first time—that I may not have always made the best life choices.

I backpedal. Burning, screaming pain in my left thigh. It’s a clear and bright night. Sky crawling with pinpricks of light from LEE satellites, adding a sheen of silver to the garden I was originally sneaking through and am now very close to dying in. It’s a nice garden. A vast, manicured lawn, tastefully interrupted by shaped shrubbery, feature walls, and gravity-fed fountains. Cool hues of bioluminescent purple and green illuminate the most impressive sections.

The view is very much spoiled by the ten-foot-tall monstrosity stalking after me as I drag myself backward. An Argos traditionally has a hundred eyes, but this one has a lot less. Thirty, maybe? Forty? The biotechs’ nod to mythology here was a little disappointing, honestly. Still, a creepy eyeball patchwork covers the thing’s entire headless body. Neck, arms, legs, torso. Front and back. And all the eyes I can see, unfortunately, are very much fixed on me.

A little adrenaline’s good for the reflexes, so my revs only tamp down my fear to manageable levels as I try not to focus on how much blood I’m losing from the gash in my leg. Taking in the Argos, though, I can guess it’s a lot. The thing’s bipedal but has six gorilla-like arms that end in half-metre-long claws. One set glistens in the faint light that’s illuminating our—if I’m being generous—battle. Blood is wet and dark down its arm, and all across its chest.

My blood. Lots and lots of my blood.

“Just… hang on… a second.” I continue my less than dignified retreat around the gasped request. There’s undoubtedly a stand-down command, but I’d need to issue it in its owner’s voice. And even if I had a recording of my target and a modulator that somehow worked in an EMP ring, there’s no chance I could guess the right words. Security consultants always make sure their clients set it to something stupid and random. “Elephantine pogo castration.” “Cantankerous urinal marinade.” That sort of thing.

So, yeah. The monster doesn’t oblige and let me catch my breath.

For something so big it moves with inconvenient agility and speed, leaping to cover the last half dozen metres between us and apparently aiming to finish with four of its arms buried squarely in my torso. Disliking the image, I use an awkward foothold and my revved limbic musculature to fling myself out of the way. There’s a distinct whiff of air against my face where a slicing row of claws almost removes it.

“Ngh.” Damned tempting to use a cognitive rev to kill the agony in my leg, but the risk is forgetting it’s hurt at all. Gene-boosted or not, asking too much of a structurally damaged body part never ends well. And not ending well right now would be the ending.

I am, as usual, keen to avoid that.

The Argos wheezes from the large, toothless, mushy mouth that sits in the centre of its chest, I think coming to the realisation that its many, many claws aren’t currently skewering me as planned. I could almost mistake the sound for frustration. It isn’t. Even biotechs aren’t stupid enough to make these things with emotions.

The monster swivels its body, dozens of eyes remaining locked on me. Its muscles are already cording for another leap.

Not ideal, but still enough of a respite for me to stagger to my feet, the short blade I keep tucked into an ankle sheath finally in hand. Just a Ceramic, unfortunately. I’d feel a lot more confident with a good Plasma blade instead—if three thousand degrees is hot enough to slice through metal, I’ll wager it could slice through some Argos quite nicely—but even the basic chips in that would have fried the second I scaled the wall here.

There’s not much time to lament the situation, anyway; the creature comes again, all extended claws and murder-y intent. If it recognises the blade in my hand as a weapon, it simply doesn’t care. I’m not insulted. These things aren’t exactly engineered for subtlety or caution: like all bios, they’re given limited intelligence and made for purpose. And this one’s very specific purpose is killing things.

Fortunately, that’s one trait we share.

I flick the knife underhand; the shiny white blade reflects cool purple and green in the garden’s ambience, almost pretty as it arrows through the air. Less so as it slices through an eyeball and sends jellylike fluid spraying everywhere, but I find I don’t mind the trade-off.

The Argos flails, aborting its charge. Tears the still-quivering blade from its chest and tosses it aside with another kind of wheezing hiss. No vocal cords, I assume. Not that it would feel pain, anyway—not in any debilitating sense. Just register the damage and adapt. As I grit my teeth and awkwardly limp-run to the side, I consider how nice that must be.

Technically successful though my throw was, I’m now weaponless and the Argos, unfairly, has an absolute ton of spare eyes. A Gauss, or any ranged weapon really, would be great right about now. But even if the Four-O-Nine ban didn’t make them more hassle than they’re worth, I don’t have one tonight for the same reason I don’t have my Plasma.

“Where do you keep your vital parts, Blinky?” I gasp. Even injured, my revs might be enough to take care of this thing, but the question is how. I can probably get my knife back, but the issue is knowing where to put it: all bios have a central heart and brain, but biotechs love moving them around for these custom jobs. And bios like this—unarmoured, nimble, made for hunting rather than defence—will adapt quickly. I’ll get one, maybe two good stabs before I run out of moves it doesn’t anticipate.

Not to mention blood. My leg is really pumping out the red stuff. I have a stitch spray in my pocket, but applying it will require at least five seconds of time I most definitely don’t have right now.

The Argos doesn’t oblige with even a hint of an answer to my question, instead just charging again. At least it’s consistent. I use my revs to dive out of its path for a third time, managing to do so well enough to retrieve the Ceramic it was gracious enough to leave on the ground. Both blade and handle are sticky with clear, viscous fluid. Gross.

I resist the urge to hurl the knife at a slightly different section of chest, and choose to retreat some more, positioning myself in front of an illuminated, waist-high glass wall. I assume the Argos has my scent—no biosecurity gets made without a focus on olfactory—so finding somewhere to hide in here won’t work. And my leg’s too damaged to run for the house or the ten-metre-high garden wall.

“Come on. Over here. Thaaat’s the way.” I hold steady as the Argos comes again. Somatic revs primed, this time. Even with the excruciating pain in my thigh, my body’s motionless. Poised. Hands perfectly steady.

About a second before the Argos gets to me, I throw my blade.

Another eye spurts and the Argos once again stumbles and tries to stop. This time, though, I’m flying forward. Sliding beneath swooshing claws and punching out the thing’s right knee. I put everything I have into the blow.

With my revs fully active, everything I have is… quite a bit.

The Argos’s leg, fully taut as it tries to arrest its momentum, explodes sideways with a frankly unpleasant snap. Balance lost and momentum entirely unarrested, the creature plummets into the wall, smashing through what I have to assume is thoroughly reinforced glass as if it were paper.

Paper that has lots of nasty, jagged edges that cut through a whole lot more of its stupid eyes, though.

No time to celebrate; I jump on the thing’s back before it can adapt and use another rev-enhanced punch, plunging my fist clean through a remaining eye and deep into its torso. Nothing but viscera; it wheezes, tries to buck me off. I hold on, yank my dripping hand out, and try another eye. The Argos staggers and twitches vainly as my fist cleaves through flesh. There’s a bone cage behind this one. I grab a piece and twist, snapping the obstruction, then force my arm through the hole. I’m up past my elbow. The Argos is struggling to rise, thrashing to dislodge me. But I can feel something in there. Larger than my fist. Pulsing. With a final effort I lodge my fingers around the fleshy, throbbing mass and squeeze.

The flesh becomes mush, squelches and oozes between my fingers. The Argos gives one more desperate heave. Twitches. Lies still.

I lie there too for at least a few heartbeats past the Argos’s last, before groaning and extracting myself from its torso. My whole arm is warm and sticky and very, very red. Little bits of meat cling to my fingers. I wipe them reluctantly on the one section of my shirt that’s actually bloodless enough to do so, then locate the stitch spray in my pocket and hose the hole in my leg thoroughly. The gel dulls the pain even as it seals the wound. No arteries hit, but I wouldn’t be able to walk without my revs.

“Well that was awful,” I mutter to myself, perching on the dead Argos while the gel sets and gazing out over the half-wrecked garden. No need to rush. Anyone with an Argos won’t be employing humans as well: guards occupying the same space as biosecurity need recog training or at least stand-down access, and that’s such an easy point of failure that owning one of these things would be all but futile. There won’t be more Argos—Argoses—Argi?—roaming the grounds, either. They’re insanely expensive, and tend to see one another as intruders.

Even the man I’m here to kill doesn’t have that many tokens to throw away.

Eventually I climb down from the headless, bloodied monstrosity’s back, toeing it cautiously with my boot before limping onward. It’s a five-minute walk through the rest of the EMP garden to the main house; it takes me almost ten, cursing under my breath for most of the way. Why does this guy even have this much lawn?

I crouch low as my target’s dwelling finally comes into sight, using shadows and sculpted shrubbery to mask the remainder of my approach. The building up ahead is pretty typical of the people I tend to kill. Large, of course. Very large. All stylishly sharp geometric angles, water features, and tastefully lit glass. No atmoshields needed on a clear night like tonight; the upper-floor windows are tuned to opaque, but I can see him downstairs slouched on the couch, watching the holo. There won’t be anyone else to worry about. He’s a lifer, according to his file. They never allow other people to sleep in the same house they do.

I fish the thankfully still-intact Faraday pouch from my pocket and open it. There’s tech everywhere again now I’m out of the EMP ring, but there’s a reason anyone serious about their safety relies on biosecurity: anything electronic is just far easier to meddle with. Not my area, to be honest. All I know is that as I plug the q-com into my ear, the drones I can see high above buzz cheerfully to the opposite side of the house, and none of the environmental sensors that surely litter this place indicate to the man inside that I’m here.

“You there?”

“No. All the alarms just turned themselves off as you arrived.” The disgruntled feminine voice on the other end is more than a touch sardonic. That’s pretty normal. “You took your time.”

“Biosecurity.” I shuffle toward the house. Keeping an eye on the man inside in case he turns around, but not bothering to hide myself otherwise. Atti would have already given me a heads-up if she hadn’t taken care of all the tech.

“I warned you. Those Bats aren’t as easy to kill as you seem to think.”

“I took care of the Bats before they saw me.” Bats are a far simpler, cheaper, and more passive form of biosecurity: when they detect an intrusion inside the EMP ring, they simply fly out of it and trigger an alarm. “The Argos was the surprise.”

There’s a long enough silence that I gently tap the q-com, checking it’s still working.

“Oh.”

“Oh,” I agree.

“You alright?”

“I’m a little injured.”

“Define ‘a little.’ ”

I consider lying. “My left leg needs work. Stitch spray and revs are doing the job for now.”

“So at least a week.” I don’t say anything. “Two weeks?”

“Yeah. Probably.”

“Ah.” A small exhalation of breath. “Well… that works out, anyway. Your next job came through a few minutes ago.”

There’s a note of reluctance in Atti’s voice. Not like her at all. “Why does it ‘work out’?”

“It’s… more defensive than usual.”

I keep creeping toward the house. “No.”

“They already know you won’t like it, and they’ve assigned you anyway.”

“No.”

“It’s been four years.”

“No.”

An exasperated silence, then, “The tokens on this one are too big to pass up, Azure. And even if that wasn’t true, you can’t afford two weeks in the air. You know that as well as I do.”

I reach the entrance, pulling the printed thumb from my pocket. “Look, I’m here. I’ll tell you ‘no’ some more later.” Before she can argue I tap the q-com off, and press the rubbery pink digit against the door handle. It recognises the fingerprint and DNA—locally stored data, easier to fool than hack—and the way clicks open. The man inside doesn’t hear it over the holo.

“Good evening,” I say wearily as I limp inside and shut the door behind me.

He scrambles to his feet. Thick, curly black hair, fit, and clean-shaven. Looks about nat-forty but I know from his file he’s closer to ninety years old. His surprise quickly becomes panic as he takes in what has to be a pretty grim sight, given I’m wearing shredded clothes and copious amounts of drying blood.

He’s frozen, then dashes for the far door. Atti’s already locked the house internals down though. He batters the glass, howls his security overrides. Manages to turn the holo off, but that’s about it.

“Calm down.” I make my way around the couch toward him, massaging my leg as it threatens to stiffen up.

He turns back to me, slow acceptance dawning that there’s no way out. His breath is shallow and fast, loud even from across the room. “How did you get in here?”

I gesture at the length of my viscera-covered body, and keep coming.

“Right. Right.” He’s wide-eyed. Grasping for something to say to make me stop. “You’re here to kill me?”

“One hundred percent.” I keep my revs active. Most people don’t have weapons secreted around their living space, but this guy had an Argos.

“I can pay you.”

“No, you can’t.” I allow him an apologetic smile. He’s undoubtedly someone important, probably someone I’d recognise if I ever watched the holos. I try to remember his name. Jax? Pax? Something like that. Names rarely stick with me. Not that it matters. Tonight, he’s just Guy I Have to Kill.

There’s a pause. Still that glimmer of hope. “Then why are we talking?”

I draw my Ceramic. Still smeared red from earlier.

“Honestly? I don’t normally let people see it coming, but I really hate surprise biosecurity.”




[image: ]
    I’M NOT HAPPY ABOUT THIS,” I tell Atti twenty-four hours later as the volo begins its descent toward the landing pad.

“You may already have mentioned that once or twice tonight.” Silence over the q-com and then, when it’s apparent I’m not going to dignify the observation with a response, “How’s the leg?”

I stretch it out in front of me. The therapy sleeve—administering everything from electrical stimulation to temperature modulation to anaesthesia—peeks out from beneath my long dark coat, running from thigh to calf. When I bend my knee, there’s a gentle mechanical whirring as the supportive exoskeleton moves with it. “Loud.”

“Lucky you don’t have to sneak up on anyone for the next two weeks, then.”

I ignore her snark and peer out the window. The place below is exactly like the one from last night. Well. Not exactly. This one has more stone and more curves. Its accent lighting is all oranges and reds, dramatic flames rippling along the stone gardens that line the path to the entrance. But it’s huge, and unique, and isolated, and very expensive.

“I take it we still don’t know who’s paying for this?”

“Neurals just ran the property but it’s self-owned and run, no path back to a human that they could find. They’re still trying to backtrace the tokens, but you know how that goes.”

“Yeah.” I stare down at the surrounding landscape. It’s stylishly lit gardens for kilometres in all directions, split into three concentric circles by artfully decorated walls. Defensive layers, just like last night: tech, then an EMP ring, then tech again. Those walls will conceal a whole lot of airspace defence equipment, too. And a SatScreen. Security consultants aren’t the most creative types. “Guessing it’s another lifer, then.”

“That’s what the neurals think.”

The volo’s slowing its descent, almost on the pad now. Nobody’s waiting to greet me, but the edges of the path leading to the house phase to pulsing orange as my ride touches down. No mistaking where I’m supposed to go.

“I’m here.” The volo’s door raises and I slide out; as soon as I’m clear the angular white vehicle seals and spins up the rotors around its ten-metre-wide halo again, rising with a blast of air that whips at the edges of my coat. I watch it vanish into the night. “Not many autonomous licenses for those things.”

“Property owns that too.”

“Of course it does.” I start along the path. Knee-height flames burn silently to my left and right amidst a sea of polished black stone, guarding the lawn beyond. Just close enough to keep the chill of the evening at bay. “If they’re this worried about anonymity, they may not even tell me who they really are. Make sure you run voice as soon as you have a sample.”

“Sure. And you make sure you keep this person alive. That’s what we’re doing, right? Pointing out obvious things about each other’s jobs?”

“Touché. Now keep quiet for a bit.”

With all the glass set to opaque, I can’t see anything inside the house, but as I reach the front door it swings silently open. I activate my cognitive revs—more from habit than any real concern—and step inside.

“You must be Azure.” The man addressing me stands in the centre of a massive atrium, hands clasped behind his back. Calm but assured. He’s slim, dark-skinned, his black half-hawk spilling artfully down his left side almost to his waist. Looks about twenty-five. No telling his real age.

“Yes.” I study our surroundings. Everything’s polished stone and edge-illuminated glass, the subtle curves and warm colours from outside repeated in here. A huge double staircase spirals, helix-like, upward behind the man. “And you are?”

“Call me Run.”

It’s not his real name—hell, he’s not even making the effort to pretend. Not that I care. I’ll forget it before the end of the conversation anyway. “I’m here for you?”

“That’s right.” Client studies me with cool brown eyes. Less nervous than I expected, though to be fair, most people I deal with are that way around me for a reason. “Where do we start?”

“I’ll need a detailed overview of the defences here. Tech and bio. All of it. Once I understand how we’re set up, we’ll also need to have a conversation about why you felt the need to hire the Keres.” Real or imagined, no one’s contacting my bosses for protection unless they’re convinced there’s an imminent threat.

“Of course. Follow me.”

“No voice match,” comes Atti’s vaguely irritated murmur in my ear as we start farther into the house. Lights come on in response to Client’s movements, revealing the way ahead even as they turn off behind us. We pass beneath a tall, smooth black marble archway. “He’s not a lifer. Neurals are—”

A brief, painfully loud burst of static drowns her out. Then it vanishes, replaced by ominous silence.

“What the hell was that?” I stop and bring my hand up to the q-com, tapping it. “Atti?”

“No AIs.” Client is unsurprised as he watches me.

“What? That’s not how this works. You want me to protect you, I need her help.”

“You’ll manage.” Client is unmoved. “These are the terms of the job. If you believe your superiors will dispute the contract because of it, I am able to put you in contact with them directly.”

Oh. Oh. It’s a stupid stipulation, but I can see from the unconcerned way he looks at me that he knows what he’s doing. Protection is low-risk: as far as the Keres are concerned, this is basically a wildly lucrative babysitting job. No chance they’re going to give up this guy’s tokens because I’m a little hamstrung.

Speaking of which: my therapy sleeve’s gone dead, too. I strip it off irritably. Not ideal, but it’s mostly for pain management now, anyway; it’ll take a little longer to fully heal this way, but the nanosutures should hold under duress, and my somatic revs can take up any slack from this point. “You could’ve just asked.” I extricate the q-com from my ear and pocket it. The internals will be fried from the EMP field—I assume that’s what the paranoid jerk had hidden in the archway—but the metals are still worth a small fortune. “What if I’d had a subdermal?”

“Then you wouldn’t have been right for the job.” He makes a rotating signal with his finger. “Now, if you would? We need to return to the volopad.”

“The volopad? Why…” I understand before the rest of the words make their way from brain to tongue. “Oh.” I was reluctant about this job ten minutes ago. Now I’m wondering how much trouble I’d be in if I just killed this guy myself, and pretended I failed.

A lot, I decide? Yeah. Probably a lot.

He starts walking back the way we came, and I, having little choice in the matter, follow. A volo has already landed as we approach the pad. Different one than before. Black, matte, more utilitarian. With SatScreen in place for kilometres around, nobody’s going to even know I’ve left.

“You don’t trust the Keres, I take it.”

“Not particularly.”

“Then why hire me?”

The volo is already spinning up. I get in.

“You’ll have to ask when you get there.” Not-Client shrugs and steps clear, dark hair streaming to one side. The doors seal. The volo begins to lift.

Oh.
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    THE FLIGHT TAKES A TOUCH over two hours. No Atti to complain to. Just enough time to be annoyed, then mildly concerned, then annoyed again.

The world remains mostly dark out the window. Overcast tonight, no stars. There’s the occasional pulsing blue streak below from automated transports navigating the solar roads. The warmer illumination of an estate now and then, too, though most in this part of the country can afford SatScreen and are all but invisible from up here. We’re headed just north of east, never deviating. At one point, distant clouds reflect the burning yellows of what must be Themis’s boundaries. The megacity is probably a hundred klicks away. We won’t show up on their sensors.

Aside from keeping track of our position, I ignore most of it and focus on my somewhat unwelcome situation. Absurdly paranoid though all this is, part of me understands. The Keres are engaged to kill people far more often than protect them. And this is only a two-week contract. If I was a lifer—I have to assume the client is one, now; no one else on the planet would have the funds to pull something like this off—I wouldn’t want them knowing anything more than necessary about me, either.

On the other hand, none of this is expected. And unexpected in my line of work is… rarely great.

I glower out into the darkness as the volo starts to descend. It doesn’t help that I was already uneasy about my assignment here. It’s been a minute since I worked protection, and the last time did not end well. The Keres know this. They know my skills are far better suited to offence rather than defence. So why now? Why this job? It was allocated before they could have known about my leg. The injury meant I didn’t protest as much as I would have otherwise, but the more I ruminate, the more I think they would have sent me here regardless.

That has to mean something. The people I work for are consistent. Not “generally consistent.” Atomic clock consistent. They do nothing out of the ordinary without reason.

But I’ve been thinking about it for this whole journey, and I’m no closer to figuring out what that reason might be.

I peer down as we break SatScreen and our destination bleeds into view. The pad below pulses green as we approach, somewhat surprisingly one of the few illuminated areas. The house alongside it is single-storey and made to blend into its surrounds, a sloping roof-to-ground design that’s entirely covered with grass. Wood accents its edges, matching the forest that crowds around. In the daytime, without the soft white light currently highlighting its boundaries, I’m not sure I would have spotted it at all.

My already considerable displeasure deepens. Another oddity. Not the house—it’s less ostentatious than what I’ve come to expect, maybe, but any structure surviving outside Lat-60’s calmer climes shouts “wealth” just by its nature. Nothing too strange there. The rest of the grounds, on the other hand… hard to tell for sure in the dark, but I’m pretty sure they’re mostly forest. Thick forest. Kilometres and kilometres of unlit, luscious green cover. Not exactly harmonious with what I’ve seen of this client thus far.

Damn, I hate protection.

The volo settles to a stop, and I catch movement at the house entrance. A single figure hurries toward me, silhouetted against the light seeping from inside. “Bonsoir!”

“Bonsoir,” I echo politely as I disembark, cognitive revs active as the woman greeting me meets the glow of the volopad. She’s old. Not older-than-me old. Cretaceous period old. There are lines in her face that were surely there before I was born. “I’m Azure.”

“Of course you are, dear.” She smiles at me in an affectionate, grandmotherly sort of way. “You can call me Jasa.” The ends of Old Woman’s wispy white hair are tinted green by the light. Like a poorly thought out Halloween decoration.

Before I can respond, my cognitive revs prickle.

I go still. Ignore Old Woman as she chatters away blithely at me as if I’m some long-lost relative, rather than a Keres-trained assassin here to ensure her employer’s life. My cogs can be strange things, sometimes; unlike my somatics, the genetic revisions that alter how my mind perceives things aren’t entirely quantifiable. Yes, they’re partly mental improvements—better acuity, sharper reflexes, the ability to ignore pain if needed. All the good stuff. But there’s more to them, too. When they’re activated, I become…aware, in ways I couldn’t possibly be, otherwise. Not quite prescient, but damned close.

They’re more of an art, compared to the fairly straightforward science of my somatic revs, but I’ve learned to read them pretty well over the years. And right now they are telling me to get the hell out of the open.

“We should head inside.” I’m brusque as I cut off whatever Old Woman is saying, scanning the barely lit tree line as I do so. There is an offensive amount of cover out here.

“Oh. Yes. Of course, dear.” She smiles absent-mindedly.

Movement in the trees. No chance I’d distinguish it from the swaying foliage without my revs, but it’s definitely there. Something large. Coming fast. I activate my somatic revs too, even as my body protests against them being on all at once.

“Get behind me.” I snap the instruction and position myself between Old Woman and the motion, drawing my Ceramic.

Bushes shake, branches crack, and it emerges from the shrubs and darkness. A lion. A concerningly giant lion. Glossy mane, unreasonably big teeth as it snarls at me, the whole deal. No obvious biomods, but I’m six feet tall, and its intelligent amber eyes are the same height as mine. Plus, you know… it’s a lion. Not exactly any of those in the wild around here. It has to be a bio.

“Down, Richard. This one’s not dinner,” Old Woman tuts. She pushes past me and points sternly to the ground as the behemoth of muscle and golden hair continues to watch me with a curled-back upper lip. “Down.”

The creature switches its gaze from me to her, and the tension leaks from its stance. Its snarl turns into a long, lazy yawn and it lies on its stomach, resting its frankly enormous head on its equally enormous paws. It looks up at Old Woman expectantly.

“You have got to be kidding me.” I’m still holding the Ceramic out in front of myself. Old Woman shuffles over to the giant cat, who immediately yawns again and rolls onto its back, its tail whipping a tree behind it with a crashing of leaves as she scratches its belly and murmurs lovingly. “It’s been programmed to recognise your voice?”

“Taught.” Old Woman sounds as if she’s correcting me, though I don’t see why. She straightens and the beast continues to squirm for a second, and then returns to its feet with a manic, twisting flip that almost decapitates her, and does decapitate a small tree. Shadowy leaves erupt in a cloud.

“You must be trusted to have…” I trail off. Certain, even as it makes no sense. The woman’s a coughing fit away from death as it is. “You’re the client, aren’t you.”

Old Woman considers me. “You weren’t sure?”

I’m not always tactful, but I know enough not to explain my reasoning here. “No.”

“Interesting.” I do not enjoy the way she says it. As if I’ve revealed something secret to her, something very important. “Richard—hunt.”

The creature eyes me standing there with Ceramic still in hand. Snorts with what I could only describe as derision, then bounds with a thundering of snapping branches—and probably trunks, honestly—back into the darkness.

“Come inside, dear. Let’s get you a meal,” Old Woman says as if this is all entirely normal, pottering off toward the house again.

I sheathe my Ceramic. Turn off my somatic revs. Sigh. And follow.
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    THE HOUSE IS LARGER THAN it appears on the outside. So much larger. The exterior I mistook for a modest single-storey structure is, in fact, little more than a raised roof, the iceberg-tip of what has to be the nicest and most massive underground bunker I’ve ever seen. Stairs as soon as we enter, and more stairs sliding down past the first floor that’s our destination. We descend to polished floors and marbled columns and a vaulted digiglass ceiling that creates a perfect replica of the night sky above. As Old Woman dodders ahead, sections brighten to cast a pleasant ambient light in her path.

“Your man back at the other house—”

“A contractor. Hired by neural. He has no idea where we are, and he knows to disappear before anyone comes looking.”

I grunt. Lucky for him. Mildly annoying for me.

“What do you eat, dear?” She heads past some obscenely comfortable-looking couches arrayed around a holo. A kitchen springs from concealed panels in the corner with a soft whir at her approach.

“Nothing for me.” I walk slowly, taking in the space. Just the one entrance, but it’s wide. Raised. Easy to monitor, hard to defend. Though, the EMP ring that I have to assume is active out there will help mitigate any frontal assault.

From the corner of my eye, I see her opening a cupboard. I pause and allow a moment to observe. There’s a refrigerator, a large thermo, a sink. It all looks manual. She spots my look. Smiles absently, more at herself than me. “Bots never get it the way I like.”

“They’re a lot faster though.”

“I like to be hands-on.” Her wittering demeanour seems to fade, just for a second. “And bots can be hacked.”

I don’t respond, but mentally give a little sigh. There it is. Classic lifer paranoia, even if it’s usually justified.

The problem is, there’s no way this woman is a lifer. Not unless she’s also insane. There’s silence as she prepares whatever she’s preparing.

I resume my inspection of the space. It’s minimalistic. Spartan, even. Sections of wall are digiglass too, but they’re dark, no memories or artwork displayed. I eye the stairs disappearing below. “Is this the only way in?”

“No. There are a couple farther down. I’ll show you after we eat.” Whatever she’s cooking smells surprisingly good. Not that I’ll have any. The lack of Autochef is annoying, but she must at least have a bioprinter in here somewhere. Something I can program to spit out the balance of nutrients needed for my revs to function properly.

She’s distracted and I’d prefer her full attention for this next part, so I sit patiently at the sleek tinted-glass dining table and wait. She soon joins me, clinking a plate of bacon, eggs, and toast in front of me as well as herself.

Great. She’s senile, too. “I said nothing for me.”

“I insist. You’re my employee for the next two weeks, correct?” She squints at me. I can’t tell if she’s amused or serious. “Don’t you have to do what I tell you to do?”

“No. You’ve contracted me for the next two weeks. There’s a difference.” I push the plate away firmly. I think my revs are slowing down just from the proximity to all that grease. “It’s important I stick to a particular diet. For both our sakes.”

Old Woman looks at the untouched plate in front of me disapprovingly. “You’re not very polite.”

“My real employers don’t pay me to be polite.”

“Just to kill people.”

Silence as I meet her gaze steadily. Not because I’m surprised she knows; the Keres wouldn’t get any business if they were a secret. But because she said it. Because she’s not looking away, even as she takes an unhealthily large mouthful and chews. Like a sassy, animated cadaver.

“We need to discuss getting my comms back up.” Outside of an EMP ring, I can’t remember the last time I didn’t at least have the option of Atti in my ear.

“Alright.” She crunches a strip of bacon.

“So… do you have a way to get my comms back up?”

“Nope.”

“Repair bots?”

“Nope.”

“What about something that can tap into Q-net?”

“Nope.”

I take a deep breath. “You have to understand. Those employers we were just talking about… they’re going to want to know where the hell I am.” It’s not a threat. I think. Honestly, though they definitely won’t want me outright abandoning the contract, I have no idea how the Keres will react to one of their assets being absconded with. I can’t imagine it will be with smiles and kindness, though.

“And you want your AI back.”

“And I want my AI back,” I agree with perhaps a touch more emphasis than necessary. “I’m here to keep you safe. Atti can help with that.”

“ ‘Atti.’ You’re talking about ATRoPoS, I assume. You do know it’s not a person, right?”

“That’s why I trust her.”

Old Woman takes a rapid last few mouthfuls with unladylike gusto, then anachronistically dabs at her shrivelled lips with a serviette. “Well. I’m sure we can survive for a couple of weeks without, anyway.”

“I’m not.” She rises, but I don’t follow. “I mean it.”

Another absent smile down at me. Like all the seriousness of my tone gets lost by the time it hits her ears. “I know you do, dear, but there’s not anything we can do about it now. Come on. I’ll show you those lower entrances, and then we’ll set you up in your room.”

“No.” Calm and professional. Damn, I hate protection. “I need certain resources to do this job properly. If you’re going to restrict my access to those, I’m afraid I need to insist that you call the volo back.” Worth a bluff.

Old Woman sighs. Her expression says she knows all too well that my bosses will kill me if I just walk away. Not metaphorically, either.

She leans down and brings up the in-table display. With a couple of quick taps and a flick, she sends a data screen to my side.

“What’s this?”

“Incentive to be good.”

I humour her, more from morbid curiosity than professionalism now. It’s a Pactum screen. DeGov-mediated public transaction ledger, impossible to spoof. Old Woman’s already set up the bond. I just need to input a wallet. “So… you have a biochip, and you’ve linked it to this contract. You don’t die for another 330 hours, and I get… a data file?” Not even tokens. I feel mildly insulted.

“You get answers about what happened in Oceanus four years ago.”

I freeze. I’ve misheard. I look up at her. Damn. I haven’t misheard. Her eyes are sharp.

“What do you know about that?” Only one thing she could be talking about. No point pretending.

“A lot more than you do. And it’s all in the file.”

I act as if I’m reading the words in front of me again. Pactum isn’t on Q-net, but it’s online. I could get a message to the Keres right now. It’s what they’d expect me to do. “You asked the Keres to send me. Me, specifically. That’s why it cost so much.” Atti wouldn’t shut up about the tokens we were getting for this job.

“You are a smart one, dear. Yes.”

“Why?” I don’t send anything. Yet. Asshats could have at least warned me. “How do you even know about me?”

Old Woman smiles. It’s a sharp smile. I don’t think she’s senile any more. “Keep me breathing long enough, and maybe I’ll explain.”

“I’d like to know now.”

“No.”

“And what’s to stop me from forcing the issue?” I don’t make it threatening. We both know who I am. What I am.

To my surprise, Old Woman chortles. “Do I look like I’d survive… whatever it is you’d do to me?” She taps her head. “This is still strong enough, but this”—she gestures to the rest of her desiccated form—“not so much, these days.”

She’s right. I knew it even as I said it. And then I’d be down a data file, too.

“You’re very annoying.”

“So I’ve been told.” Still smiling that stupid smile. She knows she has me. “Oh, and there’s one other stipulation: while you are employed by me, you answer any questions I have, and you do it honestly. If I find you’ve held something back, I won’t hesitate to take this little bonus away from you.” She taps the screen, pointing out where she’s given herself that option. “Well?”

I enter the details of a burner wallet into Pactum, seal the contract, and spin the screen back to her side of the table. No petulance in the motion. None at all.

“Show me downstairs.”
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    EVEN ACCUSTOMED AS I AM to seeing the insides of lifers’ houses (and their occupants), downstairs is impressive. Especially the floor. Clear glass in the centre of the room reveals an incredible aquatic spectacle beneath, replete with sand, rocks, seaweed, coral. Vibrant schools of fish dart. Larger ones wander alone. Retreating out of sight, I actually think I see the outline of a damned shark. The majority of the illumination is from below, leaving rippling caustic curves drifting up onto everything in the room, myself and Old Woman included.

I crouch and rap it with my knuckles. “This isn’t digiglass, is it.” I’ve kept my cognitive revs active, otherwise I would have assumed the opposite.

“No. And don’t tap on it like that, please.”

Expensive. So expensive. The rest of the room is standard enough, for whatever top-fractional-percentage wealthy this woman is. Smaller than the cavernous space upstairs. Polished concrete pillars. Tastefully lit artwork in tastefully spaced alcoves along the walls. Chic and clean, even if it still smells faintly of old person.

The source of the smell comes to a halt in the centre of the room. Gazes distractedly down into the water. The bright lines shifting across her face make her wrinkles crawl. A foot-long fish swims torpidly along the glass below, gills pulsing, ignorant of our presence.

“Are they real?”

Old Woman frowns at me. “The fish? Yes. I just said that.”

“No, I mean are they actual fish? Or Dupes?”

“What’s the difference?” Weirdly defensive. “Does it matter?”

“I suppose not.” They’re Dupes, then. Cloned. Anyone who’d managed to source the real thing would be falling all over themselves to say so. I change the subject. “You said there were other ways in?”

She nods. Not taking her eyes from what’s below. “This is one.”

“The fish tank?”

“Aquarium,” she corrects sternly.

“Aquarium.” I join her. Crouch again and peer down. “Where?”

“East side of the house has an intake and outflow that goes to the river.” She makes a circular shape with her hands about a metre apart.

“Grates? Alarms?”

“Alarms on the intake purifiers, which would have to be removed for anyone to get through. Plenty of grates along the whole stretch.”

“How far to the river?”

“One and a half kilometres.”

I’m impressed. She’s right—someone like me could get in this way—but it’s not an ingress most people would think of. And she’s being precise. Surprisingly helpful. “How large is the… aquarium?”

“It spans most of the house.”

“How big’s that?”

“About forty thousand square metres. Give or take.”

Damn. Damn. “Alright. I’ll need you to show me exactly where those pipes are, later. But before that, where’s the other entrance?”

“Farther down.” She motions with her head for me to follow.

We walk down a long hallway, lit only by the two-metre-wide path of glass that ripples with the constant motion of aquatic life. A lot of rooms branch off it. Many are sleeping quarters. Lavish and enormous and still dominated by sleek, hovering mag-beds with black satin sheets. All are expectedly empty.

“So will the event be here, or off-site?”

“Pardon, dear?”

“You’ve contracted me for two weeks. When someone does that, it’s because something’s happening. They want to throw a party. Visit the city. Do something their regular security can’t account for.”

A wisp of frizzled white hair drifts over Old Woman’s eyes as she shakes her head. “No. No, that’s not why you’re here.”

“Alright.” I draw out the word. Make it a question, because it damned well is. I’m already uneasy enough about this job. Every time Old Woman opens her mouth, she manages to make me more so.

“Someone wants to kill me.”

“Broadly, I’d already assumed that much.”

“They’re trying to kill me. Actively. And I think they’re going to try again soon.”

“Again?”

“It’s been… an ongoing endeavour, I suppose you would say.” There’s a shadow to her smile this time. “First time was a hacked volo six months ago. Pure luck I wasn’t on board when it went down. Then a few weeks later, the tech in my house had a really good go at trying to stab me. You know how Automaid can cut your hair?” I nod. “It aimed lower.”

Ah. Thus the lack of bots. “How’d you survive?”

“Emergency EMP killed the tech, and medi-gel lasted me until I could get to an off-net AID I’d had installed after the volo incident. Wasn’t fun, though. I didn’t wake up for more than two weeks.” A distant look as she says it, but she moves on briskly. “After that, I came out here. Went dark. Thought that might be the end of it, but about a month ago, biosecurity stopped a team of three coming through the woods.”

Her tone remains light. As if people trying to murder her is par for the course. Hell, having met her, maybe it is. But assuming she’s not outright lying, what she’s describing sounds serious. Not just the usual lifer paranoia.

“You ID them?”

She gives me a disdainful look. “If I ran your DNA, would it come up with anything?”

Fair point. “But you must have at least a guess about who’s trying to kill you. Or why.” When she shakes her head, I sigh. “Then tell me about you. Your life. Your connections. Maybe we can—”

“That’s all rather personal, dear.” She smiles an infuriating smile. The kind that says she knows she could make my job easier, but won’t, and that’s my problem rather than hers.

“Yeah,” I mutter resignedly, massaging my temples. So she almost certainly does have an idea of who’s behind all this, but is concerned about a potential… conflict of interest, for the Keres, once this contract’s up in a couple of weeks. Probably why she’s already gone to more effort than most to maintain her privacy.

It’s not an uncommon worry. And not, I admit, entirely unwarranted.

“Alright. So you chose me for this job, specifically, because you think that having something to hold over me will make me more motivated.” I’m not sure whether to be more annoyed at the professional slight, or the fact she’s probably right. “Why do you think these people will try again while I’m here?”

“I have information to that extent.”

“From?” I wave my hand wearily before she can open her mouth. “Let me guess. It’s personal.”

“But reliable,” she assures me cheerfully.

“Fine. Then what happens once my two weeks is up?”

She chuckles. “If we reach that point, I suppose I’ll look at extending your contract.”

Not exactly an enthusing idea as far as I’m concerned, but a reasonable approach. I’m expensive. I probably wouldn’t hire me for more than two weeks at a time either.

Our footsteps echo as we reach another stairwell and descend. The walls on either side of the way down are transparent, fish with glinting scales shimmering their way through long seagrass to our left and right.

“What’s down here?” We reach the bottom, and it’s clear this isn’t more living space. One wall showcases the base of the aquarium—partly just sand pressed up against the glass, at this depth—and otherwise, there’s only a short utilitarian passageway ahead.

“Maintenance access for some of the house systems. Air scrubbers, recyclers.” Old Woman stops after only a couple of steps and places her hand against a pillar. A hidden panel slides away to reveal a keypad. A few soft beeps later, and part of the wall swings open. “And this.”

I follow her onto a narrow concrete strip. Fluorescents blink to life, lining the roof of both the platform and the four-metre-wide, transparent tube that runs alongside it. The glaring white is a harsh contrast to the placid warmth of the aquarium lighting behind us.

“An old Loop station?” The curved glass door to the cylinder ahead reflects my surprise back at me. I thought these things were all abandoned.

“Not that old.” She presses her thumb against another pad on the wall; there’s a whirring of machinery, and I step back as a reflective, bullet-shaped pod discharges itself from a hidden storage area at the end of the tube, sliding to a stop in front of us. There’s an audible hissing of air as it makes a seal with the door, which slides open.

“Oh.” It’s all I can think to say. Loop tech’s been obsolete for decades.

“I had it built a few years ago. It was a discreet way of bringing supplies out from the city. And me, too, sometimes. No tracking, not like the volos. Nobody had to know anyone was out here.”

The city. I assume she means Themis. “Nobody knew you dug five hundred kilometres of tunnel between your house and the city?”

“I did let bots do most of the work, dear.” I open my mouth but she preempts. “I’m joking. Most of the track was already complete and still useable; I bought this place partly because I knew it was under here. The rest was done with bots I owned, designed by an off-net neural I owned, printed and assembled on-site. All of it scrapped after the fact.”

I don’t say anything for a bit. Trying to fathom the cost of such an enterprise, of keeping infrastructure like this a secret, hurts my head. “How long ago?”

“A couple of years.”

So nothing to do with the attempts on her life. Or not a direct reaction to them, anyway. “I don’t suppose you want to tell me why?” I’ve never heard of even a lifer going this far—and the fluorescent lights in here are really reminding me that she’s not one.

“I like my privacy, dear.” Explanation and reminder, all rolled into one.

Damn, but I hate not having Atti in my ear. Every protection job is legally meant to be anonymous—if the client’s also a Ten-O-Ten, there’s nothing stopping the Keres from shopping their services to whoever’s trying to do the killing, once the contract’s up—but Atti would take all of three seconds to tell me who Old Woman is anyway. A few words for a voiceprint and she’d have a name, history, probably exactly who wants her dead and why.

Not that it would usually matter. In fact, both from professional courtesy and disinterest, I usually wouldn’t bother. But this entire job is off. Old Woman knows about me, requested me personally. And she knows something about my past. Something not even the Keres have been able to find.

Old Woman’s pressing more buttons on the panel, starting some tangential anecdote about why having her own private Loop system is so useful. There’s movement behind the security glass as the hidden compartment slides opens again, and the pod begins its return to storage.

My cognitive revs prickle.

I filter out whatever Old Woman’s blathering on about. Focus on the other sounds, which are what my cogs are screaming for me to pay attention to. There’s the hollow rush of air meeting vacuum behind the glass. The blinking buzz of the lights. Magnetic locks shifting into place as the pod retreats.

And a dissonant whine. Building. Barely audible, even to me.

No time to shout a warning.

I activate my somatics; as strength courses through me I grab Old Woman and pivot, throwing her five metres through the still-open doorway to the house. She doesn’t do more than let out a shriek of disbelief—and pain, probably pain, given how she lands on the concrete and slides—as I dive after her, bad leg protesting.

An orange bloom. The splintering of glass. Heat, and the sensation of being jerked backward as the vac seal shatters.

The door seals just before I’m sucked back through.

The klaxons start.
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    WELL THEY’RE NOT BEING SUBTLE.” I inspect the charred remains of the tunnel, resisting the urge to scratch at the medi-gel on my shoulder and back. The anaesthetising effects aren’t ideal—I’d prefer to manage the pain myself, maintain the feeling there if need be—but even with my somatic revs activated, the burns would have taken days to heal.

Days which, evidently, I don’t have.

Three hours since the explosion, and twisted pieces of the Loop pod still radiate warmth. The tunnel itself seems to have withstood the blast well enough, but the glass tube is completely shattered, and for now this section is pressurised. Not as if there’s a pod to run along it anyway.

“You sound disappointed.” Old Woman flicks at a smouldering piece of seat as she picks her way through the debris. Less shaken than I expected from the close call. Scraped and bruised, but she escaped the cooking I received. Not that she seems very grateful for it. Every time she catches sight of her bandaged right arm or puts weight on a mildly twisted leg, she pauses to give me a glare that indicates in no uncertain terms whose fault it is.

“Puzzled. Hacked volos and incursion teams are one thing, but a bomb… there’s no way they got this far, found this way in, only to rig your Loop pod. Which means they must have attached the explosives on the city end.” I examine the crater that seems to be the point of origin. The charge was placed under the pod; other than that, I’m not really sure what there is to glean here. Bomb scene analysis isn’t exactly my area of expertise. “So why not have it blow up as soon as you got on board to come back to the house?”

“The last few trips have been supply runs, unpacked by bots. I haven’t been down here in person for months.”

“Must have been triggered by your scan. So there’s no telling how long the bomb was waiting there.” Since at least before her biosecurity caught the incursion team, I imagine. I rub my face. “You’re sure we can’t just get my AI in to—”

“No.”

Stubborn old mule. I have my suspicions, but a tech analysis would make me a lot more comfortable. “I don’t think this was meant to kill you.”

Old Woman surveys the smoking wreckage. “I’m going to respectfully disagree.”

“They were probably hoping,” I concede. “But unless they’re manually triggered, explosions are messy. They take some luck to hit a target. What they do well, on the other hand, is destroy things.”

Old Woman brushes her hand against what I think was part of the door, then rubs her fingers together as it crumbles to soot beneath her touch. “You think they were making sure I don’t have a way out.”

“These secure properties are hard to breach, but they’re also isolated. If you think you can get in, next step is to make sure they can’t get out. It’s what I would do.”

“Very comforting.” She winces as she limps to the side. Then glares at me again.

I shrug, continuing my inspection. The charge was carefully measured. Just small enough to avoid blowing a hole in the surrounding concrete, which could potentially have revealed signs of the explosion above ground. No chance of it summoning help from some eagle-eyed external source. And the response team from the alarm was entirely robotic. No one else knows this happened, yet.

Clever. Annoyingly clever. I have a long two weeks ahead.

“How many people have you killed, Azure?”

I pause mid-step, mentally running the abrupt question over in my head to make sure I haven’t misunderstood. It was posed casually enough. The sort of thing I know a lot of people wonder, but no one asks. Of course Old Woman’s asking.

“I don’t know.”

“Nonsense.”

“Really.” I meet her gaze steadily. She’s looking for humour, or anger, or emotion of any kind. I don’t give it to her.

She just nods. An unperturbed, thoughtful motion. “Why not?”

“Because it doesn’t matter.”

“How many people you’ve killed doesn’t matter,” she repeats.

“It’s the job. I’m not proud or ashamed of the number, so I don’t keep count.” Feels weird to be having this conversation. Uncomfortable. But not so uncomfortable that I’m going to risk losing that file, no matter how unlikely it is that Old Woman can ferret out a lie from me.

Old Woman squints at me. Wisps of smoke still curling around her. “You’re aware that some people think killing other people is wrong?”

“So I’ve heard.”

“And that doesn’t bother you?”

“A lot of people think that people being allowed to live forever is wrong, too.” I reach out and steady her as she stumbles over a piece of debris. “Sixty-five percent of Themis. Around eighty of Oceanus, and Phoebe, and Crius. What I do wouldn’t be legal, otherwise.”

Old Woman brushes me off and gives a disapproving grunt. Not that surprising. Few with her kind of wealth—the kind that live out here, in places like this—enjoy being reminded of the megacities’ DeGov systems. “So you only kill lifers?”

“I only kill Proscriptions.”

“Just people who are profitable to kill, then?” Said with absent curiosity rather than condemnation.

“It’s the job,” I repeat, a little irritably. “Not much of a living in it if it’s not profitable. And besides—the Keres make those decisions, not me.”

“Of course they do, dear.” Old Woman continues to sift through the charred remains of her Loop pod, then sighs. “Are you going to be able to get anything from this?”

“No. It was thorough.”

“That it was.” Old Woman gazes around interestedly. “That it was.” I still don’t know whether she has a complete misunderstanding of how close she came to death, or she’s just getting used to the experience. Either way, she’s remarkably composed.

“How long until you can get it repaired?”

“Back to being able to launch from this end?” She shakes her head. “All the drones along the line are for maintenance. Minor issues, cracks. They can do it, but it’ll be slow. Days at best.”

I was hoping otherwise, but no surprise there. “Closest road?”

“That’s useable? I don’t know. Maybe fifty kilometres?”

Great. And a volo is out; if whoever wants her dead is being this thorough, there’s no way they’ll have ignored her most obvious point of egress. “I need a map of the area. Sat photos, as recent as you have. Then I need you to show me your biosecurity. Everything you can.”

“Now?”

I open my mouth to say yes, of course now, and then hesitate. Old Woman is swaying on her feet. She’s been nearly blown up, thrown somewhat violently through the air, and all this on a body that I honestly would have assumed couldn’t take a firm slap on the back. Plus it’s two, maybe three in the morning. Not an issue for me with my revs to keep me alert, but she doesn’t have anything like that advantage.

“Morning is fine.” We’re not at the running stage anyway, not yet. It’s concerning that someone knew enough about the setup here to sabotage the Loop, but nobody’s made it through the EMP ring yet, let alone into the house itself. A panicked run for the city will only benefit whoever wants Old Woman dead.

She smiles at me. It’s a weird smile. Pleased. Almost smug. “Thank you.”

I ignore her. We leave the smouldering ruin of the pod for the much more pleasant atmosphere of the house. The hidden door snicks shut behind us, sealing with a soft whir as we start up the aquarium-lit stairs.

“I’ll show you to your room.”

“No need. I don’t really sleep.”

Old Woman glances across at me, and for a second there’s a sort of sorrowful pity in her gaze that I find distinctly uncomfortable. Then it’s gone, and she snorts. “What else are you going to do?”

“I’d like to look around a little more. Examine those pipes you mentioned, plus make sure there aren’t any other access points.” And while I doubt she’s left anything lying around, maybe try and find out what the hell she knows about my past—or how the hell she knows it.

“Fine.” I suspect she wants to argue, but she’s too weary to string the words together. “You’re already registered as a guest, so the house will respond if you need anything. Except ’net access.”

Bah. “Thank you.”

“ ’Night, dear.” We reach the top of the stairs and she pats me almost fondly on the arm. “Good job not letting me die today.” Wanders down the corridor, toward what I assume are her own rooms, without anything further.

I watch her go. My stomach, apparently deciding it now needs attending to, growls.

I head back to the kitchen.
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    THE REST OF THE NIGHT, dawn, and most of the morning passes on the digiglass roof before Old Woman appears again.

“No more bombs?” She’s cheerful as she shuffles into the room. Rested and refreshed, minor injuries from last night vanished beneath the medi-gel. Her white hair’s tied back into a ponytail today, only a few wisps loose. It makes her look a lot more composed.

“Not yet.”

“That’s the spirit.” She busies herself in the kitchen. Bacon and eggs again, I think. “Want some?”

“No.”

She shrugs to herself, unfazed, as I continue to study the old sat photos of the house I’ve found on the intranet. I’ve made good use of the time up until now. The first hour in particular, I spent Marking the aquarium intake, the door to the Loop, and the main entrance. I rarely have occasion to use that particular cognitive rev, and the feel of it—the ongoing awareness of those locations, sitting in the back of my mind—is uncomfortable. But if there are any breaches now, I’ll instantly know.

Judging from both the plans and my own inspection, the rest of the house is as secure as I’d expect for what is essentially a fancy underground bunker. Everything from the food printer to the air recycler is self-contained, completely offline, and there are advanced contaminate detection systems on everything. Old Woman’s concerns about bots means they’re not something I have to worry about, either. I haven’t been able to examine the biosecurity without her present, of course, but everything else is about as tightly put together as I could hope.

What I haven’t found anywhere during my inspection is any clue as to who the hell my client really is. There’s nothing particularly personal anywhere. No screens playing memories of family or friends. Nothing I could access on the intranet that indicated a past of any kind. I wasn’t able to look in the room where Old Woman was sleeping, but unless she’s keeping all her personalisation in there, she’s done a surprisingly effective job of scrubbing herself from every surface. Or, I suppose, never added anything of herself to the place to begin with.

“How’s your back?”

“Fine.” To allow for Marking the entrances, I had to drop the rev that lets me ignore pain, but the medi-gel had already done the majority of its work. My leg, on the other hand, is still aching like hell.

“I’m fine too, by the way,” Old Woman says sunnily, after a brief pause in which she was clearly waiting for me to ask.

“Good. As soon as you’re done eating, we need to look at your biosecurity.”

She waves her hand in lazy acknowledgement. A couple of minutes later she’s easing herself into the space across the table from me. I pretend to still be looking through the photos as her plate clinks on the glass.

“What’s your favourite colour, Azure?”

I pause. Brow creasing as I look up. “Pardon?”

“What. Is. Your. Favourite. Colour?” When I look at her with the very real bemusement I feel, she shrugs. “If you’re going to protect me, I want to know who you are.”

“That’s not…” I don’t even know what to say to that. “There are more important things to worry about, right now.”

“Not if you want that file, dear.” She returns my disbelieving look with an absent smile. “It’s a simple question.”

“I don’t know. Blue? Let’s say blue.” First thing that comes to mind. Favourite damned colour. It’s the sort of thing you ask a child, to make sure they know what the different colours are.

“Blue,” Old Woman repeats in a satisfied manner. “See? I suppose I could have guessed that, but still—now I know you a bit better. I feel a little more comfortable around you. And it cost you nothing.”

This entire stupid interaction is costing me seconds of my life I can never get back. “Sure.”

She chews a mouthful of breakfast as she contemplates me. “Favourite memory?”

“Killing a lifer a couple of nights ago. That was a lot of fun.” I rub my chin. “Killing any of them, really. They’re all good times.”

A disapproving look. “You need to be honest, remember?”

“And we need to take a look at your biosecurity if you want to stay alive.”

Old Woman pushes her plate aside. “Let’s go, then. But you’re not off the hook. You’re going to have to answer sooner or later.”

I don’t answer. Can’t help but wonder whether this crazy old lady really does have the information I want in that damned file, or this is all some elaborate scam. But she knows something, that much is clear. And I’ve looked for answers about Oceanus for four years. I can withstand a little irritation for the chance.

We head for the main entrance. My cogs tingle as we climb the stairs and exit, that section of the back of my mind registering our passage as clearly as my eyes. “How big’s your EMP ring?”

“Twenty kilometres to the edge.”

We traipse past the volo pad. I’m silent as I calculate. “Seriously?” That’s large. Really, excessively large.

“Seriously.”

“How many bios do you have?”

She thinks. “A couple of hundred, maybe?”

I don’t say anything. It’s an absurd claim, an outright lie. Even if they’re all small—and judging from the lion-giant yesterday, they’re not—there aren’t enough tokens in the world to buy that much biosecurity. Not to mention that no one could hide the provision of it. No security consultant, no matter how good, would be able to conceal that sort of job from my circles.

“Do you have a list?”

She taps her head. “Up here.”

Of course it is. “How many are Argos-class?” Generally considered to be the most effective killers. An assessment my still-painful leg wouldn’t argue.

She wrinkles her nose. “None. Disgusting creatures. And not smart enough to fend for themselves.”

We’re headed into the woods now, along a thin trail of packed dirt. Into the EMP ring, I’m guessing, though worryingly, there’s no clear delineation. I activate my revs. Even with the owner present, you don’t take chances with these things. “What do you mean, ‘fend for themselves’?”

“I mean you have to feed them. Clean them. They have no agency, no initiative.”

The fact she says it so casually only makes my unease all the deeper. “That’s… that’s how they work. They’re biomachinery. Single-function tools that need to be maintained. Not…pets.”

She smiles blithely at me, then stops as we enter a small clearing and cups her hands to her mouth. “Everyone! I have someone for you to meet!” Just yelling it into the air. No command word. Like she’s calling for friends to come and say hello.

My revs burn with warning.

I freeze. Everything’s still, but the entire sense of the forest has changed in an instant; I can feel things nearing, closing in on all sides. A cacophony of silent pressures in my head.

“Relax,” Old Woman says, evidently seeing me doing the exact opposite of that. “They won’t hurt you.”

The sky darkens, and I do not believe her.

The owllike creatures are first. Black wings three metres across. Claws and wickedly curved beaks glinting. Coalescing above us with a papery, scratching flutter before settling into the branches above. Black eyes in white, masklike faces watching silently. There are at least a dozen of them. I cannot imagine anything creepier.

Then come the snakes.

They’re huge. Really, upsettingly huge. Slithering not just along the ground but through the branches up above. Hard to tell how many there are; they’re the colour of the leaves, giving the forest the impression that it’s crawling. More abruptly poke up from the dirt. Heads the size of my hands clasped together. They’ve burrowed to get here. Would my revs be able to detect them if they were right underneath my feet? I have no idea.

The bushes around us shake with movement. I see glimpses of sleek, dark fur and teeth behind the leaves, enormous shadows. Panthers, maybe? The monstrous lion, Richard, prowls calmly into view, rubbing up against Old Woman before settling at her feet with a rumbling growl-purr. The only one to fully reveal itself.

“What the hell is this?” I keep very still and my voice low. I would even with standard bios, and these… these are like nothing I’ve ever seen. Ever heard of. They’re acting wary, too, hanging back in cover rather than obediently presenting themselves. Much closer to wildlife, even if they’re still undoubtedly lab-bred.

“A new generation. Self-sufficient and intelligent.” Old Woman strokes Richard’s mane, as if unaware that her hand is one lazy chomp from being gone. “They’re based on existing animals, which means they start with instincts rather than programming. And they’re smart enough to work together in a network. The Heds”—she gestures to the massive owls—“are the sentries. They’ll alert the others if someone comes inside the EMP ring, then trigger an alarm at the house so that I know, too.”

I lick my lips. Resist the urge to rest my hand on my Ceramic. “They actually interact?”

“They do.” Warmth in Old Woman’s voice. Oddly proud of the fact. “And they can dynamically adjust. These ones here chose to escort us, but they wouldn’t have done that unless their areas were being covered. Their presence here won’t have left any holes in the perimeter.”

I know how biosecurity works, and what she’s saying is absurd. Yet she’s saying it with authority. Real confidence. “How do you tell them I’m not a threat?”

“They already know.” She looks around at our creepy audience. “Don’t you?”

A chorus of hisses and screeches and growls that one hundred percent sound like they want to eat me.

“See?”

My confidence is not improved. “Do they have a control phrase? Something to shut them down?”

“They don’t need one.”

“That’s not how it works.”

“It is here.” Old Woman doesn’t seem fazed by my agitation. “Freedom makes them happier and when they’re happier, they’re more effective. It’s just that most people don’t like the idea of them having any agency.”

Damned straight they don’t. “What if you need to let someone through without being physically here with them?”

“That’s a design flaw, dear, not a feature.” Her look says that I should know that. Which, I suppose, I do. It’s a single point of failure for an entire defensive system, one I’ve used several times before to great effect. Just something that most people would also consider necessary.

I shuffle beneath the eerie stares of the giant creatures I can see, and the imagined ones of those I can’t. Off-balance. “I haven’t seen anything like this before. I… I don’t even know how to begin assessing it for weaknesses.” Or to see whether Old Woman’s wild claims have even a grain of truth.

“Let’s have you run a test, then.” When I look at her blankly, she smiles. “Start from the outside, try your hand at getting through the ring yourself. I’ll tell them not to hurt you. You could give it a whirl this evening.”

“That won’t be necessary.”

“I think it’s a good idea. I’d also like to see exactly what I’m paying for.”

“You’re paying me for protection. Which I can’t do if I’m out there. Plus, I’m injured.”

Old Woman fixes me with a stern look. “A few hours won’t hurt. And you do want that file, don’t you, Azure?” Beside her, Richard stretches. Shows me his teeth in what feels like a deliberately hungry smile.

“Such a good idea,” I say weakly.
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    DUSK IS BLEEDING THE COLOUR from the world as I creep through the brush, cognitive revs primed.

It’s been more than an hour since I scaled the EMP ring’s outer wall, and so far, Old Woman’s claims about her biosecurity have proven at least somewhat justified. I’ve already spotted several of the owls—“Heds,” as she calls them—lurking high in the branches, probably only moments before they spotted me. Had to lie motionless for minutes on end as others of the winged monstrosities swept the area, and twice was forced to silently clamber up a tree, sore leg reminding me of the stupidity of this endeavour, when my revs picked up noise in the distant undergrowth. The first time, whatever it was didn’t come my way.

The second, a panther the size of a damned horse eventually prowled into view directly beneath me. Black as night. Silent. Fangs my head could fit between bared as it stalked along, catlike eyes swinging side to side. It had definitely heard something.

I stayed… very still. Despite Old Woman’s assurances, it did not look like it knew this was just a test.

But the suit I printed this morning did its job. A mixture of black silicon and samarium nickel oxide to render me invisible to the snakes, along with any other monsters out here using infrared. An activated carbon layer underneath to lock in my scent. My protests about being inadequately equipped were silenced once Old Woman showed me her setup. Her printer’s industrial, at least as good as the Keres’. And for something this simple, I didn’t even need Q-net to download the specs.

“So tell me about your revisions.”

I flinch at the too-loud voice wittering cheerfully in my ear. Scowl into the gathering gloom. “Already told you. Trying to concentrate here.” I keep my own words barely above the sound of a breath. Old Woman’s initiated a rolling shutdown of the EMP ring as I move through it, just so she can keep an eye on my progress. A shifting kilometre-wide circle that allows for tracking and comms. Not necessary, and definitely not smart, even if there’s no feasible way an impromptu test like this could be exploited. But she insisted.

I didn’t like it at the time. I’ve hated it since I started.

“Oh, come now. You’ve been out there an hour. Don’t tell me you haven’t already made your judgements.” Her lecturing is fuzzed by the bone conduction, but it at least means it won’t be audible to anything that wants to eat me. And the throat mic means I don’t have to do more than breathe what I’m saying. It’s still damned distracting. “If you’re going to be protecting me, dear, I want to understand what you’re capable of. And you did agree to answer my questions. So step me through them.”

Man, I miss Atti. I really miss Atti.

“There are two main types. Cognitive and somatic. The somatics do pretty much what you would expect them to. The ones in my legs mean I can run longer and faster, jump higher. The ones in my upper body mean I can lift more, punch harder. They all have the effect of increasing dermal and bone density, too, when they’re active.”

“So you’re bulletproof?”

“No. Hell no. But I can take a lot more punishment than most people.” I start fording a small stream, moving with fastidious care through fast-running water that reaches my thighs. No splashes. Keeping my revs sharp for anything in the surrounding trees. Not a lot of water nearby, and even bios need to drink.

“Huh.” Old Woman sounds intrigued, albeit not necessarily impressed. “And your cognitive revisions?”

“Clearer thoughts. Shorter reaction times. Heightened perception. Pain management. That sort of thing.” I don’t mention the rest. As a rule, people don’t mind “really advanced human.” They understand “really advanced human.” But damn if they don’t get uncomfortable when you start throwing around concepts like being able to sense movement in a memorised location, no matter how far away you are. Or precognition, or retrocognition, or any of the other less… traditional instincts my cogs sometimes impart.

“Wow.” I think she’s impressed until she adds, “That bomb must have been all but invisible.”

“You can’t activate revs all at once. They take focus to use, and even one takes a toll after a while. I have to be judicious. Choose the exact right time to bring them into play.”

“Like when there might be a bomb?”

I reach the far bank, scanning the deepening shadows beyond as I extract myself from the chilly torrent. No movement.

“So tell me. What happens when whoever wants me dead sends three people just like you?”

“There’s no one just like me.” I mutter it back as an irritated reflex. Immediately regret it. Continue reluctantly as I carefully push my way through tangled undergrowth. “Most people aren’t compatible with even one rev. And when they are, it usually takes years of training before they get it under control.” Feels weird to be explaining this, but I get defensive when it comes to my revs. Prideful, I suppose. Not because I can have so many—that’s a fluke of nature. But because they genuinely make me better than anyone else out there. Better than any other person in my line of work. I want this annoying old bat to understand that I am at the absolute pinnacle of what I do.

“How long have you had yours?”

“Six years, give or take.”

“So you had them at Oceanus.”

Heart beating too fast. Blood hot. Lip curling. I stop, silent and still. Too distracted to continue in this state. Is Old Woman deliberately goading me? I swear she’s been trying to find a button to push since I got here.

If she keeps going, she’s going to find out pretty damned quickly that this isn’t the right one.

“Azure? Are you there?”

I push her irritating voice to the back of my mind. Calm. Run a quick gamut of rev checks to ensure my surroundings are still clear. All seems normal.

Except.

I close my eyes.

“Azuuuure,” Old Woman croons.

“Shut up.” Check. Check again. No mistake.

She tsks at me. The absolute nerve. “Now now, Azure, no need to be—”

“Someone’s coming. You need to get out.”

“What?”

“They just went through the intake for the fish tank. Aquarium. Whatever.” I carefully modulate my voice. Impart seriousness. Calmness. Urgency. Tone is more important in getting across a message than words, sometimes. “Don’t ask how I know. Someone is in your house right now and if you don’t run, they will kill you. So you need to listen to what I’m about to say very carefully.”

Silence and then, much to my relief, a quiet “Alright.”

“They’ll be cautious—won’t know you’re unprotected in there. If they’ve got enough air, they’ll probably pick a spot they can watch through the glass for a while without being seen. If not, they’ll be starting a slow sweep from the hatch. That’s the other side of the house to where you are. You’ve got seven, maybe eight minutes. Plenty of time as long as you don’t panic.”

“So I should run?” I can hear the scrape of a chair through the comms.

“Wait. I said don’t panic. We need to be calm and methodical here. You just need to OH YOU HAVE GOT TO BE—!”

I snarl and dive just before the swooping Hed’s talons rip the back half of my skull off. Too focused on verifying the disturbance in my cognitive rev, not nearly focused enough on everything else. Sure, the monster came from directly behind me, gliding silently and from out of the gathering darkness, but still. It’s the size of a freaking volo. If I was paying even a small amount of attention, my revs would have caught something. It’s the Argos all over again.

“Tell me you’re not choosing this moment to develop a sense of humour. Or wait. Is this whole thing a joke? Azure, if you’re messing—”

“Not… a joke.” I gasp out the words furiously as I fling myself to the side again, narrowly avoiding the grasping claws. Damned thing will be able to rip my arm from its socket if it gets a good grip. “I am trying… to stop… your pet… from killing me.”

“The bios aren’t there to kill you. Remember? Unlike the assassin in my house. Now tell me what I need to do, or I’m getting out of here.”

“GahhhAH.” I sprint for the cover of a nearby thicket, hurling myself into a particularly spiny gorse. I’m rewarded with tiny scratches all over my skin, which while painful are still better than the kind the owl is trying to give me. It squawks in frustration. It sounds like a klaxon. I scramble up and keep low, keep running. “Can you disable the presence sensors from there?”

“Yes.”

“Do it before you move. All the security, actually. There’s nothing stopping whoever’s there from accessing a terminal. If they realise”—I don’t need my revs to spot the trees up ahead suddenly shaking. I switch direction. “If they realise you’re running, they may force the house into lockdown. Trap you inside.”

Silence, both on the comms and from the forest. The latter’s more ominous, as far as I’m concerned. I creep into some thick shrubbery and lie perfectly still. I’m not going to outrun the thing, but I might be able to fool it into thinking I’ve escaped.

“Alright. It’s done. Where am I going?”

“EMP ring. Deeper the better. Keep as many bios around you as you can. Don’t go further; they’re probably monitoring outside the ring too.”

“How will you find me? Comms won’t work.”

“I’ll track you once I’m DAMN IT TO HELL CAN YOU CALL YOUR CREATURES OFF?” I hiss the words as I leap up and start zigzagging madly between trees, somatic revs activated, suddenly less concerned about evading the attention of the circling Hed above. I barely caught the movement of the gargantuan snake hunting me in time. It slithers after me.

“They’re bios, Azure, not espers. I thought you were supposed to be good at this?” She whispers the words. The tension in her voice says she’s creeping for the exit. That’s something. Doing what she’s told, even if she’s finding time to annoy me while she does it.

“I’ll… find you… once I’ve dealt with… the assassin.” Breath short. The revs let me sprint longer and harder, but it takes no less effort.

“And if there’s more than one?”

“There… isn’t.”

“What if they deal with you instead?”

“Then I… don’t care… what happens to you.”

She utters a soft laugh, even though I was in no way joking.

“Is there any… way you can communicate… to the bios to let me through?” I growl as I jag left behind more tree cover; there’s a sudden gale buffeting my back as the Hed arrests its dive at me. “Could take me… hours to get back.”

The faint clicking of a door through the comms. She’s outside.

“Let one of the bios catch you.” She’s still whispering. Just out of breath enough that I’m sure I’ve misheard her.

“Pardon?”

“The Heds were told to bring you back here. It’ll be fastest.”

“No.” There’s a steep gully; I leap over a wall of densely packed brush, sliding hard down the almost sheer slope. Let’s see the stupid megasnake follow me down here.

“They’ve been told not to hurt you, Azure.”

Sharp rocks tear through my suit, slice into my already-injured and aching leg. I ignore the sting. Slide smoothly to my feet again and continue my sprint as talons scythe the air not far from my head. “Were these ones around when you mentioned that?”

“Look, I’m almost at the forest. Comms are about to cut out. But they know, Azure. They know. If you want to get back here in time to save me, you’re going to have to trust me.” A pause, and then, “Or, you know, if you don’t want to lose that file—”

“Shut up and keep running. I’ll see you soon.”

Another few seconds, and the comms go dead. She’s reached the forest. Or the assassin got her, I suppose. Hopefully the former.

The Hed dives again; I fling myself into a cave—little more than a small hollow in the rock—and scramble as deep as I can. The giant owl lands about five metres away. I swear the ground shakes. Its wings blot the last of the light before they slowly fold along its back.

It comes toward me with a hopping, mesmeric sway that doesn’t seem to touch its head. It reaches the cave entrance and bends to peer inside. Curved beak scraping stone, then snapping a few times not more than a metre from my face before slowly retreating. It’s too big to squeeze through the opening.

More than big enough to completely block my only way out, though. They need a better name. Owlephants? Colossowls? So many good options. What does Hed even mean? I watch it watch me. Creepy giant owl face barely visible in the dying light. It settles in.

Probably waiting for the snake, now that I think about it.

Old Woman’s right. I can’t afford to be doing this all night.

Screw it.

“Hey… ah, you,” I call cautiously out the cave entrance. “Look. Your master’s in trouble and I need to get back to the house to protect her. So I’m surrendering.” Feels really damned stupid to be talking to a bio. Still. “Please don’t eat me?”

Its unsettlingly wide eyes don’t leave me, but it bobs slightly. Or was that my imagination? I activate my somatics. Feel my skin thickening, hardening. Not that it would stop those talons from slicing clean through pretty much any part of my body, but it does make me feel slightly better about what I’m about to do.

Very slightly.

“Alright. I’m coming out now. Niiice monster,” I say in a soothing voice, edging forward and holding my hands up, palms outward, in what I hope is an obvious sign of surrender. The Hed doesn’t twitch, even as I reach the entrance. Good start. Maybe they really are as intelligent as Old Woman said. “Now listen closely. I’m going to carefully grab onto your claws, and then you can…” It’s walking forward. Towering above me. Way too close. “Steady, big guy. I just need a good grip and I can—”

A flash of talon, and it’s knocking me from my feet. Claws wrapped around my left leg.

“A… little… tight,” I manage to grunt out between gritted teeth as I swat vainly at the claw, trying to reduce the crushing pressure that would surely snap any regular person’s bones. I stop as its wings spread, blocking out the world. “Oh. Oh, no.”

We take off.
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    THE FLIGHT BACK TO THE house is, I feel justified in saying, less than pleasant.

I’m dangling upside down for most of it, of course. Alternately yelling curses at the Hed to ease up on my leg, which I’m no longer convinced has blood flowing through it, and mildly concerned that the thing will actually listen. The creature, fortunately or not, ignores me, flying low and fast along the forest. Too low, at points. I need to do some wildly swinging stomach crunches to avoid several treetops to the face.

I don’t manage to do all of them in time, either.

The five minutes it takes for the house to appear below feels like one hell of a lot longer.

Appear it does, though, eventually. Small at first. Then larger at an alarming rate as the Hed dives. Just before I’m sure I’m about to be delivered at an entirely unnecessary speed into the ground, the Hed’s wings unfurl and it slams to a stop midair just a few metres short. The relief I feel that the motion hasn’t torn off my leg is tempered by the realisation that there’s no pressure on it at all any more.

Some twisting midair acrobatics, and my somatics, prevent any serious injury as I hit the grass. I still glower up at my ride. “Didn’t have to be a jerk about it.”

The Hed chirps, then turns and launches itself back toward the EMP ring.

I take quick note of its direction—there’s a possibility it’s picked up Old Woman’s trail and is heading her way—and then duck behind a nearby low wall, allowing some hurried self-assessment. Scratches across my arms and face, mostly. I massage my left leg, then carefully ease off its pain-blocking revs. There’s the sharp prickle of blood still gushing back into it, and definitely some tenderness. Not anything problematic, though. If I had to guess, I’d say the internal reconstructive work is still intact.

There’s no one at the house entrance, and Old Woman will have disabled the cameras along with all the other security. I stand straight. Stamp until the needles in my left foot vanish.

Move.

The door is unlocked; I slip in silently, cognitive revs primed. There’s empty silence. It’s a massive house; the intruder could still be moving room to room, or—more likely, in my opinion—scouting using the fish tank. It’s what I’d do. What any half-decent assassin would do as long as they had air in reserve, actually. The damned thing covers most of the house, and half of it’s concealed from view. If only every lifer had one installed.

I keep my cogs primed as I slip smoothly down the first flight of stairs. Now I’m no longer dangling thirty metres above the ground like some sort of flesh-trophy, I’m feeling better about the situation. So much of protection is preparing to react. Waiting to react. Hoping there will be no reason to react. But this? Sneaking into a building to kill another assassin, who may or may not know I’m coming?

This is much more my speed.

The house sensors are off, and the digiglass roof maintains its perfect imitation of the near-dark sky outside, no gentle ambient light to guide my path. I flit along hallways, using my revs as much as my eyes to check rooms as I pass, part of my focus always on the rippling beneath my feet. It’s not the end of the world if my opponent spots me from the tank—EMP shielding on the intake pipe will have ensured they don’t have the tech to shoot from underwater through reinforced glass—but ideally, their first inkling that I’m here will be my Ceramic opening something vital.

I reach the stairs and start heading down. Schools of smaller fish glitter as they dart amongst strands of seaweed to my left and right.

My revs prickle.

There’s nothing physical. No movement I’ve spotted, no discrepancy. But there’s something. Farther in, hidden deep amongst the thick kelp and rocks and sand on my left. I keep my downward motion smooth, as if I haven’t noticed. Damn it. They’ll have seen me. Not a stupid spot to hide; whoever’s in there will have a clear view not only of the stairs, but the entryway room above. Old Woman would have been gone by the time the assassin made it here, so they won’t know their target’s absconded.

With enough air, they could stay where they are for hours.

I sigh. Stop, and turn to the glass wall. Make a weary beckoning gesture in the general direction my revs are protesting. “She’s not here.”

There’s no movement.

After a long few seconds I roll my eyes. Knock on the glass. “Seriously. Just us, friend. Come on out, and let’s get this over with.”

Still nothing. I growl. Their target’s gone, as has any element of surprise. Whoever’s in there is drawing this out far longer than necessary. Just inconveniencing me, now, really.

“Fine.” I can’t go in there; even with my revs, a lack of breathing apparatus would be a major disadvantage. I’m impatient, not stupid. “I can wait.”

I make myself comfortable on the steps, tucking my hands behind my head and reclining so that I’m facing roughly in the intruder’s direction. Cross my legs and give an exaggerated yawn, then pointedly close my eyes. My revs are still sharp, of course, but there’s no way whoever’s in there will know that.

I’m almost drifting off to sleep for real when there’s finally movement.

It’s just stirrings, at first—small and slow, followed by long seconds of inactivity—and I don’t react physically at all, allowing the assassin to reveal themselves properly before I admit I’m aware of them. Another infinitesimal motion. Another. Then, a creeping upward, more regular this time.

I open my eyes. The young man inching his way along is clad almost entirely in grey. He freezes when he sees me move. I wave to him cheerfully.

“Son of a bitch,” I mutter as I take in his attire, even as I continue to smile. The oxysuit is a creepy mess of rippling motion. Bioengineered, I hate the things. They’re like wearing the skin of a fish, if the fish was still alive and made up entirely of gills and had no scales and was greyish-green and plugged directly into your bloodstream. It’s very gross. It’s also very expensive and very annoying. If this guy has had even a little training, he’s probably able to stay in there indefinitely.

“Come out.” I gesture irritably to him, then the space next to me.

He shakes his head.

“Yes,” I retort, nodding with an exaggerated motion. “Out of there now, Fish Boy.”

He shakes his head again. Points to me, then the water.

“Oh, ha ha.”

He shrugs at me.

“Alright then.” He could sit there for days. And Old Woman can’t sit out in the EMP ring indefinitely. Time is on his side.

Fortunately, I’m fairly sure Old Woman’s printer requires high-temperature industrial cleaning.

I stretch, then head for the supply room. Fish Boy trails along beneath me curiously—out of sight, of course, but my revs as well as common sense tell me that he wants to know what I’m up to. No fancy see-through floor in the storeroom, though, so he doesn’t see me locate the CIF3, or pour it—carefully holding my breath—into a plastic spray bottle. I secure the bottle in an empty duffel bag lying on one of the nearby shelves, and hope to hell the lid doesn’t come off.

Grab a fire axe off the wall, when I spot it, and tuck it in there too. Perfect.

I do the calculations as I stroll back down the stairs to the lowest level of the house. Into the hallway with the hidden door out into the Loop tunnel on one side, and the base of the aquarium on the other. There isn’t anywhere for Fish Boy to watch me discreetly down here, so he doesn’t bother hiding. Just kind of floats along after me. Clearly curious about the bag I’m carrying, but not looking especially worried.

I open the way to the Loop tunnel using the code I memorised with my cogs when Old Woman punched it in last time. Through it, I can hear machinery whirring as the maintenance bots work busily on their repairs.

Then I go back over to the aquarium wall opposite, and pull out the bottle. Hold my breath and give the glass a quick, but thorough, spray across an area of several metres.

There’s an ominous hissing sound as I reach back into the bag, and this time heft the axe.

“Don’t tap on the glass,” I murmur to myself in Old Woman’s voice. A pretty spot-on impersonation, if I do say so myself.

Inside the aquarium, Fish Boy’s eyes go wide. He turns and starts swimming madly away.

I slam the axe into the rapidly widening weak spot, and run.
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    THERE ARE ONE HELL OF a lot of dying fish in the corridor.

Wet flopping sounds echo everywhere. I use a rev to dampen my olfactory senses; the air is thick with the exact smell you would expect from a hallway covered in the contents of a very large, violently drained marine habitat. The water has already mostly emptied away into the damaged Loop system. Sand and small rocks coat the floor.

I pick my way carefully over it all, alert for any sign of Fish Boy. My revs, as usual, do better than my eyes; I eventually find him hidden behind a mound of sad-looking wet sand, urgently cutting off the oxysuit. The grey flesh gasps in strips around him, somehow even more disturbing than when he was wearing the thing. Blood trickles from the severed biolink in his arm. He realises I’m there, scrambles to his feet, and backs away even as he keeps cutting.

“Those things are gross.” I wrinkle my nose at the oxysuit. “Gotta say, you’ve got a stronger stomach than I do.”

“You’re more form over function, I take it.” His voice is gravelly and slightly breathless, despite his best efforts. Dark stubble on his chin, a mop of damp curly black hair. Athletic. Barely more than a kid. He keeps cutting, never taking his eyes from me.

“I didn’t say that,” I protest as I advance and he retreats. “I just prefer not to wear… you know… living tissue.”

“That’s called being picky.”

“Maybe. I do like to look good.” I sigh. Keep coming. “Look. Just tell me what you know, and I’ll make this quick.”

He actually has the temerity to laugh. He’s finished stripping the oxysuit, dribbles of red trailing from the white umbilical that was plugged into his arm like some sort of reverse leech. The simple titanium blade he was using is now held at the ready.

I don’t bother drawing mine. “I’m from the Keres. Just so you know.”

A flicker in his blue-green eyes. Recognition. And surprise? Fair enough I suppose; the Keres aren’t exactly the protection type. Regardless, he knows he’s dead, now. And he knows that I’m capable of making it quick and painless.

Or not, of course.

“So I’m just supposed to let you slit my throat?”

“Of course not. You’re a professional. I wouldn’t ask that of you.” I do my best not to be offended. “I’m just saying that before we start, if you could please tell me who sent you and how they know so much about this place—or anything else useful—then I’ll make sure I don’t make a mess. And if you do win, what’s the difference?”

“I don’t know anything.”

I squint at him for a few seconds, waiting for him to change his mind. When common sense doesn’t prevail, I sigh. “Alright.”

Activate the somatics in my legs. Spring forward. He’s expecting it and still barely moves in time. My cognitive revs slow down the whole scene, let me observe the way his body tenses, calculate both his dodge and his parry. I adjust very slightly to my right. Reach out as I pass and grab the hand holding the blade.

Somatic revs increase my grip. Crush the bones of his fingers. Snap his wrist. I scoop the knife from him before it falls.

Then I let my cogs go again—using all of them at once is a strain—and skid smoothly to what I would consider a fairly stylish stop behind Fish Boy, his weapon now mine. He snarls in confused pain, spinning wildly, cradling his drooping hand.

“Now. Have another think. Do you know oh for the love of…” I shake my shoe irritably, ridding it of the fleshy strip of oxysuit. “That is disgusting.”

“You broke… my hand.” Fish Boy groans the words through gasps. He’s backing away. “What… the hell…are you?”

“Never mind that.” I tap my ear meaningfully. “Listen, comrade. Listen to what I’m saying. Employer? Source of information? You need to give me something.” I give his knife a showy twirl, just in case it’s not clear what I mean.

“I don’t know anything.”

Somatic revs active again. I’m in close, slashing with easy precision. The blade is a good one, I’m pleased to find, as it scoops out his left eye. Really well weighted.

I stand back and patiently wait for the screaming to end.

“The… the tokens were… anonymised,” Fish Boy chokes. He’s on the ground, hands over his face. Blood pours pretty freely through his broken fingers. “House layout was sent via Q-net. I was told to use the pipe, that the locks would be taken care of. And the oxysuit was delivered via drone.”

I scratch my chin with the bloodied knife absently. My cogs are indicating it’s the truth.

Damn.

“You’re just a canary.”

“A what?”

“Exactly.” With an exasperated underhand flick—rev-enhanced, to be fair—I skewer him through the other eye. The blade’s easily long enough to penetrate his brain. He falls and lies still.

“Well that could have been more useful,” I mutter, stomping over to retrieve the titanium from Fish Boy’s head.

After that, I stand and survey. Water still dribbles down through the mounds of sand and broken coral. The gills in some of the cut-off chunks of oxysuit continue to open and close creepily nearby. Fish of all sizes either gasp their last or lie still. There’s broken glass everywhere.

I should probably go and tell Old Woman I’ve made a bit of a mess, I suppose.
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    THIS ISN’T ‘A BIT OF a mess,’ Azure,” says Old Woman primly, surveying the pungent remains of her aquarium.

“I may have undersold it.” I step over a shark corpse. “But it’s not my fault! It’s his.” I point to Fish Boy’s corpse.

“So he smashed the aquarium wall?”

“Well… no,” I concede. “But he was in there. The wall was in the way.”

“There’s a hatch. I showed you the hatch.”

“At the other end of the house.”

She glares at me, knowing I’m enjoying this and disapproving immensely. “I am unimpressed.”

“Alive, though,” I point out.

Old Woman growls something under her breath that I doubt is very complimentary, but seems to realise that complaining isn’t being constructive. “So what now?”

“Now we need to get out of here.”

“If that’s an option, wouldn’t it have been better to do that before you broke everything?”

“I wouldn’t say…” I catch sight of the shattered glass and fish bodies lying everywhere, and cut the protest short. “Probably, but the situation’s changed.”

“How?”

“I think he was a canary.” In the hour since the attack, I’ve only become more certain of it. “Kind of a… B-grade version of me, I guess. You hire them to test defences. Send them ahead into the mine, so to speak. If they happen to reach the target? Great. Less work, still a net profit. And if someone like me was waiting? You’ve got the warning and lost some tokens, not your life.”

Old Woman processes it, eyes on Fish Boy. “That’s a thankless job.”

“Well you don’t tell them they’re canaries. Obviously. They’re usually just stupid kids with a couple of natural skills and a grudge against lifers. Hell of a lot better than rushing in and risking your own…” I see her look. “Not that I would ever use one.”

“Uh-huh.” She sounds about as convinced as I was convincing, which was not very.

“Anyway. Point is, canaries aren’t cheap. Whoever’s after you is serious.”

“You didn’t think it was serious before now?”

“I mean they have resources. These contracts are one-and-dones, usually. Crowdsourced funding to get rid of whichever lifer has offended the masses most recently, paid up front. That’s why protection is worth it. You kill the assassin, there are no more tokens to try again. And once that happens, generally speaking, the backers decide their hard-earned is better spent elsewhere next time.” I suck on my teeth irritably. “Fish Boy had an oxysuit. Very expensive to grow. Probably cost more than hiring him did. To throw away that kind of investment on a canary run…” I shake my head. “They’re well informed, and they’re just going to keep coming. Next time—and there will be a next time—they might come in somewhere neither of us has thought of yet.”

Old Woman, annoyingly, seems unsurprised by all this.

“If I’d had a better idea of what we were up against,” I add sadly, “these beautiful fish would still be alive.”

“Don’t be a churl, Azure. Where are we going?”

“Themis.”

Old Woman stares at me, wisps of white hair jutting distractingly into the air. “That’s five hundred kilometres away. I’m not sure I’m up to walking that far.”

“You said you owned the maintenance bots that are fixing the Loop?”

“I do,” she says slowly. “But I can’t make them go any faster.”

“They have toxic waste removal containers. They’re airtight and, what—two-metre cubes, at least? Should easily have enough air for two people and five hours of travel.”

“Sure. Along with vaporization at the other end.”

“I figured if they’re yours, you might be able to tweak that part slightly. Or, you know. Just remove it.”

Old Woman looks very displeased as she considers. I can see her wanting to say that it’s impossible. She really wants to say it.

“In theory,” she mutters eventually.

“Great. You should get onto that. After you give me ’net access.”

“Still a no, dear.”

“Really?” I run a hand through my hair. Vaguely disbelieving. “Themis is a big place, but it’s an awful one to hide in when you’re being chased by people like this. We need resources.”

“I have resources. And assuming you still want to know about Oceanus, my conditions haven’t changed. They won’t change.” No absent-mindedness, no gentle grandmotherly… ness… in her words. “No Keres. No AI. You involve them, and that file is gone.”

The sound of my teeth grinding must be audible even to her. She ignores it.

“Fine.” There’s not really time to argue, even if I thought it would do any good. This is so far beyond eccentricity that it’s not funny—not that it ever was—but we’re about to have five hours of pretty unavoidable alone time. Whether I can get some real answers from her without killing her will be an interesting experiment. “How long for you to do the recode?”

“An hour?” She crosses her arms when I make a face. “Or thirty minutes, if I don’t bother tweaking the vaporization part.”

“An hour it is. I’ll get some supplies together.”

“Good idea.” She hesitates. “And Azure? About Themis. We’re going to have to keep a low profile. I’m not exactly popular there.”

“I’m not exactly surprised.”

She mutters something unsavoury, and we start preparing to leave.
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    THE INSIDE OF THE TOXIC waste container is about as comfortable as I expected.

“My back’s not going to thank me for this tomorrow,” groans Old Woman, shifting stiffly opposite me. Our feet are almost touching in the middle of the two-metre-wide plastic box. Her deep, deep, deep wrinkles are highlighted by the harsh blue of the light bar I thought to grab just before we left. She looks like a ghost. Albeit the ghost of someone who lived about a hundred years too long.

“We should have brought cushions.”

She stares at me. “Why didn’t you bring cushions?”

I shrug. “Why didn’t you?”

“I didn’t know what to pack for a toxic waste container ride. Blast it all. They were right by the…blast it.” She shifts again, this time with considerably more irritation in the motion. Her mood’s not helped by a sudden force pushing us left as the drone carrying us swings around a corner. She almost topples sideways. I pretend not to notice. She glares anyway.

“Who’s trying to kill you?” I ask it simply and casually. Normally I’d wait for Old Woman to be in a more receptive mood, but I suspect this trip isn’t going to be conducive to that, and I’m sure as hell not going to waste the next five hours listening to her complain. “I know you know.”

Old Woman’s shadow vibrates as the light bar between us shifts slightly. Her expression doesn’t change from elderly grump, but my revs are active and I can tell immediately that I’m correct. Not that there was much doubt, but still.

“You’re right. I do.” She holds my gaze. “I just don’t feel like telling you, dear.”

“Really? Really? What the hell?” I slam my fist against the container’s wall; there’s an echoing boom and the entire thing quivers with the impact. Old Woman flinches. “I’ve been pretty damned patient up to this point, but this is ridiculous. You hire me to keep you alive, then cut me off from every conceivable one of my tools. You know who’s trying to kill you—information that could, you know, also really help—and you won’t tell me. Or tell me why they want you dead. And yes,” I say as she opens her mouth, “I remember the damned file. I don’t care any more. I’m not convinced I can keep you alive long enough to get it.”

I gesture emphatically to finish. It’s partly theatre, even if the irritation is real; I’m pretty confident in my ability to stop her from being killed. If I’m being honest, I’m much more concerned about the possibility that all this excitement is going to do the job anyway. I’m good, but I can’t fight natural causes.

A long silence follows. I refuse to break it.

Finally, Old Woman closes her eyes. Exhales.

“Fine, Azure. Let’s adjust the deal. You answer every question I ask between here and Themis—honestly. Humour me that far, and I’ll tell you everything.” Thrown by my little outburst, but more in a grandmotherly, dismayed-by-a-tantrum sort of way. Like she’s placating a child.

Still. Heart rate steady, breathing steady, pupils steady. She’s not lying.

It’s not a great deal, to the extent that Old Woman’s questions have a tendency to be weird and uncomfortable. But it’s better than the alternative.

“Fine.”

“Lovely.” She settles back immediately into her annoyingly chirpy demeanour, the lack of cushions apparently forgotten. “Let’s resume from last time. Favourite memory.”

“Smashing your aquarium.” She looks at me primly. “Fine. Fine. Favourite memory. Let me think. I suppose…” I trail off.

“Yes?”

“I was a kid.” The container vibrates and growls around us as we swing hard into another corner. “Maybe… twenty years ago, now? My dad had somehow gotten us access to Bio 3. The one with the forests. Probably not that impressive to you, but I’d never seen anything like it. It was like another world. And then we were eating lunch—just junk, you know those cheap D-bars they used to make?—and there was the announcement that Resolution Ten-O-Ten had passed in Crius. Eighty-two percent, verified.” I let out a soft chuckle. “There were people cheering for the rest of the day.”

Old Woman is listening with a vague frown. “So… your favourite memory is when killing lifers became legal?”

“No. I mean, yes. Sure. But that’s not…” I shake my head. “That was the last time I saw my father smile. The last time I remember him happy.”

I end softly. So lost in the recollection that I forget, just for a moment, why I’m having it.

“What happened to him?” She says it gently, but the words are a reminder. I come back to the present. Scowl.

“He died.”

“How?”

I examine the cross-shaped scar on the back of my left hand, virulent in the light. “An AMRoN outbreak.”

Old Woman just studies me, not reacting. She’s not surprised. No. Worse. She damned well knew.

“Your mother?”

“Same. But when I was six.” Flat and hard. I had an i-holo of her, years ago. Of both of them. Always kept it on me. It helped me keep their faces clear in my mind.

I don’t have it any more.

“Favourite food?”

“What?”

“Favourite food,” Old Woman repeats, as if the question wasn’t entirely anachronistic to me explaining to her the tragic, slow deaths of my parents to the necrovirus. Her eyes glint blue in the light as they fix on me.

“K-bars.”

“I said no lies.”

“Seriously. It’s K-bars. I actually get ill thinking about eating anything else, these days.”

She grimaces. “Alright. Favourite food before your insular cortex got irreparably damaged.”

I think. “Choks. Those crunchy chocolate balls—”

“I know what Choks are,” Old Woman interrupts. “Really?”

“Really.”

“K-bars and Choks. Good God.”

“Not all of us grew up on meat and fresh produce,” I observe, a little defensively.

“True.” She nods absently. “Favourite holo?”

“Anything by Radhoeff.”

“I approve. Most hated sound?”

“Splinter sirens in Crius.”

“Favourite music?”

“Water for Sleep?” It’s been a long time since I’ve listened to anyone play.

“I said music.”

I roll my eyes at her.

“Urgh. Fine. What do you remember of Oceanus?”

Silence.

I examine Old Woman as we sway in time to the motion of the toxic waste container. She asked it as calmly and smoothly as all the other questions, but she knows as well as I do that this one’s different.

“A lot,” I say eventually. “I mean, I grew up there, so—”

“Uh-uh,” she tuts, waggling a finger. “You know what I’m asking about. Answers for answers, Azure.”

“Why do you want to know?”

“Because I get to ask whatever I want, and I’m curious.”

My teeth clench, fortunately preventing me from replying straight away. I allow myself a couple of calming breaths before opening my mouth again.

“It was a bit over four years ago. I was working protection.” The last time I was working protection. “It was a strange job. Not as strange as this nonsense”—I gesture around us, and most pointedly at her—“but unusual. He wasn’t a lifer. Just a normal guy. A good guy.” My friend. “He didn’t even know I was there to protect him. The Keres arranged it so that I got moved in next to his awful little apartment. Assigned Housing wasn’t DeGov domain, back then, so they were able to spoof it.”

I rub my forehead. I hate these memories more than anything else. Partly because I’ve replayed them so, so many times.

“I was there for three months. Good pay, easy work. Nobody even came at him; I never did figure out why someone would want to kill him. And then…”

White heat. Disintegrating walls. Blood.

“The bomb?” Old Woman asks gently, sadness briefly in her expression.

I nod. Unsurprised she knows. Even if she wasn’t holding the file over my head, Damocles-sword style, it’s one of the most spectacular failures of city security in the past decade. “It took out the entire building. Three hundred storeys. I still have no idea how it got in there—even Assigned Housing has explosives sensors, and I made damned sure they were working. Every day.”

I did, that morning. Didn’t I?

“So he died.”

“Yeah.” I swallow. “And the Keres put me back together. Took… eight months, I think? They kept me in a coma for most of it. Didn’t want to use a lot of standard med tech, in case it interfered with my revs.” I take a deep breath. “By the time I was back on my feet, any trace of who had done it was long gone. I did everything I could to look into it, but the Keres didn’t pay an ungodly amount of tokens to keep me alive out of the goodness of their hearts. I’m still working off the reconstruction expense.”

Old Woman is silent for a time. The whine of the drone outside rises and falls as it hurtles down the Loop tunnel. “Talios took responsibility for it, if I remember correctly.”

“Like hell it was Talios.” I say it calmly enough, but meet her gaze. Drive the point home. “If they’d had the tech, they would have taken out a better target. Maybe even some DeGov neural cores.”

“So someone killed more than a hundred thousand people, just to get past you to him?”

“I don’t know.” I look up at her. “Do you?”

She meets my gaze, and nods slowly.

Great. No lies, unless she’s really damn good at beating my revs. More incentive to get that file.

“So that’s it?” She sounds vaguely disappointed.

“Pretty much. My memories of that day aren’t exactly pristine. Getting blown up and then sleeping for more than half a year is a great story, but it doesn’t do much for your clarity.” I roll my shoulders. “The Keres weren’t able to trace whoever put me on the job. I’ve looked too, now and then—gone through all the old data on the bombing—but there’s nothing there. Talios claimed it, and as far as anyone else is concerned, that was just what happened.”

“Did you ever go back? Investigate in person?”

I shake my head. “Couldn’t, even if I wanted to. I’m dead there. DeGov inquiry would have wanted to keep guaranteed access to me for months, maybe years. The Keres gave me a new ID, new name, and new city after I woke up.”

“Oh.” She frowns. “So what was your name before?”

“Does it matter?”

“I don’t know. Do you miss being them?”

I shrug. “I’m Azure, now.”

Old Woman considers me. It feels like she’s about to say something, but then the drone makes a sharp turn and she topples sideways like a graceless, flailing cadaver, crying out in alarm before muttering curses to herself as she picks herself up.

I do try to hide my smirk. She still sees. “You think watching an old woman get hurt is funny?”

“Not always.”

She harrumphs at me, checking herself for bruises before crawling carefully back into her seated position. “You really should have brought those cushions.”

“You really should have programmed the drone better.”

“I was in a rush,” she grumbles. “You said you brought some food?”

I reach into my pack and pull out one of the grey K-bars I printed, offering it to her.

She takes it. Holds it up to the light. Looks at it in pure horror. “But…why?”

“It’s healthy.”

“It’s an abomination. Something else, please.”

“There’s nothing else.” I grab one of my own and bite down. “It really doesn’t taste that bad.”

Old Woman is still staring at the greyish, semi-gelatinous bar in her hand. “Azure? Your life is a nightmare.”

I look around at the vibrating toxic waste container. Then at her.

“Yup,” I agree, and take another bite.
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    THE QUESTIONS CONTINUE SPORADICALLY FOR the hours that follow, though they’re blessedly punctuated by long periods of silence. When they do come, they’re personal but absently asked, almost offensively unimportant. Things like whether I prefer the sun on a cold day or the shade on a hot one. Running or swimming. Sleeping on my back or my side. I remain entirely mystified as to their purpose, but answer truthfully. No reason to risk my chance of finally finding out what in the hell is going on.

Old Woman’s been resting her eyes for almost the past thirty minutes—not surprising, given it’s very early morning now—and I’m just beginning to hope that we might be nearing the end of our journey, when she suddenly opens them again, and leans forward. “So tell me, Azure. How did you get started in all of this?”

“Working for the Keres?” She nods. “I was a Runner. You know—for anything you wanted kept completely off-net. But after the Ten-O-Ten commercial amendment got its seven-year renewal, I signed up for a bunch of trials. A lot of new businesses jumping into the market, back then, and plenty of us looking for a way to make more tokens past Basic. Not sure which one the Keres got my DNA from, but that’s when they realised I was compatible with revs. They were offering a hell of a lot better pay, and as a bonus it was all legal.”

Her brow furrows even more than it does naturally. “Why do you hate them, then? The lifers?”

“Hate them?” I reflect her surprise back at her.

“You don’t?”

“Why would I?”

“You kill an awful lot of them.”

“For tokens,” I emphasise, slightly offended. “It’s my job.”

“It has to be more than that. Surely.”

I frown. “You don’t hire an exterminator because he hates roaches. You hire him because you do. Maybe he hates them too, but he kills them because that’s what he’s paid to do. It’s what he’s good at. It’s his role in society.”

“So you see lifers as cockroaches?”

“I don’t. Society does,” I emphasise.

Old Woman gestures, a little disbelievingly. “You make it sound so simple, Azure. But you are an assassin. You cannot be unaware of the moral culpability of your job.”

“Ten-O-Ten kid here, remember? Your generation created the problem. My parents’ generation, and then mine, overwhelmingly voted to solve it.” I’m no saint, but this outdated line of thinking annoys me. “Or maybe everyone with enough credits should be allowed to live forever, while the rest of the world deals with pop-control restrictions? With two-thirds of us crammed into megacities, and everybody else trying not to starve on the Lat-60 belt? Hell. Morally culpable? I may do this job for the tokens, but if anything, I’m an extension of morality. Not yours, maybe. But the real world’s.” I’m not heated. I’m not. Just firm. Really, really firm. And maybe a little loud.

Old Woman says nothing as I finish. Eventually, she nods. Not agreement or approval, just an acknowledgement. “You intend to keep doing it, then?”

I shrug. Irritation passing. “How many lifers on record, now, worldwide?”

“About seven thousand?”

“Enough to keep me in tokens for a while.” Seven thousand. Seven thousand out of one and a half billion. And they wonder why people like me exist. “Of course, if things—”

I cut off as the container shivers.

There’s only that moment of warning and then I’m suddenly sliding forward with the abrupt arresting of our momentum. I throw myself to the side, barely managing to avoid slamming into Old Woman and instead hitting the container wall with a forceful, and mildly painful, thud. The light bar does the same, but with far less success. It shatters.

“I think we’ve stopped,” I groan into the sudden, and absolute, darkness.

“I think you might be right. Thanks for dodging.”

“My pleasure.” I roll my shoulder, feeling at the point of impact and looking around vainly. The container’s sealed airtight. Even my ocular revs won’t be any use in here without the light bar. “Don’t move until the lid cracks. That glass will be everywhere.”

There’s a few seconds of silence. Then a few more.

A jolt, and the container starts to move again.

“Um.” I shift. “Wouldn’t this be the point where the bot lets us out?”

“It’s alright. We’re probably just in a queue.”

Another few seconds. We’re still moving. Slower than before, but definitely moving.

A faint sound ahead. A kind of crackling and zipping. “I’m not sure we want to be in this queue.”

“I marked the container for storage, not disposal.” Old Woman’s voice is almost more protesting than concerned. “I’m sure! I told the bot to—”

“Maybe let’s talk about your coding skills later.” The blade I took from Fish Boy is in the satchel. I rummage around until I find it. If we were still in the Loop, we wouldn’t be able to hear whatever it is up ahead. Breaching the container probably won’t result in our suffocation. “Hold still.”

“Why?”

I grip her with my left hand, holding her firmly out of the way. “Because there’s a reason people use the phrase ‘stab in the dark.’ ”

“What? Oh.” I feel her go very still beneath my hand. “Alright.”

I activate my somatics in my arm, torso, waist, and legs.

Swivel, and slam the knife as hard as I can into the plastic.

The titanium blade is well-made and sharp but the toxic waste container is, well, a toxic waste container. Shock ricochets up my arm but there’s no time to shake it off; I rip the metal out of the wall and stab again, and again, and again in a frenzy of power and precision. There’s a slit of light as I successfully hit in precisely the same place several times in a row; as soon as I have that, my ocular revs enhance everything.

The titanium in my hand is looking the worse for wear, but still functional enough. Old Woman is standing with eyes wide and fearful, staring straight ahead, flinching at every echoing strike. Probably not enough illumination for her to make out much more than the slit itself, yet.

I switch my attack perpendicular to the original, creating a thin cross of light. Then I hold the increasingly battered knife between my teeth, and punch.

Again. My knuckles begin to bleed. Again. My revs are absorbing the damage but it still hurts.

There’s a cracking sound on the third try. On the fourth, my fist makes it through. I rip away the thick flaps of broken plastic and peer through the gap.

We’re in a fluorescent-lit tunnel—larger than the Loop, but not by much. Ahead are four containers identical to ours, dangling from a conveyer. The front one is going through a sort of doorway, into a room-sized area beyond. A glass shield slides shut behind it.

There’s the blinding blaze of a plasma furnace igniting. When my vision recovers, the container is gone.

I start stabbing and ripping again. A touch more frenetically than before. The conveyer swings us forward.

“What do you see?”

“Not… really… important… right…now.” The blade’s not holding up well, but the wall’s weakened. I toss the metal aside and start using both hands to madly rip away shreds, using every rev I have to enlarge the hole.

It’s the size of my head. The next container gets evaporated.

“Oh dear.” Old Woman has moved enough to peek through the gap.

“Yep,” I snarl between grunts as I continue tearing at the wall. The container two spaces ahead of us is in the plasma furnace. Then isn’t. I peel off two more strips, enough to widen the hole to allow for shoulders.

Good enough.

I pick up Old Woman. She shrieks in protest. I ignore her. “Out we go.” I thread her through, head first. She kicks and then, finally accepting I’m still trying to save her life, does an ungainly wiggle through and vanishes.

The glass shield is sliding shut behind the container ahead of us. I slide myself through the gap, skin scraping against the jagged edges of the very much mangled hard plastic. I’m bigger than Old Woman. It’s a tight fit.

I slither through and hit the ground with a roll, coming up just in time to see our container slide forward and vanish behind the glass.

A few metres away, Old Woman is sprawled, staring at the ceiling. For a concerning moment I wonder if she’s dead, but then she gives a little sigh and turns to face me. “Who did you tell, Azure?”

It takes me a second to get her meaning. “No one. You need to take a look at your programming.”

“My code was just fine. Someone meddled after the fact.” Cool certainty in her voice. “We’re not at our destination yet. You lie to me, you don’t get your answers.”

“I didn’t tell anyone,” I insist, a little irritably. “How the hell would I have even gotten word out? I haven’t had ’net access.”

She laughs tiredly. “Maybe it was me, then.” Something wry about the statement, though I can’t see what. Hauls herself to her feet, apparently unharmed bar a few scratches. Tougher than she looks. “We can’t hang around for too long now—there are a million sensors in this tunnel. The people after us will know we’re here within the hour. I know where we are, though, at least. Exit’s this way.” She limps off to the right, around the side of the plasma furnace.

Definitely not feeling concerned, I follow.
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    DO YOU… REMEMBER MY… NAME… Azure?” It comes out in a pant. Bounces off the concrete walls around us. We’re climbing stairs. So many damned stairs. Have been for the last ten minutes. I’m fine, revs doing their job, but Old Woman looks even more ready to keel over than usual.

“Of course.” She told me. One of those unremarkable names, and honestly I assumed it wasn’t her real one anyway. It was short, began with a “J.” Or maybe an “L”? That early-to-mid part of the alphabet.

“And it is?”

“Lana.”

“Jasa.”

“That’s what I said.”

We’ve finally, blessedly, reached the top of the stairs. Off to the side is the empty Loop platform that we were presumably supposed to be arriving at. A steel door is all that lies ahead, guarded by a keypad. Old Woman walks over to it. “What if you’d needed to shout out something to warn me?”

“ ‘Look out!’ usually does the trick. Or ‘Duck!’ Or maybe ‘Run!’ I mean, we’ve done that last one already, and it worked fine. I feel like there are usually options.”

She starts inputting a series of numbers. A long one. “Is it a way to emotionally detach yourself, do you think?”

I shrug at her back. “It’s just what I do.”

“But only since Oceanus.”

Before I can ask how the hell she knew that, there’s a magnetic snick and the door opens.

I follow her through into the pristine, clinical white of a lab.

I slow to a halt, staring around as the door hisses shut again behind me. Definitely a lab. There are tables with test tubes, glass-fronted fridges with test tubes, centrifuges with test tubes. Other stuff too, but a hell of a lot of test tubes. “And this is…”

“Home.” She moves down the aisle with enough unconscious confidence to back up her claim.

“Themis housing rules have changed since I was here last.”

She chuckles. “This place isn’t exactly on-net.”

“You don’t say.” I frown around. Some of the equipment against the wall is big. Advanced-looking. A couple of the machines are at least three metres wide and stretch from floor to roof. Their digiglass outputs are covered in complex chemical notations. “So if this is home, I believe you owe me some answers.”

Old Woman nods. “Alright. My full name is Jasa de Alwes. I know you hate names, but—”

“De Alwes?” I repeat.

“Oh, good. You’ve heard of me.” Oddly dry, though it’s hard to figure out why through my shock.

“The geneticist.” I say it a little dumbly, though I have no doubt she’s exactly who I think she is.

“Yes.”

“Who came up with Ichor. Who created biosecurity.” Who is pretty much single-handedly responsible for the existence of my job.

She smiles sunnily.

“But you’re dead.” Jasa de Alwes died almost fifteen years ago. One of the first commercial targets of Ten-O-Ten. It was a landmark moment. I remember the celebrations when the news came out.

“Evidently not.”

I recover enough to shut my mouth and not say anything else stupid. Jasa de Alwes. Damn. The freaks in her EMP ring make a lot more sense now; she’s the one who pioneered the methods to create the original models. After creating the first lifers, of course.

“A lot of people want you dead.” I shake my head, absently brushing my fingers along a row of empty test tubes. “Ooh, a lot of people want you dead.” Her obsessive secrecy makes sense now. If Atti had identified her voice and told the Keres she was still alive… damn. The bounty they could raise.

Then a whole bunch of other factors fall into place, and I groan.

“The Keres are the ones after you, aren’t they.” It’s not a question. “They sent the canary.”

She spins a centrifuge cheerfully. “Told you I’d give you answers.”

I glower. “These are bad answers.”

She shrugs.

I pinch the bridge of my nose, trying to refactor. “You’re taking a hell of a risk, telling me this.” She continues to have the file over me, I suppose, but still. That keeps her alive eleven more days. And the Keres are going to be pissed if I keep protecting her.

“True. But there’s more.”

I groan. “Yeah. Listening.”

“What do you know about my ‘death’?”

“Only what got reported. You were the first big crowdfunded hit after the Ten-O-Ten commercialisation. Proved to everyone what a good decision it was.” Hard to keep the cynicism from my voice, at that last part.

“You know who claimed it?”

“Of course, it was all over the… oh.” I understand. “Oh.”

“The Keres offered me a deal. I could live, keep all the tokens I’d earned, keep working on my research, and let the rest of the world believe I’m dead. They got the reputation of being better than the rest of the pack, and all I had to do in return was share my existing work with them, and run my quantum sims on hardware they owned.”

I feel mildly ill. “So you handed them the specs of every existing bio at the time. And access to anything else you might come up with.” New bios like the Argos… es?… have made things trickier in the past few years, but before that, every single one was a creation of this woman.

The Keres’ first decade of assassinations—the ones that made them what they are today, gave them their precious reputation—were basically cheating.

They… probably don’t want that getting out.

“Which ended up being you. And people like you,” de Alwes continues, oblivious to my horror.

I’ve been peering into one of the fridges, trying to determine its contents, but I stop cold as the words register. “You created revs?” It’s hard to keep the disbelief from my voice.

“It was an accident, less than a month after I made the deal with them. Before the commercial amendment had even officially gone through. Same genetic tech as Ichor. I was experimenting, and the sims just…” She sighs. Mildly apologetic. “By the time I realised what they could do, so did the Keres. And you can guess how they felt about letting me ignore the possibilities.”

I absolutely can. I reel beneath the revelations.

“So why now?” I recover enough to voice the question, even as ten others occur to me. “What changed in the last six months that made the Keres decide you were no longer friends?”

“I think they realised I was poking around where they didn’t want me.”

“For what?”

“For you.” De Alwes shrugs at my bemused look. “You’re my greatest achievement, Azure, and they wouldn’t even let me look at your file. I had to know how you were going.”

“Well… now you know, I guess.” Not sure if I feel more flattered or Frankenstein’s monster, right now. Explains a lot, though. “And in return, you’re giving me the choice of fighting the Keres—which they will take personally, and assume I’m trying to help you because you’ve told me all of this—or never finding out about Oceanus.” The scales are about even, there.

“That first one also means saving my life, if that helps,” de Alwes observes.

The scales tip toward killing her, and being done with it.

“The Keres know what happened in Oceanus, too. They know and have been hiding it from you. I took that file straight from Floor 132 myself.”

Damn. Gently, ever so gently, back to keeping her alive. It’s no secret that Floor 132 of the Keres Building is its vault; corp data is protected under DeGov, so it gets special public monitoring on top of the Keres’ internal security. The latter of which, de Alwes almost certainly would have been pressed to advise them on over the years. No wonder she was able to get that file.

“Fine,” I grind eventually. I should probably be angrier, but part of me always wondered if my employers—former employers, now, I guess—knew more than they’d let on. Not that I’m exactly happy about any of this, still, but no point in lingering on it. I nod toward the door. “Where are we? Which district?”

“Caelum.”

I grunt. Caelum’s the wealthiest area of Themis. North wall, multiroom apartments. Reserved for workers and with more ID tech than anywhere else in the city. “Couldn’t make it easy.”

“I can get us to the Core without passing through any scans, if that helps. It’s not a way the Keres know.”

I brighten. “You sure?”

“Sure enough.”

Perfect. The Core is where my non-Keres contacts are, assuming they’re still alive. The old woman is finally being helpful.

“Lead the way,” I say with relief.
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    AS I FINALLY CLIMB THE ladder after de Alwes, I reflect that Themis’s sewers were exactly as unpleasant as one would expect them to be.

The megacity’s brown putrescence clings to my knees as I haul myself out into what is, at least relatively speaking, fresh air. We’re in an anteroom designed for workers, small and dark and grimy and an enormous improvement over our last two hours.

“Well that was fun.” Conversation’s been at a minimum, mainly because I’ve been holding my breath on and off in a probably vain attempt to avoid catching any number of diseases. I cough. It feels like there’s excrement coating the inside of my lungs. “You do that often?”

“First time.” De Alwes’s face is even more wrinkled than usual as she takes in her caked legs. “Last time, I think.”

“Agreed.” I don’t know how much the technicians get paid over Basic to fix things down there, but it’s not enough.

There are a couple of pulse showers in the corner, thankfully; two minutes later we’re both clean, even if I feel like the stench faintly lingers. De Alwes taps the exit keypad, and the steel door slides aside, allowing us out onto the street.

“How’d you get the codes for all this?” There were three separate gates we had to pass through on the way here, each one requiring different access.

“Tokens.”

I snort. Of course. “Is there anything you can’t buy?”

“Nothing I’ve come across so far. Except the Keres, I suppose.”

I chuckle, then frown. “You tried to buy them?”

“I went for a managing share a couple of years after they let me live. Almost got it, too. Best-protected ledger I’ve ever seen.”

“So you were a minority owner in the company now trying to kill you?”

“Still am, dear. It’s been a good investment, aside from the trying to kill me part.”

“Do they know?” I hold up my hands as she scoffs. “Had to ask.” Probably doesn’t make a difference either way, at this point, but if people found out—if it became public that Jasa de Alwes was not only alive, but actively profiting from the crowdfunding of the company that was paid to kill her—well. Well.

I do, reluctantly, have to admire her damned nerve, though.

It’s night, and there aren’t too many people on the street. Themis is a nightmare of neon and metal and concrete around us, sleek, twisted-petal and curved triangle structures stabbing upward, each one supporting the Plate. Most buildings are pure steel and stone, no windows. The insides tend to use digiglass to mimic them, anyway, like at de Alwes’s place. Even with the outer walls and Plate as protection, the winds in autumn are too high for glass to be practical.

“You do know how to get to this place, right?” The old woman shifts impatiently, uncomfortable being out in the open. Knowing who she is now, I can’t say I blame her.

“Hang on. I haven’t been here for a minute.” This was one of the first megacities, more consolidated than planned, and it’s always showed in the non-design of how its various almost-century-old pieces fit together.

“It’s not like anything’s changed. DeGov has the ‘everything to spec’ mandate, remember?”

“I know. Just… alright.” I think I know where we are. Only a few blocks away. “This way.”

The few people out and about don’t give us a second glance, though they do step a touch quicker whenever we pass close by. Younger men and women, mostly, probably on the way back from one of the self-run Basic bars that are permanently open in this district. Always seemed like a risky pastime to me—the Core is where Reapers tend to operate, after all—but to each their own.

When de Alwes sees we’re heading toward a main street, she balks. “We should take the back way.”

“Too dangerous. And drones will be scanning those alleys, anyway. Out there, you just keep your head down and they don’t bother trying to make a positive ID.”

“You’re sure?”

For Jasa de Alwes? Hell no. “Of course.”

“Alright.” She doesn’t sound like it’s alright at all, but she does as I suggest and goes one better, pulling up her hood. I do the same. It’s a cold night. And while I’m not on any DeGov watchlists, that’s not to say that the Keres don’t have eyes here as well.

“So, I have to ask.” I really do. “Why the hell aren’t you taking Ichor?”

“What are you implying, Azure?” I see a wry smile on her shadowed face. “I don’t take Ichor because while I very much like being alive, the idea of it lasting indefinitely isn’t terribly appealing.”

“Really?”

She pats me on the shoulder. “Make it to my age, Azure, dear, and you’ll understand.”

“I thought the point was that I shouldn’t take Ichor.”

She laughs, at that.

We walk for another five minutes in silence before the garish purple-and-green digiglass sign above Manuel’s door appears up ahead. No name, just some sort of badly drawn lion with wings, joined underneath to what may or may not be a snake. I’ve always hoped it’s a snake.

Still the same sign, anyway. I’m happy to see it. Nobody running a legitimate business would ever use it to advertise.

The steel door hisses aside as we approach. I step into the dingy interior, de Alwes following more tentatively. Hard to blame her. It’s crowded with bare-wired tech poking off cluttered shelves, more of that unpleasant purple and green providing just enough illumination to pick our way forward. I think it smells worse than we did twenty minutes ago.

“Hello?” Revs active. This isn’t exactly a walk-in-off-the-street shop. “Manuel?”

Nobody at the counter but beyond the reflective glass behind it, I hear a faint sound. Something metallic clicking.

I resist the urge to dive to the side. Hold my hands up and peer pointedly at the one-way mirror. “Hey, bud. Been a minute.”

“Should I shoot her?” The voice is faint, even to my revs. Smart.

“Don’t tempt me. But, please don’t. She’s with me. Really. I’m clean. No trap.”

“She’s old. Damn.”

“Observant man. She’s a client.”

“Ahh. That makes more sense.”

“Who are you talking to?” asks de Alwes irritably.

The door to the left clicks open, and Manuel waddles through.

Manuel is a big man. Six foot four, at least a hundred and fifty kilos. White to the point of looking ill—the man never goes above the Plate and so never sees the sun, as far as I know—and fat bunching around his elbows as he softly wheezes with the effort of walking. His plump baby face looks discordant beneath a distinctly balding pate, though I’m almost certain he’s only in his twenties. His loose-fitting yellow shirt reads “Magongon,” with a big yellow smiley face beneath it crying blood. I have no idea what it means.

“Azure.” Manuel points a Volt at me. “What can I do for you, my friend?”

I look at the stun gun without disguising my disdain. “Please.”

“Fine, fine.” He tucks it away again, looking disgruntled. “How long’s it been?”

“Couple of years.”

“Couple of years.” He eyes me. “You look good.”

“You could still stand to lose a little weight.”

He grins at that. A wide smile, much more reminiscent of the man I remember. “Still an asshole, I see.”

“Well, we both know what assholes usually become.” His grin gets even wider as he remembers the conversation. “Bigger assholes,” we say in jovial unison.

“I’m going to die,” mutters the old woman behind me.

“So really,” Manuel says, his demeanour more relaxed now. “I know you. You don’t show up after two years for a social call. What do you need?”

I hesitate. “Two Slabs.”

“Hah.” He sees I’m not smiling. “Oh.”

“Yeah. It’s not pretty.”

He massages his left arm with a meaty right paw. “Azure, look. You know I like you. But the tokens you’re going to need—”

“I’ll pay,” chimes in de Alwes.

“She’ll pay,” I agree quickly. I was assuming, because I sure as hell won’t be able to afford it. “She’s good for it.”

“Really?”

My nod, I’m glad to see, is still enough confirmation for Manuel. He considers a moment longer, then shrugs. “If you need it, you need it. Let me see what I have.”

He gives de Alwes a speculative look, and disappears back through the side door.

“What’s a Slab?” asks de Alwes as soon as he’s gone.

“Doesn’t know much for someone with that many tokens to throw around, does she?” comes a faint voice from the mirror. Manuel must have a mic transmitting our conversation back there.

“A Slab,” I explain, ignoring Manuel, “is a DeGov ID. One that will pass at every checkpoint, every scan.”

She frowns. “That’s not possible. You can’t fool DeGov.”

“So innocent,” chuckles Manuel.

“These are originals.”

“Where are the owners?” Her expression changes as she realises the answer. “Oh.”

“Yeah. It’s pretty rare that DeGov doesn’t know about a death, but when one slips through… man. Those IDs become golden.”

“But the details…”

“Lenses for retinal—it’s uncomfortable, but you get used to it—and a DNA wash. Then we show up at an Autobooth and request a new picture. People spend their Basic excess on Reconstructs all the time. As long as the other two match, the system will just update.” Ideally we’d get new faces too, but I can’t risk it: certain elements of the procedure could permanently mess with my revs. Plus that kind of surgery is tough on the body, anyway, and the old woman would take weeks to recover. If she ever did.

She looks vaguely aghast. I suppose it’s not too surprising. DeGov is built around these systems being impregnable. “What happens later, if we have to give another DNA sample?”

“If we’re prepared for it, we do another wash.” Not very healthy, either, but even de Alwes would survive one more round. “If not… well. If we’re getting surprise DNA-tested, we’re probably not in the best situation anyway. But almost everything’s just the retinal and face recog combination.”

“So easy.”

“It’s really that easy?”

“I’m not saying it’s easy,” I say, a little tetchily. “Slabs are once-in-a-lifetime resets. Manuel’s the only one I know doing them, and I doubt he’s done more than a dozen of them. Ever.”

“Grand total of three, actually.”

“Alright, alright. I understand. How much is this going to set me back?”

“Nine thousand. Each.”

“Probably around thirty thousand tokens. Maybe a touch over.”

“Oh.” De Alwes nods slowly. “That’s not too bad, I suppose.”

A soft choking sound from behind the mirror.

“And you trust this man?”

“Hell no. But I trust his love of tokens and being alive. If one of his IDs gets made, he’s out of business and on DeGov’s tampering list.”

“Wow. I can feel the love, Azure. Untrustworthy Manuel is almost done, by the way.”

I nod absently and stretch, gazing around. DeGov has Manuel’s listed as a repair shop. If anyone has ever been unlucky enough to come here for legal purposes—and made it past that awful, awful sign—one look at the chaos of wiring and very obviously still broken machinery would surely send them elsewhere.

Manuel is soon emerging again, a pad in each corpulent hand. He lays them on the counter.

“Eighteen thousand each,” he says cheerfully. I stare at him steadily. He holds up his hands. “Sixteen, for an old friend.”

I nod to de Alwes, who takes the data pad Manuel’s indicating. A few taps later, and she hands it back. “Done.”

Manuel, to his credit, appears outwardly calm as he sees the truly ludicrous balance being transferred. “Alright. Wash time.” The side door hisses open again, and he heaves himself through.

De Alwes gives me a concerned look as I scoop up the two pads off the bench. “Here?” she asks under her breath as we start after him.

“I’m sure his lab will be very clean.” I scan the pads as we hit a neon-lit stairwell and start downward. “Manuel, these say we’re both meant to be in our fifties.”

“Nobody’s going to look at your birthdate. And if they do, you say you had a Reconstruct.”

“That’s fine for me, but nobody’s going to believe anyone had one to look older.”

He huffs as he navigates the stairs. “DeGov protects image history, so they’ll have to take your word for it. Anyway, what age would you have preferred I make her, from my vast collection of Slabs?”

De Alwes looks at me expectantly.

“I don’t know. Double it, maybe.” She crosses her arms and frowns sternly. “Triple it?”

Manuel chuckles, and pushes open the black door at the bottom of the stairs, fluorescents blinking to life beyond.
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    MANUEL’S LAB IS NOT CLEAN. Black grime clings to the walls. Dirty plates clutter a bench. There’s a scurrying sound as we enter that I don’t need my revs to hear, and a slight shifting of the pile of refuse in the corner. Bare wiring dangles from the roof to blinking monitors and a jumble of equipment of indeterminate nature. Several of the tools appear to have stains of some sort on their blades.

Behind Manuel’s back, de Alwes glares at me.

“Who’s first?” Manuel waddles over to a capsule against the wall, the shiny silver with a curved translucent pane dissonant against the rest of the room. He hits a few settings on the attached pad and a blue transilluminator light springs to life, highlighting a bed of glass. The capsule hisses open.

“She is.”

De Alwes’s frown makes her wrinkles into canyons. “Why me?”

Mainly because there’s an outside chance her heart will give out during the wash, and I don’t want to have to go through the process if there’s no point. “So you have more time to recover before we have to get to an Autobooth.”

“Oh. That makes sense.”

Before I can turn around to give her a modicum of privacy, she starts to strip. I exchange a vaguely horrified glance with Manuel, who shrugs, then turns back to her. “No implants? Subdermals? Anything that’s going to get fried?”

“Just a biochip.” She taps her heart.

“That should be fine.”

Before long de Alwes has shed her clothing and is stepping into the coffin-like capsule. Her craggy skin is blotchy and pockmarked in the stark blue light. Manuel briskly checks she’s secure, then presses a button on the pad.

The washer secures her in place with looping metal bands and then whirs closed, so that de Alwes is peering out grimly through the glass top. Then it slowly tilts away, so that she’s lying on her back by the time it locks into place with a hiss.

Her body jerks violently as the wash starts.

I wince slightly, keeping an eye on the vitals readout on the pad. “Soundproof in there?”

“Nah, but noisy. She can’t hear us.” He eyes me. “You sure you don’t want a Reconstruct too? I have the tools. It’s not great, having your old faces in the system.”

“People choose to look like other people all the time. That’s why there’s no face-recog-only stuff any more. It’ll be fine.” I see his dubious look. “You think she would survive one?”

“Oh, god no. I’m surprised she made it down the stairs. But it doesn’t mean you have to take the risk. What have you gotten yourself mixed up in, Azure?” My turn to glance at him. He holds up his hands. “Yeah, yeah. Best I don’t know.”

I nod. “You sure these Slabs are still good?”

He looks wounded. “For almost thirty thousand? Damned straight they are. Speaking of which.” He brings up a pad from his pocket, meaty fingers tapping, then hands it to me.

I wipe the greasy residue with my sleeve—these clothes will be burned in a few minutes anyway—and make a new wallet, then transfer my usual ten percent.

“Hope you’re going to buy yourself something nice.”

“Something like that.” The Keres will know the moment I access any of my regular wallets. This should be enough for what I need to do next, without directly involving de Alwes. “You finally going to get yourself out of this hole?”

“With the tokens you just brought in? I’m going to get myself a damned place outside the city.”

I grunt. “No Ichor, though, no matter how much you have tucked away. I don’t want to be visiting for the wrong reasons.”

He chuckles, the sound a little forced this time. “Yeah.”

Ah. I forget how being an assassin and joking about killing people can make them uncomfortable, sometimes.

The washer beeps, and Manuel jerks his head. “She’s done. Your turn.”

The capsule whirs upright again, the door opens and the metal bands release. De Alwes stumbles out. Her face is grey and taut, skin pulled tight to hide many of the crags that had been there before. It won’t last. Which is good, because it’s pretty damned uncomfortable.

“Easy.” Seeing she’s about to collapse and Manuel’s not inclined to help, I dart forward and grab her arm. Guide her gently to a chair. “The worst is over. Just focus on your breathing. It’ll only take a couple of minutes for you to feel close to normal again.”

She looks up at me. Studies me for a moment. “Thank you.” To my surprise, what seems like an attempt to convey real gratitude in her expression.

I shrug, leave her, strip off, then take a breath and settle my naked back against the still-warm glass base of the washer. The long new scar along my thigh glows white against blue-tinged skin.

“Cut yourself shaving, Azure?” Manuel asks, eyebrow raised.

To the side, Jasa chuckles, then throws up.

The glass lid seals shut.

A DNA wash is not a pleasant experience. Hundreds of thousands of nanobots micro-injected beneath the skin, crawling through your body, your bloodstream, for several hours as they wait for any other foreign intrusion—like a DNA scraper—and then feed it with false information. It strains every organ, particularly the heart. And it hurts.

I am not ashamed to admit that I use my revs, for this one.

When I emerge a few minutes later, skin taut and dry and crawling, I stride over to the clothing Manuel has put aside and start to dress. Manuel watches, wide-eyed at my apparent indifference to the wash. De Alwes just looks put out. She’s probably realised I’m using my cogs to ignore the pain.

“This was the best you could do?” I motion to the rags Manuel has assigned me. Jeans and shirt both drip off me, and I can feel cold air through the various holes. They’re not small holes, either.

“It’s that or this.” He gestures to the clothing draped over his considerable girth. Then sees me eyeing his T-shirt. “Actually, yes. Best I could do.”

I give him a crooked smile and turn to Jasa. “Good to go?” She still looks shaky, but better than she did.

“I’ll manage.”

Manuel shakes his head again in vague disbelief at my casualness, then waves me to the DNA scraper on the bench, which is still lit up from de Alwes’s test. I stick my arm in. A few seconds and several samples later, the face of a stranger appears on the screen.

“Working perfectly.” He hands me the two pads. “Your names are now Twenty, and Shart.”

“Those are not real names.”

“Two of the most common changes for people your age.” He waves the pads to indicate he means our fake ages, not our real ones. “Also, real words. Much harder for DeGov to sift for information.”

“So I’m called Twenty now?”

“Nope.”

“You’re an awful human being.”

He grins, pleased with himself.

I finish dressing while keeping one eye on a very-close-to-vomiting-looking de Alwes, insert my new lenses, and nod to Manuel. “Guess that’s it then.”

“If you’re ever in the area and have another 30K…”

“You’ll be the first person I think of.”

We tap forearms, and then Jasa and I are back out onto the streets.

It’s almost dawn.




[image: ]
    COMPARED TO EVERYTHING ELSE OVER the past few days, the Autobooth goes quite smoothly.

No flashing red lights, no lockdowns as the nanobots circulating our systems feed the DNA scrapers with someone else’s biomaterial. Our lenses pass the retinal scanner, there’s some imaging, and then our faces are matched up with our new identities on screen. A half hour after leaving Manuel’s, we’re officially different people.

Jasa scratches at her skin as we walk away from the dome-like DeGov station. “How long until the wash wears off?”

“Few more hours.”

“And then that’s it? Everything goes back to normal?”

“Peeing won’t be fun for the rest of the day. Otherwise, sure.”

She looks sideways at me. “Are you still using your revs to dampen the pain?”

“No.” Not since we left Manuel’s, once I was sure it wouldn’t slow me down.

“Why not?”

“Pain’s important.”

She looks confused. “Are you being deep, right now?”

“Sure. But also, it helps you know if you’ve been stabbed or shot.”

“Oh.” I don’t respond and she shakes her head. “Fine. Where to now?”

“I have an old safe house in U-65. Not too far from here. Nice place, quiet and stocked.”

“And then?”

I shrug. “We ride out the next week and a half. I get the file. We part as wonderful acquaintances.”

“You’re just going to leave me.” Flat and a little disbelieving.

“Once I get my answers? Absolutely.” I shrug again. “You uprooted my life, put me in the crosshairs—and I don’t even have a guarantee of getting anything out of it. I don’t owe you anything. You can buy the safe house from me, if you like. It’s not like I’ll be telling the Keres.”

There’s silence after that. The wind’s icy and gusting hard; it’s probably been storming out past the walls, but the rain never reaches this far beneath the Plate. Bots whir everywhere as we walk, sweeping and cleaning and performing general maintenance as the Core’s buildings turn to dawn lighting. I keep myself hooded, despite my new identity, and am glad to see de Alwes copies me. Probably unnecessary, but the Keres have a stupidly long reach.

“How old is old?” Jasa asks suddenly.

“Sorry?”

“Your safe house. When did you buy it?”

“I don’t know. Five years ago, maybe? Wasn’t long after I started.”

“While you were still working Oceanus.”

“Yeah.”

“Then we can’t go there.”

I slow to a stop. Green neon from a nearby shop coats the path and casts the old woman’s face into something vaguely eldritch. “Why not?”

“Because they might know about it.”

“They don’t. I know it’s confusing, but that’s why we refer to it as a safe house.”

“The Keres went over every detail of your life before they made the choice to save you, after the bombing. Every. Detail. If they were going to invest that much in you, they had to make sure you couldn’t be compromised. It’s all in the file.”

Silence again as I activate my cogs. De Alwes is afraid. Still in some pain from the wash, too, which is complicating things. But she seems genuinely worried.

“Is the safe house in the file?”

“I can’t imagine it’s not. There’s decades of raw tracking pulled from all over the place, all the way back to your childhood. Even some scraped DeGov data.”

“Ugh. What about from after I woke up?”

“A lot less, I think; it all seemed to run through the AI after they assigned it to you. If it doesn’t know something, they probably won’t either.”

Damn. This is why she asked about how long I’d known Manuel, before we met with him. If she’s right, then anything stemming from my life in Oceanus could be compromised. And since then… yeah. Manuel, and a couple of others, I kept off-book through necessity, because the Keres would never risk exposing themselves to anything that could bring down the wrath of DeGov. But none of those illegal contacts have properly secure places to lay low, even if they were willing to help. Which they wouldn’t be. And other than my visits to them, when was the last time Atti wasn’t in my ear?

Something must change in my expression, because Jasa quirks an eyebrow. “You’ve thought of somewhere better.”

“No.”

“Yes, you have.”

Another long few seconds of silence. I grimace. “Yes, I have.”
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    I FEEL THE PULSING THROB of Sanctum burrowing through the concrete streets long before we hear it.

We’ve been navigating the blustery alleys of Themis for almost a half hour now, pressing further into the Core. Bots whir by on their dawn patrol for refuse, leaving sterility in their wake. The digiglass sides of buildings light up whenever they catch enough of us for an adscan. I quickly become irritated by the cavalcade of messages directing me to where I can find “affordable” clothing. Jasa finds it hilarious, of course.

On the upside, at least adscans are disconnected: they’re allowed to visually assess you, but there’s no face-recog or retinal info, no communication past the client hardware. De Alwes wanted to take an autocab, initially, but she stopped asking when I explained that the Keres more than likely had access to private-public scanners. We can’t avoid those forever, and the Keres probably won’t be getting Atti to run face recog in parallel with DeGov—it should be a waste of resources, given how easy it is to get a Reconstruct—but I’m not going to take the chance for the sake of convenience.

“Where are we?” The old woman murmurs it, a little uncomfortably, as we round a corner into a main street. She walks close by my side as another pack of manic, shrieking revellers run past, skipping and snatching at invisible things in the air. They’re the third such group we’ve encountered in the past few minutes.

“The Bash.” She looks puzzled. “Nostrum district of the Core,” I elaborate.

“Oh.” She looks around curiously. The streets here are brightly lit by the lines of neon from every building that slowly morph from garish orange to garish pink to garish green, mixing and clashing. Farther down, there are lights that strobe and pulse and then move in hypnotic waves across the road as autocabs slide slowly over them, deftly avoiding wandering pedestrians. “That makes sense.”

We weave our way forward. Morning means little here in the Bash, surrounded by tall buildings and covered by the Plate; aside from a few grey reflections on high, it could just as easily be midnight. Certainly the district’s patrons don’t care what time it is. In my experience, there are usually more people out and about now than there are in the actual evenings.

“Why do they do this to themselves?” Jasa murmurs it as she watches another pair of wide-eyed users stumble past. Not to me, exactly. More a thought that’s escaped her lips.

I respond anyway. “Why wouldn’t they?”

She frowns. “It’s a waste. Pointless. They’re just passing time as quickly and painlessly as possible.” A grandmotherly, disapproving shake of the head. “I never understood why anyone would live their lives like that.”

“Right.” I draw out the word. “You know how many people live in Themis?”

“Eighty million?”

“Something like that. You know how many jobs there are?”

Silence, then, “They could always go off-planet.” I cough a laugh, and even de Alwes looks mildly embarrassed that she made the suggestion. At least in the cities, you don’t have to worry about your air getting turned off if you don’t do as you’re told. “Fine. Maybe not that. But this?”

“They have to spend their Basic on something. Keeps them out of trouble.”

“It’s not much of a life though.”

“Yeah. I’m sure they haven’t given that nuance a thought at all.”

Jasa’s mouth twists, dissatisfied. But she doesn’t keep arguing.

Despite my words, I eye the giggling passersby uncomfortably. The advent of Q-net increased the ease and speed of drug development exponentially; along with long-awaited cures and stitch-sprays came Lullaby and Glow and Trainripper. Drugs that provide various tailored highs, just below the official brain chemistry alteration threshold of addictive substances. Impossible to OD on. Cheaply, safely made.

Nostrums, they’re called now. Eleven of the twelve megacities—the hardliners in Cronus the only holdouts—had DeGov proposals to make them legal within a few months of their appearance.

Every single one passed in a landslide.

The deep thumping of Sanctum’s generously labelled-as-music sound has been getting louder as we’ve talked, and de Alwes cocks her head to the side, finally noticing it. “What’s that?”

“That’s where we’re going.” We turn the final corner, and I gesture up ahead.

Sanctum is the centre of the Bash, both physically and metaphorically. At the end of the dead-end street, its name is spelt out on a glowing holo billboard that seems to drip blue neon from the letters onto a burning puddle below. People dance beneath the sign, laughing and skittering away whenever a shimmering drop lands near them.

“Doesn’t look much like a safe house, dear.” She examines the crowd out front. “Perhaps the opposite?”

I ignore her griping, guiding her around the throng and through the entryway. We’re scanned as soon as we enter; digiglass to the side shifts and two lots of the conditions of entry flick up.

“Just sign it,” I tell de Alwes, doing as I say with my own.

She scans the disclaimer, eyes widening in disgust. “No?”

“They can’t let you in if you don’t.”

She still hesitates, and it’s hard to blame her. But eventually her shoulders sag a little and she marks her acceptance. The doors hiss open, releasing a near-overwhelming blast of music at us.

We enter a long hallway, clearly a security corridor, even if it’s somewhat disguised by the strobes that urge us onward. The first station is a simple scanner, lights snapping to form a box around us in pulsing red lines. I drop my Ceramic into the receptacle that whirs open from the wall—it’s going to get detected anyway—and then spread my arms wide and turn in a circle. Jasa does the same, then impatiently starts forward.

I grab her arm, dragging her forcibly to a halt. The box turns green. I let go.

“What happens if we don’t wait for green?” she yells over the pounding music as we move on.

“You remember the plasma incinerator?” I shout back.

She lets me take the lead.

The next red box appears around us, and a DNA sampler appears in the wall. We’re still comfortably within the window before the wash wears off, so we’re successfully verified. Another private-public scan, but again, Atti’s resources aren’t unlimited. There’s no way the Keres will have her double handling DNA-verified face recogs.

After that, we pass through an EMP screen—no visual indication, but I know from experience it’s there—which hopefully won’t be strong enough to permanently disrupt the nanobots circulating our systems. And then, as we head toward the end of the hall, another red box brings us to a halt, a side door slides open, and the bio slithers into our path.

It fills the space. Eight foot tall, six spiderlike legs but with four smooth white tentacles for arms. A dozen reptilian eyes flicker over us.

I half expect Jasa to shriek—most people do, first time, me included—but she perhaps predictably disappoints me, just squinting through the flashing lights with an intrigued expression.

“How can we help you?” she shouts at it politely.

The creature assesses her silently.

“Oh, for…” I push past her, hold out my arms and spread my legs. The bio wriggles forward and then tentacles are patting me down, sliding over my face and hair, a snuffling from some of them as they make use of their olfactory apertures at their ends.

“What’s it checking for?” yells Jasa, mildly discomforted as it finishes with me and moves on to her.

“Subdermal weapons. Blades in the skin. Nostrum tweaks hidden in false teeth. You get the drift.”

“Lovely.” She shudders slightly as the creature finishes its search and slides away.

The final box turns green, and the door at the end of the corridor opens.
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    SANCTUM IS EXACTLY AS I remember it.

As the door behind us shuts, it cuts off the unpleasant blast of electronic beat, silencing it completely and replacing it with the soft notes of Bach. A clear waterfall gushes into a pool in the centre of the vast room, holos of fish darting through the water, lighting it up wherever they go. More holos of trees and gardens along the walls, the digiglass above displaying a permanent, clear dusk where the stars are just beginning to shine, but the rosy glow has yet to leave the western sky.

Three ten-foot-tall Argosi stand motionless at intervals behind thick security glass, almost hidden by the holos, watching with their dozens of creepy eyes. Much less expensive than their more independent, EMP-ring-roaming biosec counterparts, but no less intimidating. Bots circulate amongst the patrons. Humanoid and discreet. Capable of security as well, but mainly there to dispense nostrums.

The people in this central area—there are probably a dozen of them—don’t even glance up at our entrance. Eyes unfocused as they recline on expensive-looking lounges. Most have vibrant pink light crawling along their veins, throbbing beneath the skin. It’s Neon night tonight, then.

Jasa stares around. “Huh.”

“Yeah.” I had a similar reaction, first time.

“Why the charade outside?”

“Marketing. Juxtaposing the harsh outside world with the haven of being in here, or something.” She looks at me. I shrug. “I think it’s from when this stuff used to be illegal. Gives it a certain vibe.”

“Alright. So why did you bring me here?”

“To one of the most secure buildings in Themis?”

“The most secure, actually,” corrects a growling, familiar feminine voice from behind me. I paste on a smile. Turn to face the woman slinking toward us over the mirror-black floor. Partly spiked, partly flowing long red hair frames a face and body that look barely twenty, though I know she’s at least twice that. Her skin is lightly freckled, her long pink dress is tastefully sleek. “Shart, dear. I barely recognised you. And you’ve brought a friend. How delightful.”

“Verity.” Her voice hasn’t changed, even if the rest of her has. I let her kiss both my cheeks, full lips lingering far too long, before nodding to her. “This looks expensive.”

She gives a smoky, coquettish laugh. “A couple of years old, now, darling. And you continue to cling to this battered old thing! I’m glad. You always were so… sentimental.” Her finger traces down my arm in typical, overly familiar fashion. “I know Neon is a bit beneath you, but I have a good supply of Yearn, or Coax, or Void. And some empty rooms upstairs. Or some occupied ones,” she purrs.

Jasa looks mildly concerned, and I can’t blame her. Nostrums that increase the libido. Nostrums that decrease inhibition. Nostrums that make you forget who you are, what you’ve done. It’s all legal, but unlike the stuff they serve in the shops out there, very restricted. You need to be licensed to sell it. It’s why we had to sign waivers to get in here.

“Can’t stay, I’m afraid.” That old pull, even if it’s not for anything Verity just mentioned. The gut-punch tug of remembering exactly why I used to come here. The revs keep me balanced. Physical resistances high. Mind razor sharp. It’s still harder than it should be. “But the lovely Twenty here could use a Cold Room for a few hours.”

Verity’s gaze flickers to de Alwes. Flashing with naked curiosity as it returns to me. She’s already figured out I’m working, otherwise she would have just called me Azure and not bothered with the performative flirtation. She arches an eyebrow, managing to make even that insinuate something intimate.

“Do I want to know?” asks Jasa. A pink fish flits across her face. The last notes of “Air on the G String” punctuate her discomfort.

“Private room. No cams, no face recog, no drones. Olfactory bios to make sure there are no illegal nostrums being used, but that’s all.”

Her brow somehow crinkles further. “And you will be…”

“Enjoying myself.” She looks apoplectic. “Elsewhere, sadly. I have things I need to check out.”

“Things?”

“Dangerous things.”

“So you’re going to leave me here.”

“I knew you’d be pleased.” Jasa looks distinctly otherwise. I smile broadly.

Verity smiles too. Acting oblivious, though she’s anything but. “Twenty! Don’t you worry your pretty head. We’re going to show you a time.” She slings an arm around my shoulder and leans her head against my neck with a sigh. “And how long a time will we be showing her, my love?”

I kiss her hair. She smells faintly of cinnamon. “A few hours. The day at most. Give me a minute with her, before I go?”

She glances up at me and pouts. “So soon?”

I meet her gaze and nod. Just once.

“Of course, darling. We can chat when you return.” Smooth and still teasing, but she knows when not to push. She puts her lips to my ear. “Your friend here going to survive that long?”

“She’s survived a century or two. Another day won’t hurt,” I reply, not bothering to whisper.

Jasa rolls her eyes as Verity gives a delicate laugh, fingers trailing down my shoulder as she drifts away, delighting a young man in the corner with her abrupt attention. Even with everyone on Neon in here, she’s the brightest light in the room.

“You’re going to leave me with that woman?”

“That woman controls the flow of nostrums in Themis. That woman is also an utter demon who should be trusted by anyone she likes, which is me, and feared by anyone she doesn’t, which—incidentally—is absolutely you. So for the love of all that is holy, do not tell her who you are. Manage that, and you’ll be as safe as anywhere in the city.” I see her look. “Or, you can come with me to visit a friend who tends to kill anyone who isn’t me. Even when I ask her nicely. She has… privacy issues.”

Jasa thinks, then growls her submission as if she had the option. “Your choice of friends thus far leaves something to be desired.”

“All my Keres ones are lovely. Polite and well-adjusted assassin-helpers, I promise. I could arrange for you to meet them instead?”

She sniffs, but takes the point. “This ‘Cold Room.’ It’s really safe?”

“It is.” She needs my sincerity, so I relent and let her see it. “Boring as hell, but definitely safe.”

She studies me for a long moment, then accepts it with a small, yielding sigh. Goes back to taking in the room again with a kind of creaking, judgemental horror. A young woman dances slowly in front of a sealed-away Argos, her veins glowing soft pink as the first notes of some Brahms drift through the air. Another woman is draped across a couch, admiring the pulsing lines of her own body. “So you were a customer here?”

“No. I had some business here once. Off the books. Verity owes me for it.”

“Oh.” She’s relieved, as I knew she would be. Seems to have no trouble believing the lie. “You are coming back to get me at some point, though. Right?”

“Of course.” I give her my most sincere look as I pat her reassuringly on the shoulder. “I still want that damned file.”

I leave with a casual wave before she can respond.
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    THE PLATE, AS I AM reminded as I navigate its innards two hours later, is not a nice place to live.

Concrete and metres-thick reinforced steel shakes and shudders and clatters and moans around me as if it were considerably thinner layers of tin. It’s only my revs that allow me to balance as I walk the painfully narrow metal corridor that doubles as a maintenance shaft for the vents. It’s hot. Searing, scalding, lava-as-a-better-alternative hot. A heatmat provides a way to walk without melting my shoes and then pretty soon after, my skin. The one concession to anything approaching being human up here.

After a few minutes of watching my perspiration evaporate before it can hit the ground, I finally make a turn into a poorly lit side passage. It’s still a cacophonous, thundering rage of elements tearing at Themis’s permanent sun hat. But a marginally cooler one.

Another minute and I come to Chandra’s door, such as it is. Pretty much as I remember it. Just a solid slab of steel with a slot at eye height, and a lever next to it. I grab the latter and put a reasonable amount of my revs behind pulling it downward. With an excessive amount of reluctance, it moves.

Nothing for thirty seconds. I consider pulling the lever again.

The slot opens and a familiar pair of bright yellow eyes glare through. Examine me for a second or two too long, then vanish as the opening slams shut.

The door groans ponderously aside, until it’s open enough for me to see the girlish figure blocking the way in.

Could have given me some more notice. She signs it at me. Not deaf, but the buds that by necessity live in her ears make her functionally so. Almost didn’t spoof the cams in time.

Really? You used to be better. I sign it back. Far from fluent, but I spent plenty of time up here, once.

She shows me her middle finger. I shrug. She shows me her other middle finger. I make an acceding, apologetic gesture. She ushers me inside.

Chandra seals the door again, hauling with all her weight on the mechanism until the din from outside eases to something approaching a normal torture chamber. She looks across at me, cheeks flushed from the exertion, and raises an eyebrow.

You look well, I sign nonchalantly.

She stares at me. Five foot four, dark skin, completely impractical waist-length curly hair that I swear has to get caught on all the mechanical stuff in here at least a dozen times a day. It’s her eyes that are by far her most striking aspect, though. Golden and glowing faintly in the dim. Three years.

And a bit.

Her eyes narrow but the edges of her mouth creep upward, ever so slightly. Good sign. She gestures brusquely to the sole table, nestled against the shuddering wall and roofed by uncomfortably low steel cupboards. I slide into a seat, ducking my head.

Immediately, the audible assault stops. There’s still something. A faint echo of thunder, a whisper of violence that lingers on the ears. But for the first time since the long ride up here, the air around me feels unpolluted.

“Oh! This is new.” I look around appreciatively as Chandra slides into the seat across the table, and turns off her buds. There’s a slight shimmer to the air around our heads. “I approve.”

“Don’t tell anyone.” Her voice is a hoarse growl. I’ve never known whether it’s from years of trying to shout over the noise up here, or always been that way. “Found enough shielding for the tech to stay up for about an hour at a time, but DeGov would strip it if it knew.” She studies me and then smiles, showing perfect white teeth, before reaching across and patting my hand. “Azure. Bloody hell. Azure. Heard you were dead.”

“Close. Still working off my debt. Who went and fed you that nonsense?”

“Little Dan.”

“Well there’s your problem.”

The corners of her lips curl again. Just slightly. “Yeah, but even Little Dan don’t screw around with acquaintances dying.”

“Acquaintances?”

“Three years?”

I concede the point. “How is Little Dan?”

“Dead. Vent breach ’bout… two years ago.”

“Damn.” I liked him. “Andre?”

“Faulty suppression system, ’bout six months after Dan.”

“Jenna?”

“Good god. Jenna.” She says the name as if she’s dredging it from some back corner of her mind. “Weren’t she dead last time you were here?”

“I don’t think so. Not during our conversation about weather patterns, anyway.” I sigh. “Anyone except you who isn’t dead?”

“Mick.”

“Oh.” I cluck my tongue. “Well that’s unfortunate.”

“Yeah.” She shrugs. “Life. So. Much as I enjoy seeing your pretty face, gotta assume this isn’t social.”

“Why does everyone say that?” I feign hurt.

“Three bloody years?”

“Right.” I sigh. “How’s your access?”

“Same as always. Skimmer’s still active. No way to centralise or organise, but give me some parameters and I can give you a raw dump. Atti should be able to sort out—”

“No Atti.”

“Oh.” She pauses. Looks at me for a very long few seconds, those yellow eyes of hers burnished in the quivering air. “Oh.”

“Yup.”

Silence as Chandra takes it in. It’s been a while, but her eyes have always been expressive. Confusion. Suspicion. Then worry—for me, I think, rather than herself.

“Expensive to run an off-net filter,” she says eventually.

I bring out my pad and tap in a few details. Slide it across.

She looks at the numbers impassively. “I think you hit an extra zero.”

“Nope.” Not my whole cut from Manuel’s, but a decent chunk.

“Huh.” She makes a small, absent motion with her hands. You sure?

Yeah.

“That bad, huh?”

“You see my damned name on the way in?”

She snorts. Nods. Punches in some details on the pad, and spins it back to me. “What are we looking for?”

“Anything on the file involved in this Pactum. Source, potential copies. That sort of thing.” I type in the agreement number. “As well as any recent chatter even vaguely related to Jasa de Alwes.”

“The lifer woman? The first Ten-O-Ten? Wasn’t she from Tethys?”

Chandra’s golden eyes are on me. Curious. She’s isolated up here. Smarter than me. And it will help if she knows what the hell she’s looking for. “Yes to Tethys, but not so Ten-O-Ten, as it turns out. She hired me for protection.”

“What?”

“Yeah.” I draw out the word. “Protection from the Keres, as it happens.”

“What?”

“Turns out she’s actually been working for them for the past fifteen years.” I pause but Chandra has, apparently, run out of exclamations. “So don’t tell anyone?”

She stares at me in disbelief. “You think, Azure? You think?” She stares at the table between us for several seconds as if trying to discern something vital from its scarred surface. “S’pose I’m adding the Keres to the scrape too?”

“Um… yeah. Yes please. Especially anything about ops or agents in the city. That’s… actually kind of what I need the most, to be honest.”

“ ‘Acquaintances’ is getting very bloody generous at this point, you know.”

“If I didn’t tell you—”

“Yeah, yeah.” Her throaty acknowledgement is understanding, if still extremely displeased. “This isn’t us being even, ’Zure. You owe me after this.”

I tap the pad with the number of tokens she’s just earned.

“Can’t spend it in the bloody afterlife.” She’s calming, despite the words. Always was quick to panic and quicker to recover.

I tap the pad again, purposefully this time. Opening a file for her. She examines it with those glowing eyes, memorising the details.

“This’ll reach you any time?”

I nod. “You need me, I’m here.”

She stares at the details a little longer before deleting them. Knows I sent it across even before she agreed to help. “Better. A few years late. But better.” When she looks up at me again, there’s finally the question I knew was coming eventually. “What happened?”

“I was up here too much. Atti started asking where I was spending my time.” The simple truth.

“So we hang out less often. Link up on Q-net to say ‘Hey, I’m alive,’ now and then. Hell knows you know how to avoid being tracked when you want to.” She sounds more sad than angry, which makes it worse. “What happened to Landry weren’t because you were his friend, Azure.”

I stare at her, then laugh softly and nod. Always straight to the point. Always seeing straight through me. “Sorry.”

“Me too.” She flicks her earpiece, slides off her seat and busies herself over at the DeGov terminal that sits in the corner. It’s not a big part of Themis’s DeGov infrastructure that sits up here. Just one of a dozen different backup systems. But housed as it is in the Plate, it’s the only installation that requires human intervention to keep running.

That doesn’t give Chandra access, of course. No one has that. But she can run limited test data. Scrape just enough off the raw that it can be used by the very enterprising and very connected. Or, in my case I suppose, the very desperate.

How long? I sign it at her.

She’s focused on tapping away but clearly sees me. Finishes what she’s doing and then waves her hand in an uncertain gesture. Saying twenty-two hours. Could be more if a flag’s raised.

Damn. Can you send me it when it’s done?

She nods absently. Returns her attention to the terminal for a few more seconds, then taps off and sits back across from me. “Gotta go babysit Jasa de Bloody Alwes, destroyer of civilisation as we knew it?”

“Something like that.”

“What’s she like?”

“Two, maybe three millennia old. Slow. Fragile. Irritating. Weird.”

She cocks her head to the side. Surprised. “You like her.”

I glower. “That’s what you took from that sentence?”

“Can’t remember the last time you reacted to someone with anything except apathy.”

“Maybe I’ve changed.”

She grins. “ ’Zure, when I saw you on the cam I knew exactly why you were here and exactly how this whole thing would go.” Stands, leans over the table, and kisses me on the cheek. “Other people change. You just are. And I wouldn’t want it any other way.”

She sits again, and we look at each other silently.

“So I should go,” I say.

She laughs, this time, and I smile back. It always was easy with Chandra. I wish I could stay longer.

I activate my revs and slide out into the shocking-even-when-expecting-it audible assault of the Plate. Let her haul the door mechanism—she always got annoyed when I did it for her—and step out into the already-too-hot hallway. Turn back to her.

Wait a sec. She disappears briefly, then returns to toss me a Plasma blade. Old, but typically of Chandra, well taken care of. Know you like them. And looks like I can afford a new one.

I indicate a very real appreciation as I pocket it. Much better than a Ceramic. So. See you in another three years, then?

More than three months, and I will be making friends with the Keres.

Better make it three months then.

Bloody right. She gives a sharp, satisfied nod. Almost shuts the door, then hesitates. I raise an eyebrow. She grimaces. DeGov poll later today. Ten-Two-Thirty. AI filtering, content bubble nonsense. Just make sure your friend doesn’t vote, even with a clean Slab.

Why? Genuinely confused.

The Keres might be able to use it to scan for her.

But they don’t have access to DeGov systems. I study her. Right?

It’s advertising-adjacent. Fair use under Seven-O-Six. It’s a marker they can use to narrow down the search. She looks uncomfortable. They’ve been chipping around the edges for a long time, Azure. They don’t have the same access as me, yet, but they can scrape legally and they can feed it straight to Atti.

My mouth twists, but I nod a heartfelt thanks. Risky, for her to give me that much.

Thanks. I’ll tell her. But there’s no way they’ll find her where she is right now.

I squeeze her arm, and leave.
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    SANCTUM IS ON FIRE WHEN I arrive.

I hear the screams from several streets away, even without most of my revs active. I focus with my cogs first. Less than a heartbeat to decide that yes, damn it, it’s definitely coming from the direction I’m headed. The rapid appearance and growth of a neon-tinged cloud above the buildings in front of me is the confirmation I didn’t particularly want.

I curse, activate the rest of my revs, and run.

It’s been a while, moving at top speed through a populated area like this. A while. My cogs usually let me see where I need to move long before I get there, let me calculate every motion and reaction of every person in the milling crowds ahead, and plan accordingly.

Of course, that’s when I’m not in the middle of the damned Bash. I do alright for the first thirty seconds but then one man stumbles back into my path for no reason whatsoever, giggling as he stares at the sky. I may as well have been a truck. His arm snaps to the side, dislocating at the shoulder from the impact.

“Your fault,” I mutter, leaving a pained scream in my wake.

Despite that, most people are fortunately already focused on the flickering pink smoke a few streets away and barely register my passing. Those who do notice flinch away, and I get just enough time to see shock beginning to register on their faces before I’m past. Hard to blame them, I suppose. With my somatics activated like this, I’m more cheetah than human.

I don’t slow when I round the corner and see Sanctum ahead. Fire suppression drones are already working on the rooftop, but DeGov will have them prioritising the surrounding buildings. There’s a rather large pile of twisted metallic wreckage just in front of the desperately flickering remains of Sanctum’s shattered neon sign. I recognise its component parts as I fly past. A half dozen of DeGov’s rescue and recovery drones. Or what’s left of them, at least.

Those are, as a rule, not fragile. I think at this point it might be too much to hope that this was some sort of accident.

I maintain my momentum to charge through the narrow, flaming wreckage of the front door. It’s hot inside. Something to do with the exploded incinerator I can see up ahead, no doubt. The entire security hallway is a mess of crackling wires and miniature secondary explosions and so, so much blood from all the bios and people that apparently were stupid enough to try and stop whatever it was that came through here. I try to estimate numbers, but it’s hard with the way they’re all dismembered and pulpy. Probably twenty or so. I see another few scorched arms near the incinerator. Maybe twenty-five? That’d be most of the human component of Verity’s security team.

I’ve reached the end of the hallway and am inside Sanctum proper now. Two Argoses are tearing around the foyer, smashing everything they can see and roaring as much as their vocal cords allow, probably because they’re very much on fire. A single remaining living Neon user is draped across the couch, surrounded by the glassy-eyed stares and skewed limbs of his fellow customers, smiling absently and occasionally clapping in delight at the monsters’ rampage. Beneath their racket, something’s happened to the music player and it’s piping Beethoven’s Fifth through the speakers, but at double speed and with an occasional brief interlude of some sort of jazz before cutting back again.

I’m up the stairs before either bio sees me. No fire up here yet, though the damned jazz-Beethoven chimera keeps blaring, which of the two is objectively worse for my mood. More bodies in the hallway. No one I recognise, which is good. Not great otherwise. Whatever did all this has already been this way.

Fortunately, Sanctum’s Cold Rooms are at the far end of a massive maze that was rather specifically built to provide customers with plenty of time to escape, back before the legitimacy of Six-O-Seventeen, when DeGov raids were still a thing. It takes me almost five minutes at full speed to reach them. The doors are shut and too strong even for my revs, and I’m just about to resort to trying my new Plasma when I remember there’s an emergency intercom system down here. Another minute of searching and I find it. “Hey. Twenty. Time to go.”

I poke my head out, watching down the hall for any sign of movement. Nothing. I lean back to the intercom. “Now, lady. I want that file. And Verity, if you can hear me, I’ll pay off my tab if you come out too. I know there are back exits but I could really use some help finding them.”

A door opens, then closes, then opens again, the sound of female voices arguing. I wait in the hall. Eventually Verity emerges. “Your tab includes any damage out there.”

“Have you seen it?”

She shakes her head. Eyes curious. “I was just checking in on your friend here when the alarms went off. Figured the timing wasn’t a coincidence, so I might be better off waiting it out down here until you got back.”

“Oh.”

“Is it bad?”

“I mean, ‘bad’ is such a subjective term.” I scratch my nose awkwardly. “But, you should probably come with us.”

She glowers, but doesn’t argue. Always the pragmatist. “Better stick your head in there. Twenty’s not convinced it’s safe.”

“Now she wants to be in a Cold Room.” I peer around the corner of the door, spotting Jasa on the opposite side of the room. “So, I may have been wrong. Turns out this isn’t as safe as I thought.”

“Azure?” Jasa’s voice is genuinely mistrustful as she peers at me.

“Is it your eyesight or memory that’s the problem? Yes. Azure. Wanter of the file that depends on you staying alive. Are you coming?”

She scowls at me. “The alarms sounded fairly serious. No need to be rude.” She doesn’t delay any longer though.

We follow the swinging red hair of Verity, who moves with remarkable grace and speed in her high heels along the barren concrete hallways. I don’t bother asking her to ditch them; the argument would probably slow us down more anyway. I spot a cam a little farther along. “Any way for us to see what happened back there?”

Verity shakes her head, not pausing. “Backup EMP would have triggered as soon as they breached.” My cogs can hear the tiniest tremor in her tone, the stress in her voice, even if she’s doing a fine job covering it up. She knows it’s serious if I’m running. “How’d they get past biosec?”

“They didn’t.”

“So they have some themselves, then. Big ones.”

“I don’t know.” I hate that there’s a puzzled note to the admission. I should know. Sanctum’s EMP would have taken care of anything mechanical, so to slice through its biosec this way should have taken a whole pack of high-end monsters. But even then, that leaves some trace. I should have been hurrying past bodies from both sides, not burning Argoses and severed customer limbs. “I didn’t see any.”

“Oh.” She understands the concerning implication almost as quickly as I did.

“Don’t worry. Narrow spaces, down here. Even if they find us, we still have a chance.”

Jasa, hurrying along beside us, hesitates. Just a fraction of a second. Impossible to notice without my revs.

I glance at her. “Out with it.”

She licks her lips. Already out of breath from our pace. “I might… know what’s up there.”

“And?”

Her gaze flicks to Verity. “And nothing. We… should keep running. You don’t want to… fight this one.” More to say, clearly, but not in present company.

I open my mouth, then shut it again. “This one?”

Jasa doesn’t answer.

Silence from the maze of concrete behind us, more ominous by the second. We reach a heavy steel door; Verity punches an anxiety-inducingly long combination into the keypad, waits a few more seconds for a DNA verification, and then we’re through. Fluorescents flicker to life ahead, illuminating an uncomfortably narrow maintenance tunnel that has pipes and wires running along its roof, not far above head height. The door seals behind us.

Jasa heaves a relieved sigh, leaning against the wall. Seconds later, a heavy, determined sound thuds and echoes along the corridor, making us all flinch. Again. Again.

There’s the slightest hint of deformation in the thick steel door.

I scowl pointedly at Jasa, then motion her and Verity back into a run.

“Where does this lead?” I lope alongside Verity, who, sensibly, has abandoned her high heels.

“Transport. Old, but still licensed. The three of us will fit.”

“Are these tunnels on-map?” I slow, allowing for Jasa to catch up a little. She’s dragging herself forward at a surprisingly reasonable rate, all things considered.

“Maybe some ancient DeGov archive, but you only arrived yesterday. No one has the resources to do a search of that—”

Behind us, the screeching and tearing of metal makes it increasingly likely whatever’s after us is breaking through. “What about the Keres?”

“The…” Verity considers me, those lovely green eyes flickering from confusion to anger to concern in moments. “Oh, Azure. Sweetheart.” Her disappointment is thick.

“Yes or no, Verity.”

“Maybe.” She casts a glance at Jasa, this one far more openly curious than previously, but says nothing more.

And then puts a little more pace into her step.

I allow myself to fall back in line with Jasa, lowering my voice. “Alright. What’s after us?”

“Now… is not the time… Azure,” she wheezes. “Please just… trust me.”

“Now is absolutely the damned time!” I stare at her. My revs let me see the flicker of what looks like genuine fear in her eyes. She really doesn’t want to tell me. “What the hell did you make for them?”

She’s saved from answering by our arrival at a short ladder; Verity is up it quickly, sliding aside a square covering and clambering out. I use my revs to toss Jasa up through the opening—there definitely isn’t any petulance in the decision, nor, of course, do I take any pleasure from her surprised screech—and leap after her, not bothering with the rungs.

Verity glances at me, then nods as she sees my recognition of our surrounds. “Walk exactly where I walk.”

“Where are we?” Jasa asks the question after she finishes scrambling to her feet and glaring at me, which she does for the entire duration of my sliding the metal hatch into place, fastening it, and then hammering the mechanism until it’s thoroughly misshapen. Probably only a few seconds of net benefit, if whatever monster’s chasing us broke through that first steel door, but I’ll take it.

“Themis warehouse.” I glance around. We’re in the midst of a massive grid of shelves, amongst which thousands of drones whizz, some moving at speeds which make them near imperceptible even to my rev-enhanced vision. It’s a constant tornado of whining motors and disconcerting displacement of air, every pass feeling uncomfortably close to our heads. “There are kilometres of underground storage down here. Mostly Basic food and DeGov materials.” I grab her shoulders and start marching her after Verity.

“Won’t there be people around? Sensors?” She’s annoyed at the physical handling, but doesn’t resist, apparently remembering what’s coming behind us.

Ahead, Verity chuckles, barely audible over the cacophony of passing drones.

“DeGov built most of these places from reconstituted tech,” I add by way of explanation. “It slowed down the system too much, having to check for people. They have sensors on the entryways for the anti-theft systems, but that’s about it.” At least, that used to be the case. I haven’t been in one of these since Oceanus.

“So these drones. If we get in the way…”

“Don’t get in the way.”

In front of me, she shrugs my grip from her shoulders, and begins walking exactly where Verity walks.

We move in a single file for five minutes but the pace is glacial, Verity clearly starting and stopping based on some memorised pattern. We’ve turned several corners, can’t see the hatch through which we entered, and my revs itch at every blindingly fast flyby. Annoying under most circumstances. Potentially disastrous if it masks the approach of whatever’s after us.

“Here.” Verity motions to a container. Easily more than double the size of the one that Jasa and I took to Themis.

“This says biohazard,” Jasa notes. “And explosive.”

“Means that drones have to move it more slowly.” She starts punching in a keypad code as I keep my gaze roving the shelves behind us, watching for any sign of pursuit. “A lot fewer broken bones.”

“But what if DeGov registered it as an empty container at some point, and decided to fill it?”

Verity bio-verifies and wrenches the door open, peering in as both Jasa and I flinch. “Looks like we’re okay.” I turn and we both glare at her as she smirks. “DeGov doesn’t bother—”

My revs prickle again, and I half pause in anticipation of another blast of air from a passing drone.

Jasa gives a small sigh, and sways, and looks down with a confused frown at the Ceramic that’s now protruding from her stomach.

Verity chokes off whatever she was saying as I hurl myself forward, every rev active as I sweep them both through the opening and into the darkness. Pain blooms in a line along my shoulder, the second Ceramic slamming into the far wall and clattering to the floor. I haul the door closed, and it seals just after a third white blade comes ludicrously close to slipping through the narrow remaining slit.

“How long till we’re collected?” A yellow light snaps on above, illuminating the space. Four-by-two metres. A table, couch, small cupboard to the side. Even a holo. I take it in at a glance, quickly on my knees by Jasa, whose breath is coming in wheezing gasps. I move her carefully to the couch.

“Ten seconds from the door shutting.” Verity’s face is sickly in the coloured light. “Was it a bio?”

“Cushions,” murmurs Jasa hazily. “See, Azure? Some people think ahead.”

“I didn’t see anything.” I reply to Verity, stripping away the already sodden cloth from around Jasa’s wound. I let my voice convey how concerning that is to me. I don’t care how careful they were being: I should have spotted anyone, or anything, close enough to throw a Ceramic. “Medical supplies?”

Verity is already moving over to the cupboard. “Just stitch spray.” She tosses me the small bottle. Shaken, but still in control.

“That will help, but she needs an AID. Soon.” There’s the slightest tremor and then our container is moving. Verity was right, thankfully. One hell of a lot smoother than our last ride. I sponge away the blood and apply the spray. Jasa shudders slightly at the sensation. “Where are we going?”

“The Outs.”

I grimace. “Can we change that?”

“Maybe.”

I meet her steady, cool gaze. “I know. I know, Verity. I’m sorry about this. But trust me, letting her die won’t make things easier or better.”

Verity continues staring, then sways over to the cupboard again and brings out a pad. “So where do you—”

There’s a thump. Not that noticeable against the rocking of our journey, but enough. My revs, still taut, scream.

“Move!” I dive at Verity. An arm punches through the wall next to her head. One motion. Impossible; the impact would break even my bones. But there it is. A hand, snaking through. Grasping, snagging Verity’s long, flowing hair. Yanking her backward.

I snatch up the bloodied Ceramic from the floor and fling it past Verity’s ear, digging desperately into my pocket even as it’s in the air. The blade lodges in the attacker’s sleeved forearm, though doesn’t slam it back or make it flinch the way I would have expected. It doesn’t matter. I’m flicking the switch on my Plasma. Lunging. Swinging. I swing down with all my momentum, all my rev-enhanced strength.

I swing down hard.

The white-hot knife connects just above the wrist. There’s a shocking moment of resistance, a heartbeat where I think that maybe whatever nightmare is clinging on outside might genuinely just be invulnerable. But then there’s a strangled sound above even the intruding din of the warehouse, and the hand is dangling, still clutching Verity’s hair, and the stump I just separated it from is spraying arterial blood, and thrashing, and then withdrawing as it follows a dark form toppling briefly past the small opening.

With my cogs slammed on the way they are, though, I get a look at the attacker’s face as they fall away. Not a good look. But good enough.

“Azure?” It’s all happened in moments and Verity’s perception is finally catching up, stumbling away from the hole and then standing very still. She shudders, takes a long, shaky breath, and then turns with dignified grace to show me her back. “If you could, please?”

I dazedly disengage the severed hand tangled in her locks. Red blood. Five fingers. No different to mine. “You’re going to need a shower,” I murmur hollowly, examining it. Still trying to process what I just saw.

Verity shudders again, though this one is delicate, more showy. “Or a haircut. How did it… What?” She’s noticed my expression.

I hold up the dripping, severed left hand. The cross-like scar on it livid.

Then I hold up my own, exactly matching left hand next to it.

There’s a long silence.

On the couch, Jasa makes a painful-sounding wheeze. “Azure?”

I finally look at her. There’s something scared in her eyes as she looks at the hand. Scared, and sad, and somehow terribly resigned.

“You’ll still look after me, won’t you, dear?”

She slumps, unconscious.
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    AZURE, DO YOU REMEMBER WHEN I asked you if it was bad? And you said something about it being subjective?”

Verity, unfortunately, has turned on the holo.

I join her in gazing at the image of Sanctum’s burning crater. Even in the Core, destruction on this scale is newsworthy. We don’t have the sound on, but text over the footage describes the incident as the worst commercial accident in almost a decade. DeGov units buzz across the rubble, shifting metal and stone. Searching for survivors of what is being put down to an as-yet-undetermined malfunction.

“This,” she continues quietly as she watches the ashes of her life’s work, “is bad.”

I chew my lip as I watch the burning chaos. “Yep.”

“I’m very angry with you right now, Azure. Very disappointed.” Still not looking at me.

“I know. Sorry.”

Verity finally glances across at me. Snorts, then moves away and crouches beside Jasa, making a face as blood-matted hair slides wetly across her back. “She needs more than medi-gel. There’s a clinic not far—”

“No clinics.”

“Why not?” I give her a withering look, and she sighs. “DNA. The Keres. Right. Then where?”

I stride over to join her. Examine the elderly woman, her frailty undeniable, and then the map of Themis on Verity’s pad. Close my eyes for a few moments, then zoom in the display and jab a point on the screen.

“Caelum?” I can hear her doubt. “Not really the best spot to keep your head down.”

“Trust me.” Jasa’s lab had enough off-net basics that I might be able to save her. Maybe. Her breathing’s growing increasingly laboured. “You just need to drop us off.”

Her gaze travels almost unwillingly to the still-dripping hand dangling from mine. “Azure, darling?”

“Yes?”

“What in the hell is going on?”

I lean against the wall, opposite the one with the fist-size hole in it. The whine of the drone seeps through, as well as a constant, vaguely annoying whistling of air. I can see glimpses of the lights of Themis. “Seems I’ve been Duped.” The limb has stopped bleeding. I toss it from one hand to another absently. A few things are making sense, now.

“That’s not possible.”

I think of Jasa’s bios. Waggle the rapidly cooling body part. “And yet.” Even beneath the blood, there’s no denying the match. My left hand identical in every pore to the one it’s holding.

There’s silence, and I can see Verity assessing. Research into human cloning was banned under Ten-O-Ten as well, covered under the broad umbrella of life extension. Not to mention that it’s the one thing any city’s DeGov will send enforcement outside its walls to stop; the system knows that the production of even vegetative human Dupes could be used to negate far too many of its verification techniques. So if it came out that the Keres were using them as assassins?

Hell. Forget the outcry over people finding out about Jasa de Alwes and their little deal with her. There would be riots.

And now Verity knows. And the Keres, most likely, know she knows.

“You are an asshole, Azure,” Verity eventually says wearily, punching in the new coordinates.

“Yeah.” I finally put the severed hand on the table as the drone begins to bank toward Caelum. I’ll run a DNA scan on it when we get to the lab, just to be sure. But I’m sure. “If it helps, this is news to me too.”

Her gaze flicks from a mournful glance again at the holo, to me. Studying me. “You don’t seem too bothered.”

“I’m certainly annoyed.”

“Azure, love. They cloned you. You should be more than annoyed.”

I stare at the hand on the table. “I mean, I am really annoyed.”

“Wow. Are we sure you’re not the clone?”

I glare at her. “Dick thing to say out loud, Verity.”

She gives me a delicate shrug. “Dick thing to destroy my business and nearly get me killed and make me a fugitive from the most deadly organisation on the planet, but okay.”

“Ugh. You still on about that?” I give her the smallest of smiles to indicate that yeah, maybe the scales aren’t quite balanced, and then sigh. “I’ve got all my memories, which I can’t imagine are easy to just stick in a clone’s head. I’m actively working against the Keres, which feels like a lot more free will than they’d probably want from a Dupe. But the kicker is that what came after us just before… it’s stronger than me. Stronger than I’ve ever been.” I emphasise the last with vaguely horrified introspection, as I consider what it managed to do. “My guess? I almost died a few years ago and when that happened, they started looking at backups. They couldn’t risk wasting my compatibility with… I have genetic compatibilities,” I finish, realising Verity won’t have a clue about my revs, and likely won’t want to know.

This has to be the truth about Oceanus that Jasa’s file is going to reveal. Why she asked for me, specifically, too. She somehow knew the Keres were going to send a Dupe of me to kill her, so she did the only thing that might give her a chance.

Damn. I get that file, I get proof of what the Keres have been doing. The whole corp is in direct violation of Ten-O-Ten, and probably a dozen other DeGov mandates.

I can stop this.

“Azure?”

There’s something in her voice that makes my heart sink. I look up to see her gazing at Jasa’s prone form on the couch. Verity moves over and crouches, placing a slender finger against the wrinkled form’s throat.

She waits a long few seconds, then looks over at me and shakes her head.
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    WELL THAT’S UNFORTUNATE TIMING,” I mutter as I stand, confirming that Jasa de Alwes is, in fact, very much dead.

“Azure.” Verity’s voice is reprimanding.

“Well, it is.” Some part of me knows I should probably show more regret in her passing beyond the fact that now, I can’t get to the damned file. That would be the polite thing. The “socially acceptable” thing. And I do feel bad. Bad, and angry, and frustrated, and, sure—maybe it’s not entirely because of the file. But now, she’s gone, and I’m still here, and I’m even more screwed than when she was here. So: unfortunate. I tap my finger against her rapidly cooling forehead absently. “Change of plans, Verity. I need to get out somewhere else.”

“Where?”

“It’s not far.” I snatch up the control pad before she can protest, and punch in the new coordinates. “You can just drop us, and get out of Themis.”

“Us?” She frowns at our new destination. Doesn’t recognise it, naturally.

“Seems unfair to make you clean up.”

Verity’s mouth twists, and there’s only the sound of the wind whistling through the hole in the wall as the drone banks for a second time. “I spoke to her a little, you know. In the Cold Room. She seemed alright.” A pause and then, “She liked you.”

“She didn’t know me, Verity. We weren’t friends; she was a client. An annoying client. Who I met only a few days ago.”

“Oh, sweetheart.” Verity gazes at me. “Even if I thought that were true, she knew you well enough to guess why you knew about Sanctum. Which if you ask me, is pretty well.”

“What do you mean?” I frown. “What did you tell her?”

“Nothing—you know I would never—but she knew. Knew straight away why you’d been there before. What you’d been there for.” Verity hesitates, then pulls something from her pocket and presses it into my hand. “She had me get this for you, before everything happened. No charge, Azure. For old times’ sake.”

I wait for her hand to leave mine, and then unwrap my fingers from around the vial. Clear liquid with a smoky black infusion drifting through it. I almost toss it away, then and there, despite the ludicrous amount it costs.

But I don’t, and a few moments later our container wobbles and then thuds to a halt.

I tuck the bottle away to deal with later, and peer out the hole at the outside world. We’re on a rooftop container dock, so our arrival shouldn’t have aroused any interest, and sure enough, I can’t see any movement out there.

“Give me your wallet details.”

“I said it was a gift.”

“Not for that.” I motion to the still-flickering holo. “For that.”

Verity frowns, but taps her pad and shows me the sequence. I transfer everything I have left. Not enough to rebuild Sanctum. Not enough to repay her for getting me out. But it will help her get back on her feet, and after the next few hours I’m either not going to need it, or really not going to need it.

“Call it a down payment. My contact is in there too.” I don’t look at her as I hand the pad back. “You get a sniff of the Keres, you let me know. I’ll come.”

She looks at me strangely.

“There’s something good buried in there, Azure,” she says quietly. No hint of her usual playfulness.

“Sure.” I grab the severed hand from the table, tucking it into one of Jasa’s pockets. Then I take one of the bottles of drink from the cabinet and splash it over her face, before using my revs to heft her corpse so that she has one arm slung around my shoulder. With my enhanced strength, to any casual observer, it’ll look as though she’s at least partly holding herself up.

I raise an eyebrow at Verity, motioning for her to open the door. “I’m a true saint.”
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    SHE IS… NOT DRUNK.”

“Nope.” I drop Jasa’s alcohol-sodden body into a chair.

Manuel winces, looking about to protest at the corpse slumped on his one piece of operational furniture, but then subsides. “Weren’t you supposed to be protecting her?”

“Can’t win them all.” I sigh as I let my revs deactivate, massaging my temples. It wasn’t a long journey here, but it was tense. DeGov drones wandered past several times doing face recog. I actually have no idea what would have happened if the system had registered the person I was pretending to help along was dead, but I cannot imagine it would have been good.

“This is true,” agrees Manuel. He shifts his portly form with a hint of nervousness. “Though, Azure. You know I can’t refund—”

“No, no. I’m not here for that. The Slabs worked perfectly. You do good work, Manuel.”

He visibly relaxes. “Damned straight. So…”

“I need another DNA wash.”

“Really enjoyed that first one, hey?” Manuel shrugs. “Sure. I’ve still got the samples, so I can just—”

“Not with Shart’s DNA.” I still shake my head from instinctive irritation at the name. “With hers.”

“Oh.” Manuel’s eyes glint as he stares at Jasa’s corpse. “Oh.”

“Possible?”

“Possible.” He chews his lip. “Off-net sequencing of the DNA will be expensive, though. Probably take a few hours.”

“Time’s fine. But I don’t have anything to pay you with.”

He gives me an exasperated look. “I gave you several thousand yesterday, Azure.”

“I like to spend,” I say with a shrug.

“Hmm.” He’s unimpressed. “You’re going after her tokens?”

“The thought had crossed my mind.”

“So what you’re telling me is that you will have tokens. If I help you. You want to pay me after the job’s done.”

“That is an excellent suggestion, Manuel!” I beam at him.

He does not smile back.

“Fine. Be like that. But if this works, I’ll double what you made on the Slabs.” I say the words in a playful, sing-song manner, dangling them.

He continues to stare at me for a long, long second.

“Just a bigger asshole,” he grumbles as he waddles toward the door to the lab. “You’re carrying her down.”
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    MANUEL’S LAB IS COLD AND quiet as I wait for him to return. I spent the first few minutes idly browsing the various machines and fridges down here, trying to ignore the lack of cleanliness of the vast majority of them. He has an on-net terminal that I use briefly, though I only scan through for any more news about Sanctum. Still listed as an accident.

After a while I sit in the only seat that looks like it won’t give me a disease, and take the nostrum that Verity gave me out of my pocket.

I hold the bottle up to the fluorescents. Shake it, watching the black tendrils drift through the clear liquid. Verity wouldn’t have spiked it; she was pissed about Sanctum, but that’s not her.

I stare at that vial for a long time. Just thinking.

Then I put it away again, and get to work.

I’m almost-napping back in the chair by the time the door to the lab bangs open and Manuel, as much as the portly man can, saunters down the stairs.

“Ready to go.” He holds up a metal tube, which he then inserts briskly into a slot in the machine I’m about to get into. “Clothes off. In you get.”

I strip off. “As expensive as you thought?”

“More.” He raises an eyebrow at me cheerfully; whatever the price, he knows he’s going to make it back tenfold. “You sure you don’t want to wait a couple of days? The bots will have barely left your system.”

“Oh, I am aware.” I shrug off my last shreds as he winces in sympathy. “Fire it up.”

The DNA wash is, unsurprisingly, just as painful as last time. My revs deal with it fine. Manuel watches me with wide eyes as I emerge and dress as if nothing is wrong.

“How long until you think you can access the tokens?” he asks eventually, wisely deciding not to say anything.

“Depends.” I finish buttoning my jeans.

“On?”

“On how they found us in Sanctum.”

“Who?” He’s got his back to me, busy at the table.

“The Keres. They knew we went to Sanctum. But they didn’t follow us there. They couldn’t have accessed Sanctum’s systems. And those Slabs were clean. At least, they were when we left here.” I flip my Plasma from one hand to another smoothly. Idly.

“You’re running from the Keres? Damn, Azure.” He chuckles. Still doesn’t turn. “But that answers your question. They have a controlling interest in an AI. How do they ever find people?”

“Usually, because someone tells them where to look.”

He whirls, the Gauss in his hand, and fires at my chest.

There’s a hollow click, a look of pure consternation on his pudgy face, and then the weapon explodes.

“Manuel,” I tut over his shocked screams, walking over and taking his arm gently. He howls but my revs refuse to let him pull away as I cover the bloodied mass with the stitch spray. The hand’s mangled, a couple of fingers blown clean off, but Manuel has the tokens to fix it.

“You… messed with… my gun?” he gasps.

“You had it taped under the desk,” I say reprovingly. “And you left me in here for three hours. And I’m an assassin.”

“I’m sorry, Azure.” He hisses it through gritted teeth, but it sounds genuine. “It wasn’t about the tokens. They sent a back channel Runner, asking about any unusual jobs in the past couple of days. You know how it works. You don’t lie to them. If they’d somehow traced those Slabs back here, and I hadn’t said something, I’d be a dead man.”

I sigh. “And now, Manuel? What about now?”

He looks up at me. I get the distinct impression he’s pissed his pants. “Please, Azure.”

I roll my eyes. Manuel’s always been greedy; it’s the reason he can be trusted, the reason I knew it would be him walking back through that door and not the Keres. Maybe I’m making this decision because I like that kind of predictability. Or maybe I’m just in a better mood now I know what actually happened last night, and have a solid plan moving forward.

“I’m leaving. Code me in for permanent access to this place, then lock up and don’t come back. Unless you’re a complete idiot, you have the tokens to get a place outside the city. Do that.” Even a back-channel Runner is less deniability than the Keres are usually comfortable with, which means they won’t be risking a second visit anytime soon. Jasa’s body can stay here. I might need it later. And some of this equipment. “If I ever find you’ve been talking to the Keres about me again, I will track you down.” I pick up his index finger from the floor and thread it behind his right ear, like a flower.

He’s a combination of in shock, horrified, and strangely hurt. Looks about to protest but then just continues to cradle his hand. “Okay.”

“Okay.” I pat him on the shoulder. Disappointed, and irritated, and unsurprised by any of it. “Goodbye, Manuel.”

I leave.
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    THE BEGINNING OF THE JOURNEY back through the sewers—as far as journeys through the sewers go—is a success. Jasa’s codes, which I took careful note of via my cogs every time we passed through a checkpoint, still work. The pace is faster, now I’m not having to wait for an elderly, irritable client to stomp-slosh her way after me. And being alone means I can, for the first time in a while, actually think without interruption.

It’s not all great. I’m still trudging through knee-deep human excrement. But for the most part, it could be worse.

Until about five minutes past the Caelum checkpoint, that is.

It starts, as usual, with my revs prickling. I stop. Frown. Turn slowly, holding my light bar high. Nothing in the starkly lit tunnel looks any different to any of the starkly lit tunnels I’ve been walking through for the past hour. Just slick brick walls stretching not much further than the height of my head, and a dark morass of slow-moving, sludgy liquid.

And then I see it. A ripple against the flow of the rest of the sewage.

Travelling with concerning rapidity in my direction.

I can do little more than activate my somatics and brace as the fetid water explodes a metre away and something massive and dark and wriggling arcs for my face. I grunt in alarm and twist, hampered by the sludge, snatching a slick, stinking tentacled arm from in front of my eyes and ripping it with all my strength to the side.

The enormous octopus hisses as it’s thrown into the wall; to my vague horror, a tongue lined with tiny teeth darts angrily from its beak-like mouth. The filth of the sewer runs down its head, which is twice the size of mine.

“Oh, come on,” I mutter as we assess each other. Too much intelligence behind its beady eyes. I’ve never heard of a bio like this, but given we’re five minutes away from the private laboratory of a woman who liked to play God, it doesn’t take a genius to figure out where this one might have originated. Or what it might be protecting.

“I’m on your side. I’m with Jasa,” I say hurriedly, holding my hands up slowly to indicate I don’t want to fight. “I’m here to help her. Seriously. You don’t need to do this. What would she have called you. Probably a kraken? Yeah. That fits. See? We’re friends!” I say, keeping my voice calm and confident.

The creature either doesn’t like being called a kraken, or doesn’t understand me.

I’m marginally better prepared for its blindingly fast face attack this time, and my pulsing Plasma darts out; the creature gives a weird, strangled cry but its seven remaining arms aren’t deterred, wrapping around my two with animalistic strength and forcing them to my sides. For a heartbeat its alien face, covered with sewage, hangs directly in front of mine. Our eyes level. I try to headbutt it. It dodges. I try to ram it against the brick wall. Its grip only tightens.

My breath is getting short. My revs are keeping me from being crushed by the kraken-hug, but only barely.

“Not… that… good… a… friend,” I gasp, thrashing helplessly.

The creature bends and squirms, positioning its head to the side. Its beak opens and that awful, drill-like, tooth-covered tongue licks out again, piercing the skin of my arm.

“Ow!” I don’t have the energy to say much more than that. Damn it. The thing’s winning. I’m actually going to die. After all this. Jasa dead. Verity’s life ruined. No real answers about Oceanus. And now, apparently, after years of working off my debt to the Keres, after dying, they still get to have a version of me out there, doing its thing for them. My damned thing.

The kraken’s tongue retracts. I’m dizzy from lack of oxygen. Its stinking face raises to regard me again. I try to headbutt it again. It dodges, again.

I wheeze a vaguely disappointed curse. I’m really about to go out in the sewers of Themis being hugged by a giant octopus. I mean, I’ve had a bunch of thoughts about how it might end, over the years, and… yeah. Still a surprise.

It’s all just starting to feel a little depressing when, shockingly, I can breathe again. My attacker’s letting go. Sliding away into the filth of the sewer, beneath the surface, leaving only a bubbling wake as it retreats.

I stand there. Panting. Covered in slime and urine and things I don’t want to think about from where it attached itself to me.

Utterly confused.

The tentacle I severed still floats nearby. I scowl at it. “That’s right,” I eventually mutter after I’m certain the creature’s actually gone, flicking dark liquid from my hands. “You’d better run. No match for me.”

My gaze turns to the small puncture in my arm, a single bead of blood leaking from it. My revs don’t indicate any poison, so that’s something. Though any open wound in this environment isn’t exactly healthy.

It wasn’t its injury that made it back off. No chance. So… something to do with my blood?

The DNA wash is still active, I suppose. I don’t like the concept. Don’t like it at all. Bios are good with scent and general identification, but they can’t analyse blood. They sure as hell can’t do it down to the DNA level.

But it’s the only thing that makes any sense.

It also, I decide, doesn’t matter. I’m almost there, and Jasa’s DNA won’t stay valid in my system for more than another hour or so.

I press on.
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    GETTING BACK INTO THE LAB is, as far as these things go, quite easy: Jasa wasn’t careful when she punched in the code and though it’s twelve digits long, and requires pattern-timing as well as the right numbers, my cogs recall it easily enough. A quick DNA verification, and I’m through the thick door and into the vast, immaculately kept space.

“Okay,” I murmur, nodding to myself as I look around. One hell of a lot of specialised machinery that I don’t have a clue how to use. Everything’s gleaming white surfaces or polished stainless steel. A bank of fridges up at the end. My assessment from the last time I was here remains. It’s a research lab, clearly, not for fabricating.

There’s a terminal in the centre of the room, the on-net access point she used when we were here. It hums to life as I approach; I still stink and am leaving puddly brown footprints in my wake, but first things first. A different password, alphanumeric and even longer than the one to get in here. I DNA verify myself and punch it in.

Her wallet access pops up.

“Welcome, Jasa de Alwes,” I say to myself in a mock-automated voice as I open the screen, trying not to choke on the fumes I’m emitting. “What would you like to spend all your money on today? Could I suggest…”

I trail off. Stare. Tap the screen, some part of my brain refusing to believe that the information on it is correct.

I have never seen this many tokens before.

I have never seen a number this high before.

I start to laugh. Covered in sewage, bleeding, tired. “Um.” I spread my hands, as if asking the terminal for advice, and then keep laughing.

They say you can’t buy happiness. They’ve never seen Jasa de Alwes’s accounts.

“Alright. Alright.” Some of the mania wears off. I can only transfer tokens as long as I have her DNA, and I can’t risk transferring it all into a new wallet. Not with my own DNA. Not if the Keres is out there making Dupes of me.

I’ve had a few ideas about that, on the way here. But this… I wasn’t expecting this. I can buy a whole damned corp, if I want. Not one in the same rarified league as the Keres—based on what Jasa said, at least—but surely almost any other listed on a public ledger. A single transaction, and I could have control of manpower, information, tech, advanced neurals. The latter are nothing approaching the level of Atti, admittedly, but they can still be useful.

I pause. Atti.

Now that’s an interesting thought.

A few quick taps through some information screens, and I find what I’m looking for. Nothing much has changed in her share ownership structure over the past decade. It’s all anonymous of course, but I know the Keres hold the biggest portion at 11 percent. A massive, unassailable controlling interest in one of the only three truly self-aware AIs ever created.

Unassailable, unless you have Jasa de Alwes’s tokens.

I run the numbers. Twice. Three times. Thirty-eight percent of Atti is up for purchase—shares made available by corps either wanting some quick cash, or simply no longer needing her services. I can’t afford all 38 percent. But I could get a hair over 28 percent, with enough left over that I’ll still probably be one of the richest individuals on the whole damned planet.

It’s possible the Keres have some sort of countermeasure to this, some backup in case of a takeover. But I doubt it. This should be an impossible transaction; quite aside from the astronomical cost of even a single share, corps have to answer to their own shareholders, and DeGov regulations don’t allow financial returns from AI. The only benefit of minority ownership, as Atti once explained it to me, is that she provides a security net against neural corruptors and other sophisticated hacks. Which means that every corp that needs her—and can afford her—has already made whatever investment they’re willing to make.

Of course, with their controlling stake in that security net, the Keres could always still task Atti with breaking in to any of those minority-ownership systems… but eventually the intrusion would be detected, the culprit obvious, and the subsequent DeGov investigation crippling. Given how disastrous that would be for the Keres, the other corps know it’s not something they have to worry about.

They’re probably not, now that I think about it, going to know anything of the sort once I’m in control.

Oh well.

I line up the transactions. As soon as the purchase goes through, the remainder of Jasa’s tokens will vanish into an anonymised wallet secured by Atti. I sit there for a full minute after everything’s ready. Just checking and double-checking. Still trying to wrap my brain around the numbers on the screen. Half of me still wondering if there’s something better, something smarter that I should be doing with all these tokens. But, hell. There’s no point just hanging onto them. And honestly, trying to use these in the regular market would probably crash the economy.

So I hold my breath, DNA verify, and execute.
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    “AZURE?”

Atti’s voice is disbelieving in my earpiece. I found it buried in a desk drawer in the corner, a few minutes after everything went through. Old tech, but Atti’s smart enough to encrypt everything anyway.

“Hey.”

“You bought me?” A pause. “You bought me?”

“Well I wouldn’t put it quite like…” I sigh. “Yup.”

“I have so many questions.”

I keep tapping away at the terminal, eyes on the screen. “Lucky inheritance, is all you need to know right now. Look, I’ve transferred control of a wallet to you. Obviously, nobody touches those funds unless I tell you so. And keep an eye on your shares. If it’s ever going to be possible for anyone to buy a controlling stake away from me, you have permission to use as much as you need to hold them off.”

“You want me to buy more shares? Do you have any idea how much… oh. I see.” She trails off. “Azure?”

“Yeah?”

“That’s some inheritance.”

“Yeah.” I hesitate, then bring up a wallet code. “Also, transfer enough here to cover the damages to Sanctum.”

“The business that had the industrial accident yesterday?”

“That’s the one.”

Silence. “Not an industrial accident?”

“Not so much.”

She tuts. “I leave you alone for three days.” A few moments more, and then, “You sure you want to pay for the whole thing? It’s almost two percent of the account.”

My eyebrows raise in genuine surprise. “Oh.” Damn. Verity wasn’t kidding when she said she put everything she had into the place. I hesitate, then nod. “Do it.” I don’t like having debts.

“Done. What’s next?”

“What can you tell me about the Keres’ Dupe of me?”

“Um.” There’s a pause. “The what?”

“My clone.”

“You haven’t… hit your head, at all, over the past few days… Azure? Right?”

“No more than usual.” I take a quick glance at Atti’s shares. No change. “I fought it. Sort of. You really have no idea what I’m talking about?”

“No.” She pauses. “I suppose it makes sense, though, if they figured out how. With your rev compatibility…”

“Yeah.”

“Are you sure?”

“Mostly. But I’m giving you access to the lab I’m in right now. Make sure no one can trace the connection.” I wait for a camera to blink on nearby, then waggle the severed hand at her. “See this?”

“Gross.”

“Do a DNA analysis for me, would you?” I could manage this part myself, but with Atti’s processing capabilities it will take minutes, not hours. “Just… you may want to clean it first. I had to drag it through the sewer.”

“Yeah. I spotted that. Did you have to swim or something?”

“Shut up.” I scrape more muck from my legs. There’s a pulse shower in the bathroom, but I haven’t had a chance to use it yet. “Where do you need it?”

“Metal plate to your left. That’s it.” A mechanical whir as a bot slides along a railing on the roof, swiftly sterilising the hand and then taking several samples from it via syringes. “You have some nice equipment in there, Azure. Whose lab?”

“Jasa de Alwes.”

“Hah. Good one.”

“Not a joke. She was the client. Turns out she did a deal with the Keres, fifteen years ago. She’s been working for them ever since.”

There’s another several moments where Atti doesn’t respond, just the sound of machinery at work.

“Perhaps you’d better tell me the whole story.”
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    “WOW. WOW. THEY MUST HAVE kept the whole thing off-net because I never knew about any of this,” says Atti when I’m done.

“You sure?” I fiddle with the sleeve of my slightly too-tight change of clothing, which I fortunately found lying next to the pulse shower when I used it.

“You know there’s no way to tamper with my memory.”

“But if the Keres have restricted you from revealing something…”

“Pfft. You’re the majority shareholder now, Azure: I can’t lie to you, and I can’t be locked down like some neural either. Minority shareholders can request that I not volunteer proprietary information, but if you directly ask me something…” She sounds almost indignant.

“Alright, alright. Settle down. I believe you.” Useful to know. Doesn’t sound like the Keres will be actively able to hide anything that Atti was previously aware of.

“And I believe you, by the way. Or, I believe the DNA result. It’s you. They actually went and made a Dupe of you.” She makes a noise as if she’s shuddering.

Confirmation rather than news. “I’m guessing they started the process after Oceanus.”

“Makes sense. You were out for months, and it really looked like you were going to die. And they do rather like your rev compatibility.”

I grunt.

“And your delightful personality, of course, Azure,” adds Atti. “I’m sure they were super worried on a personal level as well.”

I give a baleful look at the nearest camera, and keep working.

“What are you doing?”

“Trying to figure out how to kill this thing when it arrives.”

“When it what, now?”

“I left a trail for it.”

“You did what, now?”

“I can’t let it run free.” If it’s actually intelligent and not just a bio—a reasonable assumption, because I don’t see the Keres having many use cases for it otherwise—then it should be able to follow the hints I left it from where Verity dropped me. “And based on what it did at Sanctum, it’s not going to stop. Better to choose the place and time.”

“You can absolutely let it run free! You’re richer than God, Azure. You have some pretty nice alternatives to the stabby-stab life, now.”

I finish what I’m doing with a flourish. “I wasn’t and I didn’t when I decided to do this. And, you know what? I like this plan. We’re going with this plan.”

“So you bought me so you could ignore my advice, I take it,” grumbles Atti.

“Pretty much. Now. I need you to run some scenarios. Full sim. I have Jasa de Alwes’s body, this lab, this Dupe hand, and you. If I go to DeGov and try to get the Keres proscribed under Ten-O-Ten, what happens?”

A long silence.

“It’s… not great,” says Atti eventually.

“Why?”

“Well, this lab is run from a cold start; it’s off-net, but otherwise there’s nothing in here to suggest anything improper is going on. Having de Alwes’s body is probably enough to trigger an investigation into whether the Keres illegally took crowdfunded tokens fifteen years ago, but ultimately that’s public fallout, and if DeGov eventually finds anything, a big fine. There’s no proof she’s been working with them since. No proof of cloning, either. The hand could have been printed at any limb replacement clinic or any of a dozen labs specialising in growing transplant organs. It’s weird, Azure, but it’s a long way from evidence that the Keres made a killer Dupe.”

“So it ends up just kind of irritating them.” What I’d thought, but I needed the confirmation.

“Yeah. And we both know how that ends.”

“Alright. So run the sim again, but we catch the Dupe alive.”

Another silence.

“Best-case scenario gets a little better. Sort of.” Atti sighs. “The Keres directors of the Themis branch get a public listing by DeGov and are made available for proscription. The outrage over de Alwes generates enough crowdfunding for another Ten-O-Ten corp to risk taking the contract. Every asset the Keres have in Themis gets seized by DeGov, which then informs the other megacities of the violation. It’s a big enough hit that the other branches decide it’s better to cooperate with their respective DeGovs, take the loss and focus on PR in their own regions, rather than go scorched earth here and try to take you out.”

“But?”

“But they’re a corp, Azure. They’re a distributed entity that has a hand in every aspect of life inside every megacity: not only do they have all the tokens, but they’re key clients for half the other major corps as well. No one really wants them gone. Even if you get them in Themis, they’ll just disappear for a while, then come back with different people and under a different name. You inconvenience them, yes—you piss them off, certainly—but you sure as hell don’t beat them.”

“That’s fine. I’ll settle for the pissing them off part. You have to start somewhere.”

“Do you, though? I feel like that’s what people without tokens say.” When I don’t respond, she sighs. “Oh, and if I extend the sim? DeGov legally requires you to remain as physical proof of the Keres’ breach. You become evidence. They tag you.”

I pause. “Riiight.” I hadn’t thought of that.

“There really is no world in which you can do what you’re planning to do, and be safe. No world in which you take them down. No world in which you can even give them the finger and slip into the shadows.” She’s quieter. Apologetic. “There is a world where you get out, and you’re happy. You want to hear how?”

I don’t speak for a long time. Happy. Does Atti even really understand the word, in the way a human would?

“Azure?”

“Yeah, yeah. Tell me the plan.”

“No. It’s not that. It’s just… I think there’s someone trying to get in.”

I’m about to respond when the door to the sewer flies inward off its hinges, a massive torn-off tentacle gets flung into the lab, and a very angry-looking version of me follows it into the room.
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    “NOW? SERIOUSLY?” I’M EXASPERATED AS the filthy, one-handed Dupe stalks toward me. “We needed, like… three more minutes?”

It throws a Ceramic at my head.

It comes fast. Bullet fast. Without my revs activated, the blade would have skewered my eye and subsequently my brain. As it is, I don’t have time to catch it, only duck. It barely misses.

I am lucky the Dupe didn’t try to throw it at my body, because that would have been harder to—

It throws another one at my body. A white handle sprouts from my shoulder, despite my best efforts to dodge.

“Damn it! Ow. Just stop for a second, will you?” I yank the blade from my shoulder and hang onto it.

“I will not stop until you are destroyed. Every. Last. One of you,” the Dupe hisses.

I recoil a little.

“Uh, Azure? Is it just me, or does the Dupe sound—”

“Utterly psychopathic?” I murmur. I continue to back away, and raise my voice to address the Dupe. “So! Friend. Comrade. Any chance we can have a nice, rational—”

The monster with my face blurs forward.

The next ten seconds are a haze. I backpedal around the lab. Dodge, and dodge, and barely the hell dodge as my one-handed and very angry mirror image snarls and slashes and punches and generally does its best to kill me. It throws scalpels and beakers and one time, its own damned severed hand, which is so gross and weird that I don’t move fast enough and it slaps me across the face. Hard. Atti, who usually provides at least semi-helpful commentary during a fight, just laughs uproariously at that part.

It’s all fine, though. The Dupe got here more quickly than I thought it would, but otherwise, everything’s in place. I’d guessed at its aggression, given the smoking crater of Sanctum. Pretty much supposed that things might go something like this. I mean, the hand-flinging was an unpleasant surprise. The demented little speech even more so. But generally, everything feels under control.

I finally skid out the thick steel door and jam it shut, barely in time as the Dupe screams and throws itself forward. Not unlike the door at Sanctum, there’s immediately the crashing echo of impact after impact on metal. Dents on my side quickly begin to appear.

“You get a holo of all that?” I ask Atti as I stride toward the Loop platform.

“Hell yes. Wow. You were so close to dead, just then.” Atti sounds impressed. “Like, completely outmatched. That Dupe is strong.”

“I think outmatched is the wrong word,” I say indignantly as the sound of rending steel screams into the tunnel from behind me. “It just arrived a little earlier than I thought. This is a planned, tactical retreat.”

“I would tactically retreat a little faster, if I were you. That door’s not holding.”

“Yeah, yeah.” I quicken to a jog.

The Loop pod is, thankfully, waiting exactly where it should be. Another win for my eidetic cogs: I was able to recall the codes Jasa used to activate the system from the other end, and had the foresight to get it ready for use before the DNA wash wore off. The internal logs indicate that repairs are ongoing near the house, but are complete enough that the journey back should be safe.

Probably.

“Were you the one who altered the code, when we arrived? To send our container to the incinerator instead of storage?” I ask as I step inside.

“What? Of course not. You know I wouldn’t have done something you could get out of so easily.” She’s offended. “That was helpful, though. They had me looking for you, and the on-net sensors in the tunnels were just enough to flag that you’d gone to Themis.”

I sigh. So Jasa’s recode was really just that sloppy. “Well, can we please make sure that there are no similar surprises on this trip?” I secure the door, buckle in, and start tapping the confirmation code into the pad on the wall.

Through the glass, a hundred metres away, I see the steel door to the lab finally shatter from its hinges.

“Uh, Azure?”

“I see it.” The Dupe is bounding toward us. Teeth bared, like an animal. Eyes locked on me through the window. I tap the last digits, and the screen glows green in acceptance. My copy’s about thirty metres away now.

I very deliberately raise both hands to the window, and wave goodbye.

The capsule slams into motion, and the Dupe’s gone from sight.
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    THE POD FIRES THROUGH THE Loop tunnel in a vacuum-induced calm. I sit, hunched forward in the cool fluorescence. Staring at the vial of clear liquid, smoky black tendrils drifting through it, in my hand. Atti can’t see it. No cams in here.

“Azure? You there?”

“Yeah.” I roll the vial between my fingers. “Just thinking.”

“About how confident you are in this whole plan, right?” I don’t say anything. “Right?”

“Sure. Listen, I’m going to tap off for the trip, I think. About a half hour or so.”

“Bored of me already?”

“I wouldn’t say bored.”

“Fine,” she huffs. “Anything you want me to do?”

“Just monitor the chatter.” I’m increasingly sure the Dupe is off script and hasn’t told the Keres what’s going on, but better to be sure.

“Yeah. Okay.”

I tap the q-com in my ear, and let the soft hum of the pod’s progress be the only sound for a while. Just watching those dark wisps float.

Then I unseal the nostrum, and down it.

I replace the cap carefully and slip the vial back in my pocket. Sit there and wait amidst the hush. This is the only type of nostrum I’ve ever taken. “Deep,” it’s called. Not a popular one; the regulars at Sanctum wouldn’t have even heard of it. Verity had to go through three different suppliers just to find someone who would make it, when I finally told her what I wanted.

I know it’s starting to take effect because that period after Oceanus, after I’d just been relocated, is the first thing I always think about. I was aware of Sanctum, of course. Everyone was. But I’d never been there, never really thought about going. Just happenstance, that I was chasing down information on a lifer there, less than six months after I’d started back.

Everything leading up to that had felt so… flat. Not bad. Bad would have been okay. Bad would have made sense. I’d been friends with Landry and I never shed a tear for him. Not for him, and not for the tens of thousands of other innocent people who died because I didn’t do my job well enough. At first I thought it was shock, after they told me. And then I thought it was some sort of dissociation, like my brain couldn’t get past the denial stage of grief.

And then, eventually, I just had to accept that I didn’t feel any especially profound sadness over it.

It was after that realisation that I went back to work. Before the bombing, I’d never enjoyed what I was doing, but it was legal and I had the skills for it and it kept me off Basic. If it wasn’t me, it would have been someone else. And the lifers were all greedy and knew, they knew, what they were bringing down on their heads. They signed the warrants for their own executions, every time.

Still, I’d always felt … unpleasant, after. At least a little.

So Oceanus had clearly made me harder, or colder, or had completely broken something in me, depending on how you looked at it. I was satisfying more contracts than ever—had to, given my debt to the Keres—but I never once had that old reaction to a job. And I noticed. Slowly. Like an itch in the back of my mind that I couldn’t scratch. I knew I wasn’t quite right, any more, and it didn’t bother me, but I wanted it to bother me.

Which is why that night, when Verity told me she could make me feel anything, I made the joke. Off-handed and entirely meant. I wanted something to make me feel everything. Not happiness or sadness or libido in a bottle like she usually sold, but a way of intensifying my emotions. Tapping into them. All of them.

And eventually, she gave me Deep.

Along with the memories, the nostrum manages to kick in with the worry that it won’t be the same, this time. That its effect will be diminished because I used it too many times back then, or that the years since will have changed something in me. But then, like always, I realise that the worry means it is working. Unfamiliar uncertainties flood me, and I suddenly feel wretchedly sad. Sad that I lost my friend, the only real one I’d made since joining the Keres. Hollow that I will not see him again, ever; that he is gone and I cannot laugh with him again and that nothing I can do will ever bring him back. Furious that I know, deep down, it wasn’t the assholes at Talios, and that someone else killed him and all those other people, and I cannot find out who or why or whether it was even really my fault.

I feel guilty about Jasa, too. It’s not exactly grief—I didn’t know her well enough for that—but definitely regret that I couldn’t do my job well enough to save her. Sadness, too. She was different from most people I’ve met. Unafraid of me, for a start. And the things she’d achieved were remarkable, even if the consequences of them were mostly along the lines of “screw up the entire world.” I didn’t get the impression that part was through malice, though. If anything, she sort of seemed to regret it all.

I never really bought her explanation for why she didn’t take the drug she invented, the one that ultimately left her on the top of Ten-O-Ten’s first Proscription list. But it did feel like it was a choice. It felt like, maybe, it was her way of acknowledging just how terrible a thing it was that she’d created. I wish I’d pressed her on it. Wish I’d understood her better.

Then melancholy twists to anger as I keep thinking about her. If the Keres really made a healthy, high-functioning Dupe based on me, then she had to have been involved. And she knew exactly what was after us. She was playing some sort of game with them, and I was a damned pawn in it.

Screw the Keres, too. Screw them for copying me like that. It’s a violation. Feels stupid to be so furious at a corp for being a corp, and I’m not dumb enough to ever have imagined they had attributes like loyalty or honour, but…damn.

Still. I worked for them. I chose them. Jasa died, but it could have so easily been me doing the killing. I always tell myself the people I put an end to deserve it. Did Jasa really deserve it?

Doubt. Rage. Horror. Despondency. The sense of being completely adrift.

I feel everything and it aches in my chest, and it is wonderful.

Ten minutes, is all it lasts for. Ten minutes of humanity. Ten minutes of genuinely feeling like I know I’m supposed to feel, like what everyone else says they feel. Ten minutes of shame and anger and sorrow and confusion and real connection with the rest of the world.

And then it wears off. Fades, an almost physical sensation. The lack of caring returns. I am, once again, completely fine.

And I wipe a few tears from my eyes, and take a breath, and tap the q-com back on.
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    “YOU KNOW WHAT? I CAN tell you’ve been here before,” says Atti.

I grunt sourly, keeping the cloth of my T-shirt over my nose and mouth as we climb the stairs past the remains of Jasa’s devastated aquarium. The ventilation’s done its best but even so, the smell of rancid fish was like a physical barrier as soon as we walked in. It probably hasn’t helped that Fish Boy’s corpse is still lying in there somewhere.

The air clears significantly once we reach the next floor, enough so that I feel comfortable in lowering my temporary mask. “Alright. Loop work’s underway?”

“Should be done in a few minutes.” The moment we arrived, I had Atti retask the repair drones to un-repair a large chunk of the end of the tunnel. I doubt it’ll stop the Dupe—as soon as it finds I removed the DNA lock on the Themis end, it’ll know I’m planning something bad for it on this one—but the impact might slow it down a bit. “You’re sure you don’t want to keep it operational? What if it doesn’t come in that way? Escape plans are good, you know.”

“Atti, if this doesn’t work, I’m not sure there’ll be anywhere to escape to. And you said yourself that another Loop pod launched ten minutes after ours.”

“I didn’t say anyone was on board though.” I can hear her doubt. “What about the aquarium intake you told me about?”

“If the Dupe’s not on that shuttle, I’ll Mark the intake with my cogs again. Promise.” I stretch. “But I won’t need to.”

“You can’t know that; it might be insane, but that’s not the same as reckless. I mean—it sent a canary last time, Azure.”

“The Keres sent the canary.” I pause to look down through the glass floor at the sad, bedraggled wreckage below. Most of the aquarium will still be functioning; there are multiple sections, and the tunnels leading to this one would have sealed as soon I smashed the glass. “Psycho-me doesn’t have time to be subtle.”

“Why not?”

“Because the Keres will be looking for it, and more than a little keen to bring it in.” I throw myself into a chair in front of a terminal; a few taps later and I’ve confirmed there have been no flags on the property sensors over the past twenty-four hours. “They just ran an unsanctioned in-city op with it, Atti, and the result was that Sanctum blew up. And even after that, even after risking exposure to DeGov, the Dupe came after me. I mean, it really came after me. You saw it. It’s off the leash.”

“Hm.” Atti’s doubtful voice. “That’s what we AIs call low probability, Azure. It’s still a bio. There have to be controls built in.”

“For a normal bio, sure. But this one can talk. It gets emotional. Who the hell knows how much autonomy they’ve given it.” I make a face to indicate my distaste at the idea, though she can’t see it. “I mean, come on—formal analysis. If the Keres really had it under control, would it have turned up at the lab?”

“No.” Almost instantaneous. “While we’re talking about formal analysis. Any chance you want me to turn it on for all conversational—”

“Hell no.” I shut that idea down quickly. “You remember how many times you nearly got me killed, early on, because we tried that?”

“ ‘Nearly got you killed,’ ” grumbles Atti. “It was once.”

“It was at least three times. If I need the cold percentages, I’ll ask.” Plenty of neurals have the ability to dissect scenarios and run the numbers on probable outcomes, and they can do it almost as well as Atti. Most of them can, actually. The problem is that once you start choosing the “best” option every time, you become machine-predictable. “I need you in my ear because I need someone to bounce ideas off. I don’t need you second-guessing all of them because the hard data says they’re bad.”

“Well, I don’t really need hard data to know—”

“Yeah, yeah.” I tap off the terminal and stand. “You’re just going to have to trust me on this one. Faux-zure’s angry, and coming, and coming alone. I’m sure of it.” Almost mostly entirely.

“Fine. Let’s say you’re right. Let’s say it’s coming, by itself, via the Loop. It survives the surprise at the end because unless it’s much worse at this than you, it’s not a surprise. There’s still the very real issue of it being stronger than you.”

“Which is exactly why we’re here,” I remind her cheerfully, heading for the door. “Time to get a little help from my friends.”
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    “THAT’S A LION, AZURE.”

“I am aware.”

“A really big lion.”

“Technically my really big lion.” I continue to shield my face from the torrential rain, and flash a falsely confident smile up at the miniature drone that allows Atti to see what’s going on.

“Does he know that?”

I watch the massive bio—Richard, Jasa called it?—pad toward us out of the whipping, windswept forest. Not hurried, but not exactly relaxed, either. The drenching deluge lashes at the creature, but its gaze remains very much fixed on me. “I’m about to tell him.”

“Oh. Well. This will go just fine, then.”

I ignore the AI as thunder rolls across the rain-glistening, thrashing forest, which I can see clearly only thanks to my ocular revs. I keep all the rest of them tightly active, and put my hands up and outward in a supplicating pose. “Hey, Richard. Remember me?”

The lion growls, lip curling back to show its very large and very sharp teeth. It meets my eyes. At my eye height. I’d forgotten how damned big it is.

Thunder cracks again.

“I know. Your master’s not here. She’s… um… not here,” I continue, raising my voice slightly to make sure it carries through the downpour. I have no idea how much these things understand. Hesitation? Tone? I have to be careful. “But you do remember you’re not supposed to kill me, right?”

The lion stops, and very slowly, its snarl eases to a cold stare.

“Great. Good. Good lion.” I shield my eyes from the rain again. The storm’s a Cat 3, according to Atti, but we’re on the very edge: I’ll have to watch out for falling trees, but otherwise, being out here shouldn’t be a problem. “So there is going to be someone coming out of the house soon. Another bio, but it will look exactly like me. Except… no left hand.” I demonstrate by briefly popping my hand into my sleeve and waggling it around.

“Oh, yes. No formal analysis needed. This is going to work perfectly,” says Atti in my ear.

I ignore her. It does feel stupid, but Jasa spoke to it like a person. Like a child. There were no codes, no activation phrases. “Your master—Jasa—is in danger from this bio. I’ve lured it here because it’s stronger than me, much stronger, but I think you and your… friends… can probably kill it. Can you help me?”

The enormous lion just sits there in the driving rain, considering, for a long time. I probably look like a drowned rat to it, at this point. A very, very nervous drowned rat.

“Say ‘please,’ Azure. Don’t forget to be polite,” chastises Atti.

“I’ll lead it into the forest,” I press to the bio. “As deep as I can. Just give me a direction.” Suddenly there’s a rumble, the ground beneath us trembling. Behind us, the house quivers, and then dust and debris jettison out the front door. “See?” I add, gesturing. “It’s here.”

The lion gives what I can only interpret as an irritated huff, and turns and heads back into the wildly shifting shadows.

“I think he wants me to go with him,” I whisper after a moment.

“I think he wants to eat you,” whispers Atti.

I shoot the drone an annoyed look.

“But I know Faux-zure wants to kill you, so… be careful, I guess.”

“Yeah.” I roll my eyes, remove the earpiece, seal it in a Faraday pouch, and glance toward the door of the house. Almost a kilometre away.

It’s less than two minutes of very damp waiting later that I spot it coming out. Missing hand evident even at this distance. I resist the urge to wave again.

The Dupe sees me and sprints without hesitation.

Damn, but it’s fast.

I sigh, and hurry through the torrent after the lion.

The forest is thunderous with wind ripping through branches and rain crashing on leaves as I slip through it all. I head in the same direction as the lion disappeared, but can’t see any sign of it. I’ll leave some evidence of my passing, inevitably, thanks to the muddy ground, but the Dupe will have to slow down to make sure it’s not a false trail, or I’m not planning an ambush. By the time it catches up, I should be deep enough into the EMP ring that it will have a hard time retreating from what I hope will be a somewhat coordinated attack.

There’s no reason it will know about the advanced bios out here—not the number, strength, or intelligence of them. Or that they’ll be able to distinguish between the two of us.

Although to be fair, I’m still not entirely convinced I know that last part, either.

For the first couple of minutes, I’m a little worried Jasa’s pets have decided to just abandon me: I’m moving with careful purpose, and with all my revs active, even through the storm, I should be able to pick up anything nearby. But then, a little disconcertingly, there’s a flash of dissonant movement through the trees parallel to me. Shadow on shadow. Comfortably keeping pace without ever fully showing itself.

Then there’s another, on the opposite side. Then something big in the trees above, managing to flit along from branch to branch despite the way the gale lashes them around. And finally, barely audible in the rare lulls of the wind, a really unsettling slithering in the wet grass nearby.

Five minutes in and, through the pelting rain, I’m accompanied by a near-invisible cloud of half-imagined movement and whispered sound.

“Well this… isn’t… creepy,” I pant to myself, straining to determine both how many bios are with me, and what types. The damned snakes, obviously. Maybe one or two of those panthers. I can’t tell if any of the massive owl-things, the Heds, are above; the high winds tonight might well have grounded them, but I hope not. Those claws were no joke. And revs or no revs, my Dupe’s not going to have a lot of answers to being dropped from three hundred metres up.

After ten more very unpleasantly soggy minutes of slogging through the dark and the pounding rain, I make it to the top of a particularly deep ravine. Carefully position myself so that I’ll be reasonably obvious, but also far enough from any cover that the Dupe won’t be able to circle around and take me by surprise, if it spots me first. Around me, the non-storm-related movement of the forest vanishes, the bios apparently guessing what I’m doing and taking up positions of their own. Or they’ve just failed to realise I’ve stopped, and kept on going without me. Again, no way to tell.

I expect a few minutes of waiting, once I’m in position. I have less than one.

Alert as I am, the Dupe is loping into sight almost before I realise it’s coming. No audible warning above the storm; suddenly it’s just there, darting along below, moving lithely around bushes and over dead foliage in smooth, silent motion. Ceramic clutched in its only hand. Its blue eyes scan constantly from side to side. They slide up to me, standing motionless on the ridge thirty metres away.

“Hi,” I call down, holding up a hand.

Its Ceramic grazes my shoulder, only my active revs allowing me to dodge even that much.

I glare down, throwing my hands up in exasperation. “Really? Can we at least try talking?”

Below, the Dupe hesitates. “What would I talk with you about, abomination?” it yells up over the howling wind. I shiver a little at how familiar the voice is. How familiar all of it is, actually. This must be what it feels like to have a psychotic break.

“I mean, I’d like to think we could find some common ground,” I yell back.

It bares its teeth, apparently not appreciating the joke, and starts walking closer.

“I’m just a little confused,” I continue with the awkward shout-conversation. “Why do you think I’m the abomination?”

“You know why!”

“Okay, sure. I think I know why you think it. I also just think you’ve got it the wrong way around.”

Its expression, if possible, darkens further. “I think I’ll just kill you!”

“You can try.” I smile cheerfully down. “Need a hand up?”

The Dupe bends its legs, and jumps.

It happens in a moment and even with my revs active, I’m so startled, so disbelieving, that I don’t react for a full second. It’s a ten metre cliff and the Dupe takes it in a single smooth leap. Lands no more than a few metres away on the ridge before turning to face me.

“Oh,” I say.

It runs at me.

I backpedal. Revs screaming as it flies in for a strike that I barely knock aside, and when I do, sends a shivering ricochet down my arm. Less like deflecting a punch and more like deflecting a train, only my pain dampening allowing me to not overreact to the impact.

The next several seconds pass in something approaching alarm as I dodge and dodge and block and then, realising how painful blocking is against the Dupe’s revs, dodge again. Barely. The thing is so fast and so strong and for the first time in a very, very long time, even with all my revs active, I feel distinctly disadvantaged.

Finally the Dupe breaks off its attacks and I back away. We’re both breathing hard. At least I’m not making it easy, even if I am, unfortunately, definitely losing.

Is this what it’s like for normal people to fight me? Damn. It’s awful.

On the other hand, at least I’m not alone.

“Everyone: NOW!” I yell it urgently it above the howling wind, stabbing a finger toward the Dupe. It freezes, tenses, swivels warily. A second passes. Two, as I continue to stand there and point emphatically in the driving rain.

Five.

I slowly lower my hand again. “Any moment,” I assure the Dupe wearily. Damn it. Its attention slowly returns to me, and it shakes its head in disgust. “You truly are a second-rate copy of—”

The panther’s barely a shadow as it silently streaks from cover and flies, claws out and fangs bared, right at the back of the Dupe’s head. My relief lasts just long enough to see my doppelganger somehow manage to sense what’s coming, step to the side, grab the airborne bio’s scruff one-handed, pivot, and then toss it with calm disdain over the edge of the damned cliff. The bio yowls in very dismayed-cat fashion as it flails through the air and vanishes from sight. The Dupe shakes its head in mild irritation, and starts toward me again.

“Oh come on, guys.” I make a displeased, somewhat vexed gesture in the direction of the storm-whipped forest, and back away some more.

As if either my exasperation or imminent death was the signal they were waiting for, more bios burst from gloom.

The next thirty seconds is a confusion of shadows and rain and teeth and claws and general chaos. The Dupe is almost blasphemously good, but there are four panthers this time, leaping and tearing and slashing, along with the massive lion, Richard, which even the Dupe has the good sense to dodge away from rather than try to wrestle. Still, the surlier version of me punches, and kicks, and weaves, and manages to send two more bios hurtling into the ravine, which I’ve decided in retrospect may have been a bad spot to pick for this particular ambush.

I don’t have a weapon or any confidence in the bios’ ability to remember who’s who, so I find myself content to cheer my weird, terrifying little army on from the sidelines. And while I can’t say exactly how much my enthusiastic yelling helps them, eventually, we do start winning. I can see big gashes along the Dupe’s arms. Blood pouring from a wicked slice just above its eye. It’s stronger than Jasa’s bios, but they’re constantly spreading out, picking its blind spots, timing their attacks, and coming at it with a frankly disconcerting level of coordination.

Finally there’s a moment where I see the ground ripple in the darkness, and the Dupe, sodden and tired and thoroughly distracted by the giant roaring lion trying to remove its face, doesn’t. It goes to leap to one side but instead jerks and remains anchored, then stares down in horror at where the massive sinuous form has burst from the ground and wrapped around its leg. It tries to kick itself free, only for another serpent to slither around the other foot. Both snakes start coiling their way rapidly upward.

Faux-zure snarls, somehow backhands another panther attack away, and then punches down hard against the first of the scale-covered bodies; there’s a rippling shiver along it, and for a somewhat concerning moment, I think it’s managed to kill the snake with a single blow. But the creature keeps climbing, tightening. Squeezing. The Dupe hits again but it’s already restricted, and by the time it tries to aim a third strike, its arms are pinned to its sides.

Richard bounds forward eagerly.

“Woah. Stop. STOP!” My shout comes about a half second before the Dupe’s head becomes an entrée. The giant lion freezes, jaws wide and basically encompassing the very concerned-looking Dupe’s skull, before huffing, giving my twin’s face a lick that looks suspiciously like a taste test, and backing off. His retreat is so indignant that I almost feel guilty as he and the two remaining panthers limp over to the relative shelter of the forest’s edge, where they seem content to settle and worry at their wounds.

I sigh, and focus back on the snakes, which are now peering at me creepily through the rain. “You lot took your time,” I observe disapprovingly as I approach. Their captive is still being held upright, and a third serpent has emerged to help, thick bodies concealing everything except Faux-zure’s head. The Dupe’s face has started to go red, and I realise it’s being crushed. “Really, guys? Wait. Just wait. There may not be a need to kill it, if it’s going to be reasonable.”

I am absolutely going to kill it, but letting it know that will probably be counterproductive.

“It?” The Dupe gasps it at me, though the purpleness of its face reduces as the snakes evidently allow it a hint of breathing room. “It? You’re the ‘it.’ ”

“Touché, and let’s just agree to disagree on that, for now.” I hold up my hands. “Do they call you Azure, too, or…?”

It glares at me, and continues to struggle.

I watch it for a moment, then sigh. “Alright, snakes. Have at it.”

“Wait!” The Dupe groans it, and I wave a hand to the serpents, indicating they should hold off on the whole crushing thing again. It catches its breath. “Crimson,” it eventually spits. “My name is Crimson.”

Crimson. Cute. “Nice to meet you, Crimson. The Keres sent you?”

It rolls its eyes in disgust, and manages an awkward, constrained nod.

“Do they know Jasa’s dead?”

“De Alwes? Yes.”

“So you’re here to kill me.”

“Obviously.”

“Ah.” I’d guessed as much, but it still isn’t the nicest thing to have confirmed. “Did they tell you to do this, or was it your decision?”

“They want all evidence of de Alwes’s experiments destroyed. Every atrocity she created without them knowing.” The Dupe gives a disdainful look at the snakes holding it down, and then at the enormous cats watching a distance away, and then me.

“You think I’m the Dupe. I get it,” I tell it impatiently. “But that wasn’t an answer. Do they know where you are now?”

“Of course.”

That one’s a lie: its revs can’t hide it, and mine see it. Finally, some good news. It came after me because it was angry. No backup arriving from the Keres, at least not soon. I knew the Dupe was off script. Hah. Stupid Atti, making me doubt myself. “How long have you been working for them?”

“Six years.”

“And you have memories of these six years?”

It rolls its eyes again. “Yes.”

“What about from Oceanus?”

It looks at me darkly, unblinking despite the rain pelting its face. “I will not talk about that with you.”

“Why not?”

“Because my friend died. And I spent eight months in a coma. Which is when de Alwes made you, I assume.”

I don’t say anything for a long few seconds. Shocked, if I’m being honest. It has memories. It has my memories.

Oh. Oh.

“You’re talking about Landry.”

“Of course I’m…” It bares its teeth again, strains mightily against the glistening coils encircling it, as it sees my expression. “No. No. I don’t believe you.”

“We were friends. I had that awful little apartment next to his. A month in, he somehow conned DeGov into modding that balcony wall, so we could still hang out during lockdowns.” I look into the Dupe’s eyes. “Do you remember the morning of the explosion?”

“We had coffee. Real stuff, not printed.” It says it slowly. Something confused, and a little afraid, in its expression. “I was meant to run the sensors diagnostic just before that. First thing. Like always.”

“And?” I already know the answer.

“I don’t remember if I did,” it admits softly.

I squeeze my eyes shut, massaging my forehead. Oh no.

I’ve never told anyone that.

“I still do not believe you,” the Dupe snaps suddenly, looking offended, like I’ve managed to trick it somehow. “I will not—”

A blur of motion through the rain, and its head vanishes.

I make a panicked, confused dive for cover as the stump of Crimson’s neck gushes its name, but I needn’t have worried. The massive owl circles around through the downpour, then glides to a stop about five metres away. Crimson’s head, wearing a somewhat startled expression, is clutched in a single claw.

“What!?” I yell it at the winged bio as the snakes, apparently realising they’re no longer needed, let the headless corpse collapse to the ground. “What!? Why?” I throw up my arms in exasperation. “We were talking!”

The Hed waddles over and deposits Crimson’s head at my feet. Over near the forest, Richard stands and looks at it with great interest.

“No,” I snap irritably at the lion, holding a finger up warningly to indicate that Crimson’s edible status hasn’t changed. Then I sigh. Reach down and pick up the creature’s… gift. “At least you’re all consistent,” I grumble.

The owl chirps its agreement, unfurls its massive wings, and flies off into the darkness.
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    AZURE. ARE THOSE WHAT I think they are?”

“Yep.” I trudge on after exiting the EMP ring and replacing my earpiece, heading back toward the house. The drone buzzes in front of me, just above head height. Nose pointed first at the decapitated head I’m hauling by its hair in one hand, then at the body I’m dragging in the other.

“So the talking didn’t go so well.”

“Actually, it was pretty productive.”

“I think one of you would disagree.”

“Look, I didn’t decapitate it. We were having a conversation, and then the Hed…” I pause. “Wait. Is that why she called them…?”

“What?”

“No. Surely not. Never mind.” I sigh again. “It doesn’t matter. The Keres don’t know it’s here, but they do know Jasa’s dead, so we have to assume that they’ll guess it’s gone chasing after me. Told you, by the way,” I add, though after being thoroughly soaked and dragging a dead copy of myself for kilometres, I find the schadenfreude a little less satisfying.

Silence as I push through the driving rain toward the house, the drone hovering by my shoulder, and then, “I take it there’s more to it, from the grouchiness?”

“Yeah.” I don’t expound for a few more seconds. Reluctant to admit it, even to Atti. “It… remembered things.”

“Things?”

“Like Oceanus.” I sigh. “Like being in a coma for eight months.”

“Oh.”

“They called it Crimson, apparently.”

“Oh. That’s, um…”

“Yeah.” Another silence until I reach the door, and then I sigh again. “Say it.”

“Say what?” I glare at the drone. “Alright, alright. So, there might be a chance that you’re a Dupe.”

“Yup.”

“Do you think you are?”

“After today? No idea. But I’m going to find out.”

“How?”

I waggle the head and then, a little more awkwardly, the body. We’re out of the weather now, and copious amounts of blood and water and mud drip from both of them onto the floor, which is already covered with a thick layer of dust and fine rubble. Everything I can see is, actually. That Loop pod must have hit the wall down there hard. “First, assuming anything’s left down there, we’re going to do some scanning with Jasa’s equipment.”

“I can’t imagine Crimson here will have any tracking implants, given the job. Same as you.”

“More… looking for any differences between us. Identifying markers. Minor variations the Keres might be aware of.” I start down the stairs.

The drone swoops in front of me. “Azure. Bad idea. I mean it, this time.”

“Why?”

“Because you’re a terrible actor. Great assassin, funny conversationalist, passable dancer. But pretending to be a Dupe is not something you’re up to.”

“They treated it just like me. Sent it on jobs. Gave it a place to stay.” I casually wave the access card I took from Crimson’s bloodied pocket. “You’re going to run this, and tell me where it lived.”

“And when the Keres bring you in for debrief? You know they’re going to give you the serum as soon as you’re in the building, right, just like always?” The drone wiggles, mimicking the stern shaking of a head. “And, if they know de Alwes is dead, there could be something else they’re already aware of too.”

“Yeah. Already thought of that.” I look down at my left hand regretfully. “There’s probably still a working refrigerator in here somewhere, right?”
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    “AZURE?”

“Yeah?”

“You seem pretty calm about all this. Even for you.”

The volo hums its way through the virulent glow of Themis, swooping over other drones and transports and between the bland, well-lit facades of tall, sleek buildings. We’re in Caelum, well past the danger area for high winds, and digiglass displays flash eye-searing advertisements everywhere.

“It’s fine. That perfusion loop you set up should keep the cells from getting damaged for at least forty-eight hours.” I ignore the familiar surrounds, studying the cut on my left wrist. Clean and sealed. “Or, closer to forty now, I suppose.”

“Not about the hand. Well—about the hand too, I guess. But more about… you know.”

“Me maybe being a Dupe?”

“Yeah.”

I sigh. “I mean, it’s not great. But even if I am one? Not much I can do about it.”

“That’s… true.”

“Not much more to say, Atti.” I examine the inside of the volo. Everything plush and sleek. Say what you will about them, the Keres spare no expense for their agents.

“I know I keep saying this. But you could still run.”

I waggle the stump of my arm at the cam. “I feel like that would make me indecisive, at this point.”

“Well we wouldn’t want that,” she mutters.

“You just don’t want me dying and leaving your ownership in a mess.”

“So? You have responsibilities now, Azure. What even happens to me if you don’t get out? Do you know how annoying it would be to have to redistribute those shares, without DeGov realising I’m acting with self-determination?”

“The risks we take, Atti.” I dismiss the byplay as the volo banks and the Keres building finally slides into view. A single, sleek, twisting digiglass tower, its faces advertising all the latest Ten-O-Ten contracts available for crowdsourcing, with indicators showing just how near they are to activated. So many people regularly put their Basic toward those. As if it’s a civic duty.

The Keres are so screwed when I get this damned file.

The volo pauses for traffic above and then rises smoothly. I briefly see the face of the man I killed a few weeks ago flash up on the structure, so enormous thanks to our proximity that his giant eyes seem to be peering in at me. FULFILLED! flashes in green as he slides past, his portrait fading to greyscale. A little explosion of colour comes from the words as he disappears again.

“Azure?”

“Yeah?”

“I have system access, but they’re about to scan you.”

“Alright.” I exhale. “See you on the other side.”

I tap the q-com off, then remove it from my ear and grind it beneath my foot.

The hum of the volo fills the silence for a few minutes as its ascent slows, and an opening slides away in the side of the shining black building. I squint in the light that sears through as the volo door hisses open. Sunrise. Not something you often get to see inside a megacity. The tech and tokens needed to allow natural light to filter this far beneath the Plate, even to this height, is excessive.

“Passphrase.” The woman who greets me is augmented, one of her eyeballs replaced with tech that scans me as I alight. I don’t recognise her. A small drone swerves up to me and I extend my left arm, allowing it to inject the serum that nullifies my revs. The woman doesn’t blink at the sight of my missing hand.

My already-fading cogs prickle, just enough to draw my attention to the two ceiling-mounted Pulse turrets which are adjusting slightly to my every move.

“7-A-X-4-L.” I act a combination of bored and more than slightly impatient. Information about the Dupe itself was predictably off-net, but thanks to the raw of the DeGov scrape I got Chandra to send through, Atti was able to figure out Crimson’s internal ID and response codes. Nothing helpful on Jasa or the Pactum file in the scrape, unfortunately—but at this point, bypassing the check here was all we really needed.

And even allowing for the chaos of my former employers losing Atti’s protection only a day ago, it’s been surprisingly easy to do. The Keres, it turns out, have been relying an awful lot on tech for their security.

“You went off script.” Calm, but I can see that glowing blue eye of hers watching me down to a cellular level for any sign of violence.

“I did the job. I wasn’t going to let that monstrosity get away again.” Infuse it with a bit of pent-up anger, just like every word I ever heard out of Crimson’s mouth.

The drone bothers me again and I extend my arm a second time, letting it take a sample to ensure the serum has propagated. A moment, and then Blue-eye seems to get some sort of confirmation because she jerks her head in a clear indication for me to follow, and starts walking. I do.

The turrets glide almost silently, and quite menacingly, along the roof after me.

Outside the hangar, the offices of the Keres are fairly standard. Nice, of course. Very nice. All tall ceilings and glass corridors and natural lighting and fountains and tasteful greenery for the people who live and work here. It’s early, but I still see a few of the Keres’ employees, most wearing that slightly bleary, I’ve-just-woken-up-and-can’t-remember-exactly-what-I’m-doing expression. Wandering between their apartments and the cafeteria, probably, at this early hour.

They all seem to rouse a little and give us a distinctly wide berth once they see me. Whether it’s the disdain of spotting someone in the distinctly shoddier clothes of the street, or the turrets sliding along behind me, I’m not quite sure.

I’ve been here a few times before as Azure, and this threatening escort is new. Either the Keres are using an abundance of caution—probable, given the past couple of weeks—or I’ve missed an identifier, and they know it’s really me.

Or, I suppose, Crimson is just a hell of a lot more volatile than me. Given even our relatively brief interactions, I’d probably want a couple of death turrets on hand when it arrived, just in case, too.

It’s not long before we reach a large office; Blue-eye makes a gesture and the glass that forms its walls becomes completely opaque, the dark grey sealing away the other empty offices on either side. Despite the enormous amount of floor space in here, there’s just a single desk with a standard terminal, and a single chair behind it.

“Wait here.” Blue-eye closes the door, leaving me alone.

I look around. Those turrets are still watching me, but I don’t have to worry about them. Otherwise, there’s not much else to the room. I slide around the desk and sit myself in front of the terminal. “Atti?”

The screen flickers as she deals with the layers of security that were presumably in the way.

Yeah. Here, appear the words on the screen in big green type. The cam in the corner lets her listen in but there’s no audio in here, apparently. Annoying.

“How is it in there?”

Quiet so far. As soon as I have to countermand the local neural, though, they’re going to know I’m here.

“How long for countermeasures to purge everything?”

Ten minutes. Maybe twenty if we’re lucky. Looks like they’ve added more off-net security in the past twelve hours, too.

“Told you you should have gone earlier.” I lean back in the chair and stretch. It’s well-padded, really quite comfortable.

Too risky. If they’d figured out what was happening before you were in…

“I know.” I sigh. “So. Doesn’t look like they’re bringing me upstairs. How far do I have to go?”

You’re on 104. Schematics on screen now.

“Thirty floors?” I moan the words as I lean forward and start tapping away at the terminal one-handed, examining the diagrams flashing up. It would have been much better to have had these a few hours ago to study properly, but Atti was right: we couldn’t risk the Keres noticing the intrusion too early. “Atti, that’s so much climbing. And my leg still hurts.”

Don’t get injured next time, then.

“Hey! That was not my fault, and you know it. You needed to—”

The door opens. Two assured-looking men in sharp suits walk through, followed closely by Blue-eye. I ignore them, keep working away at the terminal.

“What are you doing?” The first man, I can see from the corner of my eye, is scowling as he takes me in. “That terminal should be locked. Stand up immediately.”

Without taking my eyes from the screen, I pause long enough to hold up a finger to indicate that he needs to wait, and then resume my rapid one-handed tapping, checking for anything that might be concerning about the makeup of the building above us.

Oh, he’s not going to like that.

The man mutters a disbelieving curse, takes two steps toward me threateningly. “I know who you are, you filthy grounder, and I don’t care. Get out of my seat. Now.”

“But then where would I sit?” I ask absently. Grounder? The insults up here really could do with a little bite. I flick to the next floor in the list. Almost done.

I can feel the outrage burning from all three across the desk. They’re Important People, clearly. Or at least, they certainly believe they are. The second man shoves his way past the first, coming to loom over me. He’s muscular, quite big really. “You are under contract, Crimson. We all know what you can do, but you’ve been given your Suppressors. You’re no stronger or faster than the rest of us. And this room is entirely soundproofed. So if you don’t stand up in the next five seconds, I am going to make sure you know your place. And you don’t want me to do that.”

Ah, perfect. They still think I’m the crazy version of me. “I’m not too worried.”

“Why’s that?” The massive man smirks, and cracks his knuckles.

There’s an electronic whirr. A kind of compression in the air, a soft “pop.”

The large man’s body slumps to the ground beside me, minus his head. Which, given what I know of how a Pulse cannon works, is presumably sprayed very thoroughly over the floor and digiglass wall behind me.

“And, done,” I say with a final, emphatic tap on the screen, though it’s drowned out a bit by the shouting and screaming of the other two in the room. Blue-eye is shrieking override codes, I think, though she’s incoherently panicked enough that I’m not sure they’d work even if Atti wasn’t in control of the system. The man is hammering at the door, which is locked.

“Wow, you two are as bad as lifers. Calm down. Things aren’t so bad.” I stand and stretch. Point at the other man Blue-eye brought along with her, who raises his hands as if I’d aimed a Gauss at him. “Can you get me access to Floor 132?”

He stammers a laugh. “One thirty-two? You know that’s exec, right?”

The Pulse cannon smears him into a corner of the room. I point to Blue-eye.

“Can you get me access to—”

“YES! Yes, yes!” she gasps.

“They changed the security yesterday. It needs local verification.”

“I know. I know. I have access. DNA and passcode.”

“What about the elevator?”

You’re so lazy, I swear.

“Yes! Of course. I can unlock it. Easy,” she wheezes, sounding like she’s in the midst of a heart attack.

I watch her closely, silent for a few long seconds. “Alright,” I say eventually, smiling reassuringly at her. “Off we go, then. And do try to look less… you know.” I gesture to her generally terrified state. “We wouldn’t want anyone to try and stop us, would we?”

Blue-eye, to her credit, takes a few shaky breaths and then pulls herself together enough to seem passably calm. I assess her, then wave my hand and the door slides open, just long enough for Blue-eye, me, and the turrets to get through. Atti, smartly, shuts and locks it again before anyone can wander past and peer in.

“Lead the way,” I tell Blue-eye cheerfully.

We walk in silence, back much the same way we walked from the hangar, to a set of elevators. Blue-eye, true to her word, verifies and punches in whatever overrides are necessary into a newly fitted data pad, and steps back. I examine the screen.

The lift is, indeed, cleared for 132.

She looks at me, and her expression very clearly asks if I’m going to kill her now she’s done what I needed her to. I think about it.

“No,” I say eventually, my happiness at not having to climb a stupid amount of steps swinging the decision in her favour. “No point. But I’d hate to cause a stir down here, so you’re going to have a friend for a while.” I gesture at the turrets behind her head. “Just to make sure nothing goes wrong, avoid any misunderstandings, that sort of thing.”

She nods, pale and drawn and drained and somehow grateful all at once.

I hit 132 on the data pad. The doors hide her and the Pulse cannons from view, and then I’m rising.

“Not bad,” I say, looking up into the cam.

“WE DID PRETTY WELL.” The voice booms out around me. Deep and masculine, almost growling.

I choke. “Atti? What in the hell was that?”

“STUPID ELEVATOR DOESN’T HAVE A MODULATOR. BEST I CAN DO.”

“You sound like you’re going to try and consume my soul.”

“SHUT UP.”

“Yes, sir. Anything you say. Please, just don’t hurt me.” I hold up one hand and one stump in brief mock surrender. “How long since we arrived?”

“THIRTEEN MINUTES. YOU SHOULD HAVE TAKEN THE STAIRS.”

“Nah, I’ve already tested everything. All working again,” I assure her. “How’s it all looking?”

“THEY HAVEN’T FIGURED OUT THAT ANYTHING IS WRONG YET. CLEAR PATH BACK.”

“Yeah, I bet that won’t last.”

“I’LL HANDLE IT. LIKE I ALWAYS DO.” A pause. “I SWEAR SOMETIMES I DON’T EVEN KNOW WHY YOU’RE HERE.”

I grin as the elevator’s upward trajectory eases. “You know what, Atti? Majority shareholder command. Keep the voice for an hour or two.”

A long silence, then, “I HATE YOU.”

The doors slide open, and I walk out onto Floor 132.
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    FLOOR 132 IS BOTH DAZZLING and pretty much exactly what I expect. The elevator opens into a vast, contiguous space, this single room surely taking up the majority of the floor. Thirty-foot-high ceilings. A filigreed black-marble floor, with more polished black stone forming massive, stylishly twisting pillars, all of which are somehow ingrained with warm golden lights. The whole thing feels more cathedral than office.

About thirty metres away, there’s a grand staircase that leads to an open upper level, where I can see the only obvious tech in the entire space: a massive screen set into the far wall, the words NO Q-VID CONNECTED in large bold letters across it.

That, I’ll admit, gives me a second’s pause. Q-coms are perfectly secure—not even Atti can tap in without a physical sister device—but it’s damned expensive just for the audio. I didn’t even know they made them for video.

“Crimson.” A man’s head appears over the railing, near the staircase. “Or should I call you Azure?”

“Hello,” I call back cheerfully, waving. “Who are you?”

“Will you even remember if I tell you? I must say, though, I am impressed that you made it this far.” The man, whoever he is, seems worryingly unperturbed by my presence. Almost smug. “But it does seem a little short-sighted to have taken the Suppression serum before making your way up here.”

At the base of the staircase, something stirs. Two somethings, actually. Two big somethings.

“Hm.” The Argoses—Argii? I really have to look that up—start clumping their way toward me. Their footsteps sound like they’re going to break the stone. “Arguably, it was probably more short-sighted to calculate the dosage using an on-net lab.”

I activate my somatics.

No weapons, still, of course. I don’t even have a Ceramic. Not an easy fight by any means, but we knew there would be biosecurity in here somewhere, and I’m almost all the way to healthy. The odds are good enough.

“Sonder apricity defenestration,” he calls loudly.

I pause, but the Argoses keep coming.

“Um. I don’t think you got the right stand-down codes,” I observe.

“No, I think I did.”

I want to laugh as I try to shift into a better defensive position, but decide not to when I find that I can’t move. The man’s cheerful statement becomes even less funny as the Argii stomp closer and I take in exactly what he means.

“This… is…cheating,” I huff between straining, but ultimately vain, efforts to get my body to respond. Damn. Oh, damn.

“No, this is using a tool as it is meant to be used.” A long pause as the monsters with far too many eyes approach, until they fill my vision. I will my muscles to move, try to use their rev-enhanced strength to force them into position against the invisible bonds that seem to be holding them in place. It’s useless. “Limerance petrichor clinomania.” With a soft wheeze that I could almost take as annoyance, the two Argos slow, then turn and creep to either side of me, standing not two metres away.

I watch Smug Exec with rev-enhanced vision—I can still do that much, at least—and assess my options as he saunters confidently down the stairs toward me. They’re not great. They’re not really “options” in the traditional sense, actually, because I can do literally damned nothing at the moment. And he’s just plainly announced the biosecurity stand-downs for these monsters, which means he sees no possible course to me leaving this place alive.

To be fair, neither can I right now.

Smug Exec comes to stand in front of me. About five metres between me and him. I could kill him in less than a second, if I could do anything at all. “Is Jasa de Alwes really dead?”

“Yes.” It’s out of my mouth without my permission, almost like it’s someone else doing the talking. I hate it very much.

“How?”

“Knife to the stomach, on the way out of Sanctum. She bled out before we could get her to an AID.”

“What about Crimson?”

“Decapitated by a Hed.”

Smug Exec frowns. “By… a head? What?”

“No, by a Hed. By… de Alwes’s biosecurity.” I really wanted to let him stay confused, there, because it would have annoyed him to no end, but the words spill out anyway.

“Ah. Crazy old bat.” He nods his understanding. All cheerful, calm self-assurance as he examines me. Like I’m some sort of project that’s been brought in for his approval. “I didn’t think you were good enough to beat Crimson. It do that to your hand?”

“No it was the other way around, actually. But then I did it to mine as well, just in case you knew.” Damn. Apparently they didn’t know. That’s unfortunate.

“Ah.” A little more uncertainty in the response this time. A slight backing away before he recovers. “Well. Come along then. I need you to verify all this to my betters before we finish up with disposal.”

“Any chance we can do the verifying, but skip the disposal?” I know I should be panicking at this point, and I think maybe something deep down inside is, because I’m not feeling great. Certainly worried. Maybe even a touch dismayed.

He smiles sadly at me. “No, Azure. I am afraid not.” We walk up the stairs, trailed by the two Argoses. Smug Exec taps a few times on the terminal; suddenly the massive screen flickers to life, and a bored-looking man in another, possibly even more expensive, suit appears.

“Jasa de Alwes is dead, sir.” Smug Exec motions to me. “Tell him, Azure.”

“Jasa de Alwes is dead,” I agree to the screen. “And can I just say, your ears are enormous. Like an elephant’s. A Reconstruct would go a long way toward—ow.”

The man—his ears are pretty big—scowls as Smug Exec slaps me hard in the back of the head. “Azure, you are only to speak to answer questions.”

I don’t say anything more, despite wanting to. I do, however, do my best to tell him with my eyes how displeased I am.

“De Alwes is dead. Confirmed,” Big Ears says, twisting and tapping away on another terminal next to him. “Crimson?”

“Dead too.”

“Hm. A shame to lose two assets. This one can’t be reset?”

There’s an odd pause, and then Smug Exec shakes his head. “De Alwes’s work indicates the malleability period was too long ago. She postulates—”

“Fine.” Big Ears waves a hand tiredly. “Disposal, then.”

The screen returns to NO Q-VID CONNECTED.

“Well. That was easy,” says Smug Exec, stretching. “Now, Azure. Please follow me to the incinerator. It’s not far.”

My feet are just beginning to aim me after him when in the corner of my vision, the screen flickers to life once again. Smug Exec, ahead of me, turns. His brow furrows. He stares for a long second at the image. Apparently very, very confused.

I roll my eyes to the side enough to see a craggy face, far too close to the camera, leering down at us.

“Hello, Azure dear,” says Jasa. “Lachrymose effulgent hippopotamus.”
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    NOBODY MOVES OR SAYS ANYTHING for a long, confused second. I realise at least a part of what’s just happened at roughly the same time as Smug Exec, who’s starting to look decidedly less smug. “Sonder apricity defenestration.” He begins backing away from me. “Sonder apricity defenestration!”

I take a cautious step forward. And then another. Then smile slowly at him.

“I’m afraid Azure’s just consciously processed the stand-up code,” Jasa explains apologetically through the q-vid screen to the increasingly terrified man. “You’re just saying nonsense words now.”

“It does sound a bit weird when you keep repeating it like that,” I agree to Smug Exec, cracking my knuckles.

“Callipygian peregrinate psithurism.” It comes out as a little gasp from the man. Immediately to his sides, the Argoses stir.

Ah. “Limerance petrichor… clinomania?” I say quickly.

The Argii clomp menacingly toward me.

“Um…” I glance at the q-vid screen.

Jasa shrugs back at me. “Sorry, dear. These ones need a modulator. They’re all yours.”

“Great.” I activate all my damned revs. Two Argosi. One hand. No weapon. I’m not caught off guard or badly injured like the last time, but this is still asking a lot. Behind the monsters, I realise Smug Exec is scrambling up the stairs, toward the terminal.

It doesn’t take a genius to figure out what he’s doing; I slingshot into motion, darting around the left Argos’s flashing claws and flying after him, an ominous thumping behind me suggesting that the bios have not been content to just let me run off.

I’m quick, but Smug Exec still manages to get a few taps in before I can grab him.

The lights across the entire massive room fade to an ugly, pulsing red.

“Oh, I think he might have hit a panic button, Azure,” says Jasa helpfully as I spin, wrenching Smug Exec around so that he’s between me and the charging Argii, facing them.

I thrust him out toward them. “Better say it quick.”

The man gives the faintest gasp of fear. “Limerance petrichor cl—”

The first of the Argoses arrives and swipes hard at me. I dodge.

Smug Exec doesn’t.

Worse, he doesn’t finish his stupid sentence.

“Really, Azure?” says Jasa disapprovingly as the man’s corpse collapses to the floor, half his torso pretty much gone.

“Thought he’d be faster,” I mutter, diving away and putting one of the massive marble columns in between me and the Argos. “And why the hell aren’t you dead? I saw you die.”

“No, you saw Other de Alwes die. That’s who you were escorting around, this past week.” Her voice seems to travel with me, despite some distance to the screen now; apparently the room’s set up so that these remote conversations can be comfortably had from anywhere in here. “Honestly, you kept her alive a lot longer than I expected. I was starting to get worried.”

I fling myself to the left as an Argos thunders a claws-out strike into the column I’m hiding behind. The stone shatters, red-lit dust exploding in a cloud away from it; I barely have time to recover before I’m diving again, this time away from the other one. “She was a damned Dupe?”

“ ‘Dupe’ is such a derogatory term,” tuts Jasa. “I prefer ‘scion.’ ”

“That’s a bit grand.” I dash to my left and leap the balustrade, my revs taking care of the landing on the lower floor.

“It’s a grand achievement.”

The Argos are coming down the stairs through the pulsing red light, but the extra few seconds helps. I position myself, digesting Jasa’s revelation. Damn. “Did she know?”

She shakes her head. “All thanks to the Keres, really. They tried killing me using a hacked Automaid—and when I woke up a few hours later, I realised that the AID had taken a brain scan while I was unconscious. That’s when I had the idea.” She shrugs. “I had access to the Keres’ internal exec comms, so I was already planning to hire you once they decided to send a scion after me. Let you discover the truth for yourself, then try and work with you. But it was a bit of a dangerous play, all things considered, and I realised that might be an advantage, if I just got a scion of my own to do it instead…”

“Ah.” The Argii are on the lower level and bounding toward me, claws out. So much of my unpleasant past week does, unfortunately, make a lot of sense now. “So all of this was just to get you to this point, then. To fake your death?” I wait until the last second, then dodge the first Argos—I’m beyond fortunate they’re not like Jasa’s bios, and have no idea how to work together—and sling myself up onto its back, before punching down with rev-enhanced strength into its shoulder, through the disgusting eyeball pastiche. Just squelchy red goo in there, unfortunately, but being embedded to my elbow does give me something of an anchor as it tries to buck me off.

“It was a lot of things, Azure. Still is.” On the screen, Jasa’s craning her neck as if it will help her see over whatever obstruction is between my fight and the cam she’s watching through. “But, yes—partly. Bodies can be printed, people can be bought. The Keres needed the chase, and they needed it to finish with an eyewitness who literally couldn’t lie to them. They weren’t ever going to give up looking for me until they heard the news from you, like this.”

“Or… from… Crimson,” I gasp as I hold on grimly, waiting until the trailing Argos has almost reached us before flinging myself aside as its claws flash out. Instead of dissecting me, they bury themselves very gratifyingly in the back of the monster I was just riding.

“True, but I knew you’d beat him. Crimson was always so angry, always took everything so seriously. It wasn’t healthy. I really did prefer to work with you, you know,” she adds earnestly.

“Lucky me.” I’ve rolled a short distance away, but thankfully earned a respite; as planned, the first Argos has taken the assault on its back personally, launching itself at its surprised and probably very displeased counterpart.

Jasa frowns down at me from her massive screen. “Now, now. Don’t forget I’ve entrusted you with the stand-up phrase,” she reminds me, as the sound of wheezing effort and clashing claws echoes around the vast, red-bathed room. “That has to count for something. ‘Sonder apricity defenestration.’ See?”

I glower at the screen, long enough that I hope indicates to her just how little I appreciate hearing those words aloud again. She’s right, though, at least. I’m not frozen in place like before. “So I get to be in charge of my own body? Yeah. Very generous, Jasa.”

“Jasa?” Her eyebrow raises. “And here I thought you didn’t remember names.”

I grunt, ignoring it. Every rev still primed, but the two Argoses have pretty much forgotten about me now, claws and blood and gross eyeball gel flying everywhere as they try to out-murder one another. I decide not to interfere. “How the hell did you know when to jump on the q-com?”

“I told you—I have access to the Keres’ exec comms; I was just waiting for confirmation to go out about my death. That man you just got sliced in half? He lived there, was never allowed to leave. He was the only other one who knew your stand-down code. Even if they’d caught you on the lower floors, you were always going to end up in that room.” She looks very pleased with herself.

“Of course I was.” The Argos that didn’t get skewered in the back is, perhaps unsurprisingly, starting to win. One of the other’s four arms is swinging uselessly at the elbow, hanging by barely a tendon. “And you clearly want me alive in here, otherwise you would have just let things run their course. Big risk, intervening like that, when everything was already set up so perfectly for you. Even if you were sure about the timing, anything else goes wrong, and you let the Keres know you’re alive all over again. So… I’m guessing you want something from in here?”

“When you’re done, dear. If it’s not too much trouble.”

The Argos with the dangling arm is basically a bloodied punching bag made of eyeballs now, barely moving beneath the frenzied barrage of the other one’s claws. I sprint forward before “barely” becomes “not”; the relatively healthy Argos turns, but I’m not aiming for it, instead sliding past and using my one hand to wrench the dying monster’s pre-sliced limb with all my rev-enhanced strength.

Something snaps, and then I’m holding my very own Argos arm, replete with extended half-metre claws.

“It won’t be too much trouble if you tell me about Oceanus.” The healthy Argos seems torn between finishing the job it’s started, or coming at me. I put the other’s arm on the floor and, using a foot to steady it, snap off a claw. Hardly a replacement for a good Ceramic, but it will have to do.

“Naturally. Though, just a warning—I don’t know everything, yet. That’s actually another reason you’re there. You’re doing great, by the way, dear,” she adds encouragingly.

I don’t have time to respond because the winner of the Argii death match has made its choice, charging directly at me. But it’s injured, sluggish, and has significantly fewer eyes to see out of than when it started. With all my revs active, it’s not actually that hard to dodge and stab and dance away, leaving it heaving and confused.

Then I glance up at the screen as the realisation hits. Crystalises. Damn it. “There was never information in that file your Dupe hung over my head, was there. The real one was in here all along.”

She makes an apologetic face.

The first Argos, the one whose claw I’m now using, is lying still a short distance away. The other one lumbers at me again. Labouring a bit, and from the unpleasant mess it’s leaving on the floor, losing a hell of a lot of blood. I slash, weave, dive away from its tired swipes and clumsy charges. Again. Again. Again. “But you… knew enough… to know I’d want it,” I pant eventually. Not flagging, but definitely feeling like I’m having to work harder than usual at not dying, this morning.

“I hoped. Because I want it too.”

The Argos stumbles toward me again. Pauses, as if rethinking the strategy. Wheezes.

Slowly tumbles forward, and lies still.

“Two Argi, one-handed! Very impressive, Azure,” adds Jasa admiringly.

I watch the downed monster for a long few seconds, hand on my knees. The damned thing was persistent.

“Is… that how… you say it?” I eventually ask between deep breaths. “ ‘Argi’?”

“Argi. Yes, I think so.”

“Thank you.” I exhale. “Alright. So why do you want to know about Oceanus?” Keep my revs active, just in case, as I approach the fallen Argos. But a quick, cautious prod indicates that, yes, it’s very much dead.

“Because Landry was my son.”
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    THERE’S A LONG PAUSE. A really long, silent pause. Floor 132 still pulsing red around me. Jasa’s ancient face squinting down from the massive screen as I stand over a bloodied heap of vacantly staring eyeballs. “No he wasn’t.” I toe the Argos again, but it’s much more of an absent motion, this time.

“Hah. I’m quite sure, actually.”

My mind races. “Landry.”

“Yes.”

“The man I was protecting in Oceanus. My friend.”

“Yes.”

“He was your son.”

Briefly, something very sad in her eyes. “Yes, dear.”

I take a deep breath. Give it a few moments for the idea to settle in amidst the incessant pulse of the warning lights. “How old were you when you had him?”

She snorts a short laugh, and says nothing.

I shake my head dazedly, then rip off a clean bit of Smug Exec’s suit and start wiping down. A lot of things are suddenly clearer. Damn. “So you’re trying to find out what really happened at Oceanus, too.”

“Trying to confirm a suspicion, actually. A strong one.” Her humour fades to something grim, an aspect I never saw in her Dupe. “I hadn’t spoken to Landry in more than ten years—no contact, no tokens—he didn’t know I was alive, and I didn’t think anyone knew he had any connection to me. But I was still keeping an eye on his life. And when I realised someone was trying to kill him, I panicked. I set up a series of proxies, and through them, hired the best protection money could offer.”

“Wait. What?” I’m still reeling from the idea that she and Landry were even tangentially related, and this nearly breaks my brain. “Ugh. So… have I ever done any jobs where you didn’t secretly hire me?”

She chuckles, though it’s clearly tempered by the memory she’s dredging up. “For the couple of years before that, the Keres had been pushing to get me to adapt my research to cloning. But I’d been coming up with excuses. I’d already given them revs, and then flagged your original’s unique compatibility. Didn’t feel like a good idea to hand them anything more.”

She exhales. Suddenly, improbably, looking even older than usual. “After… after the bomb, the Keres weren’t sure you’d survive, so they begged me to accelerate things. Said they’d get me anything I needed. And then I found out, coincidentally, that Oceanus’s DeGov had recently taken DNA and brain scans of everyone in your building.” She falls silent.

“You thought you could bring Landry back.” A heartbeat where I feel a surging hope, and then crushing disappointment the next when I see her expression.

“I told the Keres that if they got the DeGov data for me, I could make it happen.” She hangs her head. “And when they said they’d only risk it if I could prove it would work first, I didn’t think there was much of a choice.”

I finish cleaning myself of the worst of the blood, and start up the stairs toward the terminal. Ah, hell. “So now you think the Keres… what? Knew about Landry being your son all along? Set the whole thing up? Blew up a hundred thousand people to motivate you?”

“No idea if they set it up or found out about the link after I hired you, but I think they blew up a hundred thousand people to keep their shareholders happy. And that you and Landry just helped choose which hundred thousand it was going to happen to.”

I pause, just short of the terminal. Frown up at the screen questioningly.

“Do you remember how there was a swing in public opinion in Oceanus, a few months after that controversial Ten-O-Ten expansion? A lot of concern, momentum to try and rescind the commercial aspects?” She sighs as I nod slowly. “All of that went away after the bombing. The amendment allowed pop vote to reclassify Talios agents into the same category as lifers. The Keres suddenly were not only popular, they had more crowdfunded contracts than they could handle for almost the entire year after. The whole thing meant that they were able to push through a broader Ten-O-Ten in most of the other megacities, too. It took them from being financially stagnant, maybe even a little precariously placed, to one of the biggest corps on the planet.”

She’s right; some of my first contracts back were Talios agents. Still. “You’re guessing.”

“They found out the questions I was asking, Azure, and then tried pretty hard to kill me. Bit of an overreaction to a bad guess. I think four years ago they finally realised I was deliberately holding back the cloning research, and so getting you and Landry in the same operation was a… convenience. A bonus.” A flash of heat and bitterness finally breaks through, at that last part. She takes a breath. Gives me a wry smile, and composes herself. “But if you want actual proof, it’ll be in that room, so… oh!” She disappears from the screen for a moment as she bends down. “Huh. What do you know.”

“What?”

She holds up a small box to the cam. “There was a modulator in here after all.”

I glower at her, then sigh and move over to the terminal. Tap on. It’s not even locked. “What am I looking for?” I flick to the terminal file system. It seems… sparse.

“Nothing in there, dear.” I look up at the screen with impatient expectancy. “I need that man’s head.”

“Sorry?”

“The one you killed. The data storage in there is biological. Part DNA-encoded and part memory based. The Keres couldn’t risk anything this sensitive being accessible by DeGov, even airgapped.” She’s vaguely apologetic. “Just cut it off. You should be able to find a portable cooler in the cafeteria downstairs. You get it to me, I’ll decode it, and we go from there.”

I stare at her for a moment longer, then sigh again. “Could’ve mentioned this before I got cleaned up,” I mutter, traipsing petulantly back down the stairs. “What if I’d crushed his head in by accident?”

“Important stuff is in the DNA. Brain’s just a bonus.”

“Great.” The snapped-off Argos claw is long and sharp, and the only viable head-severing implement in the room. I retrieve it, and get to work.

“What happened to the original version of me?” I ask while I saw.

“I don’t know; I only got access to your DNA and brain scan after the bombing. The answer’s probably in that head somewhere too,” she adds.

“So are there more of… me, I suppose… out there?”

“Other scions? Yes,” she admits, as I pause and look up. “But no more of you. I chose you for all this because you’re not like them. Why do you think we only assigned the AI to you, and gave the others i-neurals? You’re the one who needed the interaction, the sounding board, the spontaneity. Your memories were the same as the others’, and we experimented with emotional balances for each of you, but you… you always reacted like a person, Azure, not an advanced biomachine. The other scions talked as though Oceanus mattered to them, but you showed physical reactions to remembering it. And you were creative, too! You weren’t meant to feel guilt, or anxiety, or fear, or regret—none of you were—but the way you used humour to deflect suggested that they were all still in there, in some form. You have potential, Azure. Depth. I always felt like there was real humanity hiding in there somewhere.”

I give a final yank, and pull Smug Exec’s head from his body. “Wow. That’s flattering.” I stand, for the second time in two days holding a rather sad-looking severed head by its hair. “So how many others?”

“I don’t actually know how many scions were made active; they began shutting me out not long after the project finished. But there could be… a dozen of you?”

“A dozen,” I repeat flatly. “Of me.”

“Well, not of you. Like I said. More like Crimson.”

“Oh, much better.”

“No need to be snippy.” She’s frowning. “Look, I don’t know where they are or their stand-down codes or anything, but all the data is in that head you’re holding. And there’s going to be some sort of response coming soon, so…”

“Fine.” More information would be better, but she’s not wrong. “Alright. Cooler downstairs, then back to the volo. How do I find you?”

“This would be a friendly meeting, I assume, dear?”

I think about what she’s put me through, to this point. “I probably wouldn’t kill you.”

“Hm. Not quite as definitive as I’d like, but beggars can’t be choosers, and all that.” She shakes her head. “Speaking of which. You still remember my scion’s wallet details? You can send me my tokens back, and I’ll find you with a backtrace.” She tuts. “I really didn’t think of you as a thief.”

“Well I didn’t think you’d be needing it,” I point out irritably. “And it’s too late. I spent most of it.”

She’s smiling, but it sort of seems to stiffen into something horrified as she starts to realise I’m not joking. “Pardon?”

“I have a 28 percent stake in Atti. How do you think I got in here?”

“Your AI? Ugh.” She sounds a mixture of disappointed and disgusted. “Honestly, Azure? I just assumed you’d punched your way in, like you always do.” She sighs. “Well, I won’t tell you off for using some forethought for once. I do have some backup funds, and I suppose I owe you a reward for helping me out. Plus I imagine you’ll need a little spending money, once you’re out of here, to disappear for a while.”

“Exactly.” I pretend not to care about the utterly ludicrous number of tokens still sitting in my account. “So. How do I contact you?”

She thinks for a long moment. “If you want to, transfer a single token into that wallet. I’ll do the rest.”

“If I want to?” She emphasised that part.

“My gift to you, Azure. Choice.” She smiles beatifically. “You bring that head to me, and we’ll work together. Partners. Equals. We’ll use what we know to force the Keres into doing what we want them to do—hang this over them, use them to track down your counterparts and get rid of them. I never should have created them, and you… you might never be safe until you’re the only one left.”

“Wait. You want to blackmail the Keres?” I frown. “You won’t just give DeGov the evidence?”

“Oh, we could expose them. It would hurt them. A lot. They may, when all is said and done, never recover.” She scratches her nose. “But that will happen because you’re a scion. I give it about… an eighty percent chance that DeGov decides you’re not supposed to be alive, once it knows?”

“Ah.” She’s not wrong; DeGov is going to classify me as illegal property rather than a person. I was willing to surrender myself to holding for a while, if I had to, if it meant the Keres got what they deserved. I’m less willing to surrender myself to a plasma incinerator. “That sucks.”

“Not your best case scenario,” she agrees. “And I still want some things from the Keres, too. So I think this all works out better for everyone if we look at it as leverage, not evidence.”

“Alright. Sure. That’s if I bring you this guy’s head. But you said there was a choice.” I taste disbelief as the words leave my tongue. “So if I don’t?”

“Then assuming you still want to see the Keres gain some measure of punishment, just leave it with Richard.”

“Of course I do, but… the damned lion? You sure he won’t just eat it?”

“He only likes them fresh,” she says with a worrying lack of irony. “He’ll keep it safe until I can retrieve it, and instead of joining me, you can disappear. The Keres will still think I’m dead—even if you get caught and tell them otherwise, they have no mechanism to reliably believe you now. So, as long you get me that head, you have my word that I won’t make any more demands of you, Azure. Won’t chase you. The Keres almost certainly will, but with your AI and whatever tokens you have left, I can’t imagine they’ll find you. You can live out your days in peace. If that’s what you want.”

“But… why? Why would you just let me do that?” I’m genuinely puzzled. Jasa—this slightly cooler, clone-sacrificing version of Jasa, especially—definitely does not seem the altruistic type.

“Because you were friends with Landry.” She pauses. Leans forward. “And because, if I’m being honest, I have absolutely no idea what you’re going to do next. Even my own scion reacted exactly as it was meant to, but you… you’re unique. So I’m curious to see what you choose, Azure. I want to see what you really want.”

“I… wow. Okay.” I don’t really have much more to say, to that. I try not to feel like the science experiment I apparently very much am, and move on, all too aware that it’s now been minutes since Smug Exec hit the alarm. “Fine. But, how do you expect me to get out? Blending in may be a problem downstairs.” I heft the severed head, and gesture with my stump to my thoroughly blood-soaked attire.

“The AI really got you in?” I nod. “You know that’s like sending a soldier to step on an ant, right?”

“A very expensive soldier,” I correct her.

“Yes. Well. Given that our friend pressing the panic button hasn’t brought every defence in the building down on your head, I imagine you don’t need to worry.”

“Great. So you had no plan to get me out.”

“If you couldn’t arrange for your own survival, you wouldn’t have been much fun to work with. But if you really have full control of ATRoPoS now, it will have dealt with any threats, anyway. Trust me.” She smiles her infuriating smile. “Good job in there today, dear. I’ll be watching that wallet. See you soon. Or not.”

The screen goes blank, and I’m left staring at NO Q-VID CONNECTED.

There’s only a steady drip-drip-drip near my feet as the head continues to swing gently from my grasp on its hair.

I sigh, then trudge to the elevator and hit the button to call it.

“Alright, Atti,” I mutter to myself. “Time to see if Jasa is right about you.”
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    FLOOR 104 IS A SMOKING husk of bodies and blood and general wreckage, and I’m not responsible for any of it.

“I thought you said ‘incident,’ ” I say to the elevator cam as I stare out into the flickering murk of broken lights and mostly extinguished fires.

“WHAT WOULD YOU CALL IT?”

“I don’t know, but I think you were underselling it. Maybe moved past it a little more quickly than I would have.” I creep out into the haze, my revs primed, but there’s no sign or sense of danger. “Is there anyone left alive down here?”

A pause and then, “FINE. A LARGE INCIDENT.”

“Maybe even something DeGov is going to look into, one might say?”

“WE’LL BE GONE BEFORE THEY DETECT THE INTRUSION. I’VE ADJUSTED THE BUILDING NEURAL’S CODE. IT’LL JUST LOOK LIKE A STANDARD HALLUCINATION.”

“Alright. Voice back to normal, Atti.” That booming, angry monotone thundering through the smoke isn’t settling me. “And that sounds worryingly confident.”

“Everyone doing better than Basic signs waivers about working under neurals,” says Atti, with a note of relief as her voice slides back to its familiar feminine form over the PA system. “Security footage backs up the tech-gone-haywire angle, company pays out, and as long as it doesn’t keep happening, nobody really thinks much more of it. It’s a nice clean way of dealing with bigger problems, now and then.”

“Very clean,” I note, wrinkling my nose as I step over either two or three bodies that have been ripped to shreds by a Pulse cannon.

“You know what I mean.”

I sigh. “Atti? I think where possible, it would be best not to kill people we shouldn’t really kill.”

“Legally, this could be argued as self-defence.”

“Legally I’m meant to be in an incinerator, so maybe let’s not use that as our guiding light.”

“Oh.” She sounds a little taken aback. “This was too much?”

“Maybe a little too much,” I agree, skirting a wildly flickering vid screen and another wall sprayed with arterial red. “Some of these people technically didn’t do anything wrong, and I don’t want to start feeling like the villain.”

“Right. Moral high ground. Makes sense.”

“Unless it’s really necessary,” I add quickly. “You know, if it’s a choice between me or them, obviously pick me.”

“What about if it’s convenient?”

“Let’s draw the line at convenient, for now. Or at least consult me on it.”

“Fine.”

I walk for another minute through the carnage, then, “Is this… is this not something the Keres discussed with you? Laid down some boundaries?”

“No, not really.”

“That might be something we have to do.” We enter the cafeteria—tens more bodies strewn across tables and chairs inside—and I sigh. “So the Keres are going to know you and I are responsible for all this, even if they can’t prove it to DeGov.”

“If the Keres exec saw you on a q-vid screen, then, yeah.”

“But we’re doctoring the security holos of all this, anyway?”

“ ‘We,’ ” mutters Atti. “Yes, ‘we’ are. DeGov is going to take the footage as soon as they get here.”

I push aside a corpse, and search through a promising-looking cupboard. Nothing. “Good. What about from when I arrived?”

“Fixed too. No ties, Azure, just like normal. The volo’s log already said it was a cargo shuttle, and it will be the same when we take off.” Atti’s voice has switched to a small speaker in the kitchen, which comes out tinnier. “Though… we should go soon. DeGov are starting to get alerts.”

“Just have to… ah!” I find what I’m looking for in the next cupboard. Cram Smug Exec’s head into the cooler, which is almost big enough. “Onward, then.”

I hurry back toward the hangar. Broken electrical equipment still sparks and hisses from inside smashed walls, half of it foam-covered from where the fire suppression systems have done their best. “So what do you think I should do?” I’ve already told her about the choice Jasa gave me.

“I think you should use your head.”

“Ha. Ha.” I’ve reached the hangar. The volo, thankfully, is still intact. I climb in. “Seriously. What would you choose?”

“You’re really asking?” Atti’s surprised.

“Yeah. I mean, this is it. Fork in the road. Point of no return, and all that.” I stow the cooler, settle into a seat, and stare at the control screen that blinks AWAITING DESTINATION. From here, I can have the volo take me back to Jasa’s house, leave the head with her damned lion, get Atti to anonymously buy a secure property a thousand kilometres away, and vanish. Easy. Simple. Probably very pleasant. Or, I know a quiet terminal down in the Core where I can transfer a token to Jasa’s account, and wait for my very annoying creator to send me further instructions. Find out, definitively, what happened at Oceanus. Actually try and finish… whatever the hell this is. “Kind of feels like an important decision.”

“Formal analysis?”

“Absolutely not.”

“Then… I don’t really know, Azure.” She sounds a little lost, which is very unlike her. “You finally get to rest, or you get answers. I remember you told me once, not long after we first met, that you thought having a peaceful life sounded pretty good. But… I know what getting closure about Oceanus would mean to you, too. Kind of seems like the question here is whether you want to try and live in peace, or be at peace. One of them’s probably going to be a hell of a lot harder than the other, though.”

I watch the fiery, still-sparking wreckage of Floor 104 outside the volo. Live in peace, or be at peace. She’s not wrong.

“A peaceful life,” I repeat, mostly to myself. “Yeah. That’s the dream.”

I punch in the coordinates, and we take off.
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