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Petrovitch woke up. The room was in the filtered yellow half-light of rain-washed window and thin curtain. He lay perfectly still, listening to the sounds of the city.


For a moment, all he could hear was the all-pervading hum of machines: those that made power, those that used it, pushing, pulling, winding, spinning, sucking, blowing, filtering, pumping, heating and cooling.


In the next moment, he did the city-dweller’s trick of blanking that whole frequency out. In the gap it left, he could discern individual sources of noise: traffic on the street fluxing in phase with the cycle of red-amber-green, the rhythmic metallic grinding of a worn windmill bearing on the roof, helicopter blades cutting the grey dawn air. A door slamming, voices rising – a man’s low bellow and a woman’s shriek, going at it hard. Leaking in through the steel walls, the babel chatter of a hundred different channels all turned up too high.


Another morning in the London Metrozone, and Petrovitch had survived to see it: God, I love this place.


Closer, in the same room as him, was another sound, one that carried meaning and promise. He blinked his pale eyes, flicking his unfocused gaze to search his world, searching …


There. His hand snaked out, his fingers closed around thin wire, and he turned his head slightly to allow the approaching glasses to fit over his ears. There was a thumbprint dead centre on his right lens. He looked around it as he sat up.


It was two steps from his bed to the chair where he’d thrown his clothes the night before. It was May, and it wasn’t cold, so he sat down naked, moving his belt buckle from under one arse cheek. He looked at the screen glued to the wall.


His reflection stared back, high-cheeked, white-skinned, pale-haired. Like an angel, or maybe a ghost: he could count the faint shadows cast by his ribs.


Back on the screen, an icon was flashing. Two telephone numbers had appeared in a self-opening box: one was his, albeit temporarily, to be discarded after a single use. In front of him on the desk were two fine black gloves and a small red switch. He slipped the gloves on, and pressed the switch.


“Yeah?” he said into the air.


A woman’s voice, breathless from effort. “I’m looking for Petrovitch.”


His index finger was poised to cut the connection. “You are who?”


“Triple A couriers. I’ve got a package for an S. Petrovitch.” She was panting less now, and her cut-glass accent started to reassert itself. “I’m at the drop-off: the café on the corner of South Side and Rookery Road. The proprietor says he doesn’t know you.”


“Yeah, and Wong’s a pizdobol,” he said. His finger drifted from the cut-off switch and dragged through the air, pulling a window open to display all his current transactions. “Give me the order number.”


“Fine,” sighed the courier woman. He could hear traffic noise over her headset, and the sound of clattering plates in the background. He would never have described Wong’s as a café, and resolved to tell him later. They’d both laugh. She read off a number, and it matched one of his purchases. It was here at last.


“I’ll be with you in five,” he said, and cut off her protests about another job to go to with a slap of the red switch.


He peeled off the gloves. He pulled on yesterday’s clothes and scraped his fingers through his hair, scratching his scalp vigorously. He stepped into his boots and grabbed his own battered courier bag.


Urban camouflage. Just another immigrant, not worth shaking down. He pushed his glasses back up his nose and palmed the door open. When it closed behind him, it locked repeatedly, automatically.


The corridor echoed with noise, with voices, music, footsteps. Above all, the soft moan of poverty. People were everywhere, their shoulders against his, their feet under his, their faces – wet-mouthed, hollow-eyed, filthy skinned – close to his.


The floor, the walls, the ceiling were made from bare sheet metal that boomed. Doors punctured the way to the stairs, which had been dropped into deliberately-left voids and welded into place. There was a lift, which sometimes even worked, but he wasn’t stupid. The stairs were safer because he was fitter than the addicts who’d try to roll him.


Fitness was relative, of course, but it was enough.


He clanked his way down to the ground floor, five storeys away, ten landings, squeezing past the stair dwellers and avoiding spatters of noxious waste. At no point did he look up in case he caught someone’s eye.


It wasn’t safe, calling a post-Armageddon container home, but neither was living in a smart, surveillance-rich neighbourhood with no visible means of support – something that was going to attract police attention, which wasn’t what he wanted at all. As it stood, he was just another immigrant with a clean record renting an identikit two-by-four domik module in the middle of Clapham Common. He’d never given anyone an excuse to notice him, had no intention of ever doing so.


Street level. Cracked pavements dark with drying rain, humidity high, the heat already uncomfortable. An endless stream of traffic that ran like a ribbon throughout the city, always moving with a stop-start, never seeming to arrive. There was elbow-room here, and he could stride out to the pedestrian crossing. The lights changed as he approached, and the cars parted as if for Moses. The crowd of bowed-head, hunch-shouldered people shuffled drably across the tarmac to the other side and, in the middle, a shock of white-blond hair.


Wong’s was on the corner. Wong himself was kicking some plastic furniture out onto the pavement to add an air of un warranted sophistication to his shop. The windows were streaming condensation inside, and stale, steamy air blew out the door.


“Hey, Petrovitch. She your girlfriend? You keep her waiting like that, she leave you.”


“She’s a courier, you perdoon stary. Where is she?”


Wong looked at the opaque glass front, and pointed through it. “There,” the shopkeeper said, “right there. Eyes of love never blind.”


“I’ll have a coffee, thanks.” Petrovitch pushed a chair out of his path.


“I should charge you double. You use my shop as office!”


Petrovitch put his hands on Wong’s shoulders and leaned down. “If I didn’t come here, your life would be less interesting. And you wouldn’t want that.”


Wong wagged his finger but stood aside, and Petrovitch went in.


The woman was easy to spot. Woman: girl almost, all adolescent gawkiness and nerves, playing with her ponytail, twisting and untwisting it in red spirals around her index finger.


She saw him moving towards her, and stopped fiddling, sat up, tried to look professional. All she managed was younger.


“Petrovitch?”


“Yeah,” he said, dropping into the seat opposite her. “Do you have ID?”


“Do you?”


They opened their bags simultaneously. She brought out a thumb scanner, he produced a cash card. They went through the ritual of confirming their identities, checking the price of the item, debiting the money from the card. Then she laid a padded package on the table, and waited for the security tag to unlock.


Somewhere during this, a cup of coffee appeared at Petrovitch’s side. He took a sharp, scalding sip.


“So what is it?” the courier asked, nodding at the package.


“It’s kind of your job to deliver it, my job to pay for it.” He dragged the packet towards him. “I don’t have to tell you what’s in it.”


“You’re an arrogant little fuck, aren’t you?” Her cheeks flushed.


Petrovitch took another sip of coffee, then centred his cup on his saucer. “It has been mentioned once or twice before.” He looked up again, and pushed his glasses up to see her better. “I have trust issues, so I don’t tend to do the people-stuff very well.”


“It wouldn’t hurt you to try.” The security tag popped open, and she pushed her chair back with a scrape.


“Yeah, but it’s not like I’m going to ever see you again, is it?” said Petrovitch.


“If you’d played your cards right, you might well have done. Sure, you’re good-looking, but right now I wouldn’t piss on you if you were on fire.” She picked up her courier bag with studied determination and strode to the door.


Petrovitch watched her go: she bent over, lean and lithe in her one-piece skating gear, to extrude the wheels from her shoes. The other people in the shop fell silent as the door slammed shut, just to increase his discomfort.


Wong leaned over the counter. “You bad man, Petrovitch. One day you need friend, and where you be? Up shit creek with no paddle.”


“I’ve always got you, Wong.” He put his hand to his face and scrubbed at his chin. He could try and catch her up, apologise for being … what? Himself? He was half out of his seat, then let himself fall back with a bang. He stopped being the centre of attention, and he drank more coffee.


The package in its mesh pocket called to him. He reached over and tore it open. As the disabled security tag clattered to the tabletop, Wong took the courier’s place opposite him.


“I don’t need relationship advice, yeah?”


Wong rubbed at a sticky patch with a damp cloth. “This not about girl, that girl, any girl. You not like people, fine. But you smart, Petrovitch. You smartest guy I know. Maybe you smart enough to fake liking, yes? Else.”


“Else what?” Petrovitch’s gaze slipped from Wong to the device in his hand, a slim, brushed steel case, heavy with promise.


“Else one day, pow.” Wong mimed a gun against his temple, and his finger jerked with imaginary recoil. “Fortune cookie says you do great things. If you live.”


“Yeah, that’s me. Destined for greatness.” Petrovitch snorted and caressed the surface of the case, leaving misty fingerprints behind. “How long have you lived here, Wong?”


“Metrozone born and bred,” said Wong. “I remember when Clapham Common was green, like park.”


“Then why the chyort can’t you speak better English?”


Wong leaned forward over the table, and beckoned Petrovitch to do the same. Their noses were almost touching.


“Because, old chap,” whispered Wong faultlessly, “we hide behind our masks, all of us, every day. All the world’s a stage, and all the men and women merely players. I play my part of eccentric Chinese shopkeeper; everyone knows what to expect from me, and they don’t ask for any more. What about you, Petrovitch? What part are you playing?” He leaned back, and Petrovitch shut his goldfish-gaping mouth.


A man and a woman came in and, on seeing every table full, started to back out again.


Wong sprung to his feet. “Hey, wait. Table here.” He kicked Petrovitch’s chair-leg hard enough to cause them both to wince. “Coffee? Coffee hot and strong today.” He bustled behind the counter, leaving Petrovitch to wearily slide his device back into its delivery pouch and then into his shoulder bag.


His watch told him it was time to go. He stood, finished the last of his drink in three hot gulps, and made for the door.


“Hey,” called Wong. “You no pay.”


Petrovitch pulled out his cash card and held it up.


“You pay next time, Petrovitch.” He shrugged and almost smiled. The lines around his eyes crinkled.


“Yeah, whatever.” He put the card back in his bag. It had only a few euros on it now, anyway. “Thanks, Wong.”


Back out onto the street and the roar of noise. The leaden sky squeezed out a drizzle and speckled the lenses in Petrovitch’s glasses so that he started to see the world like a fly would.


He’d take the tube. It’d be hot, dirty, smelly, crowded: at least it would be dry. He turned his collar up and started down the road towards Clapham South.


The shock of the new had barely reached the Underground. The tiled walls were twentieth-century curdled cream and bottle green, the tunnels they lined unchanged since they’d been hollowed out two centuries earlier, the fans that ineffectually stirred the air on the platforms were ancient with age.


There was the security screen, though: the long arched passage of shiny white plastic, manned by armed paycops and monitored by grey-covered watchers.


Petrovitch’s travelcard talked to the turnstile as he waited in line to pass. It flashed a green light, clicked and he pushed through. Then came the screen which saw everything, saw through everything, measured it and resolved it into three dimensions, running the images it gained against a database of offensive weapons and banned technology.


After the enforced single file, it was abruptly back to being shoulder to shoulder. Down the escalator, groaning and creaking, getting hotter and more airless as it descended. Closer to the centre of the Earth.


He popped like a cork onto the northbound platform, and glanced up to the display barely visible over the heads of the other passengers. A full quarter of the elements were faulty, making the scrolling writing appear either coded or mystical. But he’d had practice. There was a train in three minutes.


Whether or not there was room for anyone to get on was a different matter, but that possibility was one of the few advantages in living out along the far reaches of the line. He knew of people he worked with who walked away from the centre of the city in order to travel back.


It became impossible even to move. He waited more or less patiently, and kept a tight hold of his bag.


To his left, a tall man, air bottle strapped to his Savile Row suit and soft mask misting with each breath. To his right, a Japanese woman, patriotically displaying Hello Kitty and the Rising Sun, hollow-eyed with loss.


The train, rattling and howling, preceded by a blast of foulness almost tangible, hurtled out from the tunnel mouth. If there hadn’t been barriers along the edge of the platform, the track would have been choked with mangled corpses. As it was, there was a collective strain, an audible tightening of muscle and sinew.


The carriages squealed to a stop, accompanied by the inevitable multi-language announcements: the train was heading for the central zones and out again to the distant, unassailable riches of High Barnet, and please – mind the gap.


The doors hissed open, and no one got out. Those on the platform eyed the empty seats and the hang-straps greedily. Then the electromagnetic locks on the gates loosened their grip. They banged back under the pressure of so many bodies, and people ran on, claiming their prizes as they could.


And when the carriages were full, the last few squeezed on, pulled aboard by sympathetic arms until they were crammed in like pressed meat.


The chimes sounded, the speakers rustled with static before running through a litany of “doors closing” phrases: English, French, Russian, Urdu, Japanese, Kikuyu, Mandarin, Spanish. The engine span, the wheels turned, the train jerked and swayed.


Inside, Petrovitch, face pressed uncomfortably against a glass partition, ribs tight against someone’s back, took shallow sips of breath and wondered again why he’d chosen the Metrozone above other, less crowded and more distant cities. He wondered why it still had to be like this, seven thirty-five in the morning, two decades after Armageddon.
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He was disgorged at Leicester Square, where he spent a minute hauling air that was neither clean nor cold into his lungs. It tasted of electricity and sweat: its saving grace was that it was abundant.


He had to walk now, through the city streets, moving in time with the lights and the crowds, stealing the occasional glance up at the spires and slabs of mutely reflective glass that rose above and blotted out the sky, a sky that was itself crowded with private helicopters flitting from rooftop to rooftop without ever touching the ground.


He knew the route well, no need for HatNav or gawking like a tourist at the holographic signposts. The route that still – and he marvelled at the inefficiency of it – still followed the medieval roads and possessed names that no longer had any meaning save to denote an address.


So Leicester Square was square, but there was no Leicester: Shakespeare brooded on his grimy plinth, and the trees were all dead. Coventry Street remembered a city destroyed and rebuilt, then abandoned. Then through Piccadilly, with its love-lorn statue sealed in a dust-spattered plexiglas dome.


Onwards. Thousands of people, all of them having to be somewhere, moving in dense streams, sometimes spilling out onto the roads and into the gutters. Couriers running and gliding down the lines that separated the traffic, millimetres from disaster.


Green Park. No longer green, no longer a park, the domik sprawl thrown up on it in the first spasm of Armageddon long gone. Towers grew there now, brilliant high buildings that reflected the grey sky all the way to their zeniths. At their feet, marble and granite blocks wet with fountains. Workers filing in to the lobbies, suited, smart, plugged in to the day’s to-do list and already voicing memos, compiling reports, buying, selling.


A woman was coming the other way, out of one of the towers and against the flow of bodies. Her boldness caught his eye. She crossed the plaza, repelling people with an invisible field composed of fear and deference. In the time it took Petrovitch to shuffle another twenty metres, she’d strode fifty, her silks and perfume trailing in her wake.


He thought that, surely, there had to be someone with her. From the backward stares of those she passed, he wasn’t alone in that thought. The woman – the girl – no, he couldn’t decide which – should have had a retinue with her, glasses, earpieces, bulges under their jackets, the works. There was no one like her, but there was no one with her.


They were on a collision course. She was walking like she meant it, expecting a path to open up before her, until they were no more than a metre apart. She looked up from under her asymmetric black fringe, and saw the seething mass of humanity passing before her.


She hesitated, breaking step, as if she’d never seen such a sight before. Petrovitch tried to slow down, found that it wasn’t possible. He was carried on, and she looked through him as he passed in front of her. He had the memory of her slanting eyes glazed with indecision.


Then, abruptly, stupidly, he was moving backwards. For a moment, he couldn’t understand why, because crowds like the one he was in had their own momentum: they went, and you went with them.


A slab of chest pushed him aside as if he were no more than a swinging door. An arm reached out, and a hand tightened around the woman’s shoulder, engulfing it in thick, pink fingers.


The man who owned the chest and the hand lifted her off her feet and started for the kerb, wading through the crowd like it was thigh-deep water. And somehow, Petrovitch was caught up in the bow wave. He struggled this way and that and always found himself inexorably propelled towards a waiting car, its rear door open and its interior dark.


He knew what this was. He knew intimately. He knew because he’d seen this from the other side.


She was being kidnapped. She wore the mask of mute incomprehension, the one that would transform into blind rage at any moment.


He waited, and waited, and her reaction still didn’t come.


They were at the car, and there were figures inside: two in the front, another in the rear, and they were staring at him, wondering who the hell this kid was, either too inept or too stupid to get out of the way.


The steroid-pumped man wanted him gone: Petrovitch was blocking his path. He raised his free hand to swat at him, a blow that would send him flying and leave him insensible and bleeding.


Petrovitch ducked instinctively, and the hand brushed the top of his head. As he looked up, he caught sight of the one vulnerable point amidst all the muscle. Still, he should have run, stepped back, crouched down. It wasn’t his fight.


But he couldn’t help but ball a fist, point a knuckle, and drive it as hard as he could at the man’s exposed Adam’s apple.


The woman landed next to him, her hands steadying herself against the filth-covered pavement.


He had one more chance. He could turn his back, make good his escape, disappear into the crowd. She could work her own salvation out from here.


Petrovitch reached out a hand, and hers slapped into it, palm against gritty palm.


They were off, not back towards the glittering towers of Green Park. That way was blocked by too many people and the rising man gagging and clutching at his throat. He dragged her out into the road, round the back of the car, back down the street against the flow of traffic – because that car would never be able to turn around. He pulled her behind him like a streamer, his own legs skipping like hers to turn their bodies sideways to avoid the wing-mirrors that rushed at their midriffs. Horns blared, collision warnings squealed, drivers beat on their windows and mouthed obscenities.


Behind them, the lights changed. The traffic stiffened to a halt, and Petrovitch vaulted over a bonnet to the faded white lines that marked the centre of the road. The vehicles coming the other way were like a wall of glass, reflecting their fear off every smooth surface.


He stopped for the first time since … since he’d got involved in someone else’s madness, and wondered what the chyort he thought he was doing. He looked down his arm at the woman still attached to the other end, trying – like he was – to make herself as thin as possible.


Two men from the car were moving purposefully down the line of stopped traffic. Not running, but striding in that way that meant nothing but trouble. The lights changed and the one lane that was still free to proceed jerked into life. The men in dark suits stumbled and shouted, and Petrovitch saw his chance: the cars in front were slowing. He ran to match their speed, then weaved between bumpers until he made the other pavement.


She was still there. She wasn’t going to let go.


Neither were the men. One, fed up with barking his shins and negotiating his vast muscles through the narrowest of gaps, pulled a flat-black automatic out and sighted down his arm. A red dot flickered across Petrovitch’s chest like a fly trying to land, and a shot banged out, amplified by the facades of the buildings.


A man, a black man with a phone clipped to his ear and in the middle of a conversation, span violently round and vanished backwards into the crowd.


Petrovitch blinked once, tightened his grip and fled. He was aware of the sounds around him: there were shouts, cries, and screams, varying in pitch and intensity, and there was the methodical crack of a pistol. Every time he heard it, he expected to feel bright pain, and every time it was someone close by who spasmed and sank to the ground. Not him, not yet.


It was impossible to judge how far ahead he was. The closeness of the structures, the intensity of the crowded pavement, the noise that was washing back and forth: all he knew was that he was ahead, a metre or ten or fifty, enough that whoever was trying to kill him couldn’t target him long enough to make sure.


And he was sure they were trying to kill him. They wouldn’t risk this, risk everything, shooting random strangers in a central Metrozone street, if whoever’s hand he held wasn’t worth keeping alive. They could have killed her half a dozen times on the way from the Green Park building to the kerb. They hadn’t, and yet they kept on firing in an attempt to make him let go.


He was tempted. Even as he saw a side-street, less dense with traffic, actual visible corroded tarmac on the road, he thought about jinking left, loosening his grip, vanishing into the nearest alley and lying low until it was all over.


They’d grab her around the waist, lift her up to deny her the ground, maybe inject something through her pale-cast skin to knock the fight or flight from her, bundle her away, and it wouldn’t be his problem any more.


He turned left anyway, aiming for the centre markings on the road, but he kept hold of her. He didn’t leave her behind.


Now there was space for them to run freely, side by side. He had the chance to steal a glance at her, to check she hadn’t been hurt by a stray bullet, and he caught her doing the same for him. Neither of them had a hole torn in their clothing, nor a spreading dark stain.


Petrovitch flashed her a grin of pure nervous energy. She looked at him as if he was mad.


There hadn’t been the sound of a gunshot for ten whole seconds. Two in quick succession shattered a windscreen and burned past his ear so close he could feel its passage. They were still coming. Obviously. Crowd density was dropping fast – the word of an incident was out, and those plugged into news feeds and navigation ’ware were steering a course around them. Good in that Petrovitch could run. Bad in that he couldn’t hide.


Still no police. Not even the wail of a siren. Then again, Petrovitch had grown up on the lawless prospects of St Petersburg. He knew to rely only on himself.


A right turn this time, and then another left. A wider street, busier, or should have been: automatic steel shutters were beginning to close over always-open foyers, and even the nose-to-tail of the rush hour was down to three sets of tail-lights scurrying for cover.


They were becoming exposed, isolated. People were pressed in doorways, cowering, covering their heads, or peering over the rims of basement wells. There were faces at windows and toughened glass portals, safe and watching the spectacle of two young idiots try and outrun a couple of pumped-up killers who wouldn’t take no for an answer.


Petrovitch looked up. Regent Street was ahead, the lines of cars stalled, unable, like him, to escape. He didn’t even break step. Over the bonnet of one, the roof of another, one, two, three, and jump down on the other side. A single shot crazed a first-floor pane of smoked glass. Then left again, up the road towards the covered arcade of Oxford Street.


The mall barriers were closing. Paycops in fluorescent vests were willing them to close faster, and Oxford Circus tube was being denied them in the same way: thick metal armour rolling down over the entrances to the underground.


He had to swerve left again, turning parallel to the main street, use the back roads to get to the far end. As he got to the corner, he looked down the empty pavement. He glimpsed the two men – the same two men who had started the chase – running purposefully. They moved like athletes, for all their size. They looked like they could keep going all day.


From the first twinges in his chest and flickering darkness behind his eyes, Petrovitch knew that he couldn’t. The woman didn’t seem to be in much better shape: mouth-breathing, sweat-drenched, letting out little grunts of pain at each footfall. This was going to finish badly even if it didn’t finish earlier.


He put his head down and kept on going because he had to. She was going to be the death of him, and he didn’t even know her name. An empty space opened up in front of them: Hyde Park, all mute shadows and shades of grey. The stink rose from the site like a solid wall. A shrouded Marble Arch, always being cleaned but never quite finished, lay hidden behind wind-torn sheets of polythene and a skeleton of scaffolding. The traffic on all the roads was gridlock-solid, with barely room to squeeze between. The tube was sealed.


His vision started to grow jagged and discordant. It wasn’t the stinging perspiration that was trickling down his forehead and into his eyes; it was his eyes; the first signs of a faint. He was running out of time. He could hear a klaxon blare over the sound of his heartbeat in his ears, but couldn’t decipher what it meant.


He was going down, and his pace faltered.


She took over. She was surprisingly strong. She looked small and light and weak, but Petrovitch felt the tendons in his arm stretch as she pulled him along. Their positions reversed, he trailed uselessly, almost blind.


He could tell enough to know that they were going the wrong way. They should have headed into the park, lost themselves in the labyrinthine shanties, and perhaps even the gunmen would have balked at going in after them: crossing Hyde Park was something that no one chose to do of their own free will.


Instead, they ran through lane after lane of stalled, cringing cars and down a broad, deserted pavement.


And the two men still pursued them. They were gaining on them, arms pumping, knees lifting and slamming down like pistons, driving them closer. Petrovitch was past caring. Any second now.


When it didn’t happen, when the pain grew so intense that his whole being felt touched by fire, that was the moment he stumbled and fell, sprawling half in the gutter. She stopped, and started to drag him by his shoulders.


Then there was someone else who scooped him up like a bundle of damp washing and carried him to a place that was cool and high.


The device in his chest finally, finally decided it was going to work. He jerked like a fish, shuddered and twitched. Once wasn’t enough, not this time. It tripped again, sending enough current down implanted wires to shock his heart into remembering how to pump blood properly.


He gasped, and blinked his eyes to clear them of splinters of light.


Two men, two women, and him lying on bare wooden boards in between. Two guns on one side, one on the other, no clear idea of what was going on or where he was. He could see stone pillars, broken coloured light, dark-stained wood. He could smell polish and prayers.


A church, then; he was in a church.


He tried to sit up, feeling every flicker of pain from his ribcage as a white-hot flame. He made it to his elbows before the effort grew too great. The only comfort he had was that the would-be kidnappers were aiming their Glocks at someone else for a change.


He flopped his head over to see who they were trying to threaten now.


She was a nun, fully robed, white veil framing her broad, serious face. A silver crucifix dangled around her neck, and a rosary and a holster hung at her waist. She had the biggest automatic pistol Petrovitch had ever seen clasped in her righteous right hand.




3


More frightening than the gun she was holding was her attitude of utter invulnerability. She stood like a soldier, right arm braced around the wrist by the left hand, sighting with her dominant eye, stance open and finger tickling the trigger.


She knew with absolute certainty they would never dare shoot a nun.


“Turn around, walk away,” she said. “You’ve lost this time.”


Of course, she could only aim at one of them at a time, and she did so without mercy. The target of her intentions started to crumble.


“We just want the girl,” said the man. “Just the girl.”


“No,” said the nun. The girl in question took a step back behind the nun’s skirts and played with her necklace.


“She can’t get both of us,” said the other man, and took an exploratory step forward.


“I wouldn’t bet my life on it,” said the nun. “More to the point, you shouldn’t bet your life on it. I don’t carry this cannon around for show.”


“If I can interrupt,” said Petrovitch from the floor. He swallowed around the knot of acid pain in his throat. “You don’t have time for this. You see that pendant in your target’s hand? It’s a panic button. I’m guessing she’s had her thumb jammed on it for the last few minutes, and the signal it’s giving off is stationary. Which means the cavalry are going to be no more than, what, thirty seconds away?”


He would have said more, but his vision flashed white again, and he momentarily lost muscle control. The back of his head banged against the floorboards.


He heard, “What the hell’s the matter with him?” and “What are we going to do?”


They weren’t smart. They weren’t even up to the standards of Petrovitch’s old boss. He struggled to his elbows again, blinking at their stupidity. “Really. You’d better go now. Go.”


The surge of electricity through his heart took him down again. For the fourth time. It had never done that before. The sparks in his sight looked like angels against the vaulted roof space.


“Chyort,” he whispered, then he noticed that no one had moved. He gathered what was left of his strength and hissed “Run!”


They started to edge away, and their first tentative movements rapidly translated into full flight. They burst out into the daylight, and it was there, framed against the shadow, that they were scythed down.


At the first shot, the nun flattened the girl with a sweep of her legs and threw herself on top of Petrovitch. Her veil covered his face, forming a seal over his mouth. He couldn’t breathe, but as she lay across his ribs with her full weight, there wasn’t much point in trying. She had even managed to pin his arms; he couldn’t so much as bat his hands against her. He struggled weakly and uselessly. He was powerless to save himself; of all the stupid ways to go, crushed by a nun.


The roar of gunfire went on for longer than was ever necessary. Someone determinedly made a point while Petrovitch meekly suffocated.


It became abruptly silent, and after a pause that was almost his undoing, the nun looked up. Her veil swung to one side, and he managed to drag in a wheezing gasp of air.


He coughed, and filled his lungs again. The air tasted of dust, cordite and blood.


“Stay down,” she said, not realising that Petrovitch had no option but to obey. Figures made their way through the haze and picked their way over the ruined bodies of the two dead men.


These men also had guns; long-barrelled assault rifles with smoke still curling from their muzzles. They carried them easily, like workmen who knew they’d completed the day’s task.


“Miss Sonja?” said one, a pocket-sized man with a shaved head. He stepped out of the clearing air and looked sadly around him.


“I’m here,” said the woman. She picked herself off the floor and shook out the hem of her skirt.


“We should go,” said the man, “Your father is worried about you.” He brushed a chip of plaster off his suited shoulder while he too waited. The rest of his team materialised behind him. To a man – and they were all men – they were Japanese.


“I’m ready.” She walked towards the doors, the security men surrounding her. She stopped at the entrance to the porch, and looked round at the only other people who had helped her that morning. She screwed up her face, and came back. She leaned over them, and Petrovitch thought it an extraordinary thing that her hair had managed to fall into place with no effort at all.


“Miss Sonja? The police will be here soon. It would be best to avoid them at the moment.”


She held up her hand in a way that indicated that she was in charge now.


“Is he going to be OK?” she asked the nun.


“I think,” she said, with a surprising amount of viciousness for someone in holy orders, “he needs an ambulance.”


“I’ll have one called. Hijo?”


“Yes, Miss Sonja. At once.”


“I do have to go.” But then she knelt next to Petrovitch, her presence forcing the nun back on her haunches. “Who are you?”


Petrovitch panted to give himself a voice. “If you’re yakuza, I don’t want you to know.”


“Yakuza? What a ridiculous idea.”


His gaze moved from her outrage to the nun’s scepticism, to the gun-toting suits glancing out of the door and eager to be away.


“I’m not getting involved with you,” he said.


“Involved? You saved my life.”


“Stupid me. Now do me a favour and save mine: go.”


She looked hurt; more upset at his slight than at nearly getting kidnapped. Sirens penetrated the thick stone walls, and she picked herself up from the floor. The man she called Hijo was trying to bury his agitation beneath the sheen of civility; he even had the temerity to take her gently at one elbow and guide her outside.


The last rifle-toting gunman left the church, leaving Petrovitch, the nun, and two ruined corpses.


“Do I get to find out who you are?” she asked. She released the slide on her automatic, discharging the shiny unspent bullet into her palm.


“Petrovitch,” said Petrovitch.


“Just Petrovitch?” She clicked on the safety and slid out the magazine to click the bullet back into the clip.


“It’ll do.”


“Sister Madeleine,” she said. “I’m a Joan.”


“Yeah. Figured. What with the Papal seal on your pushka and your complete lack of fear.” He gave up trying to sit, and attempted to roll over instead. The effort was too much for him, and he concluded that he might actually be dying.


“Is there anything I can do?”


He looked up into her big brown eyes properly, now that no one was trying to kill him. His heart stopped again, only for a moment, but he put it down to his arrhythmia. “If you haven’t got a scalpel, some bolt cutters and a set of rib spreaders, no. The defibrillator that’s part of my pacemaker seems to have crashed.”


“Crashed?”


“Normally I go to a hospital and they reprogramme it. Five-minute job. Only I need it to work right now and I don’t think I have five minutes.


She slung her automatic into her holster and scooped him up in her arms. It was only then that he realised that she was huge. Tall, proportionately built; a giantess. She carried him out to the streetside and stood on the last wide step of a series that led up to the main doors.


The traffic had flooded back onto the road, as had the pedestrians to the pavement. Sister Madeleine spotted over everyone’s heads that, miracle of miracles, an ambulance was fighting its way through to the kerb in a blizzard of red and blue.


“At least your little friend did that right.” She adjusted the weight in her arms, aimed his feet towards the mass of people that stood in her way, and barged through. From the way he kept feeling impacts on the soles of his boots, he realised that the sight of a two-metre-tall fully-robed novice nun cradling a semi-conscious man wasn’t strange enough for hardened Metrozone residents to take much notice. The sister was determined, however, and they met the ambulance as it shuddered to a halt.


The paramedics took him from her, and laid him efficiently on a stretcher inside the van. He watched as they attacked his shirt with scissors and pasted cold electrodes to his skinny chest. It was only when they tried to put a mask over his face that he rebelled and turned his face away.


“The nun. Where is she?”


She climbed up and crouched down. “What is it?”


If she’d been expecting a message for someone or a death-bed confession, she was going to be disappointed. “My bag.”


“Your what?”


“My bag. Courier bag.”


“It’s back in the church.” She pulled back the side of her veil so she could press her ear close to his mouth. “Is there something important in it?”


“Hardware. Cost me a small fortune and I’ve not even turned it on yet.”


She sat back. “A computer? Your heart’s about to fail and you’re worried about a shiny new computer?”


“Look after it for me.”


“Petrovitch,” she said, “you, you geek.”


“Sister,” said the paramedic who was wincing at the vital signs on his handheld screen. “In or out, but we’re moving.”


She made to leave, but ended up reaching out of the cabin and pulling the doors shut, trapping herself inside. “Just drive,” she muttered, and sat awkwardly in a fold-down seat that wasn’t anywhere near her size. She pulled her veil straight and reached for her rosary to compose herself.


Sister Madeleine watched Petrovitch flat-line three times in the ten minutes it took to get him to the hospital, and each time he came back to life again he searched the interior of the ambulance for her.


Some of the time, he was thinking about his beautiful piece of bespoke kit, lying untended on a pew in a city-centre church where anyone could just walk in and take it.


But part of him wondered what she was thinking, and he couldn’t work that out at all.


It involved less surgery and more coding. No one cut him wide open, which he was grateful for. The chip that was supposed to control his errant heart was pulled bloodily out through a hole, and a new one slotted into place. He was kept conscious throughout.


The morphine and exhaustion made him drowsy though, and at some point when they were sewing up the access wound with short, blunt tugs of black thread, he allowed himself the luxury of falling asleep.


He dreamed: cold snow, cold wind, crystal-black nights and needle-bright stars. He dreamt of ribbons of auroral colour above the blank skyline, of the Soviet murals that decorated the foyers of the underground. He dreamt of good vodka and good friends.


When he woke up, he found that he’d left all that behind and exchanged it for a pale cream room with hospital bed, polarising filters on the window and an amazonian nun in the corner. Perhaps the nun was optional; then again, for one to come as standard made as much sense as anything in his life ever did.


“How long?” he asked.


“Hour, maybe,” she said. She stood by his bed and looked around. “This must cost a fortune.”


“More than my modest insurance could afford.” Petrovitch pushed himself up with his hands and accepted the automatic movement of his pillows. Sister Madeleine looked down to see what her hands were doing – shaping and plumping – and she consciously stopped herself.


“So?”


Petrovitch leaned back. He could feel the tightness in his chest, but no pain. That was good. “Miss Sonja wanted to know who I was. The only way she could do that was to pick up the tab on my hospital bill. It’ll be no more than small change for someone like her, and she’ll consider herself clever because she’s found out who I am.”


Sister Madeleine shrugged. “You got something out of it too.”


“Yeah. Why do you think I didn’t tell her my name?”


She saw his sly smile. “You were dying, and you saw the opportunity to get a room upgrade?”


“And a private ambulance. I didn’t need her gratitude, I needed her influence. And look: I’m still alive.”


Her eyes grew large. “That’s, that’s …”


“What?” Petrovitch was nonplussed by her reaction. “Just because you didn’t work it out.”


“Why? Why would someone like you want to help someone like her?” She put her hands on her hips and waited for Petrovitch to answer. When he didn’t, she said: “You know what? I don’t care. I haven’t got the energy to waste on it. You know where to find me if you want your little box of tricks back.”


She strode to the door, the second time that day a pretty woman had turned her back on him and walked away.


“I don’t,” he said. “I don’t know where to find you. I wasn’t aware of where I was for the last five minutes or so of the chase.”


She faced the closed door. “So you want me to tell you? What if I don’t? What then?”


“I’ll work it out. It can’t be that difficult. Five minutes, maybe. Ten, then – tops. All I want is my bag back. Really.” He had no idea why he was having this conversation. “Sister?”


“Saint Joseph of Arimathea, Edgware Road.” She twisted the doorknob, and the door swung aside.


“Sister?”


“What?”


He thought about mentioning that she had nearly suffocated him with that stupid head-dress of hers, and for once found that sarcasm died on his tongue. “Thank you. I’m grateful.”


She shrugged again. “Doing good things is in the job description, Petrovitch.” She looked down at the patient, crumpled man sitting across the corridor from her. “Police are here.”


She left, robes billowing out behind her. Neither man, the one in the bed, the one in the chair, had the authority to stop her.
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Eventually, having watched the sister stamp angrily down to the first corner and disappear, the policeman got wearily from his chair and wandered in. He ignored Petrovitch at first, and walked around, touching the furnishings, playing with the window controls, pouring himself a glass of water from the jug on the bedside table.


Petrovitch looked over the top of his glasses at the man as he drank, one gulp, two gulps, three.


“Do you mind if I sit down?” the man asked, wiping his mouth on his jacket sleeve, then sat down anyway without waiting for an answer. “There’s always too much standing up in this job.”


He patted his pockets for his warrant card, and passed it over to Petrovitch with an air of distraction: he was already looking for something else in a different place.


Petrovitch inspected the card: Chain, Henry – Detective Inspector, Metropolitan Police. The hologram looked twenty years out of date, because the Chain in front of him had far more wrinkles and much less hair. His head was flaring under the lights, the thin strands dotted haphazardly over his scalp illuminated from below as well as above.


Petrovitch passed the card back, and Chain opened the cover of his police handheld. The detective chewed the stylus for a moment, then pecked at an icon.


“Right then,” said Chain, and interrupted himself with a volley of wet coughing. “Sorry. It’s the air. I’ll start again: Petrovitch, Samuil. Twenty-two, citizen of the Russian Federation, here on a university scholarship. Address, three-four-one-five, Clapham Transit A. You will stop me if I mess up here? I know these things are supposed to be accurate, but you know what it’s like.” He paused. “You do know what it’s like, don’t you?”


Petrovitch cleared his throat. “I know.”


“Your English good? Don’t need a translator or a dictionary?”


“I’m fluent.”


“This is just an interview, you know. You haven’t done anything wrong. I’m just asking a few questions. If you think you might need a lawyer, do say.” Chain coughed again, an episode that left him breathless. He twisted round in his chair and poured himself some more water. “Nice room.”


Petrovitch nodded slowly. Either the man was brilliant or a buffoon. Only time would tell which.


“You are OK to answer a few questions, aren’t you? Doctors told me you’d died several times on the way here. I can come back later.” Chain touched the video icon on his handheld and hunted for the right clip.


“Yobany stos! Get on with it.”


Chain glanced up. “I know that one. Just so you know, yeban’ko maloletnee.”


Petrovitch chuckled, then grimaced at the discomfort. “Ask your questions, Detective.”


“This,” said Chain, “this is you, early this morning.” He passed Petrovitch the handheld.


Petrovitch watched himself, identified with a floating yellow tag, crawl along the pavement at Green Park. A red tag moved into view, and the two crossed briefly. The screen went blank.


“Where’s the rest?” he asked.


“The cameras over the whole block went down.” Chain took the handheld back. “Very professional. But we know what happened. We know where you went, and we know how it ended.”


He opened up another file, and showed Petrovitch a picture of two bullet-ridden gangsters lying in a mutual pool of thick red blood.


Petrovitch looked, then looked away. “If you know what happened, why do you need me?”


“We – I – was hoping you could tell me why. Why would Samuil Petrovitch risk his scrawny neck intervening in a kidnapping that has nothing to do with him? Or at least, seems to have nothing to do with him. You weren’t some sort of Plan B, were you?”


“Why don’t you ask them?” Petrovitch nodded at the screen. “They look like the sort of guys who could come up with a really good Plan B.”


“Point taken.” Chain reamed an eye with his finger until it squelched. “Do you know who it was you saved?”


“No. Never seen her before in my life.”


Chain pressed his lips together and ruminated. “If I had a euro for every time someone said that to me. “Oh, Detective, I have no idea whose body this is in the boot of my car. Never seen her before in my life.” You genuinely don’t know?”


“No.”


“Don’t keep up with the celebrity news?”


“Do I look like someone who uses celeb porn?” Petrovitch grunted. “I study high-energy physics.”


The detective sighed. “She’s Sonja Oshicora. Ring any bells now?”


“No.”


“Oshicora Corporation?”


“No.”


“You heard what happened to Japan, right? The whole falling-into-the-sea thing?”


“I heard. It wasn’t my fault, though.”


“Very droll, Petrovitch. So, let’s just recap.” He dropped the handheld in his lap and held out his sausage-like fingers. “One, you were minding your own business, proceeding in a westerly direction on Green Park. Two, you witnessed the attempted kidnapping of some woman you don’t know or recognise. Three, you drop one of the kidnappers – good work, by the way – and run for it, keeping this woman with you despite the fact you’re now being shot at.”


“How many?”


“Six dead. Twelve wounded, five of them critically. They’re in a different hospital somewhere, in wards a lot less posh than this one.” Chain waggled his little finger. “Four, after a tour of central London, you pitch up in a Catholic church. The kidnappers enter, then leave without their intended target. They die on the steps – how, I can guess, but the CCTV goes mysteriously blank again. Five, I get there. Oshicora’s gone, you’ve gone, the Joan’s gone. Have I got it about right?”


“More or less,” admitted Petrovitch.


“So I’ll ask you again: why?” The detective leaned back in his chair, and closed his eyes. A little while later, he murmured, “I’m still here.”


Petrovitch stroked the end of his nose, and eventually pushed his glasses back up his face. “I don’t know why,” he said.


“You don’t sound so certain of that.”


“I genuinely don’t.” His tone of voice earned him a glance from one heavy-lidded eye.


“Altruism? Chivalry? Civic duty? Random act of kindness? Perhaps you’re a secret crime fighter, and you didn’t have time to put your underpants on the outside of your trousers.”


“Idi v’zhopu.”


“We get them, you know. Costumed vigilantes, and for good or ill, without the superpowers.” Chain shuffled himself more erect, and played with the computer in his lap. “They’re just about one step up from the death squads we used to have during Armageddon. Were you here for that?”


“Before my time, Inspector. Look, I don’t know what I can do for you. I’m the victim of a crime, but the two criminals who shot at me and murdered all those people are dead. This Sonja woman …”


“Girl. Seventeen.”


“I don’t know her. It was an accident.” Petrovitch scratched at his chest. “Would you rather I’d not done anything?”


Chain said nothing, just looked into the distance with narrowed eyes.


“Oh, you’re joking.” Throwing off the bed covers, Petrovitch swung his legs out over the side of the bed. “I’ve walked into someone’s private crusade. So what did they do to you? Kill your rookie partner, blow up your car, boil your pet rabbit?”


“No,” said Chain. “They just really piss me off.”


“I’m not playing your game, Inspector. You can take your questions and you can shove them up your zhopu.” He found his clothes in the bedside locker. Except his shirt, of course. “Despite the tendency my heart has to stop working at critical moments, I quite like the life I have.”


He sat on the edge of the mattress and pulled off the hospital’s green gown, dressing as quickly as he could. Chain made no effort to stop him, just watched him as he efficiently laced his boots.


“I know where to find you,” said Chain as Petrovitch stood warily, testing which way was up. “So, of course, do they.”


“I don’t care.”


“Perhaps you ought. Perhaps you’ll find it harder than you think to pretend all this never happened.” Chain tucked his handheld away, and gripped the arms of the chair. He pushed himself up.


“I don’t owe them. Quite the reverse.” Petrovitch decided he could make it outside without falling over, and tried his luck.


“My point precisely,” said Chain. He beat Petrovitch to the door handle, and held the door open. “They owe you. This – this lovely room, the ambulance, the private doctors, the best of care. That’s just the start.”


Petrovitch hesitated, one hand on the wall. “What do you mean?”


“Honour, Petrovitch. You saved Hamano Oshicora’s only child from a fate worse than death. You saved both her and the family name. They owe you big time. Why,” he said, “you’re almost one of the family yourself now.”


“If I don’t have to play along with you, I don’t have to play along with them.”


Chain motioned Petrovitch through the door first. “You’ll find them a lot more persuasive than me.”


“I’m pretty good at saying no.” Petrovitch limped out into the corridor. “Now, if you’ll excuse me. I’m late for work.”


“You’re a student, you don’t get to use that excuse. But I’ll give you a lift if you want.” Chain smiled; it wasn’t pleasant. “You get to ride in a police car.”


“I’m not a little kid, Inspector.”


“No. You’re a poor immigrant who’s just had a run-in with two of the biggest crime syndicates in the Metrozone and ended up in hospital because your heart is on its last legs. If hearts have legs, of course.”


Petrovitch walked away, dismissing the policeman with a wave of his hand. “Yeah. I’ll be fine.”


“It’s not what your doctor said.”


He came back. “What did he say?”


Chain shrugged his shoulders. “If you’re going to discharge yourself without telling anyone, you’ll never find out. Until it’s too late.”


Petrovitch stared him down.


Chain reached out and tapped Petrovitch’s sternum. “He said you’ve damaged that one beyond repair. You need a replacement.”


“Maybe.”


“You can always ask for a second opinion. But I wouldn’t take too long about it.”


Petrovitch considered matters. “Your bedside manner sucks. See you, Inspector.” He turned on his heel and buried his hands in his pockets.


“New hearts cost,” called Chain. “You could always ask the Oshicoras to cough up for a replacement, seeing how you wrecked the old one in their service.”


“Yeah. Perestan’ mne jabat’ mozgi svojimi voprosami.” Petrovitch walked to the end of the corridor, past the verdant pot-plants balanced on every window sill, through the doors that cut him off from the despondent figure of Detective Inspector Chain.


He reached for his wrist and ripped off the hospital tag: somewhere on a computer, the action would have been registered, and someone would already be looking for him. Not because he was important, but because the people picking up the bill were.


Petrovitch didn’t want to be an asset. He wanted to be invisible again.


He threw the tag into the leaf crown of a fern and caught the first lift down to the ground. He watched the counter topple towards zero, and rested his forehead against the cool metal of the wall. By the time he reached the foyer, he’d made his decision.


It didn’t look like a hospital. It looked like a hotel, which he supposed it was, really: a hotel with operating theatres. It was busy, controlled, efficient. Customers and staff moved through their booking-in procedures with whispered courtesies.


Paycops guarded a screen at the ever-revolving door. Even they looked happy and relaxed.


Petrovitch spotted a vacant chair in front of a huge circular desk. He sat down and waited for the clerk behind it to focus on him through her holographic screen.


“Good afternoon, sir,” she said accurately: the clock had just tipped past noon. “Welcome to Angel Hope Hospital.”


“I need a new heart,” he said baldly. “How much?”


He had her attention. “It very much depends on what is clinically necessary. If you can submit a cardiologist’s report, I might be able to book an appointment for you.” While she talked, he could tell she was judging both him and the size of his bank balance. “Our transplant teams pride themselves on using only the very latest technology.”


“OK, save me the sales pitch. I knew this day would come sooner or later, so I’ve had a lifetime of weighing up the pros and cons. How much for a vat-grown organic heart?”


She smiled sweetly, revealing two rows of perfect white teeth. “I’m afraid that currently comes in at two hundred and fifty thousand euros. Surgery, post-operative care and rehabilitation are extra. I can download a list of charities that might be able to help in funding all or part of a less expensive clinical package. We offer several budget solutions that solve most chronic cardiac conditions.”


Petrovitch was watching carefully for her reaction. He pushed his glasses back up his nose, and asked: “Do you take cash?”




5


Petrovitch put the hospital’s datacard in his top pocket and followed the sweep of the revolving doors out into the daylight.


Private cars were queuing to drop people off under the covered entrance before pulling back out to join the mayhem of the midday roads. As one drove off, another replaced it, wheelchairs or a walker unit being brought to the passenger door as required.


Two cars weren’t moving, though. They were parked opposite, one behind the other, fat wheels up on the concrete kerb. One was new – clean, black paintwork, black tinted glass, a beast of a car, tall and proud and sturdy. The other was a dented wreck with mismatched wings and a plastic bag taped over the rear-offside window.


Sitting nonchalantly around the first car were three Japanese men, wrap-round info shades on their expressionless faces. Their suits were identical down to the creases in their trousers and the bulges in their jackets. He even recognised one of them: shaven-headed Hijo.


Lolling on the bonnet of the other car was Chain, who was glaring at the world in general and the men in front of him in particular.


Hijo spotted Petrovitch first. He stood erect, adjusted his black leather gloves, and nodded to his men. Chain saw the change in attitude of his quarry and glanced over to the doors. He slid off his car and shuffled his feet.


Petrovitch looked from one car to the other like he was sizing up two different but equally unappealing destinies. One of Hijo’s men even gave a little bow.


“Thank you, gentlemen,” said Petrovitch under his breath, “but I’m not stupid.”


He turned away, feeling four sets of eyes burning into his back until he disappeared into the crowd. He let himself be carried for a while, crossing two intersections, taking the opportunity before the lights cycled green to look around him and see if he was being followed.


That idea was ludicrous – or had been when he’d woken up that morning. Now, it had to be part of his mental map, along with needing a new heart and accidentally abandoning a perfectly decent piece of hardware in a church.


He crossed one more road, and the buildings changed. The tall two-centuries-old town houses stopped and the massive domik sprawl of Regent’s Park started: a vast heap of rusting shipping containers, stepped like blood-smeared Aztec pyramids until the peaks were high in the heavens. It made his own Clapham A look tiny, and legends had grown around the most inaccessible habs, deep inside the pile: Container Zero, the last Armageddonist, the Zoo.


He hadn’t realised he was so close, didn’t want to be so close. No one should think he had a connection with it. He took a step back so that he was in the lee of an anonymous grey box, a piece of left-over street furniture from an earlier age. He looked up to the topmost container, adorned with a fluttering green banner and a small windmill that span to a blur in the wind.


Petrovitch pushed his glasses up his nose, and walked off, heading west down Marylebone.


It was only a kilometre or so. He should have been able to manage it without effort. He had to stop twice, once at a roadside kiosk to swap all of the low value coins he could find in the depths of his pockets for a bar of chocolate, and once because he needed to sit down, just for five minutes.


By the time he was walking in the shadow of the flyover, he was spent. He should have gone home, slept, had something to eat. Work could have waited, collecting his rat could have waited. He’d made the wrong decision, temporarily thrown by the reception party outside the hospital. He needed to be thinking more clearly.


At least he was at the church. Seven broad brick semi-circular steps led up to the open doors. There was a railing; he made use of it. When he got to the top, he saw brushed sand and smelled bleach. Perhaps it had been Sister Madeleine’s job to scrub the blood out of the stonework.


He stepped around the sea of sand, taking time to run his finger around one of the pale bullet holes splintered into the dark wood door. Inside, a priest with crow-black hair was standing at the front, obscuring the altar with his outstretched arms, and maybe a dozen people scattered throughout the echoing space.


The crucifix hanging from a roof beam had extra stigmata, and the Holy Mother was missing her outstretched hand even while she was cradling the Infant in the other. White marks on the floorboards indicated hurriedly swept plaster dust.


Petrovitch sat himself in the very back pew and waited for this particular piece of religious theatre to end. The host was elevated while a white-robed acolyte rang a bell. As the priest turned to face the congregation, his gaze fixed on the latecomer.


A breath of air tickled the hairs on the back of Petrovitch’s neck. The nun was standing behind him, clicking through her rosary with one hand, the other resting on the butt of her Vatican special. She looked down sternly and dared him to speak, move, or do anything that might interrupt mass.


He didn’t have the energy to defy her, no matter how much fun it might have been. And he wanted his bag back without it being stamped on. He sat through the rest of the liturgy, hearing the words in plain English, but not understanding the symbols. People stood, sat and knelt at intervals, then trooped to the altar rail to receive a piece of translucent wafer.


Then the service was over, and it was him, the priest and Sister Madeleine.


“So soon, Petrovitch?” said the nun. She turned and heaved the doors shut. “Strange the things you find important.”


“Yeah,” he said. The priest had disrobed, and was walking slowly down the centre aisle in his black cassock and Roman collar. “It’s not like I came to see you.”


“That would never happen,” she said, banging the bolts into place. The sound reverberated around the nave. “This is Father John, priest in charge.”


“Father,” said Petrovitch, and raised his hand briefly. The man who came over and shook it with wary firmness couldn’t have been much older than he was.


“What do I call you?” said the father, scraping his fingers through his heavy fringe.


“Petrovitch will do. Is it me, or is the world being run by a bunch of kids?”


“Father O’Donnell was murdered two months ago. The parish needed someone.” Father John sat in the pew in front and twisted round to face Petrovitch. “I go where I’m sent.”


“Very noble, I’m sure.”


“But bringing extra trouble to our doorstep when we’ve more than enough of our own, that’s not. The sanctuary’s violated yet again, mass is delayed, and the police are here, throwing their weight around.”


“When Father O’Donnell died, they didn’t want to know,” said Sister Madeleine. “No investigation, no forensics, no arrests, no one to face justice. We know who did it, but no one’s interested.”


“I’m sorry about that,” said Petrovitch.


“I’m here to make sure they don’t need to let us down again,” she said. Her face hardened and she stared into the distance.


The priest picked underneath his nails. “A good man dies, and nothing. You and that girl turn up, and we have everything we didn’t have before. And who for? Two dead criminals.”


“If it was a detective inspector called Chain, don’t take it personally: he’s got a grudge against the Oshicoras.”


Father John scratched at his ear, where there was a notch missing from the cartilage. “Sister Madeleine shouldn’t have left the church, either. I’ve told her novice master. Penance will have to be done.”


Petrovitch glanced at the men and raised his eyebrows. “She’s in trouble? Because of me?” He started to smile.


Father John tried to wipe the smirk off Petrovitch’s face with sheer force of will, but Petrovitch was having none of it. “Yes. She’s here to protect her church and her priest. Not passing strangers. A member of the Order of Saint Joan has legal exemptions whilst she’s doing her duty, none when she goes off and does her own thing.”


“She didn’t shoot anyone.”


“She could have done a life sentence if she had.” Father John’s voice rose in volume until he was yelling, bare centimetres from Petrovitch. “She’s not the police. She’s not even a paycop. I don’t thank you for putting her vocation in jeopardy before it’s barely begun.”


“Yeah. OK. I get the message, Father. Just get me my bag; sooner I get what I want, the sooner you can get me out of here.” Petrovitch made sure his smile grew wider and he snorted. “You take yourself far too seriously.”


The father got up and cast him a baleful look. “Don’t bring bad people here.”


“Since I’ve been called a bad man once already this morning, I’ll have to count myself among their number.”


Father John stalked off to the vestry to collect Petrovitch’s bag. Sister Madeleine leaned down and waited until the father was out of sight. “Come with me,” she whispered.


“I’m just going to get you into more trouble, and none of it the interesting kind.”


“I can look after myself. Just come.” She walked to a side door, turned the heavy key and pulled the bolts aside. Stale air blew in as she worked the latch. Petrovitch dragged himself out of the pew and followed.


There were stairs, going up in a tight spiral, which she had difficulty negotiating because of the width of each step and the height of the ceiling, and he had problems with because he grew rapidly breathless as he ascended.


She opened another door, a trap door which she unbolted and threw back. Light poured in, making them both blink. She led the way onto the roof of the tower, and turned a full circle, taking in the view.


It wasn’t much. Immediately to the north was a raised section of dual carriageway, crammed with traffic. South and east were the cramped streets of old London, the skyline filled with the skel etons of cranes and new buildings, each trying to outdo the last for height. To the west was the rising ground of Notting Hill, where the wealthier post-Armageddon refugees had squatted.


Petrovitch leaned heavily on the parapet and wiped his damp forehead with the back of his hand. “I can’t believe you’ve got me all the way up here just for this.”


“Look,” she said, pointing beyond the flyover. “See those buildings? That’s the Paradise housing complex. It used to be St John’s Wood, before they bulldozed half of it.”


“Yeah,” said Petrovitch. There were seven tower blocks, ugly, utilitarian shapes, their bases hidden in a yellow haze. The concrete looked scarred and cracked. “Doesn’t look like they deserve the new name.”


“They call themselves the Paradise militia,” she said, and leaned on an adjacent piece of brickwork, staring out over the city with faraway eyes. “They run the blocks, and everybody in them. It’s like a city-within-a-city, with an economy based on crime. That’s who Father O’Donnell took on.”


“So they killed him. Shame, but I don’t know why you’re telling me this.”


“I want you to understand.” She tilted her head to face him, brushing the side of her veil away where it obscured her view of him. “Father John …”


“I understand too well. He’s just a boy. Like me.” Petrovitch laughed, and it hurt in a way that reminded him that he was still alive and how much he had to lose. “Father John thinks he can take the place of the martyred O’Donnell and win the souls of Paradise. He’s deluded by dreams of glory and can’t see that he’s going to go the same way.”


“They hate us. They act like we’re another gang, moving in on their territory. You’re right: they’d kill Father John, too, if they could. But he has me,” she said.


“So what’s your life expectancy measured in? Weeks or days?” He looked her in the eye, briefly, before feeling the need to count the lace holes in his boots.


She gathered her blowing veil and held it over her shoulder. “Someone has to do something.”


“I bet that’s what the Armageddonists said, right before they …”


He didn’t finish his sentence. His feet left the ground and, for a moment, he thought he was going over the parapet.


“Don’t,” she screamed in his face. Her fists were balled up in his collar. “Don’t ever. This is their fault. Everything. I could have been little Madeleine instead of this. I could have been normal.”


Then the calm after the storm. She lowered him rather than just letting go. His toes gratefully found the concrete roof.


“I’m not like them,” she said. She straightened his jacket out, sweeping her long fingers over the folds in the cloth. His skin burned under her touch. “I could never be like them.”


Petrovitch dared to move, retreating until his back was against the brickwork. When it eventually came, his voice was high and panicked. “I’m going now. For both our sakes.”


She waited until he was ducking down out of sight before calling after him. “Do you believe me?” she asked.


“What? That you feel the need to die in a futile gesture? Yeah. Russians have been throwing their lives away for nothing for centuries: it’s in the blood.” He started down the steep steps. “I don’t intend to join them.”


“So why did you try and save that girl?”


“I didn’t try,” he whispered defiantly. “I succeeded.”


Father John was waiting for him at the bottom of the staircase, holding up Petrovitch’s bag in one hand. His expression said that he’d won at least one small victory.


Petrovitch took the bag from him, unzipped the pouch and slid his hand inside. The rat had gone. All he found was his nearly-spent cash card and a flimsy piece of paper.


“Oh, this has gone completely pizdets.” He pulled out the paper, knowing what was on it already. But he still had to look.


It was a Metropolitan Police Evidence Seizure form. A serial number, a few ticked boxes, and a place for the officer’s printed name and signature. Petrovitch screwed it up in his fist and threw it at the floor.


“It turns out you didn’t need to come back here after all,” said the young priest. “I appreciate the irony, even if you don’t.”


“Why the hell didn’t the bastard ment tell me this in hospital?” Petrovitch bent down to scoop up the crumpled form, and laboriously started to flatten out the creases over his knee.


“I’m sure he had his reasons. By the way, this is a church. I’d appreciate you not swearing in it.”


Petrovitch considered his options. If the priest didn’t hold to turning the other cheek, hitting him might end badly. But just skulking off didn’t strike him as being appropriate either. “Past’ zakroi, podonok.”


Though the words were incomprehensible, his sentiment was resonant in his delivery. Father John’s face grew hard, and he took a step forward. “Get out.”


“Gladly.” Still pressing the piece of paper flat between his hands, he walked towards the doors. He caught sight of Sister Madeleine standing quite still beside the tower staircase.


He wondered if she would have intervened between him and the father. He knew it was her duty, but she looked so disappointed with him that he rather thought she would have just stood by and watched him get the beating he most likely deserved.
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Petrovitch had had enough; enough for one day, most likely the week. And still he didn’t go home.


He rode the nearby Circle Line tube to South Kensington, then the underground travelator the length of Exhibition Road. All the way, he felt a dull, distant fear, a sense of having done something that might mean nothing or everything. He’d succeeded in saving a stranger – this Sonja Oshicora – and failed himself: burned out his heart, become exposed to the unwanted attentions of both criminals and police.


He’d been noticed, and that wasn’t what he wanted at all. Time would tell whether he’d been snagged enough by events for his life to unravel like an old knitted jumper.


He still had one place of safety though, somewhere he could slip into a comfortable, familiar role without anyone asking stupid questions like “why?”


Pif was there already, standing at the whiteboard, marker pen in hand, perfectly still but for the flick of her eyes. She was so absorbed in her work that she didn’t initially notice Petrovitch wander in and slump into a wheely chair behind her. The chair rolled back across the floor and clattered into a redundant filing cabinet, empty but for empties.


He leaned back and prised two strips of an ancient set of Venetian blinds apart to see the world outside. “The limits on that integral should be minus infinity to plus infinity, not one to infinity,” he said. “It’s a waveform.”


“It wasn’t meant to be,” she said, “when I wrote this stupid equation out. Where have you been?”


“Getting shot at.” He let the blinds ping back. “Being thrown into the back of an ambulance, I think, or how else would I have got to hospital? Having my internal defib machine poked. Nearly thrown off the top of a church by a two-metre-tall nun.”


“Orly?” She stepped forward, made her black hand blacker by rubbing out the offending symbols and replacing them with the correct ones, using her impossibly neat copperplate.


“Yeah. Really.” He unzipped his jacket and peered at his chest. The ends of black thread sprouted from his skin like a half-buried spider. He had a thought and scooted across the room to his desk. Buried in the bottom of a drawer was a T-shirt, the relic of a death metal concert some six months earlier.


Pif turned around just as Petrovitch had shucked his jacket onto the back of the chair.


“Eww,” she said. “Sam, some warning, OK?”


He ignored her protests and dragged the black T-shirt on over his head. It was slightly too small; it accentuated his thinness and rode up above his waistband when he raised his arms.


“Have you got anything to eat?” he asked, looking through the rest of his desk, then under the piles of printout and monographs. “I’m not feeling so good.”


“In a minute,” she replied, glancing back over her shoulder at the whiteboard.


“I’ll never do your coding for you again.”


“All right, all right.” She threw up her hands and raided her bag for an energy bar.


When she’d launched it across the room at him, and he’d missed it, she pulled her own chair towards his and sat backwards on it, resting her chin on the back-rest.


Petrovitch scrabbled on the floor for the foil-wrapped bar, and crawled awkwardly to sitting again. They looked at each other, then she reached forward and took his chin in her fine fingers, turning it left and right. Her fingernails were painted with randomly generated Mandelbrot sets.


“How bad is it?” Her beaded hair jiggled softly as she talked.


“Bad enough,” he said, and finally tore through the wrapping. He continued around mouthfuls of sweet, sticky crumbs. “The defib machine took too long to kick in, and then it wouldn’t stop firing. A lot of heart muscle had gone anoxic, and I won’t get that function back.”


“What are you going to do?”


“I have two options. Get a new heart or die soon.”


She blinked slowly. “You mean cake or death?”


“Pretty much, except the cake I want costs two hundred and fifty kiloeuros, plus expenses.”


Pif whistled air out of her mouth. “So what are you going to do? Will the university spring for it?”


“I’m a private student. The foundation that supplies my scholar ship will cover it.” He screwed up the wrapper and dropped it in the bin. “Have you anything else?”


“Yes, but … that’s very generous of them. You’ve talked to them already?” She rolled away and dug out another energy bar.


“I didn’t want to hang around. I haven’t exactly got time on my side. It’ll happen next Monday, when the funds are in place.”


Pif was distracted again by her equation. She swung around to face it. “Why did you say it was a wave?”


Petrovitch held out his hand for the energy bar, and she placed it deftly without looking around. “I don’t know. You’ve written it like a zeta function, but it looks more like the bastard child of a Fourier transform.”


“I should be able to solve this.” She glanced at him as he crammed his mouth with food. “Do you want second place on the paper?”


“It can’t hurt: Ekanobi and Petrovitch, twenty twenty-five. What is it?”


“Quantum gravity. Part of it, anyway.”


He stopped chewing and got up slowly, energy bar lying forgotten on the edge of his desk. He walked to the board. “Which part?”


“The last part. I’m going to do all the calculations again, from scratch, and see if I can get to this point again. I’ve got it all written down …” She was breathless, more than that, hyperventilating. “Sam, I just caught a glimpse of creation.”


Her body started to sway, and Petrovitch caught her, and managed to get her head down between her knees.


He crouched next to her, feeling a cold sweat spring up on his own forehead. “You’ve probably made a mistake, somewhere,” he said.


“Probably,” she agreed. “At least one. Promise me you won’t die until I’ve gone through the proof.”


“I’ll try not to.” He pointed at the board. “Yobany stos, if you pull this off …”


She looked out from under her fringe. “It means I’ll never have to put up with you taking my lunch again.”


“Yeah. But in Russia, lunch takes you.” He sat back on his haunches and squinted at the symbols on the board through half-closed eyes. He almost saw it too, the flicker of recognition of something wholly and completely true. “How certain are you of this?”


“Certain? No. But look at it! It’s beautiful.”


“Take a picture of it. For posterity.”


Pif gave him her phone, and he rested his elbows on her desk to reduce the camera shake. It clicked, and she was frozen in time for ever, arms folded, grinning like a loon.


“Perfect,” he said.


He left her bent over her notebooks. His exit elicited no more than a soft murmur and a slight inflection of her hand. He knew from past experience that she’d be like that, not moving except when absolutely necessary, blocking everything else out and using her ferocious concentration to map out all the little steps she’d made that preceded the giant leap drawn out in black marker.


Petrovitch left the university the same way he’d entered. Home for sure this time, beating the more spread out but nevertheless impressive migration to the outer parts of the Metrozone. He passed a copy of the iconic Underground map as he glided along the travelator, squashed to one side by a phalanx of marketeers who did nothing but talk into their headset microphones and eye up their prey.


He noticed that to get to Embankment, he’d have to go through St James’s Gate. He shrugged his shoulders enough to be able to get into his bag, and look at the address on the evidence form he’d been left with.


The police station was just around the corner, and getting his hardware back was starting to become urgent. How long could it take to make a fuss at the front desk, threaten Chain with non-existent lawyers and finally get his hands on it?


He went through the screen, the turnstile, through the unconscious motions of travelling. There were three stops to go, then two, then one.


The lights flickered in a rippling pattern, from the front of the carriage to back, came on again. Then they snapped off, all the lights, plunging the passengers into utter, tunnel-enclosed darkness.


The train faltered, losing power to the motors, and someone banged hard into Petrovitch’s side, driving the air from his lungs and causing him to collide with half a dozen soft, yielding shapes who cushioned the impact.


He thought he was going to fall, to slide under their feet and become trampled. At the last moment, he found vertical again.


He was almost catapulted the other way when the lights blinked on and the train surged forward. He snaked out an arm and held tightly on to a pole, looking back down the chasm his wild movement had carved in the crowded carriage.


At the far end, even as the sea of people closed the gap, was a woman, a teenager with puff-ball white hair, a black jacket that was all zips and buckles, an object in her hand that was made from transparent plastic but had a single serrated edge.


He used his free hand to press against his T-shirt; no wetness, no spreading stain. But his courier bag had a hole in it, just about kidney height. They made the damnedest things out of kevlar these days.


She disappeared from sight as the train roared out into the next station and began to squeal to a stop. He knew she was there, her mind racing like his, trying to out-think his next move even as he was trying to anticipate hers.


Shouting “She’s got a knife” would only serve to make everyone rush away. He needed it tightly packed. She could work her way through the crowd and have another go, but he knew she knew if she got anywhere near him, he’d have nothing to lose by exposing her; if she made the hit, she’d be gunned down by the first paycop she encountered.


He decided she’d missed her only opportunity. She should have waited, followed him out onto the platform. That’s how he would have done it. Get close, in with the blade and step away. Shriek herself hoarse and panic. No one would suspect her until very much later and she’d changed her appearance completely.


“St James’s Gate. Doors opening.”


If he left the train, she’d stay on. She’d let her controller know she’d failed. There might be another attempt, another day.


As passengers poured out onto the platform and away, he could see her watching him. He waited until he could slip along the glass partition to the door. She stayed where she was, her plastic knife hidden behind one of her zips. He was at the threshold, foot hovering over the gap between train and platform. She gave an almost imperceptible jerk of her head, an indication that she’d been thwarted, but that there were no hard feelings.


Petrovitch walked along beside the carriage, feeling her gaze burn between his shoulder blades. The barriers opened, and people poured on. She was gone, lost from sight. The buzzer sounded, the doors closed, and the train whipped away, chased by a whirlwind of litter and stink.


He stopped to watch the red lights slide away around the next bend, and started to shake. He gripped his bag tight and made his knuckles go white while his stomach flooded with acid that burned all the way up to his throat. He swallowed and screwed his eyes shut.


Another train was coming, buffeting the air ahead of it. He couldn’t stand there for the rest of the day. He left the platform, the passengers from a westbound train pushing through the connecting tunnels ahead of him all the way to the surface.


The crush around the towers of St James’s Park was intense, but he managed to spot what he wanted within a few seconds of leaving the Underground; a basement datashop that would sell him access by the minute. He had to fight his way through to the steps down, then wrestle with the door that was swollen with heat and humidity.


Other users were glazed and expressionless as they passively absorbed their porn of choice. While Petrovitch was being led by the manager to a free cubicle, he saw one elderly man stare with fascination at a line of windswept rock peaks, the sun rising red over the col between two of them and flooding the scene with light.


“Real?”


“VR. Somewhere Outzone, up north,” said the blue-turbaned proprietor. “How long do you want?”


“Five minutes on the net. You OK with proxy servers?”


“I will be if I charge you for ten.”


Petrovitch hid his location and identity behind his usual proxy, a Tuvalu-based computer whose existence seemed to have been forgotten by its true owners. From there he went after Chain’s number, and simultaneously bought a single-use virtual phone from a provider.


“Chain,” said Chain.


“Detective Inspector Chain? It’s Petrovitch.”


“Petrovitch? That Petrovitch. How’s the heart?”


“Just about intact. Yeah, Chain, look …”


“I take it this isn’t a social call. Where are you now?”


“Datashop. Raj Singh’s. Chain …”


There was a brief pause while he was away from the microphone. “I can see it from the window. I take it there’s a reason you’re not at the front desk.”


“Chain, listen. Someone just tried to kill me.”


Chain coughed liquidly. “They did? That was quick off the mark.”


“You knew?”


“It was only a matter of time. There’s probably one or two things you need to know about the mess you’ve got yourself into. Come up and we can have a chat.”


“If I’m being watched, I don’t want to step foot inside a police station. So the only way I want my kit back, you thieving ment, is for you to bring it here.”


“There’s paperwork to fill in,” he said mildly. “Why don’t I meet you, and take you over to the station?”


“You’re not listening, Chain. I’m not going to appear to be helping you. I don’t even want to be anywhere near you.” Petrovitch checked the timer. “If this conversation is going to go nowhere, tell me now so I can set some lawyers on you.”


“You can have your whatever-it-is back. It’s clean. But there genuinely is paperwork, and you’re not worth my while cheating the system. Come on, Petrovitch, a little trust goes a long way.”


“You stole my property just so I’d have to call you, and you talk about trust?”


“OK, point taken. I did want to check it, make sure you weren’t a low-level Oshicora foot soldier, but I could have done so on the quiet and brought it back to you in hospital.” He coughed again. “I sort of believe you now, and maybe I can let the other side know you’re just some stupid kid who doesn’t know any better than to meddle in the affairs of gods. What do you reckon?”


Petrovitch reined in his anger. “Will you do that? Will it work?”


“Tell you what: I think I owe you, so yes. I’ll do what needs to be done, though talking to Marchenkho’s organitskaya leaves me with heartburn. Wait there, and I’ll come and collect you when it’s done.”


“Organitskaya?” said Petrovitch. “Yobany stos.”


“I imagine you probably are,” said Chain, and cut the connection.
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Petrovitch was drinking coffee, brewed in a chipped mug in the Raj Singh back office, when Chain knocked politely on the door and let himself in.


“Ready to go, Petrovitch?” He nodded at the Sikh. “Sran? Keeping it legal?”


“As ever, Inspector Chain.” Sran winked.


“One day, Sran.”


“And until that day, Inspector, we’ll keep trading.”


“Of course you will. Leave the coffee, Petrovitch. I’ve better in my office.” Chain looked around at all the notes pinned to the office walls, testing names, numbers, addresses for a tickle of memory.


Sran wanted Chain out quickly: he leaned forward and took the mug from Petrovitch’s hands. “Pleasure doing business with you.”


Petrovitch threw his bag over his shoulder, and Sran ushered them out: he shooed them all the way to the bottom of the basement steps that led up to street level to make sure the policeman didn’t have time to see clearly what some of the shop’s customers were doing.


The door was shut firmly behind them.


“You know him, then?” said Petrovitch, his ears adjusting to the blare of noise falling on him from above.


“I know everyone,” said Chain, checking inside his jacket. He patted his shoulder holster, and unfastened a tab. “Let’s make this unremarkable, shall we?”


“I thought you’d talked to whoever it was you needed to talk to.”


“I did. You’re not the only one with a price on your head.” Chain led him up the steps, then elbowed his way into the pedestrian stream. Petrovitch was almost standing on the man’s heels so as not to lose him.


They made it to the crossing and, on the next green light, shuffled across the road to a building that sat squat and lonely, surrounded on all sides by streets. Armed police – not paycops, but the real thing – guarded the entrance. They were tall and wide in their armour and utterly anonymous behind their targeting visors. One of them watched Petrovitch as he trailed after Chain, and Petrovitch saw his reflection in the curved faceplate.


He wasn’t looking anywhere near as angelic as he had first thing that morning.


He also had to sign in at the desk. The man behind the bullet-proof glass was brisk and businesslike, but Petrovitch still felt a frisson of fear as the optical scanner was pressed against his eye socket.


His identity passed muster, and he was issued with a tag similar to the one he’d worn in hospital.


“It’s an offence not to keep this on while you’re in the building,” said the man as he watched Petrovitch clip it around his wrist. “Offence as in five years and a ten-thousand-euro fine.”


“Is that all?” said Petrovitch.


“We can choose to shoot you.” His gaze left Petrovitch and slid onto Chain. “He’s all yours.”


“You’re a humourless bastard, George. Give the kid a break.” Chain took Petrovitch by the arm and pulled him away towards the lifts. “Nothing else in that bag I need to know about, is there?”


“Apart from the hole where someone tried to cut me a new zhopu, no.”


While they waited, Chain inspected the damage. “What did they use?”


“A clear plastic knife. Behind the screen, too.”


“Perspex. Covert weapon of choice at the moment.” The lift doors shuddered apart. “Get in, and we can have our little chat.”


Petrovitch and Chain rode the lift to the seventh floor and walked along the corridor until they reached a door marked “DI H. Chain SCD6”. Petrovitch hadn’t seen another soul the entire time. The place was a ghost ship, adrift in the heart of the Metrozone.


Despite his disquiet, he dropped gratefully into a leather chair opposite Chain’s desk, and watched without comment as the detective busied himself with the domestic chore of making proper coffee.


“I like you,” said Chain, once the water had started gargling noisily through the machine. “So I’ll tell you how the conversation with Marchenkho went.”


“Marchenkho? The organitskaya boss?”


“I’ve got him on speed dial. Now Marchenkho might be a vodka-soused old villain who models himself on Stalin, but we go back a long way, so he takes my calls. I tell him that two of his lieutenants are in the mortuary, having been scraped off the steps of a church, and guess what?”


“He already knows?”


“He already knows.” Chain went to the window and peered past the vertical blinds at the face of the glass monolith being erected opposite. “But he’s not apologising. Marchenkho apologises a lot, especially when he doesn’t mean it, so I guess he’s livid that his carefully planned, once-in-a-lifetime chance at taking Oshicora’s daughter hasn’t worked out.”


“This isn’t sounding good,” said Petrovitch, slumping further down.


“I mention that I’d talked to some of the witnesses. That I can link all the innocent bystanders gunned down by those two idiot slabs of Ukrainian pork directly to him.” Chain ambled back to the coffee pot, which hadn’t finished, and opened up a packet of nicotine patches lying on the table. “He doesn’t like that.”


“Does that mean the hired help screwed up?”


“It does indeed.” He peeled a patch off its backing strip, and pulled up his sleeve. He pressed it into place above his wrist, revealing that there was another just further up under his shirt cuff. “You catch on quick, Petrovitch. Tell me what happens next.”


Petrovitch frowned. “You traded me,” he said after a moment.


“Pretty much. I wouldn’t be able to stick anything on Marchenkho, but I might take out one or two of his upper management and they’d be watching their backs for months. So he’s called off the attack dogs on you in exchange for some peace and quiet.” Chain got fed up of waiting, and grabbed the coffee pot. As he poured the black liquid into two mugs, spatters of steam hissed on the hot plate. “Want to know how much you were worth?”


“Not particularly.”


“Two fifty.”


“Thousand?” Petrovitch sat bolt upright. “Huy na ny!”


“Enough for a new heart, even. Marchenkho was really very cross with you.” Chain pushed the coffee along the desk at Petrovitch, and sat awkwardly on one corner. “I hope you don’t take milk, because I haven’t got any. Or sugar. Anyway, putting out a contract takes no time at all. Information like that moves fast, and it reaches all the right people – or wrong people – very quickly. Rescinding that same contract takes longer. News that no one wants to hear crawls along. Sometimes it doesn’t get to everyone who needs to know until it’s too late.”


“Too late. As in me.”


“You’ve got an uncomfortable week ahead, Petrovitch.” Chain slurped at his coffee. “Bugger. Hot.”


While Chain dabbed at his scalded lip, Petrovitch pushed his glasses up his nose and made little ticking noise with his tongue. “How did they get on to me so fast? I mean, I went from the church, to hospital, to the church, to the university, and suddenly I’m a target.”


“Two unpalatable options, each equally likely. First, that your face has been lifted from a CCTV file, run through facial recognition software, and your government file rifled for information on where you live, where you work, everything official about you.”


“A krisha.”


“As you say, a bent copper. More likely, you’ve been bugged. At the hospital, I would guess.”


Petrovitch looked down. Now even his own clothes were betraying him. “So for all I know, they’re lining up outside to have a go at me.”


“They’d have to know roughly where you are first.” Chain went behind his desk and pulled out a magic wand from his top drawer. “Abracadabra.”


He waved the wand mystically over Petrovitch, top to toe, and gradually zeroed in on his right boot.


“I’m not taking it off for you,” said Chain, looking up from the floor.


Petrovitch unlaced the boot and pulled it off his foot. Chain wrinkled his nose.


“Sorry,” said Petrovitch.


“I’m guessing girls don’t feature much in your life.” Chain ran the wand around the boot, then inside. He plunged his hand in after it, and after a few moments of pulling faces, retrieved a sticky label. “There.”


Petrovitch took the wand from the detective and inspected it. A line of lights ran up one side, the bottom four already lit. When he brought it close to the label stuck to the end of Chain’s fingers, all the lights flickered on.


He peeled the label off Chain, and as he held it up to the window, he could see shadows of circuitry inside. “What do I do with it?”


“Tear it in half. But if they have access to the CCTV network, they can still track you with cameras, and they know where you live. Anywhere you can hole up safe for a few days?” Chain dragged his coffee closer, and warily tried to drink it.


“I’m a physicist, not a spy.”


“A holiday in Russia?”


“Yeah. That really isn’t a good idea.”


Chain raised his eyebrows. “How so?”


“It just isn’t. OK?” Petrovitch stared up at the detective, who eventually shrugged and muttered something under his breath.


“Look,” said Chain, “let me explain something to you. I can’t stop you from being killed. I don’t have the resources. I can make it difficult for them, but not impossible. I might even be able to catch your murderer, but I’m sure that’s not going to be of much comfort to you. You’re going to have to help yourself. Any good at that?”


Petrovitch nodded slowly. “Yeah. Not bad.”


“Good. So what are you going to do?”


“I don’t know yet. Chain, what is it with you and the Oshicoras?”


The detective slid off his desk and paced the floor. When he spoke, it was with messianic zeal. “I was here. Here for everything. Armageddon: the shock of the first explosions – Dublin, Belfast, Sellafield, the emptying of the countryside, the radioactive rain, the streets choked with refugees, kids – so many kids without their parents – everywhere. We could have lost control in so many different ways, torn apart from the inside, swamped from the outside, or just one of those fucking heretics with their holy nuclear bombs getting across the M25: but we didn’t. We kept it together. We took everybody in. Housed them. Fed them. Found something for them to do.”


Petrovitch sighed, and Chain made a rumbling cough.


“Am I boring you?” he asked.


“Just get on with it, Inspector.”


“What we did was a miracle. Then Oshicora turned up, eight years ago, unseen amongst all the other refugees that were washing around the world. Marchenkho’s organitskaya and every other criminal gang in the Metrozone has been losing ground to Oshicora’s yakuza ever since.”


“He’s not yakuza,” said Petrovitch. “His men have got too many fingers.”


“Neo-yakuza, then. Corporate samurai, whatever you want to call them. They prey on us, suck us dry – virus and host. And if the infection was in just one place, it wouldn’t matter, but Oshicora runs his organisation like a franchise, each outlet selling his specific brand of criminality to the masses. They’re turning up everywhere, and what we’ve worked for, what I’ve worked for, will have been for nothing. This city brought to its knees by a …” Words finally failed him. He threw up his hands and dropped heavily into his seat.


Petrovitch scratched his chin and pushed his glasses up his nose. “All that must make him very rich.”


“Most people don’t get it. They don’t understand why the police just can’t do something about it. I’m guessing that you get it perfectly.”


“Better than you could possibly imagine.” His coffee at a drinkable temperature, Petrovitch gulped at it until it had gone. “Thanks for the lecture, but I think I should be going.”


His abruptness startled Chain. “You said you had nowhere to go.”


“That’s because I hadn’t. Now I do.” He was halfway to the door, when he realised he’d forgotten what he’d originally come for. “You still have something of mine.”


“Ah, yes: your Remote Access Terminal. Half-gigabyte bandwidth, two-fifty-six-bit encryption, satellite connectivity and a touch interface. Chinese kit, top of the range, does pretty much everything. Just how does a kid like you afford something like that? More to the point, what would you need one for?”


“You’re the detective. You figure it out.” Petrovitch’s jaw jutted out. “Just get it for me, OK?”


Chain patted his pockets, and ended up using the hardwired desk phone. He said a few words, listened to the response, and a faint smile raised the corners of his mouth.


He put the phone down. “Hard luck.”


“You’re joking.”


“I’m afraid not. Someone’s swiped it from the evidence room. I’ll be making enquiries, don’t worry. You’ll get it back, eventually.” Chain looked almost happy. “So where are you going, Petrovitch?”


“Do you honestly think I’d tell you? You can’t even keep evidence locked up. What good would you be with a secret?” Petrovitch wrestled with the unfamiliar door handle. “Just leave me alone.”


“You know my number. Call me when you’re ready.”


“Ready for what?” He finally got the door open.


“Ready for when you tell me why you saved Sonja Oshicora.”


“Potselui mou zhopy, Chain.”


Petrovitch fumed all the way down to the ground floor. He still had the sticky bug on the end of his fingers. He made a face at it, then carefully pasted it on the inside of his police-issue wrist tag. When he passed the front desk, he ripped the tag off and slapped it face-up on the counter in a carefully calculated act of rage.


Outside, he looked at the buildings around him and headed north. Towards Green Park.
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The Oshicora Tower was constructed in the phallocentric style: tall, narrow at the base before flaring out to a maximum girth halfway up. Silvered triangles of glass wrapped like a staircase around its circumference, making it impossible to see any of the internal structure.


He’d soon have an opportunity. He was going in. He wasn’t sure it was the wisest course to take, but he gauged that the short-term benefits of staying alive outweighed any potential downside. He stood almost exactly where he’d been that morning, watching Sonja Oshicora striding towards him – then hesitating, as if she couldn’t quite remember what it was she planned to do next.


Then he turned and walked down the wide, fountain-flanked concourse to the entrance lobby. The guards – he’d have called them paycops, but for the little cloth Rising Sun badge sewn on the front of their impact armour – must have thought him a courier, because they stood back and ignored him.


Inside was bright and airy and clean. Real plants scrubbed the air, real people busied themselves cleaning the marble floor or carrying boxes labelled with katakana or answering phone calls at a tiered bank of terminals.


Petrovitch was the only non-Japanese face on the entire ground floor. He’d crossed the threshold from the multi-ethnic Metrozone to something he’d never encountered before; a monocultural enclave. He stood there, in the middle of the lobby, marvelling at the strangeness of it all.


“Petrovitch-san?”


It took him a moment to realise there was someone behind him, and another to realise they were addressing him. He span on his heel to see a squad of three black-clad guards, two standing respectfully behind their leader, who Petrovitch knew.


“Hijo. Hijo-san.” He knew to bow, and Hijo bowed lower, revealing the ceremonial sword strapped across his back.


“You are most welcome, Petrovitch-san. Please, come with me.” Hijo walked away, just expecting Petrovitch to follow, which after a deep breath, he did.


Everything he saw was beautiful, clean, new. It was how he’d imagined his future to be, not the squalor of the domiks, not the hot, heavy air that filled his lungs, not the day-to-day grind of just getting from one place to another. He had to keep reminding himself who he was going to see and how they got their money.


The lifts ran up the core of the building, accessed from behind the receptionists with their terminals and headsets. Discreetly placed guards marked a line between the public space and the private – no physical barrier, but there was a steel strip set into the floor. Petrovitch had no doubt that he would have been challenged and turned back if he’d crossed it alone.


But he had his escort: Hijo in front of him and two more armoured men behind. Their presence didn’t make him feel any more safe than he did on the streets, and he knew they had orders to protect him.


One set of lift doors were being held open for him. Hijo marched straight in, turned, and waited.


Petrovitch hovered, and pushed at the bridge of his glasses. “Can I just say something here?”


“Of course, Petrovitch-san.”


“My turning up here is in no way to be taken as a sign of loyalty or joining sides or looking for favours. I’d very much like to keep everything informal, no contract implied or offered, that sort of thing. All I’d like is a quick word with your boss and ask his help in clearing up a little misunderstanding, then I’ll be out of here never to bother you again.”


Hijo smiled, and gave a little bow. “Oshicora-san is eager to meet you, too.”


Petrovitch screwed his eyes up and joined Hijo in the lift. “That’s not quite what I meant, but never mind.”


The two guards stayed outside, and bowed as the lift doors closed. Hijo spoke up – “toppu yuka” – and the car started smoothly. Lights indicating the floor number turned over, kanji characters all.


Petrovitch scratched his chin. The thought that had occurred to him while he listened to Chain crystallised in perfect form: this tower wasn’t just Japanese owned, Japanese staffed, but was actually Japan. It went beyond a yearning for what was lost; it was no pale recreation of a Tokyo office block, but the real deal, vibrant and alive with industry.


Chain saw Oshicora’s neo-yakuza as a new model of crime syndication, but he’d missed the truth of the matter. Petrovitch had misspent his youth playing strategy games: he recognised the plan for what it was. Each franchise was a colony, and they were growing.


The lift chimed, and the doors opened on another world.


The light was blinding and, for the first time in his life, Petrovitch realised he’d lived in the dark. He could hear water, birdsong, feel a cool breeze on his face. As his eyes adjusted, he began to see how all this was created at the top of a building in the middle of a city.


The glass skin of the tower soared up over his head. Fans at the apex stirred the air, sucking in the heat and pushing out a frigid wind. Trees, planted in real soil, waved their leaves over streams of moving water that sometimes narrowed to run babbling over cobbles, sometimes widened to become slow pools dotted with lilies.


Gravel paths, carefully raked and rolled, wound across the rooftop until they arrived at graceful arched bridges. Birds – real birds – gave flashes of movement and colour.


Almost hidden amongst all of the garden was a single man dressed in loose grey trousers and a rough white shirt. He was standing at the edge of a square of white sand in which large black stones had been carefully placed.


Hijo guided Petrovitch onto the first path, and took a step back. Hijo would see nothing, hear nothing, until it was time for him to go. Petrovitch walked as if he was on holy ground, carefully, fearfully, until he was within coughing distance of Oshicora.


The man looked around. “Come,” he said. “Closer.”


Petrovitch joined him at the dark timber which separated gravel from fine sand. He could see the surface of the sand was patterned in circles and waves.


“I owe you a great debt of gratitude, Samuil Petrovitch. You rescued my daughter from her attackers, at a considerable personal cost. A relieved parent thanks you from the bottom of his heart.” Oshicora bowed low and formally, showing his thinning hair. Then he straightened up. “You’ve heard stories about me? From Detective Inspector Chain?”


“One or two,” admitted Petrovitch.


“He makes me out to be a monster. Most unfair.” Oshicora spread his hands wide. “Could a monster have conceived all this?”


“It’s … amazing. You must regret not spending more time up here.”


“You mean, I am so busy running my empire of crime that I can snatch only brief moments of rest?” He laughed, loudly and freely, his head tipped back. “Really, there is not that much to do. The secret is to choose your key managers carefully. You only have to take the critical decisions, or at least those which your managers deem to be critical. I have plenty of time to devote to matters of culture and learning. Much like yourself.”


“That’s very kind,” said Petrovitch.


“You are downplaying your achievements, Petrovitch-san. You obtained a first-class honours degree from a top-rank university. You have a scholarship supplied by wise benefactors in Russia. Soon you will be Doctor Petrovitch, and you will become eminent in your chosen field. Good. It becomes everyone, great or lowly, to achieve their potential.” Oshicora rested his hand on his chin. “But you are wary of me, uncertain whether to accept a compliment in case it is snatched away and replaced with malice. Try not to fear me. Here we are: a young man on the cusp of his life, an older man imagining what his legacy will be.”


“Yeah. About that life: it’s why I came to see you.” Petrovitch turned his toe in the gravel. “Did you hear about Marchenkho?”


“I hear lots of rumours about that man.”


“The contract? The two-hundred-and-fifty-thousand-euro one on my head?”


Oshicora pretended to think for a moment. “I sent Hijo to the hospital to escort you to safety. He informed me you walked away.”


“That’ll be me not being in full command of the facts. I’ll apologise to him later for his wasted journey. So I nearly ended up with a knife in my back today, and I’d rather not repeat the experience.”


“You require my protection? It is yours.”


“No,” said Petrovitch slowly. “Not exactly.”


“Perhaps we should take tea while you explain.” Oshicora walked around the perimeter of the Zen garden and towards a small table set with a delicate white china tea service.


Petrovitch sat on the edge of his chair and gazed at Oshicora’s deft movements setting out crockery and pouring fragrant green tea.


“It’s like this,” he said, cradling the tea bowl in both hands, “Chain has warned Marchenkho and his associates off by all but convincing him I’m not in your pay. The contract’s been cancelled, but it seems that Marchenkho isn’t too bothered about letting everyone know. The last thing I need is for him to see me with one of your men. Or women; I’m sure it’s all equal opportunities here. Even if they’re brilliant, I’ll still be marked for death and I’ll still have to explain to my tutor why I have an armed bodyguard following me around.”


Oshicora leaned over his bowl and bathed in the rising steam. “Most interesting analysis. Carry on.”


“So what I’d like you to do is trump the original contract. Anyone who kills me gets taken down for say, five hundred thousand. It’ll spread like wildfire to everyone who needs to know, and I can go to the corner shop again without worrying about snipers.”


“What if,” asked Oshicora, “Marchenkho has a change of heart, and bids higher?”


“You can always top him. That’s why I came to you.” Petrovitch blew across the surface of his tea, watching the patterns the steam made. “This is going to be a nine-day wonder. Next week, no one will care who I am. But for those few days I need the extra insurance.”


“Ingenious. I’m impressed by your grasp of the intricacies of such a dark subject. It is almost,” he mused, “as if you have some experience with the way these things are done.”


“I grew up in St Petersburg during Armageddon. Everybody there has some relevant experience.”


“Ah yes. You’re not a native to these shores, much like me. You arrived here when?”


Petrovitch narrowed his eyes, squinting into the past. “Twenty twenty-one. I started at Imperial in twenty twenty-two.”


“When you were nineteen?” Oshicora demonstrated his recall of incidental facts. “That seems a little young to tackle so difficult a subject.”


“I’d passed the exams. Didn’t seem much point in waiting till my balls dropped.”


Oshicora laughed again, sending waves across his tea. “Good, good. Tell me; what’s the next big thing in the world of physics? Do we have fusion power yet, or is it still ten years away?”


“Not if I have anything to do with it,” said Petrovitch. “But showing it can work on a computer and building a reactor are two different things.”


“And,” said Oshicora, looking across the table at him, “any closer to a Grand Unified Theory?”


Petrovitch almost dropped his bowl, which probably gave the game away there and then. Hot tea poured into the palm of his hand as he regained his grip, almost causing him to fumble his catch. He gritted his teeth and put the bowl on the table.


“Your colleague, Doctor Ekanobi, has an announcement to make?” Oshicora handed him a starched napkin.


“Not just yet.” Petrovitch took the cloth and held it inside his fist. “It might be nothing.”


“On the other hand, it might be everything. Do you know how close other research groups are?”


“No. I’m not even formally part of the Imperial GUT group.” The pain was fading now, and he inspected the damage. His hand was wetly pink, but there were no blisters or peeling skin. “More of a hanger-on. I help where I can.”


“Stanford believe they are, at most, two or three steps away.” Oshicora drank tea, and topped up Petrovitch’s cup before continuing. “I believe it vital to keep up with these matters. Others are too short-sighted. Their loss. So, has there been a breakthrough?”


“It’s not for me to say.” He looked away, across the garden. The lift shaft was invisible. He was on a floating island in a sea of concrete and steel. “To be honest, I feel a bit uncomfortable talking about it.”


“Of course. You have your professional confidences as I have mine. I apologise. But,” said Oshicora, “perhaps we can discuss the practical implications of such a discovery. Unlimited power from zero point energy. Transmutation of elements. Space travel that is not just affordable, but fast. Access to the solar system, to other stars. What else can you imagine for me?”


“The door to the universe is ajar,” said Petrovitch, then shook his head as if he’d been in a dream. “Maybe in a hundred, a thousand years. Just because we know something is possible doesn’t mean we can do it. Materials, equipment, gaps in our knowledge: anything might hold us up.” He gave a wry smile. “Don’t go to the bank just yet.”


“Petrovitch-san. Finish your tea. There is something I would like to show you.”


Nervously, Petrovitch finished the light green liquid in his refilled bowl and replaced it on the lacquered tray. Oshicora led him through the garden, over one of the bridges from where he could see the peaks of the central Metrozone skyscrapers around him and the slow, lazy motions of koi carp beneath his feet.


“Japanese companies have always looked ahead,” said Oshicora. “Not a year, not five years. Not ten. They have business plans that stretch decades, a century or more. Now that we have no homeland, we must look even further.”


A small shrine sat on a low mound in a dense grove of maple trees. The shrine was an ornate, curved roof resting on four carved pillars. Inside was a table, and at that table sat a man – a white man in a checked shirt and fraying shorts. He was looking at a screen and typing on the tabletop, oblivious to their approach.


They walked up steps to the platform. The boards creaked, and the seated man’s eyes flickered to capture their image before turning their full attention back to the screen.


The screen was dense with code, which he was splicing together with reckless confidence.


“Petrovitch-san, may I introduce Martin Sorenson? He is helping me build the future."
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Sorenson unfolded himself from his chair. He extended a shovel-like hand and grasped Petrovitch’s in a knuckle-cracking hold.


“Pleased to meet you,” he said in an inflected Midwest accent.


“You’re …” Petrovitch bit his tongue and changed gear. Sorenson knew he was an American, and Petrovitch telling him so would only mark him out as socially inept. “Very busy.”


“Mr Oshicora pays well for good work. You doing the project too?”


“Project?” He didn’t know what the project was. “No.”


Oshicora interrupted. “Petrovitch-san has been assisting me in another matter, where he has been most helpful. Sorenson is an expert in man–machine interfaces; his skills are most apposite.”


Now Petrovitch wondered what Oshicora needed a cyberneticist for. “I thought you Americans were into gene splicing and wetware.”


“I’m the exception to the rule, then, Mr Petrovitch.” Sorenson scratched at his thinning sandy hair, looking more like a farmer worrying about his crop than a technologist. He reached into his back pocket and passed him a business card. “If you ever need a spare part, just call.”


Petrovitch glanced across to Oshicora, whose face remained utterly unreadable. “Yeah, thanks,” he said, sliding the card into his jacket. “If you ever need, I don’t know, someone to design some building-sized electromagnets, I’m your man. Though I doubt there’s much call for that sort of thing in your line of work.”


Sorenson laughed and clapped Petrovitch on the shoulder. “You never know.”


He forced his arm back into line. “What was it you wanted me to see, Oshicora-san?”


“If Mister Sorenson will close his work, I will show you.”


Sorenson busied himself at the virtual keyboard, then moved out of Oshicora’s way.


The older man tugged his sleeves away from his wrists and reset the terminal’s language. The image of the keyboard changed and grew as it converted to use an extended Japanese character set. He typed in a single command line, and sat back.


The screen blinked, as if it were a giant eye. When it opened, it looked out on an aerial view of Japan.


“Here is Nippon, as it was on the evening of March twenty-eighth, twenty seventeen,” said Oshicora. He touched the screen, and they descended through the clouds until they were over the island of Honshu. “Here is Tokyo.”


The city sprawled around the bay, street after street. Piers jutted into the sea. Buildings rose up from the ground. Oshicora brought them down to pavement level, where the scene slowly rotated. Shops, brightly lit, filled with the goods of the world. Everything was as it had been, the day before the whole island chain started to turn into Atlantis. Everything, except the people.


“I get it,” said Petrovitch. “How detailed are you going to make this?”


“Perfectly so. Down to the feel of the silk on a kimono.”


“That’s ambitious. No wonder you need Sorenson. You want a totally immersive city.”


“I beg to correct you, Petrovitch-san. A whole country. Every tree, every blade of grass, every grain of sand. Mapped and reproduced from the memories of one hundred and twenty million Japanese survivors. Not just houses, but everything in them. Not just parks, but the scent of chrysanthemums. Cherry blossom will fall like rain once more. It will be exact. Our homeland will rise from the sea as if it had never fallen. The shinkansen will run again.”


Petrovitch wondered if his heart had skipped a beat. “Nu ti dajosh! What the hell are you running this on?”


“Below this building is a room. It is bombproof, fireproof, waterproof, electromagnetic and radiation hard. In it is a quantum computer. If every nikkeijin visited the simulation at the same time, it would still run flawlessly.”


“Ooh.” Petrovitch’s fingers tingled. He started to think about all the things he could do with such massively parallel processing, and broke out in a cold sweat.


“Petrovitch-san? Are you unwell?”


“No, I’m fine.” He rested his hands on the table. “Just taking a moment. That’s really very impressive.”


“I am happy. Now, I will leave you briefly in the care of Sorenson, while I attend to the other matter we discussed earlier. If you will excuse me?” Oshicora bowed and left the shrine, leaving the single chair unoccupied.


“Mind if I?” asked Petrovitch.


“Knock yourself out, kid,” said Sorenson. “So what do you make of our employer?”


“He’s not my employer,” said Petrovitch firmly, searching for the toggle that would give him a standard Roman keyboard. “I sort of bumped into his daughter this morning.”


“Sonja: I’ve seen her around, though I’ve been told not to talk to her. But I haven’t seen a wife, and he doesn’t wear a ring.” Sorenson looked around to see if he could be overheard. “Not that you have to be married to have kids. Not over here, anyways.”


“And how is the Reconstruction?” Petrovitch gave up, and used the touchscreen instead, navigating around the streets. The walls were solid. Doors were tabbed to open. When he ran a virtual hand over a clothes rail, the dresses moved in exquisite detail.


“You one of these people who expect every American to be a card-carrying Reconstructionist? That gets old real quick.”


“No. I rather assumed you weren’t one of them, since you’re working for Oshicora.”


“It’s a few weeks’ consultancy, nothing more.” Sorenson dug his hands in his pockets. “What do you mean? What’s wrong with working for Old Man Oshicora? Because he’s a Jap?”


“Not at all.” Petrovitch glanced over the top of his glasses. “Because he controls the fastest-growing criminal organisation in the Metrozone.”


“He what?”


Petrovitch raised his eyebrows. “You didn’t know? Oh dear.”


“Hey now, wait just a …” Sorenson chuckled. “Funny, kid. You had me going for a minute.”


“Sorenson,” said Petrovitch, “it’s not a joke. That ‘other matter’ that Oshicora’s gone to see about is to save me from being shot by the Ukrainian zhopu who tried to kidnap his daughter this morning. I’m not here for any other reason but to try and keep my skin intact.”


A look of doubt flickered across Sorenson’s broad face. “Kid,” he started.


“And stop calling me kid. ‘Kid’ would describe the girl who tried to drive a perspex pick into my guts on the tube.”


“OK, Petrovitch. I don’t know where you’re getting your facts from, but this gig is legit.” Sorenson was growing angry. Petrovitch could see the storm start to rise behind his eyes. “Just butt out of my business. What is this? Revenge for the Cold War?”


“Neither of us was alive for that.” Petrovitch turned his attention back to the screen. “What you do with the information is up to you. Don’t blame the messenger.” He deliberately leaned forward and absorbed the sights of the eerily empty city.


“I don’t have to take this.” Sorenson stood behind the screen. “I don’t even know you.”


“Yeah, look.” Despite his desire to keep on playing the man, Petrovitch was aware that Sorenson could not only beat the govno out of him, but seemed quite willing to do so. “I don’t care. You’re not interested in anything I have to say because it’s me saying it. So I’m going to do the grown-up thing and let you get on with your coding.”


He got up and walked away, letting the chair fall back with a bang onto the wooden boards. But he didn’t know how far he was permitted to go in the park, so he sat down on the shrine’s wide bottom step and waited.


The chair scraped as it was set upright. “Who’s your source?”


Without turning around, Petrovitch said: “You seem bright enough. Work it out yourself.”


“OK. I’m sorry. Tell me who I need to talk to.” Sorenson sat down next to him, and had the grace to look troubled.


“DI Chain. Works out of Buckingham Gate.” He looked up and saw Oshicora making his stately way towards them. He finished in a hurried whisper: “Do not mention my name. I’ve no intention of renewing my acquaintance with the man.”


Petrovitch scrabbled to his feet and went to meet Oshicora on the apex of the wooden bridge.


“Petrovitch-san,” said Oshicora, bowing.


Petrovitch bowed in return.


“I have made the arrangements you requested. A counter-contract of five hundred thousand euros has been placed. I imagine you will be safe even from Marchenkho himself.” He looked inordinately pleased with himself, getting one over on an old rival.


“Thank you, Oshicora-san. I kind of assume that our paths won’t cross again.” Petrovitch chanced a half-smile. “I’m rather hoping they won’t. I like a quiet life.”


“Stranger things have been known to happen. If you find that your life is not as quiet as you wish, I will instruct my staff to come to your assistance, as you did to my daughter’s. If you call, they will come.” Oshicora contemplated the carp moving in circles beneath his feet. He dipped his fingers in his pocket and came out with a few compressed pellets of fish food. He dropped them one at a time into the water, and the fish fought for the honour of eating.


“Thank you also for showing me this garden, and your quantum computer project. I hadn’t known there were any in private hands. I wouldn’t be so unwise as to spread that around, either.”


“We understand each other perfectly, Petrovitch-san. Come; I will take you to Hijo, who will show you out.”


As they walked, Petrovitch glanced behind him at Sorenson, stood by the shrine, fists clearly clenching and unclenching. “I think you should have told him.”


“Told him? Ah, yes. Sorenson. You believe I have ruined his life?”


“I think you might have given him the choice first.”


“Do not waste your sympathy on him,” said Oshicora. “He appears to be what the Yankees call a hick, but he has a past which he manages to hide from his own Homeland Security, from himself even. I, however, believe I have discovered his secret. That aside, the mere fact of his relationship with me will ruin him when he has completed his work and tries to return home. It is good that he suspects nothing; it will be an unpleasant surprise for him.”


Petrovitch nodded, and managed somehow not to swear out loud.


Oshicora appeared not to notice the abrupt whiteness of Petrovitch’s skin, and he carried on. “One word from me, and he will lose his citizenship, his company, his assets. He will be stateless, a refugee like we once were. You, I will deal with honourably. After the way the Americans treated my countrymen and women, I have no compunction in exploiting any one of them mercilessly.”


“Yeah, well.” They were at the lift again. Hijo was as immobile as when Petrovitch had left him. “Thanks again, and goodbye.”


“Goodbye, Petrovitch-san. I wish you good fortune and success in your studies. The secrets of the universe are elusive, but perhaps you are the man to catch them.” Oshicora turned to Hijo, who bowed low. “Petrovitch-san is leaving us now. Please make certain he arrives home safely.”


The last sight of Oshicora that Petrovitch had was his smiling face being narrowed to a line by the closing doors.


Hijo led him back through the sea of Japanese faces to the lobby, but didn’t leave him there. Instead, they went through a side door and down a spiralling ramp to an underground loading bay. Sharp white light lit up a pillar-supported concrete chamber. A car sat silently, waiting for them.


It was big and black and crouched low on its suspension. Polarised glass rendered its windows opaque. Petrovitch wondered if there was anyone in it – whether or not it was completely automatic – when the rear door rolled aside electrically and the courtesy light came on.


“Please, Petrovitch-san.” Hijo gestured to the open door, and Petrovitch climbed in. He’d been wrong. There was a driver, and someone riding shotgun. Then Hijo himself got in beside him and tapped the shoulder of the man behind the wheel.


“I didn’t realise you were coming with me,” said Petrovitch. He was eager to be away; he didn’t trust Sorenson to keep his mouth shut.


Hijo pulled the seatbelt across his body and clicked it into place. “My employer would be most displeased with me if something happened to you while you were in our care,” he said by way of explanation.


“So I get a ride in a bullet-proof car.” Petrovitch took a deep breath, and followed Hijo’s example with the seatbelt. “Does this thing go south of the river?”


Barely aware that the engine was running, Petrovitch felt the car ease forward towards a steel shutter that rolled upwards. They were outside in a recessed road that gradually rose to join another. He twisted in his seat: he could see the base of the Oshicora Tower behind him, but not its top. They turned, and he lost even that view.


He was driven down the Strand, and across Waterloo Bridge, which neatly skirted the parliamentary Green Zone, then back west along the river before heading south. He even caught sight of the old Palace of Westminster brooding, black and cold, behind concrete walls.


The driver’s wrap-round sunglasses showed him which way to go, and Petrovitch became a mute passenger until he felt he was back on his own territory.


“If you drop me here, that’ll be fine. I want to get a coffee.” They knew where he lived, but he didn’t have to take them to his door.


Hijo tapped the driver again, and the car pulled up next to the kerb nearest Wong’s.


“Chyort!”


“Sorry, Petrovitch-san?”


Petrovitch pressed his fingers into his temples. “This morning, I had a brand new Random Access Terminal delivered. Detective Inspector Chain took it in for questioning, and it vanished from the evidence room. Your lot didn’t have anything to do with that, did they?”


“I believe not, but I will ask. Should I return it to you if we have it?”


“Bring it here,” he said, “Wong will look after it for me. No offence, but the less I get seen in your company, the better.”


“As you wish, Petrovitch-san.” Hijo slipped his seatbelt and opened the door. He got out first for a precautionary look around, before allowing Petrovitch to step out onto the litter-strewn pavement.


They were attracting more than a little attention, not least from Wong who was at his shop door with his arms folded disapprovingly.


“Right then,” said Petrovitch. “Dobre den.”


“Please,” said Hijo, “I would like to know: why did you help Miss Sonja?”


Petrovitch could already taste coffee in his mouth, bittersweet and strong. “Tell you what, Hijo,” he said, pushing his glasses back up his nose, “I’ll answer that if you tell me what the yebat she was doing out on her own.”


Hijo looked like he’d just been slapped.


“Yeah. Thought so,” said Petrovitch, and shouldered his way past Wong in search of an empty table, cries of what a bad man he was ringing in his ears.
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He woke up, but this time not to the sounds of the streets and windmills and voices. Someone was hammering on his door with something hard and heavy.


The door was steel, reinforced with electrically operated bolts. No need to panic, he lied to himself even as ice water flooded his veins and his poor heart struggled to keep in time.


He grabbed his glasses from where he’d thrown them the night before and listened carefully. The banging wasn’t the right rhythm for breaking in – he’d expect a slow, heavy concussion with sledgehammer or a ram. Neither was it someone with more technical expertise and a gas axe or plastique; he’d have woken with the room full of smoke and a masked man standing over him with a gun.


Petrovitch pulled on the death metal T-shirt from the day before and stood close to the door. Through the insulation he could just about hear his name being shouted out.


Bangbangbangbang. Petrovitch. Bangbangbangbang.


“Ahueyet? You opezdol, you raspizdyai! Go away,” he called back, but the banging and shouting redoubled.


He pulled the first bolt, then the second, working his way around the door. Finally, he gripped the handle and pulled.


Sorenson stumbled in, shoe in hand. Petrovitch shoved him hard towards the far wall and glanced outside. Everyone there was staring at him. He let fly with yob materi vashi and slammed the door shut again.


“What the chyort are you doing here?”


Sorenson stared at him wild-eyed. He was in the same clothes – shirt and shorts – that he’d worn yesterday, and Petrovitch guessed that he’d not been back to his hotel at all.


“You were right,” he muttered. “So now I need your help.”


“You want what?” said Petrovitch. He reached for his trousers and dragged them on. “Why do you think I’d be either willing or able to help you? And how the huy did you get my address?”


Sorenson walked towards the chair and looked like he was about to sit down.


“No. You’re not staying.” Petrovitch jammed his feet into his boots and started to lace them with controlled savagery. “Who told you where I live?”


“Chain.” Sorenson stuck his hands in his back pockets. “I went to see him.”


“And you just happened to mention my name. Thanks, pidaras!”


“He wouldn’t give me anything otherwise. Then he said he’d arrest me for money laundering if I took so much as one red cent off Oshicora. So I’ve come to you: we’ve got some planning to do.”


“We?” Petrovitch threw on his jacket and his courier bag. “Let me say this in words even you might understand: I wouldn’t plan so much as a piss-up in a brewery with you because you’re a fucking idiot.”


Sorenson winced.


“What? Your little Reconstructionist soul shrinking at the bad language the nasty Russian is using? Get used to it, because you’ll be hearing plenty more.” He stamped to the door. “Get your shoe on, you raspizdyai kolhoznii. Now tell me you have money.”


“I’ve money.” Sorenson dropped his shoe and shuffled his foot into it.


“Good. Now get going: you’re buying breakfast.” Petrovitch hauled his door open, shoved Sorenson out into the corridor and heaved the door shut. He waited for the bolts to clang back into place, before blazing a trail down towards the first stairwell.


Eventually, Sorenson caught up. “Petrovitch, what is this place?”


“Domiks, after the shipping containers used to build them. It’s where refugees like me live.”


“I thought you were a student.”


“Doesn’t mean I’m not a refugee. Now,” said Petrovitch, shouldering a fire door, “straight to the bottom, and if you value what’s left of your life, don’t look at anyone.”


“I made it up here all right.” Sorenson blustered.


“All it means is that they’re waiting for you on the way down. Go, and keep your mouth shut. Yankees aren’t exactly flavour of the month.”


They walked the long, lonely staircase all the way to the ground floor. Petrovitch considered them lucky to arrive unmolested; perhaps Sorenson’s minimal dress and his aura of impotent rage made it appear that the American had already been mugged.


“Where are we going?” Sorenson blinked in the morning light and hugged himself.


“I told you. Breakfast.”


They crossed at the lights and crashed through Wong’s sticky door.


“Hey, Petrovitch. You still owe me for yesterday.” Wong flicked a filthy tea towel at him.


“Yeah. Don’t worry. The Yank’s paying. Two full breakfasts, and coffee, strong as you like.”


Wong folded his arms and regarded Sorenson. “Who this?”


“Just one of my yakuza friends. So, when you’re ready with the coffee?”


“It not enough that you bad man: you now hang out with bad men. Big cars, guns, money. It ends in early grave.” He dragged his finger across his throat.


They looked at each other across the counter, Wong swapping his attention between Petrovitch and Sorenson.


“Breakfast?” ventured Petrovitch. “Or should we go elsewhere?”


“Show me the money,” said Wong.


“Show him the money, Sorenson.”


“What? I guess.” He dug in his pocket for his credit chip and handed it to Wong, who fed it into the reader.


His thunderous expression lightened a little. “OK, you sit down. No organising crime in my shop.”


“Wouldn’t dream of it.” Petrovitch kicked Sorenson over to the corner table, and chose to sit with his back against the wall and a good view of the door. “Sit your arse down. We’ve got some serious eating to do.”


Sorenson cast a suspicious glance over to the counter where his credit chip remained in the till. “I still don’t understand what we’re doing here.”


“Look. You’ve been up all night, walking the streets – and God only knows how you survived that – and have been running on nervous energy since you realised just how catastrophic the mistake you made is. We’re going to load up on caffeine and long-chain carbohydrates, then I’m going to beat you around the head until your brain restarts. Yeah?”


Sorenson stared at him.


“How old are you?” asked Petrovitch. He swept the tabletop with the palm of his hand and decrumbed it against his thigh. Wong banged down two mugs of coffee and rumbled deep in his throat. “Thanks, Wong. Really, you don’t want to overhear any of this.”


He walked away muttering about bad men.


“Thirty-six,” said Sorenson.


“You’ve been through the draft, yeah?”


“Sure, I served my country. Corps of Engineers. Five years. I made sergeant and got me a chestful of medals, including two Purple Hearts.”


Petrovitch leaned back. “Then grow a pair of yajtza, man.”


“OK, so I screwed up taking work from Oshicora. Chain has given me one chance to put it right, and you’re going to help me.” Sorenson snagged his coffee and drank. Whatever he was expecting, it wasn’t the scalding black slurry that sloshed around his mouth. His eyes bugged, his cheeks bulged, but he eventually swallowed. “That’s …”


“That’s what you’ll be drinking at least two cups of, so get used to it.” Petrovitch picked up his own mug and drank nonchalantly. “So you did a deal with Chain. You told him you’d get something on Oshicora in return for a clean getaway.”


“I can take my lumps, kid. But it’s not just me. It’s my mother and my sister. They rely on my company for everything. If it goes under, they lose the roof over their heads.”


“If the stakes were so high, why didn’t you check who Oshicora was?”


“I don’t know. I’m on a sales trip, visiting hospitals and pitching my implants. I get approached by that Hijo character. His employer would like to meet me, discuss a project he’s working on. I say OK, because, hey, I’m on a sales trip. I’m here to drum up business.”


“Don’t tell me: you got so caught up in the idea of VirtualJapan that you let your guard down.” The first hint of sympathy entered Petrovitch’s voice. “He plucked you like a ripe apple.”


“He’s got his own quantum computer, damn it. I never thought for a moment.” Sorenson ran his hand through his greasy hair. “That was my problem: I never thought.”


“Did you not even find it slightly odd that a Japanese businessman was offering an American businessman a job?”


“I …”


“Do you not realise how much they hate you? All of you?”


“I, no. I guess I didn’t. I didn’t approve of the President’s decision. I don’t even vote Reconstruction.” Sorenson sighed and started on his coffee in earnest, pulling a face every time.


“You should have made that clear to him. Oshicora’s lumped you in with the perpetual President Mackensie and all the other Reconstructionists. As far as he’s concerned, you’re the public face of a policy that would have condemned him and one hundred and twenty million of his fellow citizens to a watery grave.” Petrovitch looked up, and Wong was advancing on them with two plates piled high with heart-stopping amounts of fried food. “Incoming.”


They sat back in their seats as Wong banged their breakfasts down. The proprietor glared at the two men, then turned his back on them.


Sorenson blinked like an owl. “What … is this?”


“It’s better not to ask. Very little of it has ever seen the inside of an animal, and most of the rest hasn’t been grown in soil.” Petrovitch leaned over and snagged a bottle of ketchup from a neighbouring table. “It’s full of salt, fat, starch and protein, and honestly, it’s the best thing you can eat right now.”


“But my heart!”


“You should worry,” he said, brandishing his knife and fork. “Sorenson, just stop your complaining and get it inside you.”


The pair worked their way methodically through the bacon shapes, sausage shapes, potato shapes, reconstituted egg, and engineered beans. Petrovitch speared Sorenson’s black pudding after explaining precisely how it was made; the irony being it was the only natural product on the plate.


They washed it down with more of Wong’s oil-black brew.


“Ready to talk?” said Petrovitch.


“Guess so.” Sorenson covered his mouth to stifle a burp.


“Right. So let’s get the story so far: you’re a regular straight-up sort of guy, look after your sister and your mother, done nothing illegal so far.”


Sorenson’s eyes twitched briefly. “That’s right,” he said.


“You wouldn’t be holding out on me, would you?” Petrovitch pushed his glasses up his nose. “Think very carefully before answering.”


“There’s nothing.”


“I can find out for myself.” He sighed. “I could probably find out right now if I had my rat. Forget it. Why do you think I can do something about this?”


“I saw you with Oshicora. You’ve got leverage with him. You can use that.”


“I’m not crossing him. No way, never.”


“You’re the only one I’ve ever seen him with who he actually respects. He puts his guard down with you.”


“Even if that was true …” Petrovitch chewed his lip. “No. Absolutely not. I already had one gang trying to kill me this week. Why would I want another?”


Sorenson picked his knife up and stared at the grease-stained end. “Is that your final answer?”


“Look, I already tried, OK? I talked to him. I told him that he was treating you badly.”


“And what did he say?”


“That it was no more than you deserved because you’re a stinking Yankee technocrat who did nothing while Japan drowned.” Petrovitch glanced up at the American’s flushed face and decided not to mention that Oshicora knew what it was he was hiding. “I chose not to push it. The only thing you can do is go back to work. Back to the Oshicora Tower and pray to whatever god you believe in that when you’re done, you get shown some mercy.”


“Chain will ruin me.”


“Trust me, Oshicora will ruin you a whole lot faster. Buy yourself some time to come up with a better plan.”


Sorenson leapt up and closed his hands on the tabletop, threatening to snap it in two. “I came to you for help.”


“Chain told you to. He’s using you as much as Oshicora is. All I am is a kid who knows a lot about maths and physics. How the chyort did anyone think I could help?” Petrovitch finished his coffee standing.


Sorenson kicked his own chair away in frustration.


“Hey,” shouted Wong. “You stop that now.”


Petrovitch bent down and picked the chair up. “He’s leaving. So am I.”


Wong threw Sorenson’s credit chip towards them. Petrovitch snatched at it and missed. Sorenson’s catch was more certain.


“Come on, before you get me barred.” Petrovitch squeezed out onto the busy street, and Sorenson joined him, shivering slightly in the damp morning air. Despite the American’s size, he looked small and pathetic at that moment. “Go back to your hotel. Get a shower, change your clothes. Then go to work. Go, Sorenson, just go.”


A black car with darkened windows pulled up by the kerb; a door opened but no one emerged. Immediately Petrovitch was looking for a way out, but it was too late.


“Comrade Marchenkho would like a word.” The man had stepped from behind him and pressed something hard into his back, pushing him towards the open door.


Sorenson looked ready for a fight. Petrovitch put a hand out and covered his fist, then gave a little sigh.


“Stop stroking your yielda,” he told the gunman. “You’re not going to use it on me. Unless you want a half-a-million-euro contract on you.”


“That might be true.” The object left his skin and Petrovitch saw Sorenson pale. “But your friend, on the other hand, has no such protection. Get in the car.”


Petrovitch looked up at the grey sky and gave a small strangled cry.
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The inside of the car smelled of stale vodka and sweat, and Petrovitch immediately thought of home. The Ukrainian gunman sat next to Sorenson, automatic jammed against his ribs.


“You know, it doesn’t get much better than this,” said Petrovitch.


“Shut up, Petrovitch,” said Sorenson.


“Yeah, well. Hey, Yuri.”


The Ukrainian leaned forward. “It’s Grigori.”


“To be fair, I’m not that bothered what you’re called. Marchenkho’s chancing his arm, and by extension, yours. Feel free to let us out any time.”


“Your American friend has got the right idea; shut up.”


“Why don’t you bite me, zhirniy pidaras?”


The foot soldier stiffened, and Sorenson winced as the barrel of the gun drove deeper.


“Well, excuse my mouth.” Petrovitch put his feet up against the back of the front seat. “It doesn’t give me much confidence in your boss if his underlings lose it when I’ve called them a rude name.”


“Petrovitch …”


He dismissed Marchenkho’s whole gang with a gesture. “Yeah, I’m done talking to the monkeys. Get me the organ grinder.”


The driver took them north and east, eventually crossing the Thames at Southwark. The old East End was a vast building site, with property demolished as fast as it was being erected – the curious consequence being that there was nothing finished and all that existed were streets of scaffolding and cranes.


The car pulled into one of the construction yards, busy with labourers and machines, and came to a halt outside a pile of domik containers. External steps bolted onto the outside serviced the doors cut into the steel sides. At the very top of the staircase stood a man in a heavy coat and a fur hat.


When he saw Petrovitch get out and look up, he stared for a moment before disappearing into the domik behind him.


Sorenson clambered out, and Petrovitch seized the brief opportunity: he bent forward on the pretext of helping the American, and whispered: “Say nothing.”


“Noth … ow.” Sorenson was left rubbing his shin.


The Ukrainian looked up from inside the car, no longer bothering to hide his gun – home turf for him. “What?”


“Nothing,” said Petrovitch pointedly, and jerked his head in the direction of the domiks. “Up there?”


“No funny business.” Grigori shepherded them to the foot of the stairs and indicated that Petrovitch should go first.


Petrovitch sarcastically mouthed “no funny business” to himself. “You’ve watched too many Hollywood films, tovarisch, unless Marchenkho’s hiring straight from central casting. Let’s get this over with.”


He clanged his way up the steps and, despite himself, was tired and sweaty when he reached the top. He entered without knocking and found himself in a passable replica of a seventies-style Soviet apartment.


An ancient three-bar electric fire sat in the ersatz hearth, and a framed picture of the great bear, Josef Stalin, hung above the mantelpiece.


Marchenkho sat at the dark wood desk, stroking his luxurious moustache. He’d lost the hat and the coat, and revealed a commissar’s uniform, an enamel red star pinned to his olive-green lapel.


“Sit,” said Marchenkho.


There was one chair, and Petrovitch took it. They sat in silence as Sorenson and Grigori came in, and the door banged hollowly closed.


After an age, Marchenkho pulled a drawer open, and pulled out a bottle of vodka. He went back for three shot glasses, then unscrewed the bottle and dashed out a measure for him and his guests. Spilt spirit started to etch the varnish away and evaporate into the air.


“Nice set-up,” said Petrovitch. “Not quite Oshicora’s standard, but at least you’ve only fallen this far.”


Marchenkho dipped his hand in the drawer a third time and laid a Glock on the rectangle of leather set into the desk top. He took one of the vodka glasses for himself, and pushed the other two on cushions of liquid towards Petrovitch and Sorenson.


Petrovitch passed Sorenson his, and looked Marchenkho square in the eye as they both flipped their wrists and swallowed hard. They slammed the empty glasses down on the desk within moments of each other.


“’S’OK.”


Marchenkho sloshed more vodka into their glasses. “Your American friend seems less sure.”


“Reconstruction has made him soft.”


“We have to look elsewhere for worthy adversaries.” Marchenkho ran his fingers across his moustache again. “And elsewhere for loyal partners.”


“Yeah. About that.” Petrovitch glanced round at Sorenson, who was still trying to brace himself to drink, the brimming glass hovering at his lips. He shook his head in disgust. “The Oshicora girl was an accident.”


“A very fortunate accident for her. Less fortunate for me. And I am still very unhappy with you.” Marchenkho pointedly looked at the Glock rather than Petrovitch. “You cost me, boy. Cost me dear.”


“Maybe you should have had a better plan.”


“You need to be careful how you speak to me.”


“Bite me.” Petrovitch leaned forward for his vodka, then crossed his ankles and propped his feet up on the edge of the desk. “Any plan that could be thwarted by a kid just wandering past was govno. If that was the height of your capabilities, you’re screwed.”


Marchenkho blushed red with fury and snatched his Glock off the table. He pointed it in Petrovitch’s face. Sorenson took a step forward, but Grigori was already there, gun at the American’s neck.


“You little …” said Marchenkho.


“A huy li?” Petrovitch slugged back the vodka and threw the glass onto the table. “You’re the past. Oshicora’s the future. How do I know this? Because even you won’t kill me. Pull the trigger and Oshicora will destroy you,” he said. “What little you have left will be taken from you.”


“Why did you do it? Why? My one opportunity to beat him and you ruined it.” Marchenkho was raving, spittle flying through the air from the foam at the corners of his mouth. “What’s he paying you? I’ll double it. I’ll triple it. Just tell me why!”


“Fine.” Petrovitch dragged his legs aside and slapped both his palms down on the tabletop. The vodka bottle jumped. “You want to know why I did it? Kindness. That’s why I did it. Because I was being kind. Just once. Just to show the world that a complete bastard like me still has a shred of human decency left inside.”


The gangster’s jaw worked as if he was trying to gag down something so wholly unpalatable that it stuck in his throat.


“You don’t like that, do you?” crowed Petrovitch. “You don’t understand it. It doesn’t compute. Maybe you’ll understand this: eede vhad e sgadie kak malinkey suka!”


Marchenkho swept the tabletop clean with one movement. Everything crashed to the floor – desk set, photo frame, paperweight, bottle, shot glasses. The air thickened with alcohol fumes.


“I should kill you now, and to hell with the consequences.”


“All half a million euros of consequences? You haven’t got the yajtza.” Petrovitch sat back and folded his arms.


Marchenkho started to smile, his moustache twitching. Eventually, he was helpless, roaring with laughter, tears streaming down his face. The gun slapped back down on the table, and Marchenkho fell wheezing and gasping into his chair.


“Are we done now?” asked Petrovitch.


Marchenkho wiped his eyes with his sleeve. “You: a few more like you and the Soviet Union would never have fallen.” He looked past him to Sorenson. “Kill the American instead,” he told Grigori.


A foot in Sorenson’s back sent him sprawling. He made it to all fours, quickly for a big man, before he felt the gun at the back of his head. He froze, staring up at Petrovitch, who adjusted his glasses and leaned back even further.


“Yeah, you could do that. But what you should get through your radiation-addled skull is that if you hurt Sorenson in any way, he can’t fit me with my new heart. I’d die, and you’d be back to worrying about those little laser dots bouncing all over your chest. What do you reckon, Yuri? Shall we see how keen you are to follow your boss’s orders?”


They all waited on Marchenkho, who eventually said in a quiet voice. “Get out.”


“Good call.” Petrovitch reached down to help Sorenson back to his feet, then levered himself upright. “I’d like to say it was a pleasure meeting you – but I can’t. I had loads of important stuff to do this morning and you’ve gone and ruined it all.”


“Get out now.”


Sorenson took hold of Petrovitch’s arm and steered him irresistibly to the door. He almost wrenched the handle off in his haste to leave. When he’d finally got him outside, he turned on him.


“Say nothing, you said! You nearly got both of us killed, you lunatic.”


“I nearly got you killed? I saved your life, farmboy, and don’t you forget it.” Petrovitch started down the staircase. “And we wouldn’t have been in this position if you hadn’t come banging on my door this morning.”


“I could have bargained with him. We could have got Oshicora together.”


“You want to work with Marchenkho? Be my guest. He ordered you dead on a whim not sixty seconds ago.” He was a whole landing away. “Go on. Go back. See how long you last, you zhopa.”


“Is it true about your heart?” called Sorenson.


“Yeah. Now, come on. I’m taking you back to Oshicora, then I’m going to wash my hands of this whole stupid pizdets.” He waited for him to catch up, then negotiated his way around the pallets of building materials lying between him and the front gate.


Sorenson fell in beside him. “So it was just a coincidence: my business, your heart?”


“Yeah.”


“Lucky. Lucky for me.”


“Yeah.”


“Do you really need a new heart?”


“What is this? Twenty questions?” Petrovitch scowled up at Sorenson. “Give me an ulcer as well, why don’t you?”


Sorenson dug his hands in his back pockets. “I can get you a new heart.”


“I don’t need your help. I’m not owing you anything.”


“New hearts are pricey. I can do it for cost.” Petrovitch didn’t respond. “Discount, then.”


“I don’t need your help,” he repeated.


“Where are you going to get that sort of money?” Sorenson suddenly threw his head back and gave a cry of triumph. “That’s why! Oshicora’s daughter for a new, top-of-the-range heart. Tell you what – I’ll do it for nothing. Donate the heart, pay for the surgery.”


“Perestan’ bit dabayobom.”


“I wish I knew what you were saying.”


“No you don’t. Really, you don’t. Your ears would melt.” Petrovitch stood on the kerb and tried to orientate himself. He turned north. “This way.”


“I’m just saying it was smart thinking. I can trump that, though.”


“You will not buy me, Sorenson, just in the same way that Oshicora won’t buy me either. Now, please, just shut up and walk.”


“But where are you going to find that sort of money?”


“You know, I should have let Marchenkho shoot you. It would have been quieter.” Petrovitch walked away, and after a few moments of indignation, Sorenson followed.


As they walked away from the empty East End towards the heights of Stepney, the pavements slowly filled up until it was as dense with people as it was in the centre of the city. Petrovitch slipped between the bodies with practised ease, leaving Sorenson to crash into everyone and spend his entire journey apologising.


Whitechapel was the closest tube station: when Petrovitch turned around at the entrance, he found that Sorenson was still dogging his steps.


“Where are we going?” He was breathless, sore, and looked ridiculous in his shirt and shorts.


“Your hotel,” said Petrovitch. “What’s it called?”


“The Waldorf Hilton. You know it?”


“Yeah, I go to the tea dances every week. District Line to Temple. Go and get a ticket and meet me the other side of the screen.”


Sorenson stepped closer as people streamed by, in and out of the station. They were in the lee of one of the pillars, a tiny island of stillness.


“I’m sorry,” he started to say.


“Good. You should be. Thank whichever god you pray to that Marchenkho is a skatina who wouldn’t know the truth if it gave him a minyet.” Petrovitch sighed, and let his shoulders sag. “I didn’t ask for any of this. I really did just want to help her. Do the right thing for once. And now look: I could die any moment, and it’s either an assassin or my heart. I’ve got things to do, things that I can only do alive. The mysteries of creation don’t discover themselves.”


“I said I was sorry.”


“And I said I won’t help you. I won’t help you, or Chain, or Marchenkho, or any combination of you, do anything to the Oshicoras. Got it?”


“I get it.” Sorenson felt in his pocket for his credit chip. “But I don’t buy your story about the Oshicora girl. Where else would someone like you get the money for an implant?”


“Yeah, well. I’m going organic.” Petrovitch assumed his usual shrug.


Sorenson breathed in sharply. “How the hell …?”


“None of your business,” said Petrovitch, and stepped out into the concourse where he let himself be swept away.
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They were walking down the street in front of the Oshicora Tower. Sorenson had showered, changed, and set his face hard.


“I’ll find some way to get me out of this.”


“Whatever pizdets you’re in is only going to get worse if you fight against Oshicora. He’ll flay you alive if you cross him.” Petrovitch looked up to the pinnacle of the glass dome; the park was lost behind the reflection of the sky. “If you serve loyally, he’ll be more merciful than if you get antsy about it. You’re nearly done, right?”


“Another day, or two. Debugging the beta version. I’ve never run it on a quantum platform before.”


“What’s it like?”


“The hardware? It’s a box a yard square on each side.” He looked across at Petrovitch. “That’s not what you mean, is it?”


“No,” said Petrovitch. They were at the start of the wide-open concourse, and he deliberately slowed down to stay in the crowd. “How does it feel?”


“Reality is imperfect compared to VirtualJapan. It flows, whatever the loading. I haven’t found an upper limit to its bandwidth yet. I don’t know if it even has a limit.” Sorenson gazed at the tower, and was distracted for a moment. “Now, that’s something I could do.” He left without explanation, and Petrovitch watched him make the long walk to the revolving doors. He disappeared from view.


“Hello.”


He span around. Sonja Oshicora stood in front of him, slightly away from the edge of the pavement. She was almost alone, but was protected by a loose circle of men that now surrounded him, too. The people who walked by on their way to the towers or along the side of the road moved around the circumference: inside was empty but for the two of them.


Most of the Oshicora guards were looking out, but two of them were watching Petrovitch, and they both had their hands inside their jackets. Petrovitch moved his own hands very slowly, so that they were always in view. He made certain that they went nowhere near his bag.


“Hello,” he replied, uncertain of what else to say. Certainly nothing that would prolong the conversation.


She, however, had other ideas. “You do remember me, don’t you?”


“I … I’m not likely to forget.” He watched her tuck her exquisitely cut hair behind her ears and smile with impossibly white teeth.


“It’s good to see you well again,” she said, as if suffering multiple heart attacks was a minor inconvenience. “You are well, aren’t you?”


“Yeah. Fine.” He wanted to run again; away, as fast as he could.


“Good,” she repeated. She talked like she was fey, other-worldly. Compared to Petrovitch, she was. “I understand my father has already thanked you for your actions.”


Again, actions: fleeing through the Metrozone while Ukrainian gangsters tried to kill him. The word didn’t do it justice at all.


“Everything’s settled. No honour debt, no favours owing, nothing. It’s all fine.”


If she noticed his discomfort, she ignored it. “I wanted to thank you myself,” she said. In one step, she was pressing her lips against his. Her breath was warm, tasting of spice, smelling of flowers.


In return, he was rigid with fear. What lasted only a moment seemed to go on for ever. He thought he might have another seizure there on the concourse.


She released him, and looked out from under her fringe. Her brown eyes seemed impossibly, animé large.


“Sam,” she said. “I can call you Sam, can’t I?”


“Yeah,” he squeaked. Someone had stolen all his oxygen, and he had a good idea who the culprit was.


“Thank you, Sam.” She smiled again, and that was it; his audience was over. She walked towards the Oshicora Tower, trailing her scent along with her bodyguards, leaving him pale and trembling in the humid, stinking air that blew across the city.


He stood motionless as the bubble of isolation that had surrounded him pricked. Again, he was shoulder to shoulder with the Metrozone. He wondered what Old Man Oshicora would make of it, and hoped that if he was watching, he’d make nothing of it at all.


It was a short walk to the lab. Time, finally, to do some work.


He opened the door slowly, so as not to disturb Pif. She was precisely where he’d left her, crouched over her desk, staring at sheets of minutely detailed equations. If she knew he was there, she made no sign of it.


He threw his bag on his chair, collected her empty mug and rinsed it out using bottled water and his fingers, pouring the brown-stained contents into a pot plant. Then he busied himself making coffee: spooning the granules, boiling the water, stirring and breathing the steam in.


She still hadn’t moved. Even when he delivered the fresh mug to her desk, setting it down exactly on the sticky ring left by the previous brew.


“Pif? Are you catatonic again?”


One eye twitched.


She got like this sometimes, caught up in a recursive maths loop that rendered her higher functions incapable of voluntary action. Petrovitch waved his hand in front of her face; her eye twitched faster.


“Yeah, OK. A drop of the hard stuff should sort you out.” He went behind her desk and opened the drawer that contained the bottle of lemon juice. He spilt some into the palm of his hand and brought it close to her nose.


She blinked, made a face, and recoiled.


“Sam,” she said. “How long?”


“No idea. I just got in.”


She stretched extravagantly, and Petrovitch disposed of the juice the same way he’d got rid of the coffee dregs. She gave a cry of pain.


“You OK?”


“Pins and needles. I’ll be fine in a minute. Ow ow ow.”


“How you don’t get pressure sores is a miracle.” He wiped his hand on a suitable leaf and used a wet wipe to clear the stickiness away.


“My neck hurts too.”


“You’re not safe to be left on your own.” He pulled out two cellophane-wrapped pastries from his bag. “They’re a bit squashed, but they’re fresh. Ish. At least, I only just bought them.”


“Give me a minute to boot up.” She dug her knuckles into her left thigh and grimaced. “What’s the time?”


“Half eleven.” She clearly expected him to carry on. “On the Tuesday.”


“Good. I thought I’d wasted a whole day.” Pif tried to stand, using her desk for leverage. She wobbled like Bambi, then managed a semblance of upright. “I have good news and bad news.”


Petrovitch passed her a pastry. “Good news, please. My life is so irredeemably pizdets that I can’t cope with anything bad.”


“We haven’t got any competition. I may have been as subtle as a brick casing out the opposition, but we’re in front.”


“Stanford?”


“Out of sight.” She took a few tentative steps and didn’t find them too painful. “Are you sure you don’t want the bad news? I mean, after yesterday, how could it get worse?”


“Well, I was woken up this morning by a desperate American trying to get me to gang up on some very serious Japanese criminals. After breakfast I got picked up by the organitskaya and threatened with not one, but two guns. Then I got kissed by the daughter of the Japanese crime boss right in front of all her bodyguards. To be fair, I haven’t died today, but it’s not even lunchtime yet.”


“I can’t get from the quantum to the classical,” she said.


The gears in Petrovich’s mind span up to speed. “It didn’t bother Maxwell.”


“Maxwell was a genius standing on the shoulders of other genii. He made a priori assumptions that happened to turn out to be right.”


“He didn’t predict wave-particle duality, or quantum effects.”


“But we can’t ignore them. Can we?” A note of doubt crept into Pif’s voice.


“Yeah. We can. Look at the gravitomagnetic equations. They do just that. And frame dragging works.”


“But … what about chromodynamics?”


Petrovitch reached forward and took one of the sheets of paper from her desk. “You’re doing this arse-backwards. You’re trying to mash the electrostrong into gravity and it just won’t work. Well, it might, but remember: it’s supposed to be beautiful, not ugly. This,” he said, shaking the paper, “is ugly. I never liked it. It’s inelegant. What you cooked up yesterday is poetry.”


“If I can’t prove it, it means nothing.” She ripped at the pastry with her teeth, spitting out the cellophane and chewing on what was left.


“Start at the beginning. Ignore everything else. Gravity might not even be part of a theory of everything.”


“It is,” she said, spraying crumbs. “I feel it in my soul.”


“So did Einstein and he took two decades at the end of his life to get precisely nowhere.”


“You said it was poetry.” Pif looked at him reproachfully.


“Arse-backwards poetry.” Petrovitch stood in front of the whiteboard with his coffee.


Pif started to say something, and he held up his hand.


She waited and chewed and drank.


“Can you,” he said, his voice no more than a whisper, “derive all the other forces from this equation? If we expand this to be multi-dimensional,” and he swallowed, “we can find out just how many dimensions reality has.”


She looked, and rubbed her eyes. “I … don’t know. I’m too tired to think straight any more.”


Petrovitch shook his head. “Look, this is your baby. And your maths is way better than mine. Go and get your head down: this will still be here when you get back.”


She groaned. “I don’t want to leave it. We’re so close.”


“It’ll be fine. I don’t want to come in here tomorrow and have to pry the finished proof out of your cold, dead hand. I’ll try and do some of the easy stuff – if I can manage that. That still leaves the really hard sums and most of the credit for you.”


“Don’t break the symmetry,” she warned.


“I thought I was supposed to.”


“Try without.”


“I’ll try with, then try without. And I’m going to use some real data, whether you like it or not.”


“Experimentalists. Have I told you how much I hate them?”


“Only about a thousand times.” Petrovitch shrugged. “Science: it works.”


Pif drank her coffee, and summoned enough strength to pick up her rucksack. “Are you sure about this?”


“Go,” he said. “See you in the morning. You can go through my shabby maths while I cringe pathetically in a corner, then I can watch you reimagine the whole universe.”


She slung the rucksack over her shoulder. “If you put it like that, I don’t see how I can argue.”


“I might even get some of my own work done. You never know.”


“Boys and their toys,” she said, edging towards the door. “Sam, are you …?”


“Go away. There won’t be any sleep for a week if you crack this.”


She bowed her head, her beaded hair falling forward like a curtain. “Sam?”


“What?”


“I’m glad I’m sharing a room with you. You get me.”


“You mean you’re as dysfunctional as I am, just in different ways? Yeah, that’s about right. Now, in the name of whatever god you believe in, go.”


She nodded. She was halfway out into the corridor when she stopped. “What?” she said with typical directness.


“Police,” said a familiar voice.


“Chyort voz’mi!” He launched himself into his chair and folded his arms.


Pif put her head back around the door. “Sam? There’s a policeman here.”


“I know. Send him in, then go home. I’ll be fine.” He pushed his glasses up his face. “He’s not staying for longer than he absolutely needs to. Which is about a minute, if he’s lucky.”


Chain wandered in, blinking. “Petrovitch.”


“Detective Inspector Chain. Found my rat yet?”


“Ongoing inquiries,” he said. He glanced down at Pif’s desk and reached out to pick up one of her equations.


Petrovitch leapt up and slapped his hand down on top of the paper. “Touch nothing. Really.”


Chain held his hands up. “It didn’t look like it was going to break, but if you insist.” He looked around. “I was expecting big machines that sparked and hummed.”


“We keep those in the basement next to the reanimated bodies. What do you want?”


“Oh, I don’t know. How about five hundred thousand euros?”


“Back of the queue, Inspector. I have to be dead before you collect.”


“You think you’re smart?”


“I think I now stand a better chance of staying alive than I would relying on you. And thanks ever so much for sending Sorenson around. Not only did it get us both picked up by Marchenkho, I then had to get farmboy back to Oshicora before he realised his pet coder had gone awol.”


“You’re welcome,” said Chain. He opened a filing cabinet drawer and peered inside. “Interesting character, Sorenson. Did he give you his war hero spiel?”


“He might have mentioned something; it didn’t get him very far. Why?”


“That sort of stuff goes down really well in America, gets the folks onside. He tried it on me, so I thought I’d try and find out what he actually did for Uncle Sam.” He rolled the drawer shut. “It’s not pleasant reading. His civilian file is pretty thick, too. Not like your records – what little there is seems to fit together very neatly.”


“The truth has a habit of doing that.”


“So does something manufactured. You see, I can’t find any trace of a Samuil Petrovitch, aged twenty-two from St Petersburg at all. Which could mean one of two things.”


Petrovitch pushed his glasses up his nose. “No, don’t tell me. I like games. I’m an Armageddonist with a suitcase bomb and head full of righteous fury, biding my time for, what, six years now before I set my nuke and kill you all. Or alternatively, Russian record keeping isn’t what its supposed to be. Your choice, I suppose.”


“Something’s not right, Petrovitch. I don’t like that. It makes me nervous, and when I get nervous, I get curious. Like a dog with a bone.”


“Your metaphors are all mixed, Inspector. You’d better watch out for that.” Petrovitch flexed his fingers, making his thumbs crack. “If that’s all, don’t let the door hit your zhopu on the way out.”


Chain harrumphed, then wandered to the door. He reamed at his eye, and coughed hard. When he’d done, he leaned on the handle and turned back to Petrovitch.


“Is she a good kisser?”


“Ahueyet? You’ve been following me!” Petrovitch stood up and went nose to nose with the detective. “No. You followed Sorenson. No, that’s not all of it, either. You bugged Sorenson so you could follow him.”


“Calm down, Petrovitch.” Chain put his hands up between them.


“Do you know what Oshicora will do if they find a police tag on him?”


“Pretty much.”


“They’ll kill him.” Petrovitch was breathing hard.


“Careful of your heart. But of course, you’re getting a new one, so it won’t matter soon.” Chain stepped out of the way of the opening door. “I could deport Sorenson right now, but I’m increasingly interested in this VirtualJapan he’s working on. I’d lose all that.”


“And you wonder why people hate the police.”


“No,” said Chain, “I’m up to speed on that, too. Go carefully, Petrovitch.”
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Petrovitch only had half his mind on his tensors. The other half was gnawing furiously at an entirely different problem.

After ten minutes, he gave up, threw his pen down in disgust and dug around in his jacket pocket. Sorenson’s card was white and shiny, with a little animated logo spinning around in one corner. It had the company phone number embossed across the front, along with the URL: the back was over-printed with Sorenson’s name and mobile number.

He tapped the card on the desk, considered putting it back, considered throwing it in the bin, considered trying to tear at its hard plastic edges until it broke. He tossed it to one side and looked at the equation he’d started.

“Raspizdyai kolhoznii,” he muttered. The card stared back at him.

But he couldn’t concentrate.

He wrenched open a drawer and unrolled a keyboard. His screen was under a pile of books he hadn’t quite got around to returning to the stacks: he dragged it out and propped it against the fading spines. Some of the pixels had failed due to the weight of paper, but he could see around them.

He tapped the rubbery keys to make sure he had a connection, then logged on to his own computer.

There was a touch-pad somewhere. He moved some monographs, and it was hiding underneath. He nudged it closer to the keyboard and got the two talking.

If he’d had his rat, the whole operation would have been simplicity itself, but he hadn’t bought it to make his life easy. He’d bought it for his insurance policy, the one he’d have to cash in if his world came tumbling down around him.

He contemplated his need for his missing hardware while listening to the ringing of Sorenson’s phone.

“Sorenson.”

“Are you alone?”

“Who is this?”

“Shut the fuck up, Sorenson, and listen to me. Don’t say my name. Are you alone?”

There was a pause. “Yes. He’s just left.”

“Right. There is a very good chance that you’re still wearing a bug that Chain planted on you. I know you changed your clothes this morning, and I don’t know if that makes a difference, but I wouldn’t risk it.”

The silence that followed was long enough that Petrovitch pinged Sorenson’s phone to make sure it was still on.

“How do you know?”

“Because Chain’s just been to see me and casually let slip that he’s been listening to our conversation all morning.”

“What should I do?”

“I’m not your agony aunt, Sorenson. I’ve done the right thing, and now I’m hanging up. Oh, and I might not care about whatever horrible things you’ve done in the past, but both Oshicora and Chain seem to know all about them. Goodbye.”

He closed the connection and deleted the phone from his records, then cleared all the computer components away. He was reasonably confident that the phone call was untraceable and anonymous. Confident, but not certain.

He shook his head. There was nothing to worry about. Nothing at all. He picked up his pen again and adjusted his glasses, allowing his concentration to blot out all external distractions.

His pen hovered over the paper, and then started to write. Symbols and letters spilled out, each line getting progressively longer than the one before. Then, with a blink and a pair of raised eyebrows, he started whittling away at the expressions, reducing pairs of them to simpler equations or single values.

He’d almost finished, and he felt a rush of cold heat inside. Some thing was falling out of the mass of complex mathematics, something that he didn’t recognise but which carried the elegance and beauty of true meaning.

He stared at the final line. Now that he was done, he felt growing doubt. Pif would look at it and laugh, then show him where he’d gone wrong. It wasn’t that he was terrible at maths, just that he wasn’t as good as she was. She only had to look at an equation to taste its use and quality.

Petrovitch started to work backwards, trying to justify each step to himself, testing each part for error, when he was interrupted by a polite knock at the door.

No one ever knocked. No one he knew was emotionally or socially equipped to knock and wait. Doors were to be shoulder-charged and burst through.

He set down his pen and cleared his throat. “Come in?”

It was Hijo who stepped in first. “Petrovitch-san? Is this a convenient time?”

Petrovitch felt the sudden drop in his blood pressure, and its equally sudden surge as his defibrillator compensated. His hands shook and he clamped them flat on his desk to stop their telltale movement.

“Petrovitch-san?” asked Hijo again.

“Convenient for what, precisely?”

“Mister Oshicora would like to talk to you about a matter of some delicacy.”

Petrovitch had no idea what he meant. It didn’t sound good but not only did he have nowhere to run to, he had no way of running. In his current state, he’d get halfway down the corridor before keeling over clutching at his chest.

“I suppose now’s as good a time as any.”

Hijo looked around the room, and took in the closed blinds, the pre-Armageddon paint, the unpleasantly sticky lino, the vague, haphazard attempts to humanise the workspace. He nodded and stepped back outside.

Petrovitch peeled his sweaty palms off the desk top and started to stand. Oshicora came in and closed the door. He smiled and gave his little bow.

“Vsyo govno, krome mochee,” said Petrovitch to himself, closing his eyes.

“Pardon, Petrovitch-san?”

“It’s an old Russian saying, nothing to worry about.” He decided to put a brave face on the situation. It might be his last few minutes on the planet, but he was determined to go out with his middle finger firmly extended in salute. “We’re not exactly set up for visitors here, but you can have my chair.”

“Your colleague, Doctor Ekanobi, is not here?”

“No. She went – I sent her – home. She was working all night and I thought it best.”

“I will sit at her desk, if you have no objections.” Oshicora moved the wheeled chair aside and sat on the very front of it. His attention was drawn, like Chain’s before him, to the handwritten equations. He lifted the top sheet up and examined it carefully. “It seems strange, anachronistic even,” he said, “that in this modern world there is still a place for pen, ink and paper.”

“Computers can only do so much,” said Petrovitch. “They can still only do what we tell them to do.”

“So very true,” mused Oshicora. He put the piece of paper down on the pile, exactly where he’d found it. “Your work progresses well?”

Petrovitch looked down at his own desk, at the lines of script that had fallen from his nib. “This isn’t my work. I’m just helping out.”

“You are a very talented man,” said Oshicora. “Which is rare enough. You are also compassionate. The two qualities combine to make you an attractive prospect to a certain young woman of our mutual acquaintance.”

It wasn’t about tipping Sorenson off. It was about Sonja. Petrovitch’s sense of relief was like being picked up by an ocean wave: cold, clear, irresistible. He even laughed.

“I have no feelings one way or another towards your daughter, Oshicora-san, romantic or otherwise.”

“She kissed you,” he said.

“She caught me off-guard. I didn’t know she was going to do that until she did it.”

“She is impulsive. Naïve and impulsive. I do my best to protect her without damaging her further.” Oshicora looked pensive, before restoring his mask of equanimity. “May I explain?”

“Only if you don’t have to kill me later. Otherwise, I’d rather not know.”

“I do not wish you dead, Petrovitch-san. Many years ago, I met an English teacher in Tokyo. English, in both senses: she was English, back when there was an England to come from, and she taught English. She was charming, exotic, very different to the Japanese girls I knew. We became close. We married. We did all the things that married people do.”

“I get the picture,” said Petrovitch, looking away embarrassed.

“Quite. We had children, and it suddenly became difficult for us. I was Japanese, my wife was incurably English, but our children were neither. We loved them, but …” Oshicora’s fingers curled into a fist. He forced them to relax. “It is difficult to say these things without sounding like a racialist. While Japan stood, these things did not matter. Our culture, our language, our existence was secure. With it gone, everything is in doubt. It would be very easy for us to lose our identity within a few generations.”

Here was this man, this pitiless crime lord well on his way to owning half of the Metrozone by racketeering, theft and murder, talking honestly and openly about his family. From the joy of not being shot like the traitorous dog he was, Petrovitch was now grimacing as his gut contracted into a small, shrivelled knot.

“I said children,” sighed Oshicora. “Sonja was all I had left after Japan fell. My wife, my two boys were lost. They disappeared, and although I have scoured the face of the planet for them, I cannot find them. All my hopes and dreams now rest in my daughter. For these reasons, she will marry a Japanese man of pure blood. And not, I regret to say, a radiation-damaged Slav.”

Petrovitch swallowed hard against his dry throat. “I don’t want to marry your daughter, Oshicora-san.”

“I am afraid our problem runs deeper than that. The attraction between me and my wife was partly because of our differences. It seems to be a case of like father, like daughter.” He raised his eyebrows.

“Chyort!”

“Her infatuation will be short-lived, but I would appreciate your co-operation in not prolonging it. Do we have an understanding, Petrovitch-san?”

“Yeah. Absolutely. I’d cut off my little finger if I thought it would make you believe me more.” The thought terrified him, but he’d do it.

Oshicora shook his head slightly. “That will not be necessary. Thank you for your discretion in this, and earlier matters. I have a policy of only employing nikkeijin within my organisation. Sorenson was an exception, and I had other reasons for that which you know about. You, Petrovitch-san, would have proved very useful, above your already great service to me. Sadly, it is not to be. Still, come the revolution, you will be spared.”

Petrovitch blinked slowly, then caught the slight upturn on Oshicora’s mouth. “Very funny. In Russia, the revolution has you.”

“Have we concluded our talk, Petrovitch-san? Are we parting on good terms?”

“I believe so.”

Oshicora stood up and bowed. “Again, I am in your debt.”
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