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    Epigraph




    ‘Nature, nurture, heaven and home,


    Sum of all and by them driven—’




    The Humbling River, Puscifer


  




  

    One: is the loneliest number




    The Inquisition Judge glared at me.




    A prickle of fear spiked down my back.




    My lawyer looked at me through the toughened smart-glass shields that separated us. Her forehead was shining with perspiration.




    The Judge’s expression said that the battery acid of my trial was eating at her insides and she was glad it was over.




    I stared at her robes as she carried on talking, taking in all the details to distract myself. The sun and moon in the planetary emblem of Harmony gleamed softly with their perfectly balanced light. The stars in orbit around them had that cupcake-frosting look the state animations had adopted lately.




    ‘Nico Perseid, you have been found guilty of the murder of Dashain VanSant in the first degree. The sentence for this crime is death. You will be taken directly from this courtroom to the autoclave at Khor’s Gyrus and there be terminated without delay. Born of the Sun, so we return to fire and light. Az, Lord of Light, and Muz, Lady of Contrite Reflection, guide your path to the next life.’




    The prickle of fear became a trickle of sweat. I closed my throat against the sudden urge to vomit and glanced at my lawyer. She’d promised that the contraband wetware I’d had fitted was too golden to fry, hot or not. It didn’t matter what happened in court, I just had to act my part so it looked like I was going the normal route to certain doom and then …




    Actually there was no detail about the ‘and then’.




    What if there was no ‘and then’?




    The compulsion to vomit reversed polarity. I had to concentrate on not shitting myself. It amused me, that in spite of everything it had faced my body figured it was this empty, dry moment which was something worth fleeing. Then again, it’s always been on the money. Dying in a street fight is an ordinary thing, a fair thing. The state killing you, that gets the fires of injustice burning at maximum heat.




    As the observed minute of silence following my sentence expired the Judge added her signature to my execution order. You live your life in the Cloud, everything virtual and nothing real, but they do death old-school, on vellum, with black blood running out of a dead bird’s feather. I don’t know who the fuck that’s meant to impress. An Alchemist could tell you, if they were high up enough in the ranks; they’d say that every choice and action has power and that even on those without psionic or magical abilities symbolism gets the voodoo working. It can alter reality through suggestion alone.




    I’m a sceptic so I say that its purpose is to legitimise state murder with a ceremony of apparent worldly significance – or that it’s a ton of bullshit that gets everyone’s juices going so they can better enjoy it. Vellum, feathers, ink. Time to die.




    I tried to slow down time by staring harder at those frosted fucking stars but the Judge kept on signing sheets.




    ‘All rise.’ The court burst into small movement.




    Spots danced in front of my vision. I took a breath. Breathing. That seemed like a good thing. Breathe in, no fear. Breathe out …




    I wished I’d killed VanSant. Both he and I would have deserved it. The loss of his death was a sudden deep stab of grief. I didn’t even have the memory of murdering him to comfort me in my last hour. And there we were, in bitterness and rage – a poisonous, sour combo that never fails to close down the gut into a pressure cooker. I know I should let it go; I’m the only one hurt by it and I’m the injured party here. Things are as bad as they can get already. But it’s so fucking hard to let it go. Hating him and shaking with the need to crush his neck in my hands makes me feel so alive. This is how I know I can’t have shot him. I’d never have let a gun come between us in our most intimate moment. I’d never have forgotten it. It might be me on the video, my hand and my gun, but I hadn’t been in the driving seat.




    I looked at my lawyer as she stood up. She felt around in her pocket and drew out a smoothly squared handkerchief which she folded and refolded with meticulous accuracy before patting her brow. She met my gaze but I couldn’t read anything into her expression other than a professional glaze of sorrow which anyone could’ve practised for a moment like this as they watched their career tank.




    My guts which had been sour mash a second ago turned to cold iron.




    Abandoned. It figured. Well, good. Anger beats terror on the negative vibe scale. It’s a whole vibrational upgrade for me. Yippee ki-yay. At this rate I’ll be Enlightened before I get vaporised.




    A guard nudged me, ‘Time to go.’




    




    I stood up with a heavy forward lean because of the weighted shackle that bound my hands in front of me. The second guard came close behind me as I started walking. I could feel his gun trained on me as sure as if a finger pressed between the ribs behind my heart.




    Shit, what if this wasn’t the setup I’d been sold? I did get illegal wetware implants and they were hacked into shape by my best friend, the most trustworthy person in existence, but neither she nor I were high on the food chain. I could’ve already fulfilled the only purpose the wetware had ever had, which was to get me to off VanSant. I mean, he’d been the one to get the gear for me in the first place. He said it was for driving starships and maybe it was, but maybe it had another function which had been exploited by someone – just not him and certainly not the hacker I knew. What had seemed so watertight before any of this happened looked like a big pile of shit from this end of the verdict. Now VanSant was dead I saw another version of events unfolding to the one that was planned. They said I’d go through a show trial and get saved at a point where the authorities would consider me safely slaughtered. Then go become some kind of resistance agent.




    But seriously, how fucking likely was that? VanSant had a billion powerful enemies and the resistance to date has been as effective as wet toilet paper in a blizzard. So, who was laughing now? Starships. That was a kid’s dream. If I had wetware it was garbage disposal bot brains or enforcement droid parts more likely.




    It’s not like I’d know the difference. Never could follow technical stuff, but everyone knows that if you see an enforcement droid in Harmony it’s the last thing you’ll see. They were made to kill first and ask questions – well, they never ask.




    But what if it was worse than that and there wasn’t even any fucking wetware? What if it was the drugs that made me get up from my bed and shoot VanSant with his own gun, just because he was there and all the hate I’d bottled up over the years had turned into a djinn that took over when the rest of me couldn’t stop it? There were people in Harmony who claimed major psionic ability. The stars of Tecmaten’s developmental program were the Inquisitors, Confessors – people who could do the cleaning by thinking about it. And others that could heal with a thought. But even if they existed and had any power worth pissing on I can’t believe any of it was aimed at mediocre shit like VanSant. They had other brains to fry and I had my own dark god but, like I said, even he wouldn’t use a gun. If he’d done it we’d’ve been found with my face in VanSant’s chest eating his still-beating heart.




    No, Nico, get a grip. There was something because Twostar hacked something, she didn’t hack an imaginary object. She’d have noticed if it was an empty box and not the real deal.




    So there really was wetware, but it could still have been swapped at the last minute for something else. Suppose it was Frackware – real-time psych vivisection. Sometimes for science. Mostly for profits. VanSant had talked about it once. He’d toyed with the idea of me getting some fitted so people could jack in and fight ‘with’ me, as me, whenever I went into the ring, or when I was training, or whatever. Adjust the tariff to suit the activity. It’d be a gold mine and sell offworld too, in the recordings market.




    If it was Frackware, people could be on death row with me right now, cruising along inside my gibber while they ate popcorn and cracked open a beer. Wouldn’t that have a fancy price tag, with me giving my own commentary and all? Look at that loser, thinking all this shit too late. That’s fucking hilarious! But come on, let’s get to the good part already.




    Well, fuckers, looks like it isn’t gonna be a long wait.




    I walked with my head down and watched the robes of the guard in front. The heavily stitched fabric panels fell in straight, swinging blades as we walked. Their hypnotic sway was impressive. I’d always admired ceremonial tailoring. It had a certain badass defiance to it that spat on pragmatism. That amount of cloth around your legs, even in split panels, is crap for fighting in.




    Then again, if you have plasma guns it really doesn’t matter. You could wear a mermaid suit and still get the job done. No more triumph of the fittest or the most cunning. Given a gun, a bomb, any oxygen-waster could play dress-up Emperor, just like Tecmaten behind his army of Inquisitors.




    Really the detailing on the sigils of the planetary emblems was incredible. Virtue women made it all by hand, praying over every stitch.




    Ain’t no fucking prayers going to save you, bud, I thought. They turned off the direct channel to god when his service provider fell over under the load of all the queers asking Why Me, You Bastard? Now all your whining goes into Tecmaten’s junk mail to give him something to laugh at while he’s counting his money. It’s that image of the old git cackling that sold me on the revolution, that and my entire life to date, give or take a day.




    I didn’t used to know that it was about money. When I grew up, like everyone else, I believed the Alchemy was the truth and that it was essential to keep the world turning by erasing mistakes and keeping all balances in check. Thanks to my position as the dumb friend of a tech genius who showed me news from beyond Harmony’s reach I later understood that this world isn’t the only safe harbour for humans in the universe, as it claimed. No. It’s just one of hundreds of places and most of those weren’t made by an incomprehensibly bigoted god with his mind on evolving a species to a perfect vision of himself – more or less Harmony’s entire visionary mandate right there. Things were not this way everywhere. Being a deviant from the hallowed norm wasn’t a ticket to death in other corners of the galaxy. Major news for me. Huge.




    But we were still on Harmony with no prospect of getting out and I didn’t change that much as a result of this revelation other than to become more focused in my anger. I still hated the system and everyone in it for being clueless fucktards. That was always going to be reliably safe. That was in the bank. It was only that my understanding of the evil altered. I now lived in a new kind of hell where I could see an outside to the prison but there was still no escape. My rejection was endorsed by reality. Harmony was a minor speck in a vast sky. But I was an even smaller speck of no consequence, until someone suggested that this might all be rearranged. Perhaps. Maybe. A bit. It’s a dodgy plan but it might just work. Nico, you’re our only hope. We can take it down. So I started to hope. Rookie error. I have to ask again.




    Who falls for shit like this?




    We walked down the exit ramp. It had worn carpet panels, rucked at the corners. I had to tread carefully so I didn’t trip over them. I heard the guard behind me grunt as he stumbled over one and his gun jabbed me hard in the back just to the left of my spine. I recovered without breaking stride. He swore under his breath. I envied that carpet.




    You know you’re losing your mind when you start wishing you were a piece of cheap underlay so you weren’t going to die, even when you thought you wouldn’t care about dying now, or ever – but let’s yank our shit back into shape again with some good old rage. Screw the carpet and fuck faith and its bastardised abortion the Alchemy, because it had fucked my life.




    If it wasn’t for the Alchemy I wouldn’t be here. Hard to say who I hated most: Tecmaten’s priesthood for screwing up my genes and giving me a comedic cocktail of errors, or me for failing to beat the odds. I mean, it had to be pure carelessness or active spite when someone so skilled turns out a creation that carries a socially fatal flaw – homosexuality in my case. Surely that’s avoidable, given the level of engineering available. Coffee machine inadvertently filled with decaff the day I was cooked up, I assume. Or possibly dropped into the machinery, causing a short-circuit. And then, having discovered my place in things, there were all those years spent silently playing for time, thinking I’d best the bastards and fate itself if I waited long enough for an opportunity. But instead here I am alone on the short march.




    Do not dream. Do not pass go. You’re not the player, you’re only a piece of a game you can’t even see.




    We walked under a skylight. The sun’s sudden brilliance turned everything to gold.




    Even the universe wants to say the joke’s on me. Look, Nico, the Alchemy is everywhere proved true!




    The sun is male; everything it does is over-powered and incinerative, flashy as a conman’s smile. It’s balanced by the moon and her never-ending rainy panoply of depressed girls drowning the evenings in beery tears and flop sweat. According to the Alchemy we’re all made from a pair of these divine archetypes because everything is twofold, everything is divided and struggling to reunite. It’s the eternal round of fire and ice, light and dark, all that binary balancing shit that seems so attractive with its promises that somewhere some fucker’s going to pay for whatever crap you’re in today. You know. Not now, or in a way that would satisfy you, but Cosmically, and probably after you’re dead.




    Regular people who go to live in Harmony proper are one sun and one moon (say that they’re half and half and you’ll end up doing community service for blasphemy). Regular people are exactly as the Alchemy intends. The Alchemy explains everything in terms of twinned energy flows. One of each, nice and tidy. I ended up with two suns, the golden double bullet which is how they look at male homosexuality at an energetic level. Too much sun. And then, if you get it on with someone, that’s four suns which is enough to burn a hole in the local vibrational fabric. I forget what happens at that point. Might be it’s a hole to another universe and creatures from the id start coming through to eat the souls of children. Something like that. I’m to understand it wasn’t deliberate. It’s never deliberate. These things are delicate operations. The Alchemists did their best but there’s no sense crying over every mistake, just be glad they only execute the ones they find flaunting themselves in Harmony, singeing the warp and weft of reality with their filthy selfishness. (Not you girls, you plunge everyone into a cold, dank depression-pit. You’re the drowning pool to our scorched earth. It’s wet, it’s dark, but it’s still not an antidote to the solar burn so you are also fucked and we won’t talk about the controversial horrors of bisexuality and every other variation on the theme). Anyway, thanks to this developmental misfortune I never got to live in Harmony itself, I was to be flushed straight down the sluice into its sister dark-side city, Chaontium, fishbowl of the damned.




    Harmony purists don’t kill you right off, that’d ruin their karma. And in any case it works out because they need a dark soul of degradation to balance the light perfection of Harmony’s divinity, so it was all great in the end. Everything in its place. Some souls are just destined for Chaontium. Their existence proves the cosmic truth of the Alchemy’s every principle. Where there’s light there must be dark, and it must exist in equality. These principles underlie everything in Harmony from sleeping and eating to the most minute creation of variance in genes – not science alone, but science as art, as esoteric wisdom made manifest to the glory of scrod. I mean god. Whatever.




    And everyone on both sides believes this hocus pocus like there’s no tomorrow. From childhood it’s in every cereal bowl and in every idea, every minute, every action. And people like me walk the plank to keep the ship straight.




    Probably they just don’t want to say to your face that you’re the necessary sacrifice that saves the world, but only because some of the people in Chaontium are really dangerous and would turn their guns on the priesthood before they’d take an insult like that. Of course they’ll take it up the ass in the dark all day long, and they do, but not to the face, dudes, not to the face when everyone’s looking – you can’t exploit people openly, what kind of uncivilised behaviour is that?




    I think you could definitely sell the martyrdom line to the Chaos crew if it wasn’t for the cartel bosses and their hair-trigger egos. No, though, because that’d make the bad boys good, right?




    See, I never could get the hang of it. Even in my favourite teacher Masen’s classes, where she was telling us how it worked with the greatest detail, in laborious, turgid afternoons that passed like stool through an impacted gut – even there the only thing I could pick up was the blissful confirmation that she knew, as I suspected, that it was all bullshit. Very beautifully worked out genius-level bullshit, but still, the end product is the same. I’d loved her double-crossing ways and now I felt like her most disappointing student, because I’d had some kind of chance most of us don’t get but I was still following her to the same red exit light.




    I wondered if she’d had to walk a long way too, knowing she’d made a mistake and that they were going to have the last laugh now. Twenty metres felt like twenty k in the hallway. I’d gone through a lifetime of lessons in two strides.




    In the sun’s glare every shining dust mote sparkling on the guard’s shoulders was an angel of inexpressible beauty and I wanted to rip their wings right off. One more step and a shadow saved me the bother, wiping them out of existence. Back to reality, Nico.




    The entire story I’d been spun about wetware was probably hocus. I was just another mob guy framed for some bigger-ass mob guy’s business. That was a far more likely explanation. The wetware story just some soap to get me through the system without kicking up a fuss. They’d sell you any old shit to make their lives easier. It happened every day. What a sap.




    We passed through the security doors and down a steeper ramp into the grey, unmarked corridors of the undercourt. The air was dry and crackly, arid, as if it hadn’t been outside in years. It caught at the back of my throat and I coughed and stumbled with the surprise of it. I heard the guard behind me swear softly as something clicked on his gun and wondered if he’d come close to shooting me. That would’ve been funny.




    His mate turned and made a grab to steady me or stop me. His hand on my arm was like a vice and I felt it flex once, surprise in it, testing the dense rocky structure he’d grabbed. That’s right, fucker. That’s what’d hit you in the ring if we were there. I’d be breaking your bones if we were hand to hand.




    He steadied me carefully, like I was his date.




    What if my lawyer was wrong about the secret deal? Or suppose she was right but I sneezed and the jumpy bastards shot me anyway? My nervous giggle at this thought became another cough but it was too late to stop, the laugh-demon was out of its cage now and a bubbly kind of hysteria had me cough-laughing all the way through the long maze of corridors to the waiting hovercar.




    It had black windows, black paintwork, state police strips all down the sides glowing like crusted lava. The guard put his hand on my head and shoved down hard so I’d clear the door frame. I jerked away from him automatically, cracking my skull on the rim and dazing myself. I’d been in too many fucking cars that creaked with wash-clean synthetic leather and carried the slight tang of vomit.




    At least I’d stopped laughing but I kept my head up. I smiled. Never let them see they’ve got to you. My skin was the wet, red hood over someone else’s nonstop scream. I watched from a distance, wary and amused by my own antics. I’d have to shut that crap down if I was going to get anything done.




    




    The flight to Khor’s Gyrus took a while. Thanks to the blacked-out windows there were no last views of Harmony City, no great vistas stretching from the cloud-scraping beauties of the priestly inner sanctums to the sprawling mess of levels beneath where Chaontium lay in its ugly roadkill sprawl, but I didn’t have to see it to know it was there. I could feel it pulling. Sucking might be more accurate. Shit has its own gravity if there’s enough of it.




    The car dutifully replayed the solemn Final Rites service for me on a flat-screen. The recording jumped every few seconds and gave the priest a nervous stammer. Hu-hu-hu-holy. Like he was laughing.




    The guard on my right kicked the dashboard. It didn’t improve, so I lifted my left knee and put my booted foot through the screen. It shivered into a hundred or so jagged shards, half of which kept stubbornly displaying the ceremony in tiny sharp-edged fragments while the rest lay all around in flat plastic triangles like cartoon monster teeth.




    ‘I liked your fights,’ said the kicking guard as all three of us looked at the destruction. Almost at the same instant the other said, ‘The damage will be paid for out of your legal costs,’ in a way that suggested he’d had to say it many times before; these guys went through screens like whores went through tissues.




    ‘I mean, I liked to watch you, you know, kick the other guy’s head in. I won money on you a few times.’ There was apology in the tone and a vague recrimination.




    Well, awkward, but I’m nothing if not an obliging bastard. ‘How d’you fancy a bout?’ I held up my wrists, joints aching with the grip of the manacles. ‘You can leave these on.’




    I’d wondered sometimes what it would be like to have just half an hour left. Would I fall to bits and get that Final Moments Montage with its big reveal about the meaning of my life that made it into more than it had been? And here was the answer. No. Screw spiritual shit and all that yap about energy and signs and angels and crap, there was nothing. I was stuck with me right to the motherfucking end. Talk about an anticlimax.




    I looked at kicking guard. ‘Well? I’ll give you an autograph. I could give you a scar. Two scars. Something to talk about down at the bar. How about it? Come on, as a last request?’




    ‘I uh …’ His uniform creaked as he looked around. His eye movements were twitchy as he accessed his networks. ‘I didn’t mean any offence. I guess you must’ve got a lot of girls. Right?’




    ‘What?’




    ‘You and the other fighters. Even the ugly ones. Ring girls all over the place. Drink, stims, all that stuff, you know. Like a vidstar. I heard they have a tent in the green room for that. Do they?’




    I turned away from Number One Fan and looked at the other guard, Jobsworth.




    He made an unhappy grunting noise that hinted he didn’t approve of this breach in protocol from his partner but, like a buffalo gut-deep in mud, he wasn’t about to stir himself over it. I got it.




    ‘They do,’ I said, returning to Fan. I smiled at him, batted my eyelashes. ‘Would you like to try that instead?’




    There was an eerie quiet, broken only by the insentient whirr of the car’s drive fan coming dumbly through the bodywork insulation. A lifetime of hiding my sexuality as a deadly double sun in order to survive the Purges and now this. It was just one damn disappointment after another.




    We wobbled through some hot air coming up off the stone playa to the city’s western edge. I closed my eyes and leaned back, trying to clear my head and use reason to convince myself help might be on the way.




    The thing about the wetware implants is they are a notoriously unreliable offworld tech. When they don’t work they’re a two-billion-credit waste of money that leaves you with a head full of inert metals and synthoids more valuable than your useless, brain-damaged life. When they do work they’re a one-way pass to all the credits you can eat, if you happen to live in the free solar market. On a good piece of work you can pump them for twenty-five years and by the end of that you could reasonably assume better gear will long since have come your way. There are too many drawbacks to mention: the disclaimer list on the real thing takes a day to read, beginning with insanity. This explains the lack of people willing to give wetware a shot and the value of those that survive.




    So, I was really valuable right now. Must be. Super duper valuable. But I couldn’t find quite enough belief in that. My need for it to be true was in a last stand against the battering of the past which had led me here. We were in the last round with the final sucker punch coming right up.




    I sat in the car and tried my hardest one more time for the faith thing: I focused on remembering every piece of evidence in favour of it being true. I did have special wetware. I really had become the link to an offworld machine that was much too valuable to risk losing. It was real. The cavalry was coming for me.




    The car tilted into descent.




    Come on, be there. Prove me wrong. Come and screw up my life, but let me live.


  




  

    Two Stars: technically this should be minus numbers as we’re measuring time from when I got in the car but I don’t do negatives so suck it




    Twostar was more than the geek genius from the block who refused guild work to remain independent, relying on her too-good-to-kill talent for making machines do what she wanted. Twostar was the kid I used to feed out of dustbins when we lived on the Chaontium streets together, before gangs, before cartels. I’d trust her with my life. I’d even trust her with my money. What she touched was bound to be OK for me.




    We met at the state orphanage. For me she’d always been there, so met is the wrong word. There was never a world that didn’t have her in it. They called her Fae and her cot was next to mine. The beds got larger as the years passed but the relative positions didn’t change. Other kids came and went in our lives and some of them were OK, but from the start she and I were together and we never needed anybody else. We instinctively shared a certainty that one day we’d be leaving together for better things. I don’t know what I’d have done without her. Did she save me, or me her? Did we damn each other? Those questions only come at the end, don’t they? But fuck them. I don’t do end-times shit.




    She was the brains of the outfit. Top of every class, the silent do-good girl with the hand that was held up enough to be polite but not so much it made everyone else feel bad. We all knew she knew every answer. I surfed by on the lowest possible effort and achievement, except for Physical Development. I slaughtered everyone at that.




    Give me a ball and I’d dunk it. Give me a bat and I’d skyrocket whatever out of the park. Give me a pair of gloves and I’d get banned from boxing for going berserk. Two weeks in isolation – and by isolation I mean the works: Alchemical Isolation where you’re so alone you start talking to the furniture and creating imaginary friends and enemies. That’s what it’s for. To give you enough space to go batshit and destroy yourself. Sweet punishment which is so typical of the Alchemy; they never lift a fucking finger if letting you do it yourself will get the job done.




    Obviously I wasn’t gonna give them the satisfaction. It was no punishment to me because it was a chance to stick two fingers in their eyes. It was a gift.




    I got a room three metres square. It had a bed pad. There was a toilet and shower through a door in one corner that was partitioned off with a sliding screen. Food was lowered from a hole in the roof that opened and closed irregularly. They dressed me in white overalls. Projection covered every surface with the images of a sand desert. During the day the sun went up, around and down. At night the moon made its circles and the stars turned without interruption. It was completely silent and windless.




    I saw the minotaur standing in the heat haze on the fourth day, late afternoon.




    The sun was lowering, the light at its most golden and the shadows their most distinct. I’d been sleeping a lot, but by this time I was slept out and tired of the bizarre dreams which had become incredibly vivid in the absence of reality. I’d started to dream about the room too, so there were moments when it was hard to be sure whether I was awake or not. So when I saw him I figured he was only part of a mirage, his hooves hidden from the fetlock down beneath the silver sheen of the nonexistent water.




    Then he was with me. His breath on my face, his hair, rough and stinking, against my cheek, the unmistakable touch of a horn against my forehead that knocked on the bone. I could feel the rough edge of it where it had slammed into walls and been splintered, then sanded down by endless dust storms. His hands were massive, callused, fingernails like megaliths. Dirt flaked off them as he flexed. He was taller than a human, and much bigger. There was a hellish heat to him. It radiated off him in waves that singed the hair on my arms, stung my cheeks. His skin and fur had a red cast as though he existed in a furnace of his own where red metal under stress was the only source of light. This red light glinted off the massive, planet-sized surface of his eyeball. The white edge was the crescent of the sun eclipsed. The black pupil was a black lozenge, widescreen format. I saw myself reflected in it: small, pale, a boy made out of sand.




    I stared at a single eyelash of his and it was a black claw of vast scale, the prow of a spaceship, shuddering with the gravitational forces of his gaze. The mites crawling on it were the size of bears.




    My attention snapped back to his eye. Then he was gone in a mirage shimmer. He became a series of stripes on a distant film, blurred with the speed of rising heat. The strips danced on the horizon and a flicker of anger in my guts matched the frequency.




    I blinked and he was back. Full size, a behemoth, bigger than the world, bigger than the sun. I wasn’t even a dust mote in his eye this time. His heat was intense. I was burning. The stink of crisping hair was everywhere. His attention was focused on me and I was falling into the strip of blackness at the centre of his eye. I felt with absolute conviction that one false move of any kind and he’d kill me.




    We were in that orphanage to die. Not physically, that would have gone against the beautiful ethics of the Alchemy, against the rules of the world that said rejects must be treated with mercy, as long as they’re grateful and stay within the laws. But in being born we’d already broken those. One false move and prison and death were sure to follow. It was only a matter of time. Two and I weren’t up to requirements. Whatever we were, we weren’t meant to do anything but exist to display the congenial mercy of the priesthood to all its monsters.




    I already knew where all the monsters were. There’s only one way to deal with them. You become a better monster. Every moment of my life was dedicated to that supremacy even if I had to wait and grow for another forty years. I’d burn myself to bits before I’d submit to any pretenders to that fucking throne. Even here and now I couldn’t fall without a fight. Even if he turned me into ash.




    I felt an incredible surge of power and strength as I lifted my fists.




    Another blink. We stood opposite one another on the desert floor. His hands hung at his sides. His huge horns reflected the dying light of the sun. His skin shivered to shake off a fly. I lowered my hands. We were equals. But I wasn’t sure that we were even separate. I recognised him. He was part of me. He was my ally, my power. He was my monstrous anger, my beloved, come to visit me in prison.




    But also, he was himself. He stood, his massive muscles relaxed, his long tail swishing like a cat that’s getting ready to act in annoyance. I felt the razor’s edge on which we stood with each other. He could kill me. But I wouldn’t stop if he tried it until one of us was dead, and that was the end of it. I thought he’d come with the intention to eat me – there can’t be two kings in one land – but now that we were face to face he’d become uncertain. He and I suspected that if he went ahead with his plan then neither of us was going to survive.




    He snorted. Flies and dirt showered out of his thick mane. He shook his head, eyes closed. The image of the desert shook with him. Then he turned and walked away. I watched his hooves kick up tiny dust devils until he vanished into the mirage.




    I saw him a few more times after that meeting. I discovered that I could find him if I was half asleep but able to be wakeful enough to keep my attention on the desert. He’d be there in the distance, on the wall, in my mind. He was always there, but sometimes he couldn’t be seen.




    Hunting him kept me occupied through the endless, unchanging time. We never spoke. He couldn’t speak; he had no words. He handled the sand, picking it up in fistfuls and then watching it run through his fingers. He couldn’t hold on to any of it, not a single grain. I felt at peace when he did this. I could sleep, and feel that everything was going to be OK.




    When the teacher came to get me out he had a curious look on his face. I knew it was because I was supposed to crack in there but instead I’d sat it out. Probably they made a lot of notes. He looked a bit afraid. I gave him the hairy eyeball. Mucho practised at that by now. It calmed him, because it was one of my usual reactions and he could rebuke me for it; it put us back on normal footings. I don’t know what he’d been expecting. I should’ve worked on something special.




    He handed over my regular clothes. I changed.




    When I got back I was greeted at the dorm door by a hail of filthy balled socks. Other bits of dorm debris fell short or hit the walls above and beside me. I smiled.




    Two looked up at me from her desk full of books. ‘Did you really not hear them?’




    Telling me to stop, she meant, as if the question wasn’t separated from the incident by weeks.




    ‘Yeah, I heard them,’ I said.




    She nodded. ‘You looked happy.’




    Punching the bag. Hitting it so the shock ran up my arm. Hitting it so no shock went up it. Learning the infinite grades between the shove and the strike, watching the swing, gloves to my face, glued to my cheekbones, snapping back into place, stepping in to find that a short sharp bang could split the seams of the thing and have sand suddenly trickling to the floor. I was alive. I was on fire. It was perfect. I was a god.




    ‘I was.’ So happy.




    ‘Did they lecture you on self control?’




    I shook my head.




    She narrowed her eyes. Around us the rest of the kids were already bored by my normality and had gone off to do other things. ‘What then?’




    I shrugged. ‘Nothing.’




    Two nodded. ‘They came for Masen.’




    ‘What?’




    The dorm fell silent and still like someone’d blasted everything with a freeze gun. I didn’t need more to know what had happened but she’d tell me anyway.




    ‘It was on Thursday.’ Meaning they had executed her on Thursday. Two days ago.




    Immediately I felt it was my fault. They couldn’t get me, so they’d got her instead. It was stupid, but it lanced through me just the same. ‘Why?’ As if I had to ask.




    ‘Someone leaked a picture of her holding hands with a woman she knew outside school. Inquisition. The usual.’ We shared a look and I glanced around, making that same connection with everyone else. The recognition of the truth was in everyone’s eyes. Masen had delivered her teaching on the Alchemy perfectly. You would never have known if you hadn’t closely watched her face that she was always telling us it wasn’t true. That came with the brow movement, the lip curl, the gestures, all small, which barely altered her tone of voice but did enough to communicate almost the exact opposite of what she was saying. One lesson and you knew she was one of us and she was doing everything she could to tell us that it was OK to disagree, to think, to know the doctrine was wrong and to survive any way you could, only not openly. Nobody was dumb enough for that.




    My brief elation at coming back safely evaporated. I hadn’t given Masen a thought as a human before. For all her badass attitude and the sense of her being on our side I knew she was a risk and I felt her as a weakness that I had to guard against. Because all that rebellion that made her so good as a mentor or a hero made her deadly to get close to. You don’t befriend a risk because the system destroys all threats and silences all disagreement. If there is friendship it’s secret. Even now I was schooling my face out of any reaction as inside my chest something broke and wet, watery weakness ran out. Who says I have no moon?




    Someone had leaked a picture …




    Footsteps in the corridor had everyone rushing back into whatever they’d been doing before. I had nothing so I looked at Two. She shrugged. Masen had been her favourite and Two was no danger-dog like me; she loved fiercely and with exacting loyalty. She brushed her arm across her eyes, cleared her throat. Her face was a mask of indifference as she opened up the files she’d been studying and went back to them.




    ‘So, you’re back, Perseid.’ The footsteps had been Colian, who didn’t bother to conceal his dislike of everything. I don’t think there was a thing in existence that he didn’t feel a special spite for. He was the kind of guy who lovingly cherished every little whisper of his hatreds, spent long evenings polishing them into sparkling gems with razor edges. He was due to cycle back into the echelon in a year and get a post in the Inquisition’s finest. The waiting was getting on his nerves. ‘Kitchen duty all week for you: bins, garbage, composting, pig-feed. Holiday’s over. Snap to it. Haven’t got all day.’ He was carrying a pair of grey overalls and threw them at me so they hit me around the shoulders. The sleeves and legs wrapped themselves partially around my head like a bag. He was already turning and out the door before they’d fallen to sag in a loop around my neck.




    The minotaur looked at me.




    I flexed my hands. I needed to be much, much stronger.




    I put the overalls on and went to work.




    




    Getting out of the orphanage was nothing more than dumb luck but it took another few years for that luck to arrive and when it did there was no warning.




    Our tutor left the room in a hurry at the sound of the class bell. The door behind him was blocked as students tried to exit and were slowed by a class filing out of the cloister at the same moment. To my left one of the windows was open thanks to the air conditioning failing for the third time that week. At that same instant there was a fight starting in the corridor: one of those where you knew some older kid had finally snapped and wasn’t going down without taking someone with them. No more corrections. No more marks. Enough. A klaxon went off to summon a security drone. Jeers and yells said the fight was getting bigger.




    I trod on Two’s foot as she tried to get up from her place next to me. I looked at her and then at the window. Her eyes widened and she swallowed visibly, but nodded and that was all it took. I gave her a leg-up over the sill and she jumped out as I got up behind her. We were on the second level of the building.




    I fell into the strange heat and muggy air, crashing through wet green masses of foliage so I was drenched before I hit the mud at the bottom. I was winded and lay gasping, unable to breathe. We’d landed at the road’s edge. Above me the coal-black face of the building stood like a blunt cliff, the window empty.




    We ran as soon as we could breathe, leaving a slugtrail you’d have to be as dumb as shit to miss but nobody was following and in the minutes that passed it came clear nobody would. We were relieved and terrified, but as Two pointed out, we’d crossed the state line into Chaontium after only fifty metres. All the runaways go that way, as god intended they would eventually, after they reached eighteen, heading from the patriarchal care of the pure state to the impure destiny that genetics dictated for us. We were beyond the reach of Harmony. We could never go back. We were unclean and nobody would come to claim us. It was thrilling and a disappointment at the same time.




    A short while later a grey car cruised up beside us. We genuinely were dumb as soup so we were still walking along the actual roadside as if we belonged there. We didn’t even run as the door slid open.




    The interior was well lit so we could see the men and woman sitting inside. The sun shone in on their feet, turning their boots, stockings and laces all to gold. It never occurred to us that it was odd for some tub of rich scum to barge up against us so fast. ‘Want a ride? You must be lost.’




    Back then those weren’t even lines. The car wasn’t even a plateless cartel cruiser. These people weren’t chancers. We weren’t commodities. That was how little we knew.




    I looked along the street to where we’d been headed. It might as well have been another planet for all I recognised. A glance up showed the stacks of the buildings rising into vast skies, one cake-layer of ziggurat at a time. Paths strung between them were covered in lanterns. Forty storeys up the second aerial car deck carried quick little pods and steady schooners through the air on invisible rails. Near the clouds at the peaks barques with flotillas of accompanying service vehicles drifted at loose sky anchor; stateless palaces that could take off into the deserts on a whim. I looked back into the car before us. The woman had old, sad eyes in a young face. I tugged Two’s hand silently but she was frozen, staring into the soft cool of the interior. She didn’t know what to do.




    ‘Isn’t your home right over there?’ the woman said, indicating the orphanage through the car’s window. She made a languid movement with her arm and hand, an underwater gesture that matched her odd tone. She was smiling.




    I hauled and got another few steps out of Two. The car slid along to join us.




    I knew they’d take us somewhere bad. There was money in it for them. I could feel it coming off them in waves. The woman’s too-casual way and focused eyes, the men’s bulging jacket-fronts. They’d get money any way they could. They’d have licked cat shit if someone paid them. And nobody would miss us.




    I pretended to stop and consider. ‘No, we live the other way.’ I pointed up-street, towards the ziggurats. ‘Really.’ I didn’t need to fake the desperation.




    ‘Then we’ll take you there. Get in.’ The man speaking was a greyleopard, one whose genetic anomalies were written all over his mottled skin. It made his expression unreadable and his features indistinct. His voice expected obedience. His contempt won out over obedience though: he couldn’t wait for it, even if it was coming.




    At the sound of his impatience Two broke and ran away from the ziggurats and back the way we’d come, across a strip of waste ground filled with weeds and broken bot carapaces. On the other side of the strip a diner and a store looked like they might be open. The street itself was empty. I stood my ground to hold them fast in the car.




    ‘If you get her you can let me go, yeah?’ I said.




    ‘Sure,’ the woman agreed easily while an arm snaked out of the door towards my shirtfront.




    I ran, shouting, ‘I’ll get her back!’ As if.




    There were a few moments when it seemed we’d both make it. Then the car’s rear flank fishtailed into my back, caught me and sent me flying forwards. I saw the diner wall rushing up to meet me and it was so bad I just relaxed and let myself go with the irresistible power. That had a kind of deliciousness to it: an effortless deep serenity in which there was nothing I could do. I felt successful at escaping, though the opposite was true.




    




    The rest of this story was told me later by Two, as I had no memory of it at all. My memory ended at the wall.




    In the end they’d left us. They thought I was dead, and Two is fast. She made the diner door just as a patrol drone descended from the higher decks to make some regulation street sweep. I guess the cruiser had hot plates because it shot off with the drone in pursuit and then Two ran back out for me. Only she thought I was dead too. She was sure. No heartbeat.




    ‘Your eyes were open,’ she said. ‘Like glass.’




    Her screaming brought people out of the diner. They looked and left, except for one, a woman in grey, wrapped up in scarves, only her face showing. Two said she was fifty or so, not exactly ugly but something like it. She had pale grey eyes, dark skin. She told Two to stand back, then knelt over me and laid her hands on me. Two said there was nothing to see but a minute later I got up, not even blood on my face. She was so happy to see me alive and I was so dazed that we lost track of the rag woman. By the time Two had told me what happened there was no sign she’d ever been there, except a footprint Two swore was hers. Some cheap work boot. Could’ve been anybody’s.




    Though we looked, we never found her again. People with that kind of power are never outside the Citadel. Never. It sat badly with me. Much as I hated the world, I hated it more when it didn’t fit together right. After a while of pondering the impossibilities I figured that hitting the wall had felt just a bit harder than falling out of the window, and it hadn’t hurt that much. The woman must have come just as I was waking up anyway. Two was wrong. I wasn’t dead, only stunned. That made a lot more sense.




    I never mentioned this to Two. Her brown eyes burned with tears whenever she remembered it and it lit her face up with fierceness I didn’t want to take away. It had given her something.




    ‘She was an Exalted,’ she said, with absolute certainty, lip quivering.




    Exalted are a fable. Tecmaten’s pinnacle of human development that justifies all he does and everything that the Alchemy was created to produce. But Harmony grinds on and there’s no sign of it stopping in a grand finale, so he can’t have made one, can he?




    No, I’m not a believer.




    




    At thirteen we were still living on the street.




    I hated it most when it rained an hour before dawn in the winter, like this. It was so cold even the rats had buggered off. Twostar and I gripped each other like we were mountain climbing. I couldn’t see her in the dark under the layers of rags and old clothes, only feel her bones digging into me and the beat of her heart against my chest. It was faster than mine because she’d woken up first, like always.




    I heard the patter of the drops and then the change to a steady burr. Our rags were damp from days and days of rain and we regularly woke up shivering. The smell of the heap was fucking awful, thick with mildew and rot, and it was giving us both a cough.




    After a minute or two I stopped feeling her heart. First time it happened I thought she’d died but it was only that it’d synced up with mine so I couldn’t tell them apart any more. She was making a soft ‘Zhh, zhh’ sound through her teeth as she breathed, in the effort not to let her jaw chatter. My hip and shoulder hurt from the ground so hard they were fit to crack.




    ‘Hey,’ I said, to fill the silence, but real quiet, in case something was out there to hear us.




    ‘Nng,’ she said. She didn’t like to taste the air. And she was afraid of rats, though in the daytime she’d trap them to use as bait for garbage-bots.




    We were already clutched so tight it wasn’t possible to get closer or do anything but let go and neither of us did that. Between us there was a trace of warmth. It would get better at dawn. It would get better later, when we could move. It would be all right in the first half of each night before our clothes ran out of power. It’d be better in fifteen hours or so when I could get food for us. I’d become an expert clock. I knew right where every second of those fifteen hours was. This was the worst part, right at the start, when there was still so much of it yet to go. But it was still better than waking up at the orphanage in the warm, knowing everything that would or could ever happen between one minute and the next.




    I coughed first and then Two joined in, both of us trying to keep it as quiet as possible, which wasn’t really possible but we had to try because nothing must find us.




    Eventually we got warm enough to move. I was the first to burrow out of the mats and rags. I took it slow. The weight of the soaking rubbish was difficult to move. I left props behind me every night, so in the morning I could create a tunnel that would allow a quicker way in and out for daytime access. The best props were the wings of delivery drones. They were big and strong enough to force stuff up and over them and they were some metal alloy that didn’t care about the wet. Once the tunnel was done I emerged into the cover of some old bushes and started my checks.




    First the sky. It was always busy over the city, day or night, but out here in the wasteland the only regular visitors were surveillance droids and cargo drones using the cheap airzones that took long, slow routes around the city outskirts. Today a weather droid was making its characteristic step by step progress, sampling the air at fixed points before moving on. The survey wasn’t due yet and there was nothing else to see. I tapped out the all clear signal and after a few minutes Two squeezed out of the heap and came to crouch beside me. Her wrists were so thin that the veins stood out over the bones. She shivered constantly.




    I looked across the spoil heaps for any signs of life. Somewhere out there, not too far away, some little snitch would be holed up watching for us. The rain made it difficult, but also difficult for them. Every day I took us a different route out of the yards and we always had a different plan, random, to help keep us safe, but lately there’d been spies on a lot of points. The gang which had only ever kept an eye on us before was hunting us now. It didn’t matter, though, because we had to eat today, so we were going to grab a maintenance droid and get its memory cores and battery packs. They sold for a lot at the right kind of store. But I was worried. We’d done this a week ago and I think that’s what had changed the gang activity. They must have found out about it and now they’d be waiting for us to do it again. And we had no choice, because since the gang had moved onto this patch they’d taken up every other source of food and income. We were so tired and hungry, we had to make a decision.




    I looked at Two, gripped her hand, ‘Still want to do this?’ I meant not only the droid theft but the whole thing. Stay here, surviving in the lowest way, in order to be free. She was terrified of the gangs and equally terrified that we’d be swept up and carted off once we entered the city streets. Without a gang we were easy meat.




    She nodded, jaw clenched, squeezed back. Fine. We were going. I picked my route and we set off, hand in hand, crouched over, scurrying from stack to stack of sorted recycling as the rain soaked through our clothes and ran out of our shoes. There was mud. It was impossible not to leave a track. On the other hand the rain blurred all the sightlines.




    First we had to check the traps. Two had rigged up ten of them at points where composted waste was sorted and graded, because rats searched there for scraps. But today the first trap was open, empty, and the rest had been tampered with. After the third Two sat down on her heels and swore. ‘Someone’s ruined them.’




    In the puddles a variety of footprints of small and large sizes said there were at least three of them. No rats. My stomach growled and hurt. I wanted to exact a large dose of pain on someone. Why? They were rats for the love of Amalgamation. But I knew the answer – my gut knew it – even rats have a value and anything on this turf was now theirs. We were finished.




    Two’s shoulders shook. I thought she was crying but it was hard to tell.




    ‘We can still get one,’ I said, without any notion of how.




    ‘How?’ She flicked the broken wire of the trap away from her into the mud.




    ‘Come on.’ I pulled at her hand. She didn’t budge. ‘Now. Come on. They’ll be watching.’ That got her moving, and it was true. If I was hunting us, I’d know I only had to hang here for long enough and we’d show. I took her where we’d planned to go anyway, as if we had bait, only when she realised she started to lag.




    ‘What’s the point, Nic?’




    ‘We’re getting one,’ I said, towing harder, wishing we had somewhere to run. But there wasn’t a stretch of ground left anywhere that wasn’t somebody’s business. We’d been lucky for a few years and now it had run out. But if we were going to do something then we had to have money, which meant having droid guts to trade.




    ‘And then what?’ She was actively trying to stop and give up now. My hand slipped in hers as she let it go limp. I gripped harder but I had to pull less. We stopped.




    ‘We eat,’ I said. ‘Dry clothes. New ones.’ That would cost us nearly everything we had.




    ‘And?’




    ‘We leave.’




    ‘Where to?’ She always had a reply for everything.




    I shrugged. ‘Does it matter? We can’t stay here.’




    She dashed rain off her face with the back of her hand. I saw her struggling with her thoughts. She was so smart, she could think us through anything, but sometimes she thought us into nothing. I saw her accept it. It took her longer than me, that was all. ‘How are we going to get a droid?’




    The droid. How indeed. Especially when I was sure they’d be waiting for us. I looked around. The rain was slowing, the leaden grey skies lighter. You could see to the third skydecks. I realised where we were standing – at a crossing where one of the many snaking tracks through the spoil heaps transected the major transport lane. I looked up at the sky again.




    ‘What time is it?’




    Two looked at the watch she’d made, sewn into the flap of her jacket. ‘Ten-oh-five.’ She looked back at me, her eyes whiter. ‘We can’t take that one.’




    At ten-ten every day a city security drone, bigger, tougher and faster than any of the others around here, would descend from the fifth skydeck and make a sweep of the recycling plants to collect data from the reprocessors. It would be carrying information from everywhere in the city it had visited that day, including all the parts of the High City where the population of Chaontium wasn’t permitted. That drone would be worth a lot. Though there was the small issue of its defences to consider.




    ‘Give me your wrench,’ I said, holding out my hand.




    ‘Nic—’




    But I always had more strength of will than she did. ‘Give me it!’




    She reached into her inner pocket and took out the precious metal object, holding it lovingly, before reluctantly passing it to me. ‘It has hardly any charge.’




    ‘That’s OK,’ I said. ‘Wait over there.’ I pointed to a spot where a tall power relay planted its feet and cast deep shadows, but more importantly provided a hefty reinforced concrete pile.




    ‘What’re you going to do?’




    I pointed to the largest and highest of the mounds of recovered metal. It was high enough to rise above the droid’s typical flight path. It was scarcely a plan, I knew that, but I was making it up as I went along and this was all I could think of. I was sure it was possible. ‘Go.’




    ‘You’ll get killed,’ she wailed, but there was not much fight in her – we were too tired for that and our situation too obviously hopeless.




    ‘No, I won’t.’ I grinned and shrugged at her. ‘I can’t die, remember?’




    She stared at me, her eyes so large and serious, full of emotions, some of which weren’t nice. ‘If you die I’ll kill you.’ She tried to smile but she couldn’t do it.




    ‘OK,’ I said. ‘Deal.’ I turned and ran up the heap. My heart was juddering like crazy, like it couldn’t settle and didn’t know if it was going to run itself out of beats entirely or only panic and skip a few. High above us the droid was already signalling its way out of the airstream and starting its descent. I watched it as I reached near the top, figured that as long as it followed the usual path then it would get close and low enough that a running jump would land me on it. The heap was a treacherous pile of crap but the droid was close enough I didn’t need so much of a leap, maybe more of a calculated drop. I picked out a small, loose metal strut from near my feet and gripped it hard. I put the wrench away.




    The droid became my entire world. Its fins and curves gleamed silver grey, rain pearling on it, dancing. It had a flat, broad back between its twin fans. The air shimmered around it with the force of its vibrations and the heat of its burners. It came down like a monstrous fairy, ignorant of danger, slowing as it drew close to make its visual sweep. I sprang onto it with the rain, starfished. The wrench was a breathtaking agony against my chest, where I’d stuffed it in my vest.




    The droid dropped with the sudden downforce and struggled, whining and tipping, to stabilise itself. I slithered across it, much faster than I’d expected, and fell off the front of it. On my way past, just before it and I parted company, I threw the strut at its left intake vent as hard as I could. Then I hit the edge of the heap and went tumbling down the flank of it.




    When I stopped everything hurt but I knew it wasn’t fatal. Overhead the droid spun wildly, circling, tipped over. Smoke and black fumes poured from the vent. It made a sputtering noise and its free engine whined suddenly. Correction jets came on and off, leaving puffs of white here and there stabbing into the mouldering, wet air. It veered off course, falling quickly, and passed over my head with a few metres to spare before ditching on the ground and sliding through the mud, engine howling until it hit the upright post of the power pole and wedged fast there. Pretty much exactly where I’d told Two to stand but I saw her running towards me instead, splashing through the filthy runoff.




    If that didn’t bring the gang out to play then nothing would. We had to get it first. Had to. I felt despair as I realised how long it could take.




    As the droid ground and clanked and suddenly whirred into a shutdown mode Two reached me. ‘Nico?’ She grabbed my shirt but I was already getting up. Bright red was dashing in little rivulets down my hands and off the ends of my fingers.




    ‘Get it, get it!’ I shoved her off me, recovered the spanner with my better hand and thrust it at her. I couldn’t let all this pain and stupidity be for nothing. I could feel the minotaur wring his hands. ‘Go, go, go!’




    She took the wrench, bewildered as its lights came on dimly to her touch. ‘But what was this for?’




    ‘Luck,’ I said, despite it having ripped into my side. I made myself run. It hurt an incredible amount, though different places of me were fighting to pain me the most and so it seemed to flicker all over, like electric clothing. It felt good to spite it and move. Fuck you, death, fuck you all, I’m still alive! I knew I was high as a kite but the rush was too much. I couldn’t remember what I was meant to be doing. Look around you, moron, I thought, but I was watching Two as she reached the downed machine and started her delicate work. Crouched on her haunches, ragged and black with muck, she looked like a scrawny carrion harpy. The droid sighed and whirred under the touch of the wrench and gave itself up with a soft hiss of vacuum releases.




    And then we weren’t alone.




    They came from every direction in ones and twos, rising up like smoke and coming out of their camouflage in an eerie silence of common purpose – fifteen kids, skinny and wild looking, but none as bad as us. Each of them held some kind of weapon in their hands, ranging from bits of junk all the way up to what looked like an automatic rifle from a police drone, the stump of its mountings trailing the feather and bone rags of the gang colours. I didn’t want to risk that thing working, though where they’d get the fucking ammo from I don’t know.




    I was furious, like I should have seen them and stopped them, but suddenly found myself sitting down, splat, in the heavy mud and water. My legs had decided things for me. My back hurt so bad I hoped one of them was going to hit me with something heavy and not draw it out.




    Yeah, said the minotaur, but fuck that, buddy. Fuck that.




    I got to my hands and knees. I got up.




    Then I got up again.




    They stopped a respectful kind of speculating distance away, watching Two, eyes round, watching me, eyes narrowed.




    I crossed the million miles to Two’s side. She hadn’t noticed them yet. She didn’t notice me. She was in the machine’s guts, telling it to quiet down, not to tell on us, to give up its power and its secrets quick and easy. At last she turned, her arms full of slender lozenges, trailing wires and flopping connectors.




    She stopped dead, frozen against me. The rain had stopped. The air was full of the sound of dripping.




    The kid with the rifle gestured with the tip of it – give that to us. He lifted his chin. Cocky. Certain he was in for a killing.




    ‘Nic?’ Two whispered, shaking as she clutched the tech.




    I couldn’t fight them. I couldn’t do anything about that gun. ‘Come and get it,’ I said. I was glad the dead droid was behind me. I leaned on its still-warm body.




    There was a moment’s silence, then the leader pushed his lieutenant – a short stocky kid with stubble starting on his face – hard on the shoulder. They didn’t speak, but the message was clear enough.




    He had a piece of rebar in his hand and as he came he lifted it, flexing his hand to grip it better. I watched him cross the slurry of the droid’s death track, slipping a bit. He got slower as he neared. Scared. Other members of his gang had had run-ins with me over the last couple of weeks. Now I was the one in ribbons. He’d seen me on the ground, he knew I was slow.




    Two was starting to whimper next to me but she didn’t have any illusions that handing over the tech would be our ticket out either. She kept hold.




    The blow came fast and hard, but aimed badly – his eyes were closing, his face turning away even as the bar was closing in on my head, and it met my forearm and hand instead. Grind my feet into the filth, brace against the droid, grab and twist hard, pull in the same direction as the force is moving and he’s right there tumbling into me, one foot in the air, arm out. He’s heading face first into the ground and I’m sitting on top of his back and shoulders with the bar in my hands looking at Rifle. He looks at Rifle too as he spits and swears and I bring the bar down and cave in the back of his head. He goes limp under me and the air goes out of him and he deflates. I’m surprised by how you can feel the difference between alive and dead so clearly but it’s night and day. Dead is empty.




    Rifle stared at me.




    I reached around the dead guy’s neck and took off his necklace with its signature ganghammered drinks can sign from a brand of orange that had a tiger as its mascot. The meaning was clear to me, and to Rifle by the way he watched me, a glint of greedy approval in his eyes – one out, one in. I put the sign on and then I used the bar as a stick to help me get up and stand. I beckoned to Two and she was at my side, helping me, all the gear cradled in her arms like a baby. We had declared our allegiance.




    After about a thousand years Rifle just nodded, once, and slung the gun onto his back. I felt a surge of relief and a sweetness. The others came rushing up to help us, surrounding us, lifting, carrying, arms around shoulders. From nought to family in ten seconds. And then it all went black.




    




    After we’d recovered, our places in the Silent Hands were assured and the huge money Rifle got for the tech didn’t hurt. We stuck with them a while, but all they wanted was to hunt droids and spend the profits on weapons or getting high. After a few months Two was restless and unhappy. Every hunt was risky and she felt it pressing on her much harder than the others. Rifle insisted on a hunt every other week, then every week. Two looked at me sadly and I knew we had to go. Getting out was probably harder than getting in. I promised her I’d do something and I went walking on the streets, doing my rounds, wondering how I was going to manage this feat.




    There really weren’t many ways out of poverty, especially once you’d got consumed by the ganglife. Two got by because she could slice and fry all kinds of gadgets. People like that are worth a lot right from the get-go. Tech is easy for them to steal, easy to process, always sells for a lot. Gangs snap up slicers as soon as look at them, hoard them like gold. I was just her guard dog. I’d shepherd her into the back of a stolen car, run her onto construction sites and watch while she hacked bits of their droids, even whole droids … looking out for rival gangs who wanted to steal her from us, fighting them off with whatever. Sometimes it was guns or knives, sometimes just fists. Cop drones kept an eye on us but they rarely got involved. It was all very small-time, not worth the public money to crack down on. But Rifle’s ambitions grew steadily. It was only a matter of time before he tried for a cop drone.




    And then it came to me. Two’s slicing and writing abilities were pushing her reputation and it was getting out of hand. Suddenly I saw the way out. Her rep attracted too many hits on the gang from rival outfits. Eventually one of them would get lucky.




    A bit of suggestion soon had Rifle’s profit-orientation heading in a new direction: he sold her to one of the most prestigious syndicated crime rings. I went with her, because otherwise she wouldn’t go. Once it was clear we’d rather be shot than parted things went smoother. Thus I saved her and she saved me on step one of the ladder out of Scum City; otherwise I’d still be there, or more likely be dead. I wished the people that had thrown her into the orphanage could know about it, the fuckers, see the look on their faces if they knew what they’d lost.




    The second thing that changed was that my childhood puppy-fat dropped off, my bones grew and my combat training conspired with my genes to transform me from a little thug with attitude into an actual man. There was a hefty surge in attention that came my way and it became much harder to conceal the twin sun factor. Two said maybe it wasn’t worth the bother, Chaontium was more than half bent anyway and as long as you pretended and kept quiet you weren’t going to get ratted out, but the shadow of the Citadel stretched far into the soul even of those who hated it. Yeah, Masen had played fast and loose with things and that’s what happened to her. I didn’t want an Open Season ticket stuck to my back and I didn’t have time for the complications.




    A pair bond of male and female put sun and moon together in cosmic harmony. A gay pair was two suns or two moons: burn or drown, but either way meant destruction, literal and figurative. It was the greatest curse with a power strong enough to ruin lineages, thwart dynasties, and overthrow leaders. The priests even claimed it had some kind of real energy, like magic – a bad kind which would topple the natural order of things if it were not repressed. But the chinless motherfuckers would say that. Once you’ve got a convenient set of scapegoats for your problems why spoil it?




    Of course the insurgents of various rebellious parties and movements challenged this but they were inevitably throttled, infiltrated, poisoned or shot by the success of the ruling zealotry. You could watch the executions on Newsnet. They were always presided over by serious, sad-faced Inquisitors, so very downcast at the tragic horror of their righteous duty in terminating otherwise healthy stock. Then the depression of the anaesthesia, the eyes slowly closing, the swelling music, the grim intonations and all that sick shit that followed before the autoclave burned up the remains and tidily deposited them into little pots.




    I wondered where they’d put Masen’s little pot. Had anyone even wanted it?




    Meanwhile the sun didn’t burn brighter. The moon didn’t go out. Apparently you could have the technology to travel to either and stand on the arid, cold rocks or photograph the incandescence of gigatonnes of fusion, but you couldn’t recognise a fucking metaphor when one was thrust into your face every damn day of your life. Magic my ass, it was hate that the world ran on.




    So anyway. Don’t be queer. Rule number one of survival. From day one this knowledge had given me a righteous fury that was the burning core of my power. I was, inside, a crusader and I wasn’t about to dim that light by doing what Two suggested and finding a boyfriend. Even thinking about it made me feel my passion drain and I wasn’t giving up my endless minotaur battery pack for a kiss and a tumble. The rising tides of lust in me burned with a near physical pain and I hoarded them and fed them to my monster.




    




    Twostar and I could have saved each other, to some degree, by pretending we were in a relationship. But we’d already agreed to stick to friends only and our street brotherhood was seen as bond enough. There were some weird consequences.




    As glorified Queen of Hacks within the cartels, Two was high status in a male-dominated world that prided itself on being as generous to every loyal servitor as it was ruthless to every disloyal one. Men as high up as Two were sent escort girls as part of the standard perks so she got sent men, and then later some women after her preferences got known. And Two was not unmoved by the gift; she was moved to homicidal rage at the idea of exploiting more choiceless people. She greeted their arrival with a locked door, leaving me in my capacity as bodyguard and general gofer to serve snacks and make small talk. We spent the time watching movies and playing games.




    I learned to be damn entertaining damn fast because none of them owed us a thing. As soon as they figured out I wasn’t going to take advantage of Two’s disinterest, which they rightly found insulting even if they were relieved, they started to check me out – figure out if I was going to double the pain and give them a bad report, which would make it tough for them to keep eating and breathing. They arrowed in like lightning. What was my deal? Was it drugs? Was it a girlfriend? Was it a vow? Why wasn’t Two up for anything?




    For Two I told the truth – she was happy for them to say whatever they had to say but she wasn’t going to be part of an exploitation ring. They thought it was hilarious, but she signed them off so they didn’t care if she was frigid or clueless, idealist or crazy. Crazy kind of went with the territory.




    For me, I decided it was a vow. A nice big devotional act of purity of the kind that superstitious types love to swallow. Everyone was superstitious, doubly so in Chaontium where you really needed all the mojo to be working for you. So I acquired a sudden, miraculous faith that rendered me virginal and untouchable. My celibacy was a sacrifice to the god of war and in return I was invulnerable in battle: it was pretty close to how I felt anyway. I could sell it to myself easy. And so I became Two’s ‘mystic monk’, because in Harmony if you’re praying nobody can hear you scream.




    The Girls adopted me as their little project, perfecting their grooming skills on making me cute while the Guys made every effort to sleep, game or drink their way through the hours, eyeing me with wary caution or contempt as I was turned from bodyguard into dress-up doll. I got to practise my poker face as their beauty paraded itself up and down within reach, idling over my games, drinking my liquor and ignoring my low-status ass. The Girls stained my skin tone to a fashionable darkness and lightened my hair to the lightest blond, nearly paper white, in an effort to make me resemble the hero of their favoured animated soap opera, which I couldn’t stand. Pretty Flower was a guy with absolutely no muscle tone and the face of a sixteen-year-old brat who miraculously showed up to kick ass with ‘fury of the whirlwind!’ whenever his mistress the moon goddess had had enough of whatever idiotic mortal bullshit she’d landed herself in that week. All the gym rats had a good laugh over it whenever I went to train while among the cartel hench-grunts it acted as the bait for a lot of fights, so it had its upside.




    The silly transformation became a perfect cover. Combined with the vow and the hours I put in at the dojo in training everyone assumed I was the real deal and I didn’t get any hassle. And though the tag itself started as a bit of fun my dedication to the martial art was sincere – I’d been committed since the Master had let me watch her teach through the cut screens of the dojo walls when I was back in the rubbish tips with Two. After dark she’d leave soup out on the porch, which I thought I was stealing at first. When I’d eaten it I moved the screen door aside to look in. Nobody was there. The mats were awry, though, and I rolled them up and put them away. The next night the same thing happened. The night after I saw there was a broom lying on the floor, so I swept up before trying out a few moves in the empty dark.




    From then on every night I’d sweep the rooms, roll the mats and clean the pads. Mysteriously the materials for doing this were always waiting outside the office door. One day the Master came out as I was sweeping and feigned surprise. She pointed out a few bits I’d missed. A month later she paused in the middle of the room to practise a form before she went back to her office. I practised it for eight weeks straight before I saw her again. I don’t know how long it would have gone on if the Silent Hands hadn’t cut us off from the city, but I don’t think I’d have managed that move on the droid without her training.




    When Two and I graduated to cartels and became employees with actual means I went to join up for real and the Master made no sign she knew who I was. That night I went back and passed the porch, concealed behind the black windows of the huge cartel car that was driving me and Two to see our boss. The Master was sitting out on the railing, eating the soup herself.




    Two didn’t like me learning fighting properly, even though I told her there was no feeling to beat the one you got when you were getting a pasting from your mates in the ring. She couldn’t see how getting kicked across a room was a comparable thrill to flying. It didn’t hurt – or maybe my assessment of pain was different to other people’s, but I never got seriously injured. It didn’t hurt compared to falling off that droid onto the heap. I couldn’t seem to find the words to tell her that those minutes were the ones in which I felt real, and all the rest was only the waiting time for those minutes to come round again. She saw it in my face, though, so she supported me by shutting up and never telling me not to go, even though she was afraid for me.




    It never occurred to me to be afraid of what would happen to her if we got separated. That was like the car that hit me – something I only saw coming in retrospect.




    




    About six months into our new lives as criminals of note we were at home. The Girls – Sulin and Jayda – were visiting and doing my hair. A third woman, Nosheed, who I was reasonably sure was double moon but had no time for them or their fussing, was there as a joint friend of ours – she kept accounts for the crew and liked to play war games with me.




    During the hairdressing Nosheed and the Girls kept a distance of mutual professional disgust with me as barricade in the middle, shooting each other with glances over the top of my head. Sulin and Jayda hated Nosheed for having a desk job. They suspected it entitled her to more respect and privilege for the use of her brain than they’d ever get for the use of their bodies, no matter how much brainpower they put into that. They were right. The kind of men who ran the porn element of the cartel weren’t interested in them as human beings, and they had no skill with accounts so anyone who did was some kind of witch doctor.




    But to be fair, the business side didn’t care about Nosheed either, only her ability to keep score and interpret the law in their favour. In the skewed terms that passed for moral hierarchy in Harmony Nosheed won for not being a whore. Esoterically, however, Sulin and Jayda beat her clear since their mopping up all that overly fiery Yang energy from the cartel’s male power base meant they were doing the better service for everyone: men, business and state. In Alchemical terms they were gold, so it was OK for the less mystically fortunate to treat them like dirt. Because being so important wasn’t fair on the rest. Balance, y’all.




    After they’d exchanged verbal daggers across my head the sainted Sulin gave my hair a final brush and packed up her things. Jayda kissed my cheek and whispered filth in my ear about everything she could give me on the day I gave up my vows and then they waved goodbye to Two and left. My submission to beauty treatments meant they got paid to sit around and having a chat so they always gave us the kind of pillow reports that ensured we got the greatest respect from the other assholes at the top of the tree.




    Twostar was leaning in the doorway as I set up a fresh game for myself and Nosheed. She was using my phone to cue the payment of the girls’ weekly tip. ‘You know there’s still time to enrol for college this cycle, Nic.’




    I looked up from passing Nosheed her controller set. I wasn’t sure I’d heard right. ‘College?’




    Even Nosheed stared, her mouth half open.




    ‘Yes. It’s not like you have a lot to do these days. Things are quiet and you’re not learning anything new at the dojo.’




    I sat back on my heels, almost pouting, although she was right. Aside from keeping up with training my so-called ‘duty of care’ had dwindled to escorting her to the shops and back. Her work kept her inside. Nobody had made a serious attempt on her person for months now. Our organisation was too big, its reach too vast. She was still essential. I was … redundant. There was time for home study, if not a full-time college attendance.




    It had always been in the Plan. One day, when we had money, when we were old (meaning grown up), we’d get as educated as it took to get our asses forever out of trouble. It was what we talked about on long cold nights in the heap. I’d been able to agree to it because I never thought it’d get that far, so I wouldn’t have to worry about it. The notion of it now set every part of me to ‘No!’




    ‘Actually I was thinking of entering the Arena,’ I said, more defensively than I wanted to. I wasn’t sure I had been thinking about it, but there was money in it and we’d need a lot of that whatever we did. The idea of Arena fighting actually irritated me, because the commercial angle made it feel dirty, but it was hardly like I was pure as driven snow. If you could guarantee the level of success by the litres of sweat poured out on those mats then I was the stuff champions were made of.




    Two glared at the fading black eye I was sporting and stalked to the sofa to pick up her controller. She knew very well I was bailing out and pretending not to. ‘It’s illegal,’ she said, her dark hair flopping over her eyes and covering their real expression.




    Nosheed and I shared a glance of dumbfounded silence at this. Everything we did was illegal. Every credit we had was laundered or blood-soaked. What kind of objection was legality? Two’s slumped, sulking posture said she knew it was no kind of objection too, but I felt sick to my stomach from her disapproval. It seemed to come out of nowhere – I didn’t get it. I knew she’d never meant for it to be like this. She only did her work here as part of the Plan and that wasn’t finished until we were out and free. She felt dirty every day. But I didn’t think this was sharing the crapload. I felt insulted.




    Part of my sickness was the realisation that she’d nearly finished her end of things. Two was nobody’s idiot. Unlike a lot of other slicers she played every game, including the politics of the cartel we were slaved to. She bragged and she delivered and she cut off anyone in her way with me picking up the rear when folk didn’t take her hints. It wasn’t her nature to do it. She did it because the Plan said to and she was following it. Her sullen button-mashing as she tanked a battalion of armoured insects prowling across our kitchen table said clearly that I was way behind and failing. I wasn’t pulling my weight. Kickboxing and gangland hoodlum-ing weren’t her idea of holding up an end, and we weren’t going anywhere on cartel money, which paid the bills but always kept you needing more. To break out of them meant becoming a cartel of your own.




    Which only made my resolve stronger. I’d never be an A student, but I could win a buttload of money. ‘I’m gonna do it. Give me five fights,’ I said, focusing on covering fire while Nosheed pumped our avatars both full of stims and antitoxins. ‘If I don’t win them all then I’ll go to college.’




    ‘Wasting your brain,’ she said, unable to keep the contempt out of her voice, or maybe she didn’t want to. She waded through carapaces, her lightblades slicing left, right, everywhere, with faultless precision. She was smoking hot, angrier than I’d ever seen her. I didn’t know what had got into her. She spat, ‘Five fights will take another cycle out of the schedule. We’ll have to stay here an extra year.’




    ‘But even if I become an Alchemist we’re stuck here.’ We’d be working for someone. We’d be on-world. Nothing would really change. ‘Anyway, what do you care? I thought you were happy here, especially now you’re hanging out with that new woman, what’s her name – Tashin – in your net group all the time. It’s not like you’re here that much any more.’




    Two’s face turned stony. ‘You’re wasting your brains, wasting everything, sitting on your ass.’




    I felt like I’d scored a direct hit but I didn’t know what the hit was. Wasn’t she happy? She’d had a glow lately that had made me think everything was going well for her. And she was often out, coming back in the early hours. I’d heard her singing in the shower. She’d bought clothes that actually fitted her. Meanwhile I’d been left to the Girls and teaching classes at the dojo. So where was this college crap coming from?




    Nosheed was smart enough not to say anything. Nobody left the cartel except in a bodybag. Either Two wasn’t serious or she was so serious Nosheed would be wiser silent. She looked at me for a cue but I was busy dropping bombs and spraying fire so I didn’t have to feel Two’s defensive super-assault. I was really helped out at moments like this by one of many character flaws – competitiveness. I could tune out the distress because I had to beat the other ten players we were netted up with. I had to. Even though I suspected it made me a total prick, I couldn’t stop. Besides, who was there to impress with any kind of restraint?




    I didn’t remind Two that this was the most stable life we’d ever had. To be honest it was like a holiday. After all we’d been through I felt we deserved some of that. It wasn’t even as if once we got to the fabled state of home-and-clear that my life would improve all that much. In fact I thought it would get a lot worse. I didn’t know what waited for us outside in the wider solar system on the day we got ourselves out of Harmony. We could be back in the rubbish heap somewhere else. Might as well be hung for a sheep as a lamb.




    My bad temper took up too much of my attention as this rushed through my head. I misjudged my position on the battleground and got shot by an incoming artillery shell. Wipeout.




    Nosheed tried to shock me back to life, called me six types of asshat loser.




    I looked across at Two balefully because she’d ruined my concentration and …




    ‘All right,’ she said, changed from anger to guilt. A wretched expression contorted her face as if she hated every option in her mind. ‘Five fights. Only five. You promise.’ You’re going to get killed, her voice said, and I don’t want to be there to see it.




    I didn’t fall for that. Seemed we were committed now, though, even though neither of us entirely wanted to be. How had we got here? But I don’t bluff.




    ‘Five,’ I agreed, chugging back biopotions and getting myself airborne again.




    ‘You fucking noob,’ Nosheed muttered at me, reaching across my lap to steal my beer and drink it herself.




    She didn’t know how right she was.




    




    In the end it didn’t take five fights, only three.




    My master rolled her eyes at me when I told her my plan.




    ‘You want to fight in that pit? You’re crazy. Think it’s a way out? Only for the winner. Only for a short time. Anything else – you lose. Guy like you could do much better. Good-looking. Easier money. Easier way. Yeah? I’m just saying. They’ll punch that face in good, rip out that hair. Your fanclub want that after so much effort, heh? They’ll cry and leave you, send photo of you looking like week-old cheesecake to their friends. Also, you suck.’
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