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      Execution

      Jay realized that it was all over for him.

      Despite being out of breath, wet from the sweat of physical exertion, and with adrenaline levels electrifying his entire body, his survival instinct was replaced in a moment by the acceptance of certain death. These events were being watched by thousands on the big screens placed around The City. Nobody had ever achieved so much in their quest for justice. He’d lost seven of his fellow detainees along the way, all killed in terrible ways by a predator who took their lives from the safety of a computer console.

      It had taken nine days to get this far. Every minute had become a struggle for survival, with traps, deceptions and hazards at every turn. Each move had been watched by the viewing public – just a small crowd at first – as the weakest were picked off, one at a time.

      Soon, though, a buzz spread through The City – there was a strong leader in this challenge, and it seemed as if somebody might walk out alive. Unknown to Jay, he’d become a celebrity, with half of the population gunning for his success even though they knew that statistically it was unlikely to happen. He was the underdog in these events, but he was fighting back, fierce and defiant.

      For a day or two they supposed that he might make it and win a small victory for all of them. It had only ever happened once before in the entire history of Fortrillium, but it meant that there was always a chance, the slightest possibility that there might be a victor. Jay himself had even believed for a few hours that he might make it through.

      He’d seen three of the other prisoners perish by his side – one of them he’d known personally. She’d died in his arms, her body pierced in twenty places by the metal shards that had been unleashed from a hidden trap. Her name was Rina – they’d met each other on and off since childhood. As he’d felt the last embers of her life fade away through her limp body, Jay had experienced a new surge of determination, an anger and commitment to see this fight through to the end.

      He was seeking justice, and this was the only way it could be done. To avoid a life rotting away in the wet cells beneath the river, incarcerated without trial, he’d have to take his chances in The Grid. It was the only way he was ever getting out.

      In those final moments, with fewer than fifty minutes to survive until The Justice Walk, events had taken another turn. It was as if the person who was playing against him had been substituted: a last-minute and unannounced switch of opponent to put a stop to this challenger who dared to think that he might escape with his life.

      Jay was tired and weak, but he could have fought and won against his original adversary. He’d even grown to know whoever it was well over those nine days. His opponent had a preference for traps – Jay had realized that early on in the trial, and when a life was taken it would be done dramatically. Jay knew that there were cameras all over, recording every moment for the screens, so he understood why this Gridder went for climactic deaths. It played well to the audience, whether they were gunning for the Justice Seekers or not. A tragic death on screen made the viewing figures soar and took the thoughts of those in The Climbs away from their miserable lives.

      Well, they were about to get their final dramatic demise, and this time it was going to be Jay who they watched as he perished in front of them.

      He felt the metal plates jolt against his body and the pressure began to build as they started to push against his back and chest. They were moving deliberately – whoever had contrived this death for him had a sense of the dramatic and a love of the horrific. He was going to have the life slowly squeezed out of him in front of an audience of hundreds of thousands. They wouldn’t make it fast, they’d show every horrible moment.

      Jay was finding it hard to breathe. He turned his head sideways to remove some of the pressure, even though it was only a matter of time now. He felt the sudden rise of fear, but like the wildebeest in the lion’s jaws he quickly calmed and awaited the end.

      In his final seconds of life he wondered how it had ever come to this. He’d been entirely innocent, as had his fellow inmates. All evidence against them was a complete fabrication; everybody knew this, yet nobody did anything to challenge it. They were powerless. His only way out had been to take on The Grid, but all detainees knew that would inevitably end with death.

      For Jay, like hundreds of others before him, the scales of justice had been leaned on, tipping them in favour of Fortrillium. As Jay’s life was extinguished, watched by a horrified yet paralysed audience, he would never know how close he was to discovering the secret that they all sought. He was seconds away from the final solution, but if he’d been permitted to get any further the entire veil of deceit would have been swept away.

      The two metal plates closed together, and the audience turned away from the screens, barely daring to imagine what Jay must have experienced in those last seconds. Citizens with a conscience felt a sickness deep in their stomachs; it was the bile of passive acquiescence. They all understood what had happened here. This wasn’t justice. It was a public execution.

      Breached

      Joe Parsons forced the unruly cluster of wires into the makeshift socket and fired up his screen.

      ‘Damn it!’ he cursed, as the device flickered for a moment then faded away.

      ‘Here, let me try something,’ offered Lucy, keeping her voice to a whisper, even though there was no chance that anybody would be able to hear them down there.

      Everyone was watching the screens after all. The entire city had been electrified by the way Jay had fought so hard to win his right to speak before the Law Lords. Joe and Lucy didn’t know him personally, but they knew his story well enough. It’s why they were down in the sewers at that moment, trying to break into Fortrillium’s data centre.

      A rat scuttled by Joe’s foot. He flinched and kicked out as it passed by. He’d never got used to the rats. They were everywhere in The Climbs, but where Lucy lived they didn’t have to put up with them. He’d grown up with them, in his bedroom and the eating areas – if they were lucky enough to have sufficient food for the vermin to steal.

      She always impressed him the way the rats didn’t bother her. She’d had a privileged life over on Silk Road, but you’d never have known that from the way she was with him.

      Lucy stamped on the creature, her heavy boot holding it down in the stinking waters of the sewer until it stopped struggling and died. She lifted her foot and the foul corpse floated away. Another death. Like life, it was easy come, easy go, but she wasn’t that casual about killing, even if it was a disgusting, diseased thing. She knew what Joe was like with rats around and she needed him focused.

      She’d asked Mitchell to try and keep the pipe-way clear if he could. The last thing they wanted was Joe getting spooked again and abandoning the project halfway. He knew the risks, of course, and they all understood why he was so jittery. Only six years ago Joe’s dad had suffered a similar fate to the one which undoubtedly faced Jay on that night. He was the only person keeping his mother alive. They’d been thrown into poverty since his father’s death. He desperately needed to continue his dad’s work, but he couldn’t risk leaving his mum on her own.

      ‘Mitchell!’ Lucy hissed up the pipe-way. ‘Stay alert!’

      ‘Something is going on up there,’ came the reply. ‘It must be near the end now – you’ll need to hurry.’

      Joe teased the wires one more time. These opportunities only came along every once in a while, and if they couldn’t get proof on that day, who knew how long they’d have to wait? The screen lit up. Lucy felt him relax.

      ‘Get Wiz up here,’ said Joe. ‘Bring the codes.’

      A lanky, skinny form worked its way awkwardly up the pipeline, stumbling into the stinking water several times. They kept Wiz away from the action as much as they could – he was so tall he had real trouble getting along the pipes. But like so many of the teenagers living in The Climbs, he’d learned some technical skills that were immensely valuable on the black market. It was a useful set of competencies that enabled him and his friends to stay alive.

      Joe and Wiz were formidable together, and with Lucy’s connections and access to Silk Road there was little that they couldn’t achieve between them. Except perhaps this, their biggest challenge. It was fine earning food tokens by fixing people’s battered old tech on the black market, but breaking into Fortrillium was an entirely different problem.

      ‘It’s happening,’ said Lucy. ‘Go faster ...’

      ‘Got it!’

      Joe took the codes that Wiz had just handed him and tapped them swiftly into the interface. The console looked as if it had seen much better days. Mitchell shouted along the pipes, as loud as he dared.

      ‘I can hear the groans outside. They must be finishing it soon.’

      ‘Just a few more seconds ...’

      Joe typed furiously at the keypad. His screen burst into life, and a stream of indecipherable data began to flow - there seemed to be pages and pages of it.

      ‘It’s true.’ Wiz was relieved. ‘They switched over at the last minute, there was external interference.’

      ‘That information is coming from outside Fortrillium,’ Joe continued. ‘There’s got to be something else out there.’

      Lucy, Joe and Wiz peered at each other, huddled together and crouched in the stinking water of the sewer pipe. Lit only by the glare from the screen, they’d just got the proof they needed to confirm what Joe’s dad had thought all along. When Jay had got close to the centre of The Grid, the final destination, something – or someone – had intervened.

      Within moments of attaining his goal – The Justice Walk – and a chance to prove his innocence at last, Jay was deprived of his victory. Having almost beaten his opponent in The Grid, a last-minute switch was made and the rules of engagement changed right at the end of the challenge. There was no doubt about it. There was no rectitude in Fortrillium. They were sending detainees to the slaughter.

      Forbidden

      Talya Slater always felt guilty the moment she crossed over into The Climbs. She was one of the privileged few, for she had wealth, resources, and even some degree of influence and power. However, walking confidently through the security barriers that marked the limits of Silk Road, she did not feel that fearlessness inside.

      Every time she stepped into The Climbs, she questioned her advantages in life and if it was right to hang onto them as she did. She had Lucy to safeguard; she couldn’t just abandon them both to a life of poverty on a principle and a whim. She’d rationalized this to herself many times before – the best way she could help was to continue to do pro bono work, and she would be no use to anybody without her present standing in society.

      She was viewed as a bit of an anomaly on Silk Road. Most people in her position would have happily helped themselves to the spoils of the misbehaving rich and feathered their nests. But Talya had always had a conscience. For as long as there was so much injustice she would continue to do her best to fight it. She did this by spending the one day that she didn’t have to work helping the miserable souls in The Climbs.

      The transition from Silk Road was almost immediate as she stepped through the security barrier. A massive solid concrete wall ran all around the vast boundary of Silk Road, keeping the inhabitants of The Climbs locked in – or the Silk Roaders out, who knew? Hundreds of thousands of affluent households formed a perimeter around which the residents of The Climbs were squeezed in like caged animals. There were over three million in there, piled high in decaying tower blocks that had been prosperous business centres in the days before the plague.

      On the Silk Road side, the walls were fitted with projections of rural scenes; the lovely greenery never seemed to end, and the gigantic, crumbling towers of The Climbs were out of sight. Beyond the blockades, though, the truth was hard to bear, which is why so few of the rich residents ever bothered to venture inside from their affluent perimeter.

      Most found it distasteful, a glimpse of a terrible world which they knew might befall them on any day. The rules of Fortrillium were strict and merciless, enforced by the menacing Centuria, a state-run team of military police who carried out the will of the Law Lords and Damien Hunter without mercy. The Silk Roaders knew never to force the issue. It was a working harmony of rich and poor, a balanced ecosystem that had ultimately saved all of their lives after the plague years. Sure, they all had a feeling of what life must be like beyond those walls, but because they weren’t forced to confront the vast concrete barriers which separated them, it was easy to forget. It was even more convenient to deny what was going on.

      Talya was a different beast, but she was also a clever one. She knew enough to understand that if she chose the wrong battles she too would end up incarcerated. She would be another victim of the Centuria. There would be a mysterious late-night visit from their threatening mob and a series of allegations that seemed unlikely to most people. The only way to resist this was through influence and power, by using her lucky advantage to move closer to the centre to try to change things that way.

      Six days of the week she spent her time sorting out the trivial affairs of the wealthy, attending to relationship breakdowns, property concerns, legal contracts and financial matters. On Sundays she walked among the high towers of The Climbs. They were known as The Climbs because the elevators that served them had long since broken down. The only way to access the upper levels was via the crumbling stairways that formerly acted as fire escapes, in the days before the plague came. It had been well before her memories began – she was too young to remember any of it.

      There was only one resident that she knew of who could recall what had happened when the change came. There must have been others, but they were old and life was harsh. That person was Harry – Harriet – a 103-year-old inhabitant of the tower that Talya was standing in front of at that precise moment. She lived on the thirty-third floor, so at her age and with her frailty she’d been just like a prisoner there for many years.

      She steeled herself for the long climb but knew that it would be worth it when she got up there. She’d finally coaxed Harry into sharing with her the truth about what had happened during the years of the plague.
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      Prey

      Damien Hunter stared out from his office window, intermittently surveying the reports that were laid out in front of him on the dark wooden desk. These were updates filed by the Centuria, the latest batch of inhabitants who’d aroused suspicion or challenged the dominance of Fortrillium in some way.

      With a population getting close to four million in The City, it took fifty teams of military personnel to manage the trickier intelligence elements of policing, working alongside the regular law enforcement units.

      It never ceased to amaze him. Even though they’d created a societal system in which hundreds of thousands flourished, albeit at the expense of many others who were forced to do the physical work, there was always resistance from the privileged. Why couldn’t they just shut up and enjoy their lives of advantage?

      The equilibrium within this sanctuary was perfect, so long as nobody made waves. A minority of the wealthy and favoured profited from a majority of the poor and deprived. It was always that way, whichever political system you chose to adopt. There were winners and losers in capitalism; the same was true for communism or any other form of governance that had been used to run a country. There were always going to be winners and losers.

      The impoverished would seldom be denied access to food or shelter, that’s when riots and mob resistance became a threat. They’d have to work for provisions of course. That’s why he’d continued to support the Centuria, to maintain that perfect balance between rich and poor. Within those groups, you always had dissenters and lawbreakers.

      The lawbreakers were easy, they were all sent to The Soak. The Soak was a vast underground prison, so-named because it had been located under a river. It housed several thousand lawbreakers in over-packed cells and once incarcerated there your only chance of escape was to seek justice in The Grid. The watercourse itself lay beyond The City’s boundaries. It could not be accessed from inside the walls, and it was imperative for order and discipline that nobody ever saw the outlying area from above ground. The Soak solved most of his problems with city discipline.

      It was all a matter of stability. Monitoring population growth and depletion, putting an immediate stop to any form of lawbreaking or resistance, maintaining the perfect economic balance between rich and poor: someone had to do the work after all. Every societal model in history had relied on a manipulated majority who aspired to little more than sustenance and shelter. Of course, someone always had to be at the top of the food chain too.

      They’d created this equilibrium out of the ashes of the plague years, and it was his kingdom in which to rule. Nothing was going to end that, as far as he was concerned.

      Damien began to flick through the papers on his desk. Even in Utopia paperwork had to be done. He scanned the names and one in particular caught his eye: Lucy Slater.

      Isn’t that the daughter of Talya Slater? he thought, placing the paper back on his work area and keying the name into his terminal to check her files.

      Name: Slater, Lucy

      Parents: Slater, Tom and Slater, Talya

      He was right, names didn’t usually jump out at him like that, but that Slater woman was such a pain in the neck, she was beginning to feel like an insomniac mosquito. She had that uncanny ability to charm large groups of people. She’d been used as a legal expert on one of the debates shown on the screens and somehow, bit by bit, she’d gained a massive following among both rich and poor in The City. They loved her fire and passion. She was dangerous, he knew. Most people he could just remove if they became a nuisance, but Talya had supporters. If she disappeared without explanation, that might cause trouble for him.

      So what was Slater’s daughter up to if she’d caught the attention of the Centuria? Damien picked up the file again and carried on reading. This might be just the chance he’d been waiting for.

      Inside The Climbs

      However many times Joe sprinted up the fifty-two flights of stairs, he could never do it in less than eleven minutes. When he was younger it was one of the big challenges of his tower, trying to achieve fifty floors in nine minutes. The problem was you never climbed them empty-handed, it was one of the unwritten rules of The Climbs.

      Within every dilapidated tower block was a community of people: babies, seniors, those with disabilities. There was no welfare here beyond basic subsistence, not in The Climbs. You lived or died, the world wasn’t particularly worried about it. They alone took care of each other, with the able-bodied residents bringing water and food for those who couldn’t make it up or down the stairs.

      You had to carry if you could. That was how people survived, and that’s why Joe was always weighed down when he went up or down the stairs. He was fit, young and healthy, and he made enough currency on the black market to feed his mum, his brother and himself, so he felt it his duty to ferry more than he should have. Many were incarcerated in those concrete tombs, fated never to leave until they were carried out dead.

      People like Joe and his friends were in high demand. They’d learned tech skills that enabled people to patch up what they could afford to buy if they were lucky enough to have employment.

      He reached floor fifty, stepped off the staircase and moved towards Zach Fuller’s door. As he went to knock, the door crashed to the ground. It had been barely hanging on to its hinges for months; the door had finally given up the battle and fallen off with a simple strike.

      ‘That you, Joe?’ came a voice from inside.

      Joe heard the tap of Zach’s makeshift crutches as they struck the concrete floor. He’d lost a leg in a factory accident three years ago, and the stairs were no longer a safe option for him.

      ‘Damn, Zach, that door’s had it. Are you going to be okay in here on your own?’

      ‘Don’t you worry, Joe, I’ve still got the knife you brought me, and I keep it with me all the time.’

      Joe wondered how Zach could fight off any intruders when he needed two crutches just to stand up, but he also knew how determined this man was. He’d survived an amputation without anaesthetic – a privilege denied to most people living in The Climbs, especially those who’d just lost their job after an industrial accident.

      Joe placed the provisions and water on Zach’s battered table, dropping some bread on the floor as he did so. A large rat emerged from under the cupboard and made a dash at the ready-made meal. Joe jumped as he realized what was moving across the room in his direction. In an instant, Zach drew the knife from his belt and threw it with lethal accuracy, stopping the creature dead in its tracks. Joe figured that Zach could take care of himself after all.

      ‘Hope you don’t mind if I leave you to clear up?’

      Zach laughed. ‘No worries son, I know you hate the things, I’ve been after that one for weeks now.’ Joe smiled at Zach, picked up the remainder of the provisions for his family and headed out towards the doorless entrance.

      ‘See you tomorrow Zach!’ called Joe as he departed. ‘You want me to prop the door up before I go?’

      ‘Leave it,’ came the reply. ‘Anybody intends to steal what’s mine, they’ve got fifty levels to climb before they do. I reckon they’ll be so tired out when they get here, I’ll just be able to blow them over if they try it.’

      Joe smiled to himself and started making his way up the final two flights. He hoped that he’d be as resilient as his neighbour if he were ever thrown on his own resources like that. He didn’t know it then, as he walked into his home to be welcomed by his mum and brother, but he’d be needing some courage like that in the days that followed.

      The Old World

      Talya reached Harry’s floor, exhausted by the climb. Her daughter Lucy had boasted that she could manage Joe’s fifty-two flights in less than twelve minutes – and she didn’t doubt it – but for her, progress was much slower. Still, she knew it would be worth it; she’d never spent time with Harry that had been wasted; she was a mine of useful information.

      Not many books had survived the plague years, and those that did exist had to be held in a secure area of the Fortrillium building by decree of the Law Lords. This was for archiving purposes apparently, but Talya knew that it was more about suppressing the truth and creating a new timeline. A more convenient version of their history. Life according to Damien Hunter probably.

      She despised the man, and she knew how much he hated her too. She understood that she was a threat to him, but there was nothing he could do about it – yet. Her power and influence within both city communities was too far-reaching. If the screens were ever switched off, that might change quickly, but Hunter relied on these to sedate and misinform the people.

      Talya caught her breath at the top of the staircase and mopped her forehead with a handkerchief. She felt ridiculous as she did it – she’d passed babies who were barely clothed as she made her way up the stairs, how dare she even pay any attention to her own discomfort?

      Talya knocked at the door. She knew to give it several hard bangs, as Harry was losing her hearing.

      ‘Come in, Talya!’ came a bright voice. Harry was incredible, 103 and still sounding like she was only sixty.

      Talya gave the old lady a hug. Harry welcomed her visits – most people dared not even talk about the pre-plague years. For her, it was the world that she’d been born into, and she wanted to remember, even if there did end up being consequences for her.

      Talya put her hand into her bag and felt around, eventually drawing out what had been secreted in the lining.

      ‘I got you these.’ She handed the packets to Harry. ‘I don’t know how long until I’ll be able to get my hands on more.’

      Harry thanked her. The drugs that Talya had smuggled in would help to reduce the pain of her arthritis.

      ‘Damn getting old!’ she cursed to herself. Her mind was still sharp and agile, if only her body could keep up.

      Talya prepared some food for her friend, making a hot drink on the gas stove that Lucy and Joe had managed to procure on her behalf. They sat down by Harry’s window and gazed out over the city.

      ‘What lies beyond the boundary, Harry?’ asked Talya. ‘Is there anything left there now?’

      There was a glint in Harry’s eyes. It was forbidden to say what she was about to say, but who cared? What could they do to a 103-year-old lady now?

      ‘That depends on who you ask, Talya – Damien Hunter or me.’

      Incarcerated

      Clay Hillman had had one week to get used to life in The Soak. There were rumours about this place, where it was and what it was like. Nobody ever got out of here anyway. Once you’d been sent to The Soak your time was up, there was no release.

      They were right about the soak bit. It was so wet in his cell that there was a constant dripping from the river bed above.

      They were in a vast circular underground dungeon. Hundreds of cages surrounded the walls, and each enclosure housed ten detainees – he reckoned there were several thousand people incarcerated there.

      Every cage was accessible via a narrow walkway. There were only four ladders down to exit or enter the containers, and these were placed at quarter points. The steps were retracted unless someone new was coming in or leaving. Most of the time people only came in. The only time anybody got out was when they’d chosen to seek justice in The Grid.

      The cells were mixed gender – women, children, youngsters, the elderly, they all suffered in the same cages. The sanitation was perfunctory, only open toilets with no showers, and food and water were delivered via automated hatches built into the concrete walls at the rear of every cell.

      You got to eat if you were strong enough to fight for what came through the upper hatch. If you weren’t assertive enough, you died, and then you left through the small trap that was placed at the front of each cage before you started to decompose and stink the place out. If anybody noticed, that is.

      Clay sat in the corner of his prison, still not used to the stench given off by his nine companions, all of whom had been there much longer than himself. He surveyed the vast central watchtower from which they were monitored twenty-four hours a day, large rapid-fire guns aimed at them continually in case of any unrest.

      He was in a cell with four females and five other men. The women were scared for their lives, terrified by one of the men in particular who had been jailed for violence. Clay knew that sooner or later he’d have to confront the man and take the consequences. That’s if they couldn’t all team up and sort him out between them.

      They had been too intimidated. Two of the men were nearly dead, and the other two didn’t seem as if they were capable of putting up a defence. It would probably end up with Clay intervening, but if he made too much fuss about it the shots would begin.

      He’d seen it already on his second day when a fight broke out in one of the cages overhead. Without warning the guns began to fire from the tower – all of the inhabitants of that cell were gunned down, no questions asked about the cause or the instigator of the trouble. The deaths were followed by a flush of water from above. This usually sufficed for a shower in The Soak. As the bloody water from the upper cages turned clear, Clay had realized that an arm had washed its way through the grilles and come to rest at his side. By the time he’d woken up from a restless sleep, the rats had taken it, there was just bone left on the floor.

      Whatever Clay did to sort out the maniac, it would have to be done quickly and quietly. After only a week in The Soak he was beginning to think that it might be worth taking his chances in The Grid.
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      The President

      Damien sat in the uncomfortable wooden chair that had been put out for him in the President’s office. He was sure that nobody else had to endure the discomfort of that godforsaken, battered old thing. It was a torture that President Josh Delman reserved just for him. It was no secret that there was no love lost between Damien and Delman, but they were forced by necessity to work together. Fortrillium wouldn’t exist without there being a form of governance within The City. They’d just be a bunch of bully boys without their legal remit – and the government couldn’t survive and maintain the peace without Fortrillium. It was a stalemate, but Josh Delman was the senior of the two, and he wasted no time reminding Damien of that fact at every opportunity. In every meeting, Damien would be left on his own in that threadbare chair facing the President’s massive polished wooden desk and his comfortable leather seat. He would ponder if there might be a time in the future that he might get to sit in Delman’s place and have overall control of The City.

      Certainly Fortrillium was powerful enough, and it afforded Damien the cover he needed to achieve outcomes that were advantageous to his career and standing. If a particular high-ranking official were to find themselves condemned to The Soak as a result of charges of corruption arising from Centuria ‘evidence’, who was to argue? If the occasional political agitator ‘disappeared’ without trace, who would dare put up much fuss if they’d been forced to enter The Grid before they got a chance for justice? And if an official or two were to go missing and the only witness to have an unfortunate accident soon after, would anybody worry about that in the grand scheme of things? Damien thought not. In fact, he knew not.

      For those on Silk Road, life in The City could be sweet. The people who held all the power, influence and money lived on the outer perimeter, and because their lives were so perfect they never needed to wonder what lay beyond that. Besides, Fortrillium Information, the public service division of the corporation, kept them fully updated about life outside the high city walls.

      The plague was still out there, having left billions across the planet dead in its wake. Former cities were deserted and crumbling, and this, their city, was the only refuge. They were safe in this sanctuary, they had food, heat, water, shelter and comfort ... lots of it too, if you were fortunate enough to live in the outer perimeter.

      Those on the inside were effectively imprisoned by Segregation. This meant that although Silk Roaders could enter The Climbs, the reverse was not possible without a permit. And those permits were hard to come by, extending mainly to work-related duties.

      Curfew was enforced between 20:00 until 06:00 every day, and this controlled the flow of people in a way that made resistance impossible. With the firm arm of Damien’s Centuria controlling legal matters throughout The City, the best option remained to keep your head down and get on with your lot, whatever that was.

      Even though Damien Hunter would have balked at any such crass suggestion, an outsider looking in might comment that this had every appearance of astute social engineering. The poor kept in their place, the rich made so comfortable that they had no need to complain; the fear of death beyond the city walls, and a powerful policing force threatened anybody who dared to challenge the status quo. Plus a legal system that was formidable and unbeatable: the Law Lords and The Grid. It meant, for all intents and purposes, that Fortrillium – or Damien – was the law.

      That’s why he was sitting in that unforgiving wooden chair at that moment. He wanted to petition the President about his recent tactical move to promote Talya Slater to the position of Law Lord. There were seven Law Lords in all, each one a respected member of the Silk Road community. ‘Respected’ generally meant ‘chosen by Damien Hunter’.

      Damien had made an error of judgement by removing a Law Lord unceremoniously from the panel. What that entailed in reality was that this particular Law Lord had been found dead, thrown from the top of one of the tower blocks in The Climbs, having been mysteriously trapped in there after curfew. Nobody knew why he was out after Segregation, what he was doing or who would want him flung from the top of a high-rise. Neither could the Centuria find any witnesses or evidence, after what seemed to some to be a brief, even cursory, investigation. That left Damien with the problem of finding a replacement. Surprisingly enough he had just the person in mind, an influential businessman from Silk Road, who ardently supported the good work of Fortrillium, particularly under Damien’s leadership.

      President Josh Delman had other ideas. He was not driven by the same base desires as Damien Hunter, his priorities were more political than self-serving, though, of course, it all boiled down to the same thing in the end. Josh Delman had a leadership to sustain. His position was preserved through a combination of public charm and background control, whereas Damien seldom felt the need to exhibit any charm at all.

      That’s what this meeting was about. Delman was forcing his choice of replacement Law Lord. Hunter was resisting. This particular Law Lord could cause all sorts of trouble for him. Delman’s acute political sense told him that a well-placed Law Lord would help to maintain harmony within The City. Hunter’s survival instincts knew that if this particular Law Lord made it to the panel, things could become difficult for him.

      Most Law Lords could be offered sweeteners to lean the way that Damien wanted them to. If the sweeteners didn’t work, then a threat often did the job. And if threats didn’t work? Well, being thrown off the top of a tower block usually resolved that little matter. That was what had forced Damien into the President’s office for this particular meeting. He was not at all happy with Delman’s choice, and he’d come to protest against it in no uncertain terms.

      As President Josh Delman finally entered his office, a full ten minutes after the meeting was supposed to have begun, Damien knew that he was in for a tough time. It would be difficult convincing him not to assign the popular Talya Slater to the panel of Law Lords. But if the President insisted on forcing through the appointment, he had an excellent counter-play up his sleeve which would stop Slater dead in her tracks. 

      Taken

      It always surprised Joe how much he could remember about that day. He must have been only twelve years old at the time, his brother nine, but every detail of it was still so clear that it might have just happened hours ago.

      He’d been aware that things were tense at home. They lived on Silk Road in those days, and he was used to his parents talking about things of which he had little understanding. It hadn’t particularly bothered him at the time – there was just an awareness that something was going on, and it probably wasn’t good.

      Matt Parsons had been on the senior management staff at Fortrillium, under Damien Hunter. The Parsons family were close friends with the Slaters. That’s why Lucy and Joe were such firm allies, they’d known each other for years. At first they’d played together as kids, latterly they’d been planning and colluding together, as their adult selves realized at long last what had been going on at that time. Tom Slater – Lucy’s dad – had worked with Matt at Fortrillium, and that’s how the families had got to know each other. Joe could also recall earnest and hushed conversations between Matt and Tom. He’d just assumed it was ‘adult stuff’, before the Centuria arrived at their house.

      It was late in the evening, after Segregation, and Joe and his family were watching the screen and catching up with the latest news from The City. Having a screen in the house was just one of the luxuries of Silk Road. If you wanted to watch a screen in The Climbs, you usually had to stand outside or look out of your window. Only a handful of people there had personal access, usually via the black market or some form of subterfuge. You didn’t boast about it, that would encourage a call from the Centuria, wondering how you’d managed to procure such expensive equipment and a power supply to make it work.

      There was no knock on the door, not even any conversation. Four Centuria burst into the house, electro-cuffed Matt and started to march him out at gunpoint. The only humanity shown was when Matt protested that he should be able to say goodbye to his family. It cost him a bloody blow to his head from a gun butt, but he got his request. A quick hug for Jena, Dillon and Joe and he was away. That was the last they saw of him, he never came back after that. You’d have to be pretty quick to have spotted it, but he lingered just a little longer with Joe, slipping something small into his pocket before he was forced away by the Centuria. Joe was about to ask what it was that he’d been given. Even at that young age, he was wise enough to stay quiet – something in him sensed that his father had just handed over an item of critical importance.

      Matt was marched out of the house and driven away in a black, windowless truck under armed guard. The front door was open, and there was silence in the house, they were stunned by what had happened.

      Within moments, more vehicles drew up outside. Heavy boots were heard marching up to the door: more Centuria, probably different people, but they all had the same appearance in their black, menacing uniforms. Jena, Dillon and Joe were escorted out of their house, thrown into a large, cold truck that had been parked outside the house, and driven into The Climbs. There were to be no courtesies or explanations about this. The remaining family members were dumped in the centre of The Climbs in the darkness of the night and left there to fend for themselves. Joe could remember every detail. He recalled sitting with his sobbing mother, turning the device that his father had given him over and over in his hand. He realized that he was going to have to take charge of the family.

      Jena was never the same after that night. It broke her. Although she had two young boys to protect and support, it was Joe who rose to the challenge and who became the new provider for the family. They lived on the streets for two nights, going without food and drinking water from the puddles that had formed on the broken pavements.

      Soon a man called Zach came along, took pity on them and offered to help. There was an empty apartment two flights up from him. The previous user had jumped after finding out that he’d got a terminal illness. There were few drugs in The Climbs; it was easier and quicker to jump if you got seriously ill, and everybody knew that.

      The remaining members of the Parsons family moved into Magnum Block, and that was their new home. Among the rats, filth and squalor. A decaying tower block, seventy-five storeys high and named after some powerful business magnate from before the plague.

      Joe thought he’d seen his dad’s face on the screen outside their block, but Zach had hurried him away, telling him not to bother with such trivial rubbish. Zach had become quite forceful. Joe thought he’d heard mention of The Grid in the news commentary, but he’d been pulled away by then, he couldn’t hear the rest. That was when Zach had both his legs. It’s why Joe thought nothing of bringing him food every day, Zach had once done the same for them. It’s how people survived in The Climbs.

      It was a bleak time, and one which Joe could recall with clarity. They never knew what became of Matt immediately after his arrest, but Joe had been able to discover later that he had been sent to The Grid. Jena was too broken to care, she just existed most days. If Joe hadn’t stepped up, they’d all have died out there on the streets.

      In spite of all that had happened, it might have been worse. At precisely the same time that the Centuria broke down the door of Joe’s house, the Slaters had received a late-night knock at their door. Tom Slater had disappeared without a trace. His WristCom had stopped transmitting data. Strangely, there were no witnesses and no body.

      Preparation

      Max Penner began the activation sequence for the cleaner bots. There were twenty in all, all about half his height, made out of metal and built for heavy industrial use. They used a combination of cleaners, spinners, cutters and grinders – Max didn’t like to think about it too much.

      It was his job to release the bots into The Grid. No human was permitted to step into the arena unless it was to seek justice. The bots entered a long dark tunnel via his control area, but there were five more iron doors to go through before they even accessed The Grid. There was no chance of Max ever getting a view of what was in there. There were no cameras switched on until the environment had been rendered for Justice Seeking.

      Fortrillium only let you see what they wanted you to see. They saved that for the screens, and to Max’s knowledge nobody at his level had ever got to see in there. Besides, it might have sounded like a prime job, being at the heart of the legal system, but all he did was to program the bots for cleaning and maintenance.

      They’d make their long journey up the tunnels, clean up after the trial, and then return to the warehouse area for Max to deal with the waste. The bots left him empty and returned to him full. He didn’t like to dwell too much on what the bots contained. They took care of the cutting and grinding that was required for disposal, and then they would auto-connect to the pipelines and eject their contents.

      Max only had to get involved every once in a while, but like everything mechanical, sometimes the bots would get a jam. When those things stuck, you needed to get your overalls on and make sure your stomach was firmly in place. In the past Max had removed the lower part of an arm, a left foot and a crushed skull from blocked pipes. They smelled terrible too – many of the bodies had begun decomposing, but there was no retrieval of bodies until after the trial was over.

      The skull was the latest blockage that he’d had to clear, and it had taken some time to get the bot going again. Usually he could shut off his feelings from the ugliness of his work. His was a privileged role. He’d been allocated a small and plainly furnished house on Silk Road when he’d been given the job – it was a blessed relief after a lifetime being brought up in The Climbs. On a regular day, he’d just get on with it, satisfying himself that was how things were, it was not up to him to challenge The City’s system of justice. That day was different, though, it had spooked him.

      Normally he could detach himself from what was going on inside The Grid. But the skull had changed things. It had just been stuck there in the wide circular mouth of the bot’s pipework. He’d taken an hour to get it out and remove the blockage. And all through that time he’d been face-to-face with the crushed bones of the man called Jay, who he’d watched on his home screen perishing in The Grid only hours before. 

      Memory

      Talya knew that if Josh Delman’s campaign played out she’d never be able to get back into The Climbs unobserved. Once she was a Law Lord – if that’s what happened – she’d have to stay well away, she’d be more scrutinized than she’d ever been before in her life.

      Delman had first approached her a couple of days previously. It seemed remarkable after the disappearance of Tom six years before that her climb to such heights should have been so meteoric. Whereas Jena had caved in at the time, it had made Talya stronger. It was just her and Lucy. They’d avoided being sent to The Climbs, unlike the Parsons family. Tom had to have been on to something at Fortrillium, there must have been a reason he and Matt were so hastily disposed of. There was no proof that Tom had been murdered, of course – all the theories of the Centuria pointed towards a motiveless crime. He must have been in The Climbs for some purpose – he never went there usually. The only clue was that Tom’s WristCom was missing, the last signal received from it had originated in The Climbs.

      Talya was not stupid, she was a survivor. She knew then that it was not the time to challenge. She had to grieve for the loss of her husband, regroup with Lucy – and survive. They had to be grateful for the small mercies that they’d been given, tiny scraps in which to find some solace. She hoped that Tom had died quickly, without fear, if that’s how he’d met his end.

      Matt’s death had been prolonged. He’d sought justice in The Grid, and lost. He’d survived in there over two weeks. The screen audiences were massive, and Matt had been an inspirational leader guiding his fellow Justice Seekers to survival for over fourteen days. Nobody had ever seen such an incredible trial in the history of The Grid, and Matt had almost become a hero.

      Just as it seemed as if this team of Justice Seekers might make it out alive, things took a sudden turn. The Centuria uncovered evidence that Matt had been involved in a funding scandal, siphoning off and selling valuable aid that was destined to help the needy in The Climbs. On top of that, his bedraggled team of fellow Justice Seekers had additional information leaked about their pasts. It seemed there were child-killers, thieves who took food from the elderly, and evil predators among them. Public opinion turned, the situation within The Grid itself pivoted without warning – as if a new person were in control – and the survivors perished, one by one. Each death was greeted by the cheers of the misinformed crowds who’d bought wholesale the spurious information disseminated by Fortrillium Information. Originating from the desk of Damien Hunter.

      Talya had hung on until the end to watch Matt’s final moments. Somebody needed to know for Jena. Someone had to bear witness for her. Talya knew that Jena wasn’t watching. She’d asked Zach to protect the boys from the trial, but one day Joe and Dillon would be men, they’d want to know what happened to their father. It was the least that she could do for them, to be able to tell them how bravely their father had fought before he died.

      She’d forced herself to watch the screen at the end, but fortunately she was spared Matt’s final moments, as were the rest of the population in The City. A technical problem shut off all the screens in The City in the last minutes of Matt’s trial. It was certain that he couldn’t escape anyway. It was clear that there was no way out for him. In those final, terrible moments, Matt had shouted something. It sounded like ‘You head for the core, Joe ...’ but it was meaningless out of context. The sound feed went down, then the picture and it was over. Matt was dead, the same as Tom. Whatever they’d been talking about at work, whatever plot they’d been making, it had gone to the grave with them.

      Talya realized a couple of years afterwards that Tom and Matt had probably given them a precious gift by not sharing the information with their wives. If all the parents had been taken away, what would have happened to the children? Talya shuddered, she couldn’t bear the thought of Lucy being left to perish in The Climbs. She’d had to be tough – she needed to survive for both of them. Lucy was becoming an adult, and she was strong in her own way. Talya could focus on getting her revenge. It had taken every bit of courage, cunning, planning and strategy that she could muster.

      Her pro bono work in The Climbs had made her hugely popular among its residents. Her legal activities on behalf of the wealthy of Silk Road had given her access to some of the most influential people in The City. She’d worked her contacts, rich and poor, and her appearances on the screens had boosted her fame and popularity. The citizens loved her passion and fire. She was in that unique position of being liked by both sides. It was this that President Josh Delman had noticed and was the reason for him nurturing her as an ally. She was a perfect and timely addition to the unpopular panel of Law Lords, she alone would help Delman to revive his profile and image.

      Damien Hunter had recognized her as a danger many years ago, but he felt unable to move with Delman breathing down his neck. She had the flimsy protection of the President. There were to be no mysterious accidents for Talya Slater. Damien had seriously considered for a while the possibility of staging her public murder in The Climbs, by some drugged-up resident. Unusually for him, he’d called off the assassination at the last moment, thinking better of it and deciding to wait for a more suitable opportunity to strike.

      Talya tuned back into Harry’s voice. She was remarkable for 103 years old, but she did tend to wander a little. Talya had to focus – if this was the last time she’d be able to make a visit, she needed to pump Harry for as much knowledge as she could. Harry loved to talk about the days before the plague, the twins, her brother and parents. She couldn’t help herself getting distracted by who did what and when, rather than giving Talya the valuable information that she craved.

      What lay beyond the city walls, what was out there? Harry was hazy on the details.

      It was a long time ago. She wished her friends were still alive so that she could clarify the facts; she was so old that she had to make a real effort to separate what was genuine from what was imagination.

      Indeed, the plague had come quickly. It had killed millions, probably billions. There had been riots, civil unrest, violence and destruction. Everybody carried the disease; some managed to survive it, though.

      She couldn’t recall where The City was based. She thought either the USA or the UK, but these terms were meaningless to Talya, they only knew ‘The City’, it was all most of them had ever known. She understood that Fortrillium was telling lies about what happened in the past, but so many years of their untruths and she’d forgotten what was real and what was not. Harry had fallen ill with the plague, she recalled being in an aircraft, but couldn’t remember which country she’d started in and which country she’d ended up in. Talya had never seen an aircraft, she found it hard to imagine what one was.

      There was a swift recovery for Harry. She was lucky, she’d developed immunity. Her parents knew influential people, and they took her to a secret place – underground, if she remembered correctly. But she was only a child then, seeing things through a child’s eyes, it was so long ago, and her memories were hazy. Talya couldn’t delay it any longer, this was her last visit, it was almost Segregation, and she had to leave Harry and try and get her to recollect.

      ‘Harry, who was it who survived The Grid … who got out of there alive?’

      A direct question, but it was unlikely that she’d get an immediate answer. But she was wrong. Harry ceased what she was saying and paused.

      ‘Do you know what, Talya? I can remember at long last. It just came to me in a flash, I don’t know why I ever forgot!’

      She stopped herself again as if to check her memory files and make sure that what she was about to say was correct.

      ‘It was the President, Talya. It was Josh Delman.’
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      Sewers

      ‘I wish there was a way of doing this without having to come down here!’ said Joe.

      The stench of the drains was unbearable. He was beginning to yearn for one of the others to do his work. When the time came though, it had to be him – the data card had genetic encryption. Mitchell and Wiz were excellent at the above-ground stuff. When it came to crouching in a sewer up to your knees in who knows what and braving the rats, it was, unfortunately, a job for Joe Parsons.

      Lucy was there, though. She always was and always had been since his dad had been taken away. Lucy who got to shower every day, who had managed to hang on in the family home after her father had died and who lived a life of luxury on the other side of the wall. She could come to him, but he couldn’t cross to her side. She was the same that she’d always been, she smuggled in whatever contraband that she could, but she couldn’t be seen to break the rules. Everybody knew where that ended up.

      Still, she was content to crouch in a foul sewer with him and that said a lot. Lucy was supporting the mass of wires that they’d managed to access through the roof of the pipeline. They’d made progress last time they were down there – they knew that data was not only flowing through Fortrillium, but there was also a source outside it. Another location? A government agency perhaps? Or might it have come from beyond The City’s walls?

      This was Mitchell’s skill, figuring out the Fortrillium network layout and – most importantly – where they could breach it. Mitchell was from Silk Road too. His mum was involved in infrastructure developments, and it wasn’t difficult to get the information if you knew what you were looking for. Using this mess of wires and some tech assembled from components that Lucy had smuggled in, they’d created an interface from which they could hack into Fortrillium. It was Matt’s files that they were after though – if they still existed on the server. That was where Lucy came in. She was in charge of network forensics.

      Life was sweet if you lived on Silk Road. You got taught via screens and started training for work from fourteen years old. It was different in The Climbs. There was no education, only manual employment – or death. Joe survived by his wits. He didn’t take a job, but he’d spent enough time on Silk Road to have the basics that he needed, the rest he’d taught himself.

      Zach’s books had helped too. Joe hadn’t told anybody about that, not even Lucy. If he were ever found out, Zach was a dead man. He’d never survive incarceration with his disabilities, and he’d die in The Grid in an instant.

      Lucy had been learning about network forensics for three years. She was good – excellent – and through her mum she’d gained entry-level access to one of the few tech companies that existed in The City. Like Joe, Lucy was a survivor, she was quite capable of teaching herself. So while they kept her occupied with mostly menial and meaningless tasks, she was way ahead of them, learning so fast that she could outpace the majority of the employees at the company.

      The plan was for Mitchell to find the way into Fortrillium, for Wiz to get them connected, and for Joe to activate whatever it was that his dad had given him before the Centuria took him. Lucy was to get the residual data, which must have been deleted or hidden in the aftermath of Matt’s demise. If they got lucky, Lucy might also find some of her own dad’s files. That was unlikely. Unique DNA password protection at Fortrillium was commonplace, it was one of the few technologies that had survived and flourished after the plague. It was as if somebody had something that they were keen to hide, there would be no way into Tom’s files without some sort of assistance, like Joe had been given.

      Matt had handed Joe the electronic data card, but it was domestic, it could only be opened by someone with the same genetics – any family member. Joe and his gang had got into the gadget quite quickly a few years previously, but the data was encrypted, Fortrillium had locked it. They needed to run the apparatus via Fortrillium’s network – they had to hack the system.

      They’d spent several nights down the sewers, trying to stitch everything together to make it work. They’d fumbled around in the stinking darkness, achieving what they could, and then trying to patch up the problems above ground, using whatever resources Lucy could smuggle in. All of this without arousing any suspicion. Damn, it was hard. But they sensed that they were almost there. If they could just access the network, they were sure that they’d finally be able to unveil some of Fortrillium’s darkest secrets. Joe and Lucy would eventually find out what had happened to their fathers, they would know the truth at last, even though they had no idea what they would do with it.

      Without warning, there was a cry of panic from Wiz at the head of the sewer. Mitchell wasn’t with them that night, he’d had to stay on the Silk Road side, and that meant Wiz had got distracted. Lucy jumped. Joe glanced along the long pipe-way towards the darkness. They’d got carried away, they’d lost track of time. It was two minutes until Segregation – there was insufficient time to make it past the security gate. Lucy was trapped in The Climbs for the night. It was impossible to make it to the end of the sewer pipe and get to the checkpoint in time. Any excuses would fall on deaf ears. If she got caught by the Centuria, there would be no forgiveness for Lucy Slater.

      Gridder

      There were wild cheers as Hannah slammed her opponent to the ground, did a back flip that involved an impossibly high leap, then landed on her combatant’s chest. With a sharp kick, he was out cold, yet here was Hannah, a fraction of his height and weight.

      It was the annual Gridder contest, a high profile gaming event on Silk Road in which the best gamers in The City competed for the chance to become that year’s champion. For the winner, it meant fame, good fortune and popularity.

      The Gridder Games were based on real-life scenarios in The Grid, though, in this case, nobody died. The opponent Hannah had floored was just a pixel image on an enormous screen that was being watched by a seated crowd of over five hundred people.

      It was her dexterity and speed, rather than her strength, which had caused her to win. Hannah had won that year’s championship. She’d been practising for months from the comfort of her well-equipped home on Silk Road, a privilege denied to the residents of The Climbs.

      After the celebrations had died down, Hannah decided to take the long way home. She’d been cooped up in front of screens all day, and she wanted to focus her eyes on something different. As she left the gaming complex, she felt an intense sensation of being followed, but in spite of looking back several times, she could see no evidence to support that theory. The feeling persisted, and she began to think better of having strayed into one of the most remote areas of Silk Road.

      Hannah walked out of the park area, onto the walkway, and as she did so – apparently from nowhere – three large black cars drew up at her side. Centuria emerged from the front and back vehicles; one of them opened the passenger door of the middle car and Damien Hunter stepped out. Hannah knew who he was immediately, his face was all over the screens, and Fortrillium pretty well ran The City.

      ‘Hannah James,’ he began. ‘I’m Damien Hunter, congratulations on your win today, that was an impressive performance!’

      Hannah wasn’t sure what tack to take. Usually a visit from so many Centuria meant bad news. This seemed to be a social call, their stance was respectful rather than threatening. They didn’t appear to want to throw her into the boot of one of those vehicles. Hannah opted for the friendly approach.

      ‘Thanks a lot, Mr Hunter, pleased to meet you,’ she replied. ‘I know you’re a big fan of the Gridder Games.’

      ‘I certainly am, that’s why I was so keen to get to know you. I watch the results of the tournament carefully.’

      Hannah wondered what was coming next, this was leading to something, and she could see him manoeuvring the conversation towards the point of his visit.

      ‘Hannah, I need you to sign this document. What I’m about to discuss with you is covered by a government secrecy clause. It’s imperative that you don’t mention this little chat to anybody.’

      Hannah was intrigued and also wary, Damien Hunter tended not to drop in on social calls. Could she say ‘no’?  She suspected that wasn’t an option. One of the Centuria handed her an e-Doc device and she flicked through the legal text.

      ‘I know it seems convoluted,’ said Damien, ‘but all it says is that our conversation is between us only and must remain private.’

      Hannah scanned the paperwork swiftly. Damien was right, it used a lot of complicated language to say just that. However, he missed out the bit that was tucked away at the bottom of the page.

      ‘This document is bound by Government Secrecy Clause 3.f.v4.5 LL.’

      The sting was contained in the letters ‘LL’ which meant that this particular breach of the law would be referred to the Law Lords, which in turn entailed incarceration. Hannah wasn’t sure what to do, but she was fascinated to know what this was about. It seemed simple enough. She’d signed the Citizen Contract when she was fourteen years old, just like every other city dweller had. The ‘LL’ was a veiled threat, but like any laws, play by the rules and it was never any bother.

      Hannah decided to sign. This clause only related to their conversation, it would be easy enough to keep that quiet, she wasn’t signing her life away, not yet at least. She pressed her thumb on the signature panel; the sensor did not detect sufficient sweat, so a small pinprick of blood was taken to determine and confirm identity. With that over, the e-Doc device was handed back to the Centuria and placed in a secure case that was then locked.

      Hannah wasn’t sure if she could have resisted these overtures even if she’d tried. She desperately wanted to know why someone like Damien Hunter had stopped her in the street on such intriguing business. She’d heard the rumours just like everybody else, but she supposed that the reason they’d remained only whispers was because all the others had had to sign a document just as she had. It had been her motivation for pushing hard to win the Gridder Games too – apart from the prestige – she wondered if the hearsay was true.

      They’d all seen The Justice Trials on the screens. All residents of The City grew up with them, but those who were a little more perceptive speculated about who was behind The Grid and how those justice challenges were created. A few had noticed in recent times that things seemed to change at the end. Many on trial had nearly made it to the Justice Walk, but in the last moments it appeared that no person was ever supposed to make it beyond The Grid. It was as if a final executioner was lying in wait to rob them of life, even though they might have survived many days to get as far as they had.

      The suspicion in The City was – and nobody dared speak this theory in open conversation – that champion Gridders were secretly approached by Fortrillium to help to create The Justice Trials. This was why Hannah could not resist signing the paperwork. She knew for sure that she was speaking to a monster, but by completing that document she would move closer to the truth. It appeared that the rumours were correct, it was not more than three hours since she’d won the contest and already here was Damien Hunter courting her directly.

      Hannah understood exactly what she was getting herself into – what they were all getting themselves into. At least she wasn’t knee-deep in the sewers, though, like Wiz, Lucy and Joe. Thanks to her gaming abilities, she’d been the obvious choice for this particular role, the particulars of which she had every intention of sharing with her group of friends.

      Challenge

      Clay watched as the predator in the cage picked the man up by his neck, lifting him away from the floor, slowly choking him and looking directly into his eyes as he did so. It had been like this all week, but as the most recent addition to the cell he hadn’t started to intimidate Clay yet. Still too much strength in him no doubt. A few weeks on the hopelessly inadequate rations in The Soak and Clay would begin to weaken too.

      There was no justice in this legal system, as Clay had learned already. The strongest in the cell got most of the food, the remainder got what was left after he’d finished. As the rest got weaker, he’d threaten them and make their lives a misery, eventually killing them.

      They’d lost two of the men and one of the women in the past three days. Clay had tried to intervene, but the madman was too strong, he was just brushed aside and thrown into the corner. He was lucky they had not been spotted by the guards, he’d expected them to open fire at any moment. It would be Clay’s turn soon. He would probably be choked in the night just like one of the other men. There was no attempt to segregate inmates based on the levels of their crimes, and they’d found themselves caged in with a psychotic murderer. Talk about drawing the short straw.

      Clay knew that he’d have to act – he had done so from the minute he’d clocked what this man was capable of. It was kill or be killed, either way there was unlikely to be a happy ending in all of this.

      He’d been in The Soak for long enough to figure out the routine, even if it was so darn difficult to keep track of the time in there. It was underground, so there was no natural daylight. The patterns of the day were dictated by food, staff changeovers and the level of dripping from the river bed above them. At certain times of day, the seepage would increase; although Clay didn’t know it, this was due to tidal ebbs and flows on the surface overhead.

      Clay had never seen the sea, neither had anybody else in The City, except for a few people who were from the first generation, but not many of those were still alive. Clay reckoned that the psychopath had timed his attack just right. They should be flushing out the cages soon. That meant an almighty gush of water would come cascading through the cells, starting at the top and working its way to the bottom, bringing with it all the filth and dirt from the inmates. It was as close as things got to hygiene in The Soak, but it seemed fairly effective in keeping disease out – possibly something was added to the water.

      If that man could keep breathing until the flush came, Clay thought, he might be able to sort out the problem they had in their cell. The big, violent and brutal one.

      He was right. He heard the discharge of the water from above. They were five cages down as far as he could tell, and the water would fall fast and hard on them. The minute the release came, most inmates threw themselves to the floor and let it wash over them. You only tried fighting it once – the water came through the bars with such a force that it thrust the inmates to the ground anyway.

      You never knew what was coming down with it either. Your best bet was to throw yourself on the floor, belly down, and protect the back of your head with clasped hands. All sorts worked their way down through the cages: rats, body parts, human waste, and the occasional weapon or dangerous object. If one of those hit you on the head, you could be a goner.

      So when the flush began, Clay threw himself to the ground, by the feet of the monster who ignored the water and continued with his violent strangulation.

      Clay waited for the water to make its way down, counting the cries as it smashed against the inhabitants of the cells higher up. One … two … three … four ... Clay’s cage next. Clay stood up before the water hit and ran with every bit of energy that he could summon towards the thighs of the killer. The thug was completely taken aback by this, tackled out of nowhere, and he dropped his victim as he fell heavily to the floor.

      Clay heard the water strike the bars above him. He rushed at the assailant, wrenching his head upwards so that it would meet the powerful cascade of water as it made its way down from the upper cells. The water came thundering through the cell. He could hear the cries of his cellmates as it stung their bodies, but Clay held the psycho’s head directly towards the flow, forcing his jaw open. He hadn’t been expecting the attack. He’d tried to inhale as his massive frame went crashing to the floor, and when the water came it washed into his open mouth as he struggled to draw in air.

      As he drew breath, he took water into his lungs. Immediately his body reacted to repel the water. Clay felt him panic as air was denied, but the force was too overpowering. He gulped in more water, and there was a spasm as it washed into his stomach. Clay held him there in the path of the water until he went limp, and the water had passed through.

      When the water had subsided, Clay broke his neck just to make sure, an action concealed by the other inmates who were standing once again now the coast was clear. The monster was dead, the cage was safe. He’d avoided the guns too – if the guards had seen them fighting, it would all have been over.

      The killer had worked silently. His victims were no match for him, and so his kills were silent. If Clay had tackled him in open combat, it would have been loud, violent and nasty. This was the only way to finish it. The rats and the decomposition would take care of the rest, but at least they were safe for the time being.

      The killer was no more. Only, to survive Clay himself had had to turn assassin. This was going to be life in The Soak. Clay was beginning to understand why taking his chances in The Grid might seem like a good idea.

      Summons

      Talya was staring into the eyes of the man who, only two hours earlier, she’d learned was the only survivor that anybody could remember ever making it out of The Grid alive. Harry had told her as much. She’d been sure of her facts on that one, it was a timely moment of clarity.

      President Delman was old, that was for sure, possibly eighty years, perhaps a little younger. He was certainly still healthy and robust, sharp-minded and very much in charge, there was no doubt about that. But he’d been President for so long, there was no wonder that people like Harry could barely remember. It was just one of those things that you accepted. Josh Delman had always been President for as long as most people could recall.

      The summons had come unexpectedly. She’d had to make her excuses and leave Harry at some speed. Delman required his seventh Law Lord, and he was set on Talya. He needed her sworn in as soon as possible. For Talya, that meant immediately.

      The President had sent a car for her. She’d covered her tracks by claiming to be engaged in pro bono activities in The Climbs, making an excuse for being there rather than at work on Silk Road. She reckoned she’d got close to beating Lucy’s record running back down the stairs of the tower block. She’d never run so fast in her life. She’d arranged to meet up with the car somewhere more general in The Climbs, she didn’t want them getting any ideas about where she’d been at the particular moment they’d messaged her. Damn WristComs, they meant you could never truly get away.

      The car drew up just as she arrived at the meeting place. She did her best to conceal her breathlessness, but the run down so many flights of stairs had got the better of her. She’d barely had time to say a proper goodbye to Harry before she went. She’d quickly explained how she would send Lucy with the drugs and provisions and that she wouldn’t be able to visit anymore. Lucy spent enough time in The Climbs seeing Joe and the gang; she sometimes worried about her being there so much, but who was she to complain? They’d both felt a tremendous obligation to Joe and his family after they were evicted from Silk Road. They’d come within an inch of the same fate themselves, so the two of them were forever bound to life in The Climbs.

      Talya held her gaze on President Delman as she repeated the words of the oath after him. She knew she was playing with fire, but how else could she get to the truth about Tom’s assumed death? She had to move closer to the centre. That’s where the answers were concealed.

      Talya’s senses told her that Damien Hunter was the enemy, not President Delman. With the latest information from Harry, the ageing man standing before her must have been athletic and active at one time if he ever made it through The Grid.

      Why was he in there in the first place? she wondered.

      The only way to cease being a Law Lord was through death – natural or otherwise – so this was no temporary arrangement. Wherever this was leading, Talya was committing to the whole journey. Once you’d experienced bereavement so close to you, you lost a certain amount of fear. If a loved one could make it through the last walk to death, you knew that you could too, there was comfort in that, it made the unknown a little less sinister.

      Lucy was old enough to take care of herself. She hoped it would never come to that, but she owed it to Tom and Lucy – to the Parsons family too – to find out what happened on that terrible night.

      ‘Congratulations Talya.’ President Delman extended his hand. ‘I’m delighted to welcome you as the seventh Law Lord. I know you’ll be passionate about seeing that justice is done.’

      ‘Thank you, President, it’s an honour to join the panel, I’m extremely grateful for your sponsorship.’

      President Delman ushered Talya to the side of the room. He wanted to speak privately.

      ‘Between you and me, I want you to keep an eye on Hunter for me. Let me know if he makes any approaches to you, anything at all. We need to maintain a watch on that man.’

      She hadn’t been a Law Lord for more than five minutes and already Talya was being sucked in, she hadn’t imagined that things would move quite so fast. Even more interesting was that Hunter had been delayed, he’d sent his apologies that he would be unable to make the ceremony in time. Important Fortrillium business to be attended to apparently, something that couldn’t wait.

      Talya knew the rest of the Law Lords already, through social contacts, though she would never have claimed to like any of them. This was what was making her give the President the benefit of the doubt, they all knew she’d be a thorn in everyone’s side, he must have wanted her there to stir things up. The Chief Law Lord was Leianna Richwald, who happened to be friendly with Damien Hunter.

      There were few super rich in Silk Road, five hundred or so, but Leianna was certainly one of them. In fact, every single one of the most affluent and influential people living in The City had a direct link, in one way or another, to Fortrillium. Except Talya, who’d rejected the trappings of her new role, preferring instead to remain in the family house on Silk Road. Her conscience had not allowed her to accept the palatial home recently vacated by the unfortunate Law Lord who’d met such a tragic death.

      Talya wasn’t sure if she’d ever want to live in that particular home anyway, bearing in mind the fate of its previous owner. How could she acquire affluence and prosperity when she’d seen for herself how much poverty and misery there was in The Climbs? Her power was in her position. She didn’t need more wealth. She would have preferred to be able to share some of her good fortune with the people in The Climbs.

      She’d become a Law Lord because it was the only way that she could influence legal affairs. She understood that she’d have to do things that she didn’t like, challenges would have to be faced one at a time. But sure as hell, nothing was changing in The City if someone didn’t have the guts to fight it from inside. The injustices would go on whether she was a Law Lord or not. Sooner be one of them, even if she was outnumbered, and try to figure it out and end it.

      Talya knew that she’d need resilience and steadfastness that she’d never required before, but she was sure she had the stomach for whatever lay ahead. She might not have been quite so confident if she’d known that one of the first people to stand before her would be her own daughter.
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      Salvage

      Having to remove Jay’s crushed skull from the pipework was one of the lower points of Max’s work operating and maintaining the cleaner bots. He’d never come face-to-face with a victim before, most of the time he could detach himself from what was going on in there. Max had to go into his tool drawer to get something sturdy enough to lever out the jammed remains.

      Jay’s bloodied eyeball stared at him accusingly. He had to rush to his bin to throw up. Max hadn’t got a weak stomach, but this was testing even him. He pulled, levered and eventually cajoled the blockage out of the mouth of the pipe. It rolled across the floor when it finally came free.

      Max picked up the skull and felt compelled to acknowledge this man who’d fought so bravely in The Grid. He took a few moments in silence to pay his respects to Jay, then did what he had to do. He tossed the fleshy skull into the Bio-Shredder and it was devoured in a moment. There was no grave for those who sought and failed to gain justice – marked graves might have given cause for martyrdom.

      As Max went to re-attach the pipe, he noticed something else, it was man-made and wrapped in the remains of a pouch. Whatever it was had been trapped by the skull. It would have been small enough to pass through had there not been a larger obstruction. It was bloody in there, so he hooked the remains out with one of his tools, rinsing it in water. As the human debris washed away from the object, it became clear what he was holding. It was a WristCom.

      Max had never had direct access to one of these before. How had one got into The Grid? WristComs were usually worn by executive workers and more affluent Silk Roaders, certainly nobody at his pay grade ever got near one. It must have come in with one of the Justice Seekers – the only way they’d have got it through was inside their body, anything outside would be detected by security.

      He cleaned away the final stains of blood and examined the unit carefully. There was a name etched onto the metallic disk at the back of it. Max’s eyesight was poor, but he strained to read it. There was a T in there certainly, it was somebody’s initials, it appeared to be a TS. There was a Fortrillium logo on it too – that figured, everybody at Fortrillium used these devices.

      None of it meant much to Max, but somehow this WristCom had made its way into The Grid, and nobody knew about it. If Max was careful he could use the thing himself, it would go undetected. Okay, it was risky, but he was left on his own down there, it was just him and the bots. He was as certain as he could be that he could get away with it.

      So Max concealed the device in a bag attached securely inside one of the outlet pipes of the cleaner bots, there was no way anybody else was going to find it there. He had a plan, but it would take some time and courage to work it through. Those WristComs were audio and digital devices, he knew enough about them from the screens to know that you could record video on them. They were mostly used for remote conferences and routine communications, but he had another purpose in mind.

      Max was planning to send the WristCom in with the bots along the long tunnel to the centre of The Grid. He wanted to know what was in there.

      Detection

      Joe and Lucy considered the situation in the darkness of the sewer. Was there enough time for Lucy to make a run for it? They thought not.

      Everybody in The City was chipped. At 20:00 there would be a location-based head count, anybody who was caught on the wrong side would be in trouble. This was to protect the Silk Roaders, though it had more to do with the control of crime under cover of darkness. It was also safety related. The Climbs were largely left to their own devices after dark. No Silk Roader would have volunteered to stay there at night, not even people like Lucy and Talya who were familiar faces to the residents. In the daytime you were protected by the many honest people in The Climbs, but in the darkness, when they were safely sheltering in their homes, there was nobody to keep you alive.

      ‘Damn it!’ cursed Lucy. ‘Why wasn’t Mitchell here to provide surveillance for us?’

      Mitchell had a WristCom, as did Lucy, but she had been so absorbed among the wires that she’d neglected to watch the clock. Wiz had no such luxury, no residents in The Climbs had WristCom access – unless they’d stolen one or cut off somebody’s hand to get it.

      ‘We need to get Mitchell up on your WristCom, Lucy. He’ll need to stall for you.’

      They pushed the wires back up into the void in the sewer pipe and quickly made their way to the end. Wiz checked that the coast was clear and they emerged from the hole in the ground, being careful to replace the drain cover so as not to arouse any suspicion. Lucy touched her WristCom and Mitchell responded almost immediately.

      ‘Are you somewhere private?’ asked Lucy.

      ‘Yes, good to go,’ came the reply. ‘You alright?’

      ‘I’m about to miss Segregation, Mitch. Can you create a clone for me?’

      ‘Hell, Lucy, a bit more warning would be helpful. Quick, give me your access info.’

      Lucy could hear Mitchell tapping away at his console, it was at a frantic speed.

      ‘Okay. Slater-L,’ she began. ‘Zero, zero, five, alpha, gamma, gamma, two, nine, seven ...’

      ‘Slower, slower. I’m writing a code base here and typing in your numbers. Start again from nine ...’

      Lucy continued reading the digits from the tattoo on her left forearm. The tattoo was directly linked to a chip beneath the skin, it provided a unique identifier for everybody in The City.

      ‘Okay,’ said Mitchell, his brain in overdrive figuring out what he’d need to do to cheat the system.

      Roll call was a wireless and momentary process. When it was triggered at Fortrillium, every device would be polled at rapid speed in alphabetical order. Mitchell’s surname was Cranshaw, he would be counted in before Lucy, so that at least gave him warning when registration had begun.

      ‘Ask Wiz, what’s the best environment to place this in, SimBio or Vantrex?’

      ‘SimBio,’ Wiz replied straight away. ‘Lucy, send him your Gen-ID.’

      At rapid speed, Mitchell was creating a simulated biological framework into which he was going to place a virtual chip. He was going to cheat the chip into thinking it was embedded in Lucy, that’s why he needed the DNA information. His own chip pulsed – he wouldn’t have even noticed it under normal circumstances, but this time he was looking for it.

      ‘We’ve got about three minutes, Lucy,’ he said, still typing furiously away.

      ‘When I say so, get down the sewer so you don’t get polled twice. It should block the signal down there.’

      A stream of digital information ran across Mitchell’s display. It felt like ages to him, but in reality it was no more than half a minute. His terminal confirmed that the coding was accurate by correctly identifying as Slater, L. It looked as if it had worked. Mitchell swiped his hand across the screen, dropping a folder of data into the artificial environment that he’d just created.

      ‘I reckon about sixty seconds,’ came his voice on Lucy’s WristCom. Get below ground now.’

      ‘If you see your chip pulse, it didn’t work. Good luck, I’ll be waiting here, give it ten minutes before you come out.’

      Wiz, Joe and Lucy went back down into the sewer, replacing the cover behind them.

      ‘Go as far along the pipe as you can,’ urged Joe. ‘The deeper, the better.’

      Joe and Lucy made their way through the duct. Wiz stayed at the entrance – he’d only hinder them. When they’d reached their usual place, just beneath the mess of wires where they’d abandoned work earlier, they sat in the darkness and waited. It was difficult to judge the time. Mitchell had said a minute.

      Lucy held out her arm, they’d see the pulse if it happened. They stood by, hardly daring to blink unless they missed the momentary beat. Joe realized that he hadn’t been exhaling, he tried to relax. They felt as if they’d been down there for hours, but it was only about fifteen minutes. Both were sure that the chip hadn’t pulsed. They were ready to return to the surface to confirm with Mitchell.

      Mitchell had only just begun breathing properly. He was good with tech, but it helped to get some thinking time. He was sweating, his forehead and back wet from the stress of what had just happened. Lucy’s WristCom was active again, he heard her voice.

      ‘Are we okay, Mitch?’ she asked, hardly daring to hear the answer.

      ‘It was fine,’ came the reply. ‘You’re all accounted for in the system, nobody will know you’re there tonight.’

      Lucy relaxed now. She smiled at Joe and Wiz.

      ‘Can you get a message to Mum, tell her I’m staying with the Parsons family overnight, say not to worry, I’ll be back immediately after Segregation.’

      ‘No problem, I’ll make sure she knows ...’

      Mitchell’s voice stopped, as if he were deciding whether to say something or not. Lucy helped him. ‘What?’ she asked.

      ‘I have got some bad news, I’m afraid. I don’t know what time they’ll do the morning poll, and they might do a spot check at any time of night. I can leave my console running so when they survey they’ll track you to Silk Road.’

      Lucy and Joe knew what he was going to say before he even said it.

      ‘I’m sorry, Lucy, but the only safe way to guarantee not getting caught out is to stay down the sewer all night.’

      Courted

      Hannah had tried to make contact with Lucy to arrange a meeting, but her WristCom was either engaged or out of range. Unusual, but she was probably busy. Damien Hunter had said that he was on his way to some event involving Lucy’s mum, so it was possible that she’d got caught up in it.

      She couldn’t believe the conversation that she’d just had. Everybody had their suspicions about the Gridder Games, but this was beyond what anyone could have imagined. There was no way she could discuss this with others outside her closest circle. Hunter had made it perfectly clear that if the information were shared a severe punishment would be given to the person leaking it and those receiving it. She didn’t recall reading that bit in the contract that she’d signed, probably that’s what you’d call ‘small print’.

      Hunter had explained to Hannah how the most capable Gridders were pro-actively courted by Fortrillium. Indeed, it was Fortrillium which secretly sponsored the contest. ‘Think of it as a job interview,’ he’d said. Fortrillium used the competition to isolate the best gamers, using computer-generated scenarios from previous Justice Trials.

      ‘We’re looking for skill, strategy, dexterity, and the ability to win at all costs,’ he’d gone on to explain. ‘You stood out, Hannah because you have an ability to anticipate Justice Seeker moves many steps ahead – I’ve never seen anything quite like it.’

      Hannah resisted the urge to feel flattered by his comments. She knew she was a skilled gamer, but that wasn’t what all of this was about.

      ‘Tomorrow morning I’d like you to report to Fortrillium, where you’ll be inducted into the team which creates The Justice Trials. Your current job detail will be terminated, I’ll handle that, and you start work for me at 08.00. Do you have any queries?’

      Hannah had many questions that she’d like to ask, such as, ‘How do The Grid trials operate?’ and ‘What happens if a Justice Seeker makes it through their trial?’ She also wanted to know if she would ever be required to make a kill directly. She thought that they wouldn’t let her loose on a trial for some time; she was banking on Lucy and Joe hacking into Fortrillium before that even became an issue. They needed to bring down Fortrillium before she was forced into taking a life – she’d have to step aside if it ever came to that. But could you hand in your resignation at Fortrillium? She wasn’t so sure about that. They had to be successful in their attempts to infiltrate Fortrillium, they were all in too deep now. Failure could only mean disaster for all of them.

      Hannah stuck with a benign question – she’d pick up the rest as she went along.

      ‘I always wondered how the environments were rendered,’ she began. ‘Are they built or generated?’

      That was safe and generalized, it didn’t force Hunter into uncomfortable territory.

      ‘They use pre-plague technology, it’s ingenious. You create complete immersion scenarios on your console and we render those within The Grid. The Grid itself is a restricted space; using the system, it can feel infinite to the participants. They’re effectively going over the same ground time and time again, but they can’t tell, the environment changes infinitely as they move through the challenges.’

      Hannah was intrigued. She was afraid and nervous, yet the gamer in her still wanted to know how it all worked.

      ‘Other than the need for secrecy, are there any other key requirements for the position?’

      Damien smiled at her and paused a moment.

      ‘Yes,’ he replied. ‘There’s just one. Nobody ever gets out of there. That’s your job, you make sure that no-one ever leaves there alive.’

      Clash

      Talya worked her away around the room, exchanging pleasantries with her new colleagues from the panel of Law Lords. It wasn’t an agreeable way to spend an evening, but she knew that she would have to grin and bear it. From now on she’d be seeing a lot of these people. The thing that surprised her was the wealth that was on display. Normally she mixed in much less ostentatious circles, but this was something new to her.

      The majority of people living on Silk Road had the decency not to make a big fuss of the privilege that they were fortunate enough to enjoy. Most wouldn’t openly acknowledge what was going on at the heart of their community in The Climbs, because they knew that their own lives and the lives of the people who lived there were precariously balanced. A small slip, a wrongly placed comment, making an enemy at Fortrillium, and your cosy life could come tumbling down in an instant. All it took was a knock at the door from the Centuria – if you were lucky enough to be afforded that courtesy.

      In spite of watching their own backs, they knew what was going on over in The Climbs. Even if they’d never had the courage to cross over, there was always the gnawing feeling of guilt and discomfort. They knew that their good fortune brought misery and squalor for others. What could you do if you had families to care for? Nobody would volunteer for The Climbs; you just had to shelter your immediate dependents and be thankful that your own lot was a good one.

      There was no such shame from the Law Lords. Their dominant position in society made them almost untouchable, they were given the highest privileges and a level of prosperity enjoyed by nobody else in The City. This was what also agitated President Delman – this wealth did not automatically come with the job, yet he too was aware of how much affluence was on display. He would never have been able to prove it, but he knew it was Hunter’s doing. Fortrillium controlled law and order in The City. Sure, the President was involved with policy, but it was what they referred to as ‘arm’s length’ service. That meant Damien Hunter ran it and there was not a lot the President could do to change it, not while Hunter had bought the allegiance of those serving within the justice system.

      It was a stalemate, that’s why Delman had brought in Talya. She was a liability, but she was completely straight and honest. It had taken him a long time to find somebody with the correct legal background who was also incorruptible. People like Talya were rare in The City – she seemed to have a death wish in that she would not step back from saying and doing the right thing. Of course, this made her a problem. She’d even dared to criticize the President while appearing on the screens, but he desperately needed someone like her, particularly with what was coming.

      President Delman could feel the long, wiry tentacles of Fortrillium circling around him. He knew what Damien Hunter was after and what that would eventually mean for him. His leadership had been sustained and unchallenged for many years. However, Hunter was like nobody else he’d ever encountered. His ability to intimidate, control, corrupt and – if necessary – charm, was unstoppable, he was slowly colonizing all of the President’s supporters. The endgame would be that Delman was isolated – an ageing President would be unable to fight off the major challenge.

      President Delman knew that he was hanging on by a thread, but he didn’t need to maintain this position for much longer. He hadn’t become President by being passive. Bringing Talya in was his masterstroke; with her in place he would be able to separate the fact from the fiction. He watched her making her way around the room, the only member of the justice panel not to be dripping in jewellery or wearing a diamond-encrusted WristCom.

      Damien Hunter arrived, late, but instantly dominating the room with his entrance. Talya hadn’t noticed him immediately, as she was reading a text message from Lucy’s friend Mitchell when he arrived. Her daughter had got caught in The Climbs. Talya knew she’d be safe there with Joe, but she couldn’t help but worry about how they’d evaded detection after Segregation. She had to trust Lucy, she knew she was capable and streetwise, but that didn’t stop the panic rising in her.

      Talya checked herself. She’d have to get used to feeling one thing and showing another. She was in a room with the two most influential men in The City. Both of them had the power to sentence Lucy to incarceration for the rest of her life, it would barely matter that she was a Law Lord now.

      Damien Hunter soon edged in on her conversation, effectively blanking out the person that she’d been speaking to and dismissing them, without even a word.

      ‘Congratulations, Talya, I’m delighted that you’re now joining us on the panel, it’s well deserved.’

      He’d barely drawn breath and he was lying already. Firstly she knew for a fact that he’d been leaning on Delman not to appoint her, probably trying to dig up all sorts of scandal to block it. Secondly, the use of ‘us’ was instantly telling. There was no ‘us’ when it came to justice within The City, the Law Lords were the final power. Fortrillium’s role was to deliver their will – it was not supposed to be the other way round.

      ‘Thank you, Damien,’ Talya replied, mustering every bit of charm that she could. ‘It’s an absolute privilege to be able to serve The City.’

      Okay, she was lying now too. She thought of the office more like a poisoned chalice, but there was no way she was sharing those thoughts in public.

      ‘Of course, you understand that we’ll be working closely together now, Talya, and I do hope that you’ll impress upon your child – Lucy is it? – the responsibilities that come with your new role.’

      This man was unbelievable. Here was the veiled threat already. Translate that last sentence in Hunter speak and she’d just been told to watch herself: Damien Hunter was monitoring Talya and her daughter. It had begun immediately. If she were a weaker person, she’d be next in line for the massive house and gaudy jewellery. No doubt this is how he’d intimidated every one of the other members of the panel, by letting them know that their families were in danger if they didn’t work with him.

      Talya felt the panic rise in her once again. If Hunter knew where Lucy was, it would be the shortest Law Lord appointment in history. They’d have to have words. Lucy needed to be aware that they’d be watching carefully from now on.

      ‘Of course, Damien. Lucy is more concerned with building a career for herself in network forensics these days. She hopes that she can join Fortrillium in future years, it certainly seems to be her aspiration.’

      Another lie, how many would she be forced to tell? Lucy was more likely to blow up Fortrillium than work for it – she’d never stopped blaming them for her father’s disappearance. Fortunately for Talya, even she didn’t know what Lucy was up to: hacking into Fortrillium’s networked infrastructure. Not quite the career choice that they’d discussed.

      Talya decided to take the initiative. If Hunter was throwing down the gauntlet so soon, she’d have to move fast to outmanoeuvre him. An early advantage would help her to secure her own leverage.

      ‘As you know, Damien, the new role affords me certain non-civilian privileges, and I’d like to move on these swiftly.’

      Damien Hunter’s face changed from its forced charm to a more natural scowl.

      ‘I’d like to request a tour of the detention facilities operated by Fortrillium so that I can be more informed in my new role.’

      Few people ever got to see The Soak, only Fortrillium employees who were sworn to secrecy, and those who entered it and never left. Most Law Lords gave it a wide berth; they all knew about it, but none of them wanted to acknowledge its existence.

      ‘No problem at all.’ Damien’s charming face returned, though it took a little more effort to get it in place this time.

      ‘That’s quite difficult to arrange. I’m sure that we can organize that for you within, say, the next year – is that a reasonable time frame for you?’

      ‘No, it’s not,’ replied Talya. She’d been expecting a stall from him.

      ‘As you know, under article IP6.v3 Law Lords have the right to inspect all detention facilities at one hour’s notice.’

      Damien’s scowl was back. It was proving too much for him to even pretend charm now.

      ‘I want to have a full tour at 08:00 tomorrow Damien, so I’m being generous, you’ve got almost twelve hours warning.’

      ‘No problem at all Talya, I’ll get that arranged for you straight away.

      ‘By the way, how is that daughter of yours?’
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      Jay

      Jay reached the highest floor, bent over and placed his hands on his knees to steady himself. It had taken him seven minutes, bottom to top, and he was exhausted. There weren’t a lot of advantages to living in The Climbs, but you could certainly keep yourself fit here – if you could find enough food that was.

      Jay was a runner for his block. It wasn’t a remunerated job, but those in The Climbs who did have compensated work shared what they had with people like Jay because he provided a valuable service.

      People living in The Climbs weren’t paid with money, they received tokens for food and clothing. Water was made available via large butts placed on every street corner, and if you were lucky they were kept full.

      As one of the youngest and fittest in The Climbs, people like Jay were obvious choices for runners. From 06:00 until 20:00, curfew time, he would deliver water and food supplies all over his block. There was no piped water here, that was for Silk Road residents only. People in The Climbs had to wash and drink using supplies from the huge public tanks. Showers and baths didn’t exist. There were remnants of bathrooms from before the plague, some had lashed up shower-like devices from old parts, but they weren’t plumbed in anywhere, the only water available was the water from the butts.

      Jay kept himself fit this way. He was strong and healthy. He was paid in food tokens by the people in his block and he was used to carrying the large plastic bottles on his shoulders as he ran up and down the stairs. He was popular too, why wouldn’t he be? Jay’s activities were keeping people alive.

      Jay had never been in trouble with the Centuria before. His life had been as uneventful as it could be in The Climbs. The odd scrape here and there, but nothing to attract the attention of the authorities. That’s why it had taken him aback when the visit came six years ago. He’d had a lot of time to think about it sitting in his cage in The Soak, and he was never sure if he was chosen or if he just got unlucky. Wrong time, wrong place perhaps?

      He was quite young at the time, he’d lost track of his age, but supposed he must have been about eighteen when it happened. It was just before curfew, and he was about to make a final run to the water butt; this one was the last trip of the day, it was for him and his mum. They lived ten floors up, not too high, he’d be back in plenty of time for curfew.

      As he approached the water butt, a man walked up to him and put a hand on his shoulder.

      ‘Look up to your level,’ he said, no introductions.

      The voice was familiar, but the man had taken some cursory trouble to disguise his appearance. Jay couldn’t place him

      He wasn’t quite sure what to do, it was immediately unsettling. He glanced up to the tenth floor, it was just low enough to see what was going on. He flinched, and his automatic reaction was to threaten the man at his side.

      ‘Steady,’ he said, holding Jay’s arm which was raised and ready to strike.

      ‘What’s this about? Don’t you hurt her!’ shouted Jay.

      He glanced back up at his mum. She was being dangled out of the window of her apartment by two men – they didn’t appear to be Centuria from that distance, he couldn’t be sure. They each had one arm, and she’d got something over her mouth so she couldn’t scream.

      ‘No need to hurt her if you play nice,’ said the man. His calmness suggested that he was accustomed to this level of casual violence.

      ‘I want you to step into this vehicle.’

      He signaled towards the black van parked along the street. Jay had noticed it earlier on his water runs, but he’d thought little of it. You didn’t see many vehicles in The Climbs, but this one seemed to be harmless, on city business he’d reckoned.

      ‘What if I don’t?’ challenged Jay.

      The man lifted his right hand as a signal and ten floors above them one of the men released the limb that he was holding.

      Jay’s mum began to struggle, she was being held by just one arm.

      ‘Okay, okay, just make sure Mum’s safe. You bring her inside the window and I’ll do what you’ve asked.’

      ‘No, it’s not going to work that way,’ came the reply. ‘We’ll hold her by two arms and you’ll do what I say.’

      He gestured to the man above them, and once again Jay’s mother was grasped more securely. Jay walked towards the van, fearful as to what was going to happen next. He had no options here, he had to comply.

      The interior of the vehicle had been converted for medical purposes, and Jay was guided to lie on a metal table and extend his arm. He was surrounded by equipment, the like of which they didn’t have access to in The Climbs. Instinct told him what was about to happen next would not be good.

      The man who’d threatened him watched – this was going to be carried out by the woman who’d been concealed in the van.

      ‘We’re going to place something in your arm,’ said the man. ‘It’s going to hurt, but it will heal. You will never speak of this. If anybody asks, the wound came from a fall on the stairs.

      ‘You will leave this device where we place it. If you fail to comply your mother will die.

      ‘Understood?’

      The woman made an incision in Jay’s forearm, just above his chip, and he flinched.

      ‘Understood?’ demanded the man, as if nothing had happened.

      ‘Yes, yes, understood!’ Jay winced through the pain.

      The woman drove a small circular object into a BioPouch, then forced the package into the flesh which she’d just exposed with her scalpel. Jay recognized the item as a WristCom; he’d seen them on the screens, but never actually handled one. The pouch was entirely alien to him, but essential to the man who was standing at his side. The BioPouch would screen it from detection in any security scans, it would be hidden and secure.

      The woman removed her fingers from Jay’s flesh and pushed the two sides of the laceration together. With no care to avoid discomfort, she quickly stitched up Jay’s arm and placed a bandage on the raw wound.

      ‘Remember, you fell on the stairs,’ said the man. ‘Never show the stitches, never tell anybody what happened here today, never remove the device.’

      ‘Okay, I get it,’ said Jay, desperate to get out of the van and check on his mum.

      He was finally released and relieved to see that his mother was no longer dangling from the window.

      Jay never knew what had occurred on that night, but his survival instincts told him that he needed to keep this to himself. These people meant business, you didn’t mess with the authorities or whoever it was who’d done this to him.

      ‘Thank you, Susan,’ the man said to the medic as Jay made his way back towards his tower block. ‘That bit of evidence will be safe there if we ever need it again.’

      She smiled a collusive smile. He wouldn’t usually bother to explain himself to a subordinate, but to preserve the trail of secrecy he’d be disposing of her in the next five minutes anyway. Never leave footprints, that was his rule. This item of evidence might be needed later. Always remove witnesses.

      Susan, who hadn’t yet realized that this was a one-time job with no pension at the end of it, went about clearing up the van.

      ‘No problem at all, any time I can be of assistance. It’s always a pleasure to serve The City, President Delman.’

      Intervention

      Reevil96 switched off his console and slammed his fist on the desk. It was getting more and more difficult to defend the core. The systems and procedures that they’d put in place were supposed to protect their greatest secret, but the Gridders seemed to be becoming weaker, the gameplay sloppier. The Justice Seekers were becoming stronger and more resourceful.

      He’d had to intervene once again when the Justice Seeker known as Jay had got so near to the core. If the population of The City had realized how close he was, what they were looking at on their screens, there might have been riots. That would have been the first time that it had ever happened within its high walls. The ecosystem of rich, poor and an iron hand had kept things in a perfect equilibrium for many years since the plague. But if the secret were ever revealed, if the truth ever became known? Well, it would all crumble around them fast.

      Reevil96 picked up the new files on Hannah; they’d just been sent securely to his console. He scanned her reaction times, checked the strategic scores and surveyed her psychometric profile. She seemed highly suitable on paper, but something was not ringing true to him.

      Reevil96 was the Master Gridder, though nobody at Fortrillium knew it. He was in sole charge of ensuring that nobody ever made it as far as The Justice Walk. The cards were always stacked against the Justice Seekers, there was never any chance of them making it out of there alive. The entire process had been constructed for protection and defence. The Grid served as a big electrified fence that nobody was ever meant to pass through.

      Hannah was fresh blood, a new member of the team. He would never get to meet her, the Gridders didn’t even know of his existence, but they must have suspected. He’d had to intervene at the last moment with Jay, he couldn’t let it go on any longer, he was sure that Jay was going to make it to the core.

      In the final minutes, he’d taken over control of the gameplay. He’d come up with an obstacle that Jay simply didn’t have the energy to take on, and finished him off in no time at all. Jay never stood a chance, but the Gridders should have seen it coming. They thought they’d beaten Jay with their final play, but he was quick and intelligent, he cheated them and they were caught out, they had nothing left to throw at him. Reevil96 had jumped in fast, taking control of The Grid via his own console, re-rendering the environment at incredible speed, desperate to beat Jay. He’d been forced to kill again too, he despised himself for that.

      Unknown to him, his interference had been detected by two teenagers concealed within a sewage pipe in the poorest part of The City. They’d identified a cable infrastructure that nobody inside The City should have been aware of, yet they’d discovered that second source, a glimpse of something else that might be controlling their destiny. Although they were unaware of it at the time, Joe and Lucy had spied their Nemesis in that dark, stinking tunnel, the man who would hold their fate in his hands within the next three days.

      But Reevil96 had spotted something in Hannah’s files, his suspicions had been aroused, he was not the Master Gridder without a very good reason. He could spot a gameplay from several steps back. Hannah James had gamed the system, she’d used a series of ingenious strategies and cheats to guide her way to the winning position. He was on to her and he’d be watching when she made her move.

      Atrocity

      Damien was angry. Talya had got him wound up. Every Law Lord he’d ever known had declined the right to check out Fortrillium’s facilities. One or two had asked, but a brief reference to family members or a mention of some sensitive information that they might prefer to stay private, and most accepted his offer of a visit within a year. That never happened, of course, it was conveniently forgotten about and the Law Lord didn’t mention it again – especially after the intimidation was promptly followed up by a gift the following day. Law Lords soon learned that it was better to take ‘guidance’ from Damien Hunter – rewards for good behaviour would always follow swiftly afterwards.
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