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Part One

CHAPTER 1

LEK

Once upon a time, Estrel Beck arrived in Trinity for the first time.

THREE WEEKS EARLIER

The sky is clear and the sun is high, but the peaks of the Proctean Mountains cast shadows that make it seem like dusk has hit the scar, this one specific rocky outcrop among the many. To the south, the sprawling city of Trinity basks in the hot sunshine, although how much of it is felt below the roofs and spires, down in the crevices where the people run and the city festers, is debatable.

There is a blinding flash, for a fraction of a second, and in its eclipse, a man appears. Maybe not “appears”, maybe “falls”. His momentum, whether from above or from another place, causes him to collapse to his knees, putting out his arms to catch his upper body on his hands rather than hit the ground with his face. He pauses there, eyes closed and panting for a moment, before he raises his head.

His hair is dark, his eyes clear, and he wears nondescript fatigues that pinch around his shoulders and slip from his waist. They aren’t his.

‘Ho-ly…’ he whispers, drawing out each syllable as if to test that he still has a voice after whatever he’s just been through.

He becomes aware of his surroundings and his head snaps to each side, right before left before right. He looks down and then pushes his hands to his knees, watching his own limbs as he stiffly eases himself up, not entirely confident he is going to be able to complete the action.

‘Yeah…’ he breathes again, then, louder, ‘Venn?’

His voice rasps. It’s hoarse. He remembers screaming before.

‘Venn?’ he tries again, stronger, and then ‘Lek?’

This time, the sound he makes is loud enough for the hint of an echo to reflect from the gully in front of him. But there is no actual reply.

I can, of course, hear him. I can, of course, see him. But he doesn’t know that. He mustn’t.

Also, he doesn’t really mean me. Not this version of me.

The man closes his eyes. Other memories burst into his mind, like bubbles working their way through densely packed ferment to pop at the surface.


There’s another one, he thinks.



“Grab the memories,” she said. “Grab them, grow them. It will bring you back.”


He tries to grab a memory.

How the hell do you catch a bursting bubble? No, that’s just a metaphor. Focus…

He remembers the woman, her voice.

Mouse.

Not Mouse, older, greyer, more… what’s the word for someone who knows stuff...?

Standing still on the top of the cliff, the man screws up his eyes and tries to bring back his own mind. He stands still for several hours, as he pieces his life back together, bubble by bubble, memory by memory.

When he has finished, he knows why he is there, and where he has come from, and what he has to do. And that starts with finding Venn, and a less omniscient version of me, and trying to explain to them who he is.


CHAPTER 2

LAGRANGE

‘It goes right to the top,’ they say, voice ever-so-slightly slurring from the drink.

I fight to stifle a yawn. I am so fucking tired, but I don’t want to show it. I don’t want to stop. I am drunk, but I am not drunk enough yet.

‘Of course it does,’ I say, too loud.

Mouse glances across the bar at me, checking I’m OK. I pull an “oops” face and check my volume. The three other people who turned around go back to their conversations.

‘It always does,’ I continue, keeping my voice low so Clar has to lean in to hear me over the bar chatter.

We’ve been here before, of course. Too much to drink, propping up the bar at Eamer’s. Talking too loudly, spouting shit. It’s a cycle.

I should know better. We both should. But particularly me. I’m an Authority agent. Although that, these days, means much less than it ought to.

I’m acutely aware of my mouth. I don’t want to spit on Clar, don’t want to suffocate them in whisky breath. I choose my words.

‘If it didn’t,’ I drawl, ‘go right to the top, I mean, if it didn’t, then they wouldn’t be able to get away with it. Because these are not clever people. They are cruel people who do cruel things and get away with it because no one with enough power to stop them cares enough about the people they’re doing them to.’

I drain my drink, tap the glass on the counter, nod to Mouse, who is there with the bottle. She refills me before the burn has hit my bowels.

I nod a “thank you”. The drinks are free. I should feel more uncomfortable about that. My drinks are always free, which puts me in significant debt to Eamer. That’s not the best idea given my job.

But the drinks are free.

‘How many?’ I ask.

Clar laughs through pursed lips, a splutter that erupts suddenly and attracts more attention. We need to be careful. We don’t want to attract attention here. Here in the belly of the beast.

‘How many here?’ I ask, again, more specifically.

‘Two,’ they reply. ‘Eamer’s loyal to his girls, so he only wants to fill vacancies. It’s worse on the docks.’

‘And worse again in The Alleys,’ I guess.

Clar is right, Eamer is loyal to his girls. It’s coming to something, though. It’s my job to stop people like Eamer. Instead, here we are praising his relative morality compared to how bad he theoretically could be.

Because there is no one worse than Eamer.

But like I said, the drinks are free.

I’m joking.

Not joking.

Clar nods, then knocks back their drink. I do the same and Mouse, bless her, refills us both. She taps her finger once on the side of my glass before she turns away. She thinks I’ve had enough. I disagree.

‘What do you want me to do?’ I ask. ‘I don’t think I can do anything.’

‘I want you to know.’ They drain their glass again and place it back, deliberately, carefully on the counter.

Mouse doesn’t refill it. They’re leaving.

‘I know you can’t do anything. I just want you to know. I want you to know that we can’t give up. I owe… I owe them.’

I know they’re talking about Hana. I know how much it hurts them that they let her down. The guilt still burns them inside. I can’t do anything about that.

I can do something about this.

I drain my glass too, then I tap it again. I’m not leaving. I’m not done.

‘Clar,’ I say.

They stop and turn.

‘Thank you,’ I say. ‘I’ll do what I can.’

Clar nods, and then they go. Mouse pours me another drink. She hovers this time, instead of turning away. She has something to say.

‘Go on.’ I don’t look up.

‘You shouldn’t indulge them,’ she says. ‘They won’t let go if they think there’s anything in it. You should have shut that down.’

Now I look up. Now I’m confused.

‘”It goes all the way to the top”,’ she parrots.

I shrug. It does. Not in the way Clar means it, maybe, but it absolutely does.

‘There’s no fucking plan,’ snarls Mouse.

She holds my gaze. She’s wringing the towel, gripping it between two fists and twisting.

‘There’s lots of fucking plans,’ I grin, picking up my drink.

‘That’s the point,’ she says, ‘lots of little plans. No big overarching scheme. Lots of little plans allowed to run and fester and fuck everything up worse than it’s already fucked. But no masterplan. No kingpin. No big bad.’

‘Ha!’

I knock back the drink, tap the glass. Mouse pulls a face but fills it, anyway.

‘Look at it from Clar’s point of view,’ I say. ‘You know where they’ve come from. You know what they’ve seen, what they’ve been through.’

‘They’re a journalist. They should be objective.’

‘Yes, but look at the stories they tell - you wouldn’t blame them if they start to see the world from the perspective of the people they’re standing up for. People who have been at the bottom of the pile for long enough that they can’t see where the power that’s stomping on them is coming from anymore.’

‘That’s my point,’ Mouse is showing her frustration on her knotted brow. ‘There is no power. There’s a vacuum. A lack of power. They’re a victim of circumstance, not a grand conspiracy.’

‘I don’t think it matters.’

I empty the glass again. It sticks in my throat, threatens to jump back up again. I swallow it down but I realise I’ve picked up the pace, without meaning to. I grind the base of the glass against the bar top.

‘When you’re bottom of the pile, it all feels the same. And a power vacuum doesn’t exist in a… in a vacuum… in a…’

I lose my train of thought.

‘You’re drunk, Sim. Go home.’

I am drunk. But I’m not going home.

‘I’m going to need their names,’ I say.

Mouse shakes her head.

‘You’re drunk, Sim. Go home.’

She seems relieved when I stand up and wobble away from the bar.

I’m only going to piss.

Mouse sighs when she sees me come back. My face is wet from the water I splashed onto it. I feel refreshed, if not any more sober.

I can handle myself, though. You don’t get to hold down a job like mine, whilst developing a dependence on alcohol like mine, without being able to handle yourself.

There’s another drink waiting. Good. Mouse knows better than to argue with me. I down it, wait for the refill. Mouse’s neck must be getting sore from all the shaking of her head.

Eventually, she gives in and gives me the names of the new girls. They’re not Ashuanan names. They’re likely not their real names.

I drain my latest drink, number three or four since I came back and I drop it back on the bar. Mouse doesn’t refill it.

I lurch from my stool and launch myself across the saloon. I take a deep breath and imagine it’s doing me some good, clearing my head. The air inside Eamer’s is rotten. If anything, it should make my head spin worse.

I slip back down the corridor. It is dark and smells of stale piss. It’s easy to think that’s because of the toilets, but if anything, it’s worse down the other end, near the Stairway to Heaven.

You have to be really horny to brave this, but plenty do.

The curtain is just past halfway down, but before you pull it aside, you have to gain Kurt’s approval. Kurt is almost as wide as the stairway and growls when he breathes. He’s also an exceedingly hairy man, and that’s not the most bearlike thing about him.

Things Kurt doesn’t like: drunkenness, over eagerness, people who think they can bribe him into turning a blind eye to either of the other two.

I am definitely too drunk for Kurt. He knows me though, and he knows why I’m here, so he moves aside into the specially created alcove, tipping his fedora. I say nothing.

I sigh and climb the stairs. Kurt growls. I like to think he recognises the sadness in the inevitability of where I’m headed.

Scandi is waiting at the top of the stairs. She knows me as well. This isn’t my first visit to the girls at Eamer’s and Scandi has been Madam for a long time.

‘You look rough, Sim,’ she says.

Her sympathy hits me weirdly hard. I feel myself tearing up.

‘Long day.’ I smile from one side of my mouth.

Scandi bobs her head. I don’t think she believes me. But she’s very good at keeping her counsel. It pays in a job like this.

‘Who are you here to see?’ she asks. ‘It’s Jak’s night off.’

I know it’s Jak’s night off.

‘It’s a… uh… professional visit.’


That is a terrible line. It’s also very untrue. I’m Authority and while I’m not in Vice my professional responsibilities would require me to shut down this entire operation.


But that includes the bar downstairs, which would be personally very painful to me, and would put a friend of mine out of work. So I’m not here in a professional capacity.

‘I’m here to see the new girls,’ I say.

Scandi raises her eyebrows. I shake my head.

‘I see. I’m sure Laihla will appreciate that. Kari is with a client.’

That word makes me want to spit. It’s too sanitised for what we’re complicit in here.

Scandi turns to take me to Laihla’s room. I sigh and take my Com from my jacket pocket. I go to tap it on the credit console, but Scandi turns and pushes my hand away with a scowl on her face.

‘I’ll take your credit when you come to take something from me.’

She knows why I’m here. She even opens the door for me.

The room is dark and smells of cherry. Laihla sits on the bed, her hands on her knees. She’s trembling. I close my eyes and inhale. This doesn’t get any easier.

She slinks her way up off the bed, doesn’t say a word but her hand is on my shoulder, on my back, her arms wrap around my head, her body pushed close, her leg rubbing against me, her mouth on mine.

The cherry-scent fills my head. I reel. I push her away.

She falls to the floor. I didn’t mean to push that hard.

‘I’m sorry,’ I say. ‘Are you OK?’

She sniffs, wipes away a tear.

‘Didn’t you like it?’ she whispers, barely making eye contact.

‘I’m sorry,’ I say again. ‘I didn’t mean to hurt you. I’m not here for what you think I am. I’m not here for the same thing as the other men.’

She shrugs.

‘Some of the other men hurt me.’

My heart drops with the implication. She climbs back onto the bed, holding her shoulder. Her straps have slipped, the waistband of her underwear is askew. She looks so vulnerable.

Many men would want this. I don’t give myself time to consider if I’m one of them. I fear the answer.

I step towards the bed. I can see the fear in her eyes, but she doesn’t flinch, doesn’t shrink back. She sits up tall, wets her lips with a seductive tongue. I reach out to her and hook her straps back onto her shoulders.

‘That’s not why I’m here,’ I say, again.

The contact pad is next to the door, the same as in the other rooms, the same as in Jak’s  room. I pull out my Com again, hold it up, turn and walk to the door.

One hundred credits transfer. Laihla’s eyes go wide. I want to say it again: “That’s not why I’m here”, but I put the Com back into my pocket and point at the contact pad.

‘The credit is for you. Scandi knows. She’ll transfer it quick. Eamer won’t get his cut. When you need it, if you need anything, you ask Scandi.’

She nods. I reach into the pocket of my jacket and pull out a card. It’s low tech.

‘This is the address of my Com,’ I say, handing it to her. ‘My private Com. You need to keep that safe. No one can know you have it but if you ever need help…’

With a quivering hand, she reaches for the card. I take a step forward and let her take it.

‘I work for Authority. You know what that means?’

She nods. I hope so. My protection is a double-edged sword.

She peers at the card. I think she understands what I’m saying.

‘Simeon Lagrange,’ she reads.

She looks up at me with big brown eyes. I don’t give myself time to consider…

‘You’ve given me cardboard,’ she says, turning it over in her fingers. ‘You’re a smart man. Can’t be hacked?’

‘No, it can’t,’ I laugh. ‘I mean it. If ever you need help. No one can know that you have it. No one except Kari.’

She nods and then reaches down and untucks the sheet. She slips the card underneath, next to the mattress, then tucks the sheet back in.

‘It’s safe,’ she says. ‘A secret.’

I’m relieved. She smiles as she smooths down the sheet, then looks back at me, pleased with herself.

‘A secret. Thank you, Simeon Lagrange.’

‘Good luck,’ I say.

I leave Laihla’s room. I’m doing what I can, I tell myself. I am not convinced it’s true. It’s left me feeling numb, but I’ve had enough to drink that I don’t need to think any more. That’s keeping me calm. Thinking isn’t any good for me at a moment like this.

I am hungry, though. I should eat.

I can see Konoroz through the window. His expression is glazed, blank eyes staring out from behind the counter of his meat shop, as people stream past his window, half the city waking up, the other half going home to bed.

I must have missed the whistle because the PedWay is full of workers. The factories all change shift at the same time. It’s always chaos.

I should know better than to hit the streets at this time, but I wasn’t paying attention. I put my head down and plough on to my destination. I know it will be quiet inside.

A bell rings somewhere as I push the door open. It doesn’t seem to rouse anything in the slight, balding man. He’s usually very twitchy, but tonight he doesn’t react.

I am hit with the warm aroma of gently frying meat, aromatic spices, sweat and sawdust. It’s comfortable and I am glad I stepped in. I am also going to be very careful about what I touch while I am in here.

‘Konoroz,’ I say, sharply enough to get most people’s attention.

Konoroz doesn’t move. I suspect that his demeanour may be chemically induced and not a hypnotic state caused by watching the working masses stream past.

‘Konoroz, have you been smoking up too hard?’

Konoroz’s face creases and he pulls his gaze away from the window. He grins at me and pulls a small pill pot from his pocket, which rattles when he shakes it enthusiastically.

‘Leetle haff-haff,’ he croons. ‘Takes the edge off.’

I sigh. This could be hard work. I lean my hand on the counter, immediately regretting it as a layer of grease imparts onto my skin. There isn’t anywhere to wipe it, so I try to scrape off what I can on the edge of a menu.

‘Not busy, Ko?’ I ask, without looking up, although I already know the answer.

I am the only customer. I sometimes wonder if I am his only customer, full stop.

‘They not buy from me.’ Konoroz waves a dismissive hand at the window which, by now, shows an empty street. ‘They not have the credits, but even if they did, their brains are washed. They couldn’t handle the portion of truth I serve them up here.’

That takes me by surprise, and I splutter out an astonished laugh.

‘Is that right?’ I try to suppress the full extent of my mirth. ‘Your meat is truth? Contains truth? Is pure truth?’

Konoroz nods.

‘S’right,’ he slurs. ‘They feed the drugs in their water… they know no better.’

I sigh again. I should have known the direction in which this conversation was going to go.

‘We've been through this, Ko,’ I remind him. ‘It’s the same water that you drink and I drink. You live in the same tenement as half of them.’

Whilst I’m willing to accept that micro-dosing the population to keep them compliant sounds like exactly the sort of thing Chaguartay would do, the sheer complexity of managing such a thing without accidentally poisoning swathes of the workforce… Seductive an idea as it is, I think it unlikely.

‘In the factories then,’ insists Konoroz. ‘Maybe they pump it thought the air ducts, I don’t know.’

He fixes me with an almost unbearably intense stare.

‘They sombies, Sim. They have no thoughts, no life. They are walking machines for the factory. They are not people.’

‘Zombies,’ I correct him. ‘And whilst that may be true, I don’t think it’s some big pharmaceutical conspiracy. They’re just overworked and deficient in hope. Held back by their dependence.’

Konoroz shakes his head.

‘Besides…’ I nod at the pill pot he’s still holding, clutched in a fist.

Konoroz looks down, apparently surprised that he’s carrying drugs.

‘Is not the same. These are herbal.’

They’re not herbal. I know who cooks them, in the empty warehouse behind Eamer’s. I would have arrested him before now, but he’s a knowledgeable informant and he bakes good shit. Not that I partake. I’m not into chemicals.

I decide not to disabuse Konoroz, and just bob my head in apparent agreement.

‘You need food?’ asks Konoroz, appearing suddenly to remember what his shop is for. ‘I have sausage…’

I have learned, through bitter experience, to be cautious when it comes to Konoroz’s wares, however delicious they may smell.

‘What’s in the sausage?’

‘Meat.’ Konoroz’s tone dares me to argue.

I am not convinced. I know that category covers a multitude of sins, some of which I, personally, don’t consider to be meat.

‘If that’s all the information you’re willing to divulge,’ I say, brow furrowed, ‘then I think I’ll pass and take the bread.’

This is a tactic. No one eats the bread.

‘Is stale, idiot,’ sulks Konoroz, taking a flatbread from the basket and banging it on the counter.

It clangs, if you can believe that.

‘You cannot come to meat shop and eat stale bread.’

I scan the cabinet.

‘Give me that tartare then.’ I point at a shaped patty of raw, minced meat.

It is pink and has nothing obviously unpleasant or harmful to human health poking out of it.

‘Is there plenty of spice in the mix?’

‘The boy’s special blend,’ he cackles. ‘I would say is just right…’

He scoops the patty into a greaseproof bag whilst delivering an ostentatious wink.

‘…so you might want to take it with a glass of milk.’

I nod, secretly relieved. What I may have to endure in pain from the boy’s patented spice blend would be nothing compared to the agony of digesting a sausage that has been reheated an undetermined number of times on a grill that hasn’t been washed in a decade. The sausage smells so good, though.

‘Where is he tonight?’ I ask, referring to the aforementioned boy.

I’ve never been certain of the relationship. The way Konoroz refers to him I get the impression that he, at least, thinks he’s his son. Seeing the two of them together, I’ve never been convinced that they weren’t brothers.

Konoroz shrugs, handing the parcel across the counter.

‘He not here. He drinks.’

I slide the meat up in its envelope and take a bite of my patty. It’s ice cold and burns with raw garlic before the chilli even hits. My breath is going to be hell after this.

‘Don’t we all,’ I say. ‘We need to survive in this city, any way we can. How much do I owe you?’

‘I do not know how much it is,’ sighs Konoroz, looking lost.

I realise he’s catching a second wave off the pills.

‘It’s OK, Ko,’ I say, and pay him ten credits.

Konoroz seems OK with that which he should be as it would usually cost eight. I take another bite. Now it’s warming up, it’s developing a slightly slimy film which coats my tongue. It helps with the chilli.

I can feel the meat settling in my uncertain stomach, calming the waters. It is just what I need. That and tea, but I know how often Konoroz cleans his urn, and I’m not about to risk that now.

I pocket the rest of my burger and bid farewell to a now completely re-glazed Konoroz.

‘Lay off the drugs,’ I mutter, as the bell rings on my way out of the shop.

The street is quieter now. It’s fast approaching three. It will be light before long.

The last of the night is the worst of the night, usually, but I don’t see anyone around. A TransPod trundles past, a self-driving cab. I pull out my Com to hail it, but I don’t hit the button. I could do with the walk.

I’m also not sure where I’m going. I don’t think I’m going home. I need to walk. And it’s time to think.

Something is nagging at me.

I feel helpless. I couldn’t do anything for Laihla, nothing real. I can’t stop the trafficking. Mouse is right, there’s no grand plan, nothing to dismantle, nothing to break apart. There’s nothing I can do. There’s nothing to do anything to.

But Clar is right too. It goes right to the top, whether it’s control or neglect that’s at the heart of it. There’s only one way to stop this. You’ve got to cut the head off. Then the rest will wither and die.

But where is it? Chaguartay? One of his deputies? Borate in Authority? Toun in Administration? General Brooke in Military? Does the buck stop at Eamer?

In some ways, my life would be easier if it did. It would explain why I find it so hard to pin him down with any actual evidence of actual crimes.

A black cat slinks out of an alley as I pass, rubs itself on my ankle. I jump out of my skin. I thought it was a rat.

It’s drizzling. I pause under the streetlight, the air sparkling in front of my eyes. I close them, stand still, swaying, letting the rain fleck my skin, cooling me, bringing me back to alertness.


Head, heart, gut. Those are the tools of my trade. Each one has its strengths, each one has its flaws. When they’re in unanimous agreement, I know I’m onto something.



Head, heart, gut. I’d be lost without them. It’s a shame that the side effects of my lifestyle are so focused on destroying them all.


Eamer feels wrong in my gut. If there’s one thing that Authority, Administration and Military share, it’s institutional inertia brought on by an excess of bureaucracy. My head tells me it’s none of those.

Konoroz’s contaminated water supply theory is implausible. There would have to be an entire department in the already-overstretched Administration dedicated to making that happen. But there is a ring of something, not exactly plausibility, but something close about it.

It feels like something Chaguartay would do, would want to do. Nothing happens in Trinity without him knowing, on some level. Nothing happens in Trinity without him being behind it, on some level. He’s spent thirty years ripping the heart out of the place.

So, not drugs in the water, but the city is sick. And girls like Laihla, the victims of the system he allows to prevail, are the symptoms.

I check the time on my Com. It’s past three. I’m closer to work than I am to home. I don’t know that I’ve got any tea bags at home.

I feel the cat around my ankles again. I imagine the filth it lives in, the mites in its fur. I shudder, kick out.

The cat leaps away with a scrowl. I miss, spin around on the spot. For a reason that has more to do with instinct than rational thought, I pull my gun. The world tips and I’m crashing to the pavement. I feel my joints crunch, my teeth grind at the impact. I’m lucky I don’t let off a shot.

Even if I wanted to go home, I have no confidence I’m going to make it.

I tuck my weapon away and check my pocket. My fingers close around my Authority identity token. I can access the building. I should go to work.

I pick myself up, creaking with the effort of it all. The cat sits on the low wall opposite, watching me. I want to fly at it, but I turn around and stagger to the junction. I take a left and head towards the safety of my office


CHAPTER 3

The sky is greying into morning. I sit alone in my office on the fourteenth floor of the Authority building. The world has just about stopped spinning. I wrenched my shoulder when I fell and my neck clicks every time I turn my head to the left.

Night shift rarely makes it up to this level, so I get to sit in peace. It’s probably quieter than it is at home. I don’t use my office for much, for precisely this reason. I prefer to work where there’s noise and activity. The refectory is better, in the basement.

My office is a place for reprimanding Cadets and for thinking. There are no Cadets to be seen right now. Right now, I’m thinking.

I look out across the rooftops of Trinity, up to The Cliff, the giant scar that looms over the Eastern Quarter, then across to the Citadel with its precarious looking spires. Once, a long time ago, I would sit on the ledges of the south tower with the pigeons, looking the other way. It feels like a different world. I feel like a different person. I was a different person.

It’s a different city.

It’s too late now, though. I take none of it in. I’m thinking about something else.

My brain has rebooted and I’m already conjuring a whirl of competing thoughts and strategies. What Mouse said… What Clar said… What Konoroz said… It’s too much. I need to thin it all down, get some focus. I’m no use to anyone like this.


“Leetle haff-haff?” Konoroz’s voice echoes in my head. “Takes the edge off…”


If I really was looking for a handful of pills, it would be easy enough to swipe some from evidence. Winx, Crank, Flux… an entire shelf full of substances that don’t even have names yet.

Every side effect you could want, along with a number that you wouldn’t. None of which are herbal, whatever Konoroz might say. I’m not one for chemicals, though.

It’s a principle thing. I don’t care what I put into my body, what it does to me, but I don’t want to line the pockets of the people I’m trying to bring down. The Black Knights traffic and deal all of those drugs.. Even the legal ones are gateways, and they’re all produced by Chaguartay’s factories. It’s two sides of the same coin.

Alcohol, on the other hand, has been a cherished part of human culture for millennia. Also, I like the taste. And even though I drink in Eamer’s bar, he’s not making so much as a sub-credit from me. Remember, I don’t pay for my drinks.

I need a drink now. The effects of last night’s binge have subsided, and I have no problem with starting this early. Or on the job. Besides, my stomach is lined with Konoroz’s best. I’m practically alcohol proof at the moment.

I slide open the lower drawer in my desk and pull out the bottle of clear, oily liquid. I pour a generous measure into the paper cup on my desk, where the liquid goes cloudy and brown as it mixes with the dregs from the spent tea bag I left in there.

Lagrange’s Screwdriver.

I take a gulp and wince, then take another. I wince a bit less this time, and when I take a third, the edge has gone and my mind is calm. I settle back in my chair with my feet on the desk.


Head, heart, gut. I need to check in. Start again, at the beginning.



“It goes right to the top,” Clar had said. And it’s true that it always does, but it’s equally true that it’s a meaningless cliche if nobody knows where the top is.


Chaguartay, obviously, nothing happens in Trinity without the Mayor’s blessing, even if it’s implicit. He’s untouchable, though, and too smart to take an active role in anything as sordid as people trafficking.

Also, he’s there, in plain sight, so he’s not what worries me. He’s too visible. There’s a very invisible hand moving this market.


I have a creeping anxiety that I may have overstepped the mark, stuck my head above the parapet, by reaching out to Laihla. It’s probably my hangover talking, in which case, Cheers! I’m dealing with that.


What did I even do, anyway? I gave her credits that she won’t get to keep and a Com address she will probably never get to use because she’ll be dead before she finishes inputting the digits. That’s if it’s not discovered and taken from her first.

I was going to suggest she memorised it, but you can hack a brain with enough torture equipment. Not that it matters if someone gets it out of her, it’s only a relay address. No one can trace it back to me.

I don’t think it is that which is worrying me.

A light flickers on down the hallway. I see Jean walk past my window. The floor is waking up.

Any minute there will be a dozen offices filled with a dozen Oficiers, each with their own briefs and priorities. Each with their own pet projects.

My brief is the Black Knights and now, because of Clar, because of what happened with Hana, my pet project is Eamer’s harem.

Jean’s brief is Corruption. I just have to get her to tell me what her pet project is. And hope that it isn’t me.

I’ve lost my thread, I realise, let my head wander off the path. I spend a lot of my time turning in circles. Or am I being thwarted at every turn?

There’s a rot inside this building, a rot in Authority itself. I can’t see it but I can smell it on the foetid breath of every floor, taste it on the sweat of the walls. But I can’t see it, and that’s what is causing me anxiety.

I don’t know where it is; I don’t know how high it goes. I can pretend that it doesn’t matter to me, and I often do. I can protest that there’s nothing I can do as much as I like. But firstly that’s not true, I don’t believe it’s true, and secondly there are things I do, every day, that show that I don’t believe it’s true.

Someone has to do something, and if it isn’t me, then who?

That is the question I can never satisfactorily answer. That’s why I am like I am. That is why I do what I do.

I realise that my drink is finished. I didn’t notice drinking it. That pretty much defeats the purpose of pouring it. I fix myself another and drink that instead. There is always another drink.

‘Sir?’

There’s a Cadet at my door, it’s Parker. She’s keen, it’s early. But there’s plenty of people you can impress by being here early. I’m not the only one who spends the night at my desk.

I like Parker. She’s smart, makes excellent decisions. She looks like she needs to tell me something. She’s twitchy and her eyes are flicking all over.

I put down the drink, the next drink, or the next but one, and wave her in. She remains hovering in the doorway.

‘Sit down,’ I tell her.

She doesn’t.

‘Sit down,’ I tell her again.

She’s almost hopping from one foot to the other and it’s driving me crazy.

‘Sit.’ I stick my foot out the other side of the desk and kick the chair.

It skitters backwards. Parker steps forward to catch it before it falls over. And now she’s in the room. She swings the chair around, throws herself into it, fidgeting nervously with the Com in her hand.

‘Sorry to disturb you, sir,’ she stammers.


It drives me mad that I make her this nervous. I am not that boss. Not all the time. She should be able to stand up to me.


‘…but I thought you’d want to know this right away, so I didn’t want to wait for this morning’s Meeting and...’

The Meeting is in a little over an hour. This is either going to be really interesting or I’m about to feel a lot less positive about Parker’s judgement.

‘I was reviewing who was brought in overnight, you see and… Well, there’s this Monk.’

‘They don’t call themselves Monks anymore,’ I point out.

Surely Parker isn’t old enough to remember when they did, but it’s hard to change the words people use, especially when the thing they refer to hasn’t.

‘They’re Clerics,’ I remind her. ‘The Citadel hasn’t been a monastery since… Why is this something you felt the need to tell me? Our Division is Black Knights. You know that. We don’t have a Devoted Division. They’re not big lawbreakers…’

‘That’s just the thing, sir,’ Parker cuts in.

I don’t like it, but I let it slide. I don’t let many people interrupt me.

‘He did. Call himself a Monk and...’

‘And he got brought in last night? For what?’

‘He was drunk,’ says Parker

Aren’t we all?

‘He was sleeping in the doorway.’

‘The doorway?’ I check. ‘Of Authority?’

Not your average Cleric. They usually only get wasted within the relative safety and sanctuary of the Citadel walls. I assume he’s pretty green.

‘He said he was a Monk. He said he was with the Brotherhood.’

Parker raises her eyebrows, her eyes wide.

I guess it happens. Youthful exuberance, student politics - there must be a religious equivalent. Some new faction trying to recapture the glory days of a rose-tinted memory that bears little relation to the actual history, which they’re too young to remember.

The Devoted are, despite the name, a pale imitation of the Brotherhood that preceded them, and a far more benign presence in that ancient building at the centre of Trinity. Geographical centre, at least.

The dissolution of the Brotherhood was one of Chaguartay’s less controversial reforms. At least, it was at the time. If the people of Trinity have learned anything, it’s that nothing he does can be separated from the man’s lust for absolute power. You have to be suspicious of all his motives, even when you think you understand them. Even when you think you agree.

‘The Brotherhood?’ I repeated. ‘Not the Devoted?’

It wasn’t really a question. Parker didn’t really answer it. Instead, she raised her eyebrows even further. I wouldn’t have said that would be possible.

The Brotherhood would be a problem if I thought for a moment it was true. But this story, an inebriated, purported Monk claiming to be from the Brotherhood? It reads like a cosplay society member taking his art too seriously. I’m not worried. I also don’t see what it’s got to do with me.

‘So, he’s in the drunk tank?’ I ask, seeking clarification. ‘Street are aware? This feels like their jurisdiction. Fairly low level as well, if you don’t mind me saying. I don’t think this was worth your trek up to Fourteen. Even if Mortimer was in his office which…’

I check the time. It’s still not quite eight.

‘We both know he won’t be.’

‘The thing is,’ says Parker, eyebrows snapping back into place, ‘that he wouldn’t give us his name. Not sure that he could, to be fair. But I got his ID.’

‘Right,’ I say.

I’m losing my patience now. Either she’s wasting my time or she’s leading me on. I don’t care for either of those.

‘So who is he?’

Parker places a shiny plastic token on the desk, face down, and slides it across to me. All very mysterious. I slide it off the edge of the desk and flip it over so I can read it. It’s a Citizen’s License. The picture that displays on the screen is, indeed, of a regular, contemporary Cleric. I read the name.

Bjorn Barlow.

Fuck.

‘That’s your guy, isn’t it?’ asks Parker. ‘Your guy on the inside? Your Grey Knight? I had him transferred to our holding cell. I thought you’d want to talk to him.’

I nod, slowly. Bjorn Barlow is, indeed, my guy. But there’s no way that Parker’s Monk can be Bjorn Barlow.

‘Thank you,’ I say, slowly, standing.

The world has turned to treacle. Everything feels very slow and sticky compared to the speed the wheels in my brain are whirring.

‘I think maybe I need to speak to Mr Barlow. You did the right thing bringing this to me.’

Parker looks pleased, stands up to go. I thank her again and she backs out of the room. I could swear she almost bows on the way out.

I breathe out. I hadn’t realised that I was holding it in. I grab the bottle again, fill the cup and drink until it hurts. My heart is racing, my chest is tight, my head feels like it’s shrinking in on itself.

I drop back into my chair and rub my face in my hands. None of this makes any sense.

Because Bjorn Barlow is, indeed, my guy. He’s a double agent, a man on the inside who is supposed to be getting me closer to the activities of the Black Knights, who are, as I mentioned, my primary concern when I’m at work. And often when I’m not.

He’s the Grey Knight.

There’s no way that Parker’s Monk can be Bjorn Barlow, and not for the reasons you may be thinking. Because Bjorn Barlow, despite the evidence of the apparently genuine Citizens License in my hand, does not exist. I don’t actually have a man on the inside, although I really wanted everyone, Black Knights included, to think that I did.

We made him up.

Yet now he’s in my holding cell.

I’m not ready to talk to Bjorn Barlow yet. Hell, I’m not ready to admit that he exists. Besides, we’ve got an hour to go before the Meeting and there’s someone I need to give a bollocking too, first.

Heads turn as I stride into the Division’s Operations Room. Of course they fucking do. I’m the hard-drinking bear with a sore head, just-woke-up-in-my-office bastard who runs this place. I’m the boss. And I will not be taken for a fool by an upstart Junior Oficier.


OK, I’ve just lapsed into being that boss. Maybe Parker isn’t weak. Maybe I’m an arsehole.


James is in the conference room at the far end of Ops. It means that I have the entire length of the floor to stride, marching with purpose, scattering nervous Cadets as I pass.

My coat flaps and billows in my wake. The blinds are open, so James can see me coming. I catch his eye and I don’t let go, leaving him in no doubt that I am on my way and that I am coming for him.

From twenty paces I can see him wind up the meeting, trying to pull his eyes away but unable to stop shooting nervous glances at me as I close in.

From ten paces I see the three Cadets push back their chairs and hurriedly stand, scooping up paper cups and plastic cartons and Com devices.

From five paces the door has already been opened and I’m within a stride it as the last of the Cadets scuttles out, leaving the way clear for me to enter.

I slam the door behind me with a flourish. I see James swallow nervously. Good. He stands up.

‘Sir?’

‘Who the fuck is Bjorn Barlow?’ I demand.

‘I… You… We…’

James seems to be having trouble with where to start. He falls back into his seat. He stares at me blankly. Apparently, he has no words. I will not help him.

‘Bjorn Barlow. I take it you’re familiar with that name?’

‘I… Yes!’ James splutters. ‘But… I don’t…’

‘Who is he?’

James shakes his head, craning forward, furrowing his brow. I think he’s trying to figure out if I’m making a joke. I make sure my expression is very clear that I am not.

‘I thought you’d signed off on this, sir. I made him up. He doesn’t exist. It was a test of the Knights’ intelligence capabilities. We thought trying to find a mole that didn’t exist might tie them in knots. It’s an experiment.’

I’m nodding in violent agreement. James seems to relax. He thinks this is over. I haven’t started yet.

‘So you say. And yet there’s a man in our holding cell who was carrying this. Maybe you can tell me what the hell it is?’

I slam the license onto the large, oval table, screen up. James peers over from his side. He takes a moment, but when he sees it, he turns white.

‘I… I have never seen that before,’ he stammers.

He holds his hands up, shrinks back in his chair. I think he’s trying to get away from it. To his credit, he seems genuinely shocked. I’m inclined to believe him. I’m not letting him off, though.

‘You didn’t get a Citizen’s License made up?’ I suggested. ‘Maybe to add some substance to the fiction?’

I raise my eyebrows, Parker-style.

‘No. I… I thought about it, but I hadn’t… I didn’t get that far. All I did was put out the dispatch that you saw!’

I saw the dispatch. I also know it was intercepted by a Com known to be operated by the Knights. Did they see through this straight away? Create a “real” Barlow to let me know they knew? Did someone tip them off?

‘Who else knew?’

‘No one, sir, literally no one,’

James’s hands are out. He’s doing the eyebrows thing, too. He’s gradually pulling out every piece of body language he can to protest his innocence.

‘I brought the idea straight to you, told no one, executed it myself, told no one.’

‘Then this is, what, a lucky guess?’

I stab my finger at the table, on the license token. James pulls the most demonstrative shrug that I have ever seen.

‘I do not know,’ he says, then, seeing the thunder in my face: ‘No, I mean no. Not a lucky guess, obviously. Someone must know, somehow. But I have no idea how. Or who.’

I think I believe him. He looks pathetic, in this moment. The lack of dignity as he pleads and grovels for my forgiveness is definitely plausible. I don’t rate James as a liar. I don’t think he has it in him to do it this well.

‘This is a shambles,’ I announce, ‘and a dangerous shambles at that.’

James is nodding vigorously. I’m pretty certain that I could get him to do anything I want right now. He’s lucky that all I want is to understand what the hell is going on.

‘You will find out what happened and how, and you will make it right.’

‘Of course,’ James begins, but I haven’t finished.

I hold up a finger. He stops.

‘But you will have to stay out of sight while you do so.’

If this was the Black Knights, then I don’t want them to know that I know. If this wasn’t the Black Knights, then I don’t want them to find out.

‘If this was the Knights, then it’s a message that they know and you need to lie low. If this wasn’t the Knights, then you’ve got other problems. Maybe even bigger problems. And just because it might not be the Knights doesn’t mean that they don’t now know, in which case your troubles just doubled. That’s before you even get around to thinking about how I might react to this little clusterfuck…’


James is looking down now, shoulders slumped, head bowed. If this is bullshit, then it might turn out that he is, in fact, really, really good at it.


‘Understood, sir,’ he says, simply.


Damn it. I don’t think I’m done yet. My mind is still whirring, trying to fit the pieces together. There’s something else. If this wasn’t the Black Knights, and it wasn’t James, then maybe this would not be enough.


What if whoever it is, whoever is behind this, is here, in the building, part of Authority? Chances are they already know I know. I need them to think that I don’t realise they could be involved. I need them to think that I think it’s the Knights. Unless it is the Knights. In which case, I don’t think it makes any difference.

‘I can’t have you here,’ I sigh. ‘Hand over your caseload. You’re officially on desk duty. You’re unofficially sorting this out. You need to get busy with other things, none of which I want to know about. You can start by sweeping my office for bugs. If that’s how this got out, then I’m in all sorts of trouble.’

James fiddles with his Com, and I feel the beep of data received in my pocket. I take it out to double check, just as another transfer lands. There’s a message. I don’t have time for that right now.

‘Borate on my back, I’ll bring him up to speed,’ I say, my voice barely hiding the groan.

I definitely won’t bring him up to speed. Not on this. There are more than enough other things for him to be on my back about. I’ll deal with Borate at the Meeting.

I glance up. James is standing, but he’s not moving very fast.

‘Fix this,’ I bark.

James scuttles off.

Everyone just calls it the Meeting. It’s gone under several names over the years. It was the Strategy Meeting for a while. It was called ROAM after that. It stood for Operational Authority Meeting. I do not remember what the R stood for. That’s if I ever knew.

It has a name now, which I also don’t remember and which is never used. If you called it anything other than the Meeting I don’t think anyone would know what you were talking about.

The membership is Chief Gerstley Borate, who heads up Authority, and us, his faithful band of Oficiers, senior officers of the Trinity police. Emerald Jean is already in the room when I arrive.

I have fresh tea, which I’ve spiked for the occasion. You need help to get through the next half hour.

Everyone else floats in soon after, eyes fixed on their Com or their tablet, shuffling bacon sandwiches or muffins and, in Oda’s case, fermented fruit. Baran, Rey and Bonheur all take their seats before Borate appears, his hulking frame filling the doorway and blocking the light until we all look up from our screens and acknowledge his presence.
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