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			      Content  Warning

			This is a horror story, and as such contains depictions of a dark, violent, and graphic nature. In the interest of saving the reader from spoilers, these are not detailed here. However, if you are concerned about particular triggers, please flip to the rear of this book for further details.
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			CHAPTER 1

			Colin

			Reality flickered in and out. Rain spattered and ran in rivulets down concrete walls. The buildings formed a chasm. Cold wind, colder water and mammalian hind-brain claustrophobia made Colin check behind himself as he trudged alone through the downpour. Lights from unreal advertisements shone in his eyes but failed to reflect in the crystal light thrown up from the pavement.

			He had seen the broken wiring, cracked solar panels and general miasma of an Aug-hovel a few streets back, and it had set him on edge. The last thing he needed was some solar-junkie Aug jumping him. The rain kept the street in a nighttime dark, but Col could see the crisp gleam of near-dawn sun on the upper levels of the buildings around him. Nightmares had haunted him lately, and in those, too, he’d seen the shining edges of crystal towers, full of smoke and devouring flame.

			His head hurt. A gust of wind drove a cold trickle of rain down the back of his shirt. He tried holding his arm up to protect his eyes, but the rain battered at his coat sleeve and seeped through. Trudging through the dark in the lurking space between safety and the unknown made him wonder how his sister did it. Cass was constantly risking her hide for work – clambering over rooftops to find evidence, confronting violent mobsters to their face, or crawling through abandoned sewer tunnels – and still gleamed like sunshine. And here he was, scared of walking down a street, brushing rain from his eyes, blood warmed by a press of adrenaline and growing unease. 

			

			The Library, his destination, loomed in the fading night, a black hulk between the false luminance projected by the Uplink onto the hab blocks surrounding it. Its windows were boarded up, and in daylight the remnants of scraped glue still faintly revealed the words State Library on the architrave. His eyes slid past it onto the in-retina displays that cajoled his consciousness. The Library was a hollow in the world.

			A movement spat from an alley to his left.

			There were two Augs, too far away to see clearly but close enough to hear, surrounded by the trash that always seemed to accompany them. Wiring, either stolen or abandoned. Printed circuit boards. Pistons, pumps and metal in various states of repair, and solar panels. Always solar panels. 

			One of them stood and faced him. The lights painted its eye sockets as black shadows and its emaciated frame was tense, coiled like a whip. Over the rain, he could hear the whirring of the servo motors in a prosthetic leg. The streetlight ringed its human form in a cold halo of light, and he could feel its eyes on him. 

			He turned from them and sprinted.

			Still running, he jumped the ankle-deep stream of water in the gutter and mounted the sidewalk. He didn’t trust himself to check if the Aug had followed him, instead shoving the large outer door open and stepping into the anteroom. The inner door checked his Ident through the link and hissed open. A small icon appeared in his vision, logging his time of entry.

			ENTRY 0456H: COLIN P. MONTGOMERY

			

			Col breathed a sigh of relief as the single sensor light turned on over his head, its dim luminance fleeing into the waiting night before being swallowed up and reflecting off the metal shelves of the Library stacks. Once a public space, the Library had been reappropriated by enterprise. The musty, bookish silence was now an electrical hum and blinking blue lights. Above the stacks, coiled cables were arrayed like so many feedlines in a slaughterhouse. They both fed into and siphoned off the vast multitudes of data spooling through the processors every second, throwing it into a rooftop transmitter. This was one node of the Uplink, and it pulled and pushed sensory data pseudotelepathically to everyone in radius.

			Except the Augs, of course.

			A thump from the doorway made Col jerk in fright. Had the Aug followed him? He listened. There was only the hum of the stacks and the blue flickering glow of the lights of the server. 

			Breathing out, he tried to concentrate on what he’d come here to do. He pulled a jeweller’s screwdriver from his pocket and headed toward the bank of servers, calling up the Library’s floor plan onto his Uplink as he did so. The world around him burst into a sea of blue-white lines arrayed across his retina. The names and operational status of the server pods in the stacks appeared as glowing numbers floating above the hardware. Lights flickered but didn’t reflect off anything. He was still shaken, and the screwdriver quaked in his hand in concert with the muted cacophony of the rain outside.

			In the stacks, he found the server box that had thrown the error, a deep red warning in the Link written over a darkness in reality where a blue light should have been. He had bent to his work and was gently unscrewing the box when another noise pierced the wash of the rain. A scraping from the back of the building, near an overflow room packed with old chips and parts. As he turned around, he thought he saw a small, dark figure sprinting across the aisle, heading into the stacks.

			

			He swiped the overlay away and shook his head sharply to clear it, then stared at the stacks. The movement had disappeared, and the constant sound around him infiltrated his brain, his synapses hissing with data. His reason for coming to the Library long forgotten, he brandished the screwdriver in front of him like a shiv, dreading the thought of using it. 

			He crept along to the edge of the stacks, flinching every time his shadow played across one of the ancient shelves. At any moment he expected the Aug from the alley to leap out in a dark, violent blur. He flitted across the aisles, peering down each in turn, listening for sounds over the whitewash of rain and server hum. Afterward, he ducked back to the door to the storage room, and he held his breath as he edged it open.

			Nothing. 

			Nothing but the blazed chipsets and distribution arrays from previous iterations of the Uplink’s servers that had been abandoned in there, gathering dust and static.

			Confused, he downloaded the security data and threw it into his on-retina display. No breaches from outside, and the only entrance in the previous twelve hours had been him, minutes before. He pulled a security recording and ran it. He could see himself, sodden and breathing heavily. The inner door opened automatically as he approached. 

			He sped the feed up to where he’d heard the first thud. The rain was beginning to slow, and he saw the faint edges of the morning light playing across the empty street.

			Except it wasn’t empty.

			Col leaned forward, despite the image being projected on a display made from stimulation of his visual cortex, and replayed the moment.

			

			It was barely perceptible, a small crescent of light, dancing off a moving object.

			A walking object. 

			Here we go, then, Col thought.

		

	
		

		
			CHAPTER 2

			Cass

			The Aug’s mechanical eye whirred in its socket as a breeze drifted through the shattered window. Dawn sunlight, drab and silty, threatened to filter in despite the black fog of rain crouching over the city scant kilometres away. The floor was filthy, covered in rags mingled with electrical wires. The walls were stained with generations of sweat and piss and dried blood.

			She could hear the whirr-thud of another Aug stomping down the corridor. The Aug Cass was facing had a grotesque mask where the left side of its face should have been. Burnished steel burst crudely through inflamed flesh to reveal an electrical orb that functioned as an eye. Angry scabs and sores pockmarked the rest of its face, where the Aug had tried to itch that which couldn’t be scratched, for days and weeks and years.

			Cass stepped closer to the window to get some fresh air. The Aug whirred. It wasn’t taking its attention away from her, though it hadn’t spoken since she’d walked in. A smattering of notifications chimed softly in her ears but not in the world outside, and her peripheral vision flickered with a roulette of icons. She dismissed them all and temporarily silenced her Link with a flick of the wrist, careful not to move too fast and spook the Aug.

			

			The remnants of last night’s downpour lay pooled on the windowsill and across the rapidly lightening sky. The last few days and nights had been inundated with the kind of rain that reminded her of her brother. When they were kids, rainwater would pour over the eaves of their hostel and Col had hated it. It seemed to drench his soul and drown him, turning him into a withdrawn and sombre caricature of himself.

			She didn’t know if it was something he had ever noticed.

			She stepped closer to the Aug, electrical wires and dust creaking under her thick work boots, and spoke to it again. This time she tried a different tack.

			‘My name’s Cassandra Montgomery. I’m a reporter on case for – ’ She hesitated. It couldn’t access the Uplink. Couldn’t complain if she didn’t perform the necessary disclosures. ‘I’m a reporter. I’m trying to follow up on some rumours about Augs in this area finding a way into the Uplink. That something you know about?’

			The Aug’s fake eye focused. It was lidless; the Aug couldn’t close it. What it must be like living with cold, digital data being press-ganged into your consciousness every day, Cass didn’t want to think about. At least with the Uplink she could temporarily silence or stymie the endless feed of notifications, alerts and contacts. This Aug had no choice.

			‘Move,’ the Aug said. Cass was blocking the morning sun from hitting a small solar panel that lay on the floor. The Aug’s human eye stared hungrily at the black crystals. She knelt down slowly. The false eye buzzed, following her movement. She shot her hand out to the two alligator clips on a wire attached to the panel and wrenched them out of the Aug’s reach. The Aug scrambled for them, snarling at her before collapsing supine into its own filth, cursing under its breath.

			It was watching the window and the patch of light that was now beginning to play across Cass’s jacket, the eye flicking frantically between that and the solar panel sitting in the dark. Cass could see its terminals; dark, ugly scars on the left arm that led up to the neck and disappeared at the back of the lower jaw. Set into the arm were two metal spikes, jutting out just above where the bones of the forearm met its wrist. Each of these were shiny from repeated use, in stark contrast to the dull surrounds. A spiderweb of blackened and cauterised skin splayed out where the electricity had burned the flesh.

			

			‘Whaddayawannaknow?’ it said, rolling the words out as a single sound.

			‘We’ve had rumours that Augs are accessing the Uplink around this area. Do you know anything about it? Do you know why an Aug would want to get into the Uplink?’

			The Aug laughed, catching her by surprise. There was no joy in it. It was harsh. Staccato. Bitter. 

			‘I’m not who you’re lookin’ for.’ It pointed to the ravaged robotic elements of the left side of its face. ‘All this? Can’t live without it now. Need it, like. ’Cause of that, I can’t use your Link. Never could, even when it first started. I tried, at the start. I did, and me trying to find out left me nothin’ but what’s in this room. I ain’t got much longer, and the last thing I want to do is spend my time tryna break into that place never wanted me. Was the world that didn’t want me in it. Was the world that put everythin’ in everyone’s head but mine.’

			For a while the Aug sat still and silent, trying to think its way to saying something that it didn’t want to say directly. Its eye whirred, and it coughed, wet and sickly. 

			It probably wouldn’t survive winter.

			‘On my better days, I go down the docks. Not when they’re busy, mind. Dock workers don’t like seeing ol’ one-eye staggering about. Call me dangerous – pah!’ It spat on the ground and coughed again. Cass saw blood in the spit, and looked away. In the corner she saw a small pile of belongings. Scrappy, worn clothes. A broken stool. A worn-looking filing cabinet. She hadn’t seen one of those in a decade. She’d never used one. The Aug kept talking.

			

			‘Sometimes I hear things, in the dry dock. Sometimes. Hearin’s not what it was, but you get to know your own sort. You listen for the noises they don’t make, if ye take my meaning. Dock workers ain’t spendin’ time trying to not make noise, ’cause they’re supposed to be there, right?’

			Speaking so many words at once seemed to sap the energy from it. Its body was wracked by a more severe coughing fit. 

			‘The docks, then?’ Cass said. As she spoke, she stepped back and a sliver of grey light stabbed down onto the solar panel on the ground.

			The Aug heard her move. With a flash of speed she didn’t think it was capable of, it grabbed both alligator clips and pressed them onto the terminals above its wrist.

			Cass jumped back in horror as sparks leapt across the terminals. It made a tinny crack, and the effect on the Aug was instantaneous. The spiderweb of burns lit at the edges with a searing yellow, tracing a diffuse lightning glow where its skin wasn’t yet carbonised and calcified. The arm convulsed, and the wrist snapped up to the shoulder under the current of the electrical shock, quivering there as though ready to push further, threatening to break the arm at the elbow. The rest of the Aug’s body went deathly limp. The face, what human part of it was left, relaxed into a glow of contentment and ecstasy. The frown was forgotten and both eyes dilated, the black pupil of the real and the light blue of the mechanical opening like wells into the mind.

			Cass reckoned she could see the cable running from the terminal and into the jaw pulsing with the solar-generated hormones, electrifying the pleasure centres of the brain and pushing the Aug into a high beyond any pharmaceutical. The coughing stopped. Cass could see a fresh clot of mucous and blood on the mattress near the Aug’s head, where his arm was now spasming and twitching with the electrical current. 

			

			She stood there a moment longer, taking in the blissful emptiness of the Aug’s face. She had a sudden mental image of wires pricking the grey, wrinkled mass of its brain, shooting endorphins and imagery into the complex neural lace that made up the Aug’s consciousness. It made her shudder and finally look away. She walked toward the door, then turned.

			‘What’s your name?’

			It looked at her blankly but didn’t answer.

			‘Okay,’ she said. ‘Why don’t you want to access the Uplink? Everything you need is there. Wouldn’t you at least try?’

			When it laughed, there was none of the harshness or bitterness that there had been before. A deep guffaw, starting down in the chest, climbed out of it and rumbled through the room. The laugh turned to a hacking cough, and flecks of blood and spit flew from its mouth and left bright specks of red on the ruined mattress. Arm still spasming, and with the levity of a barely suppressed giggle, the Aug spoke. Blood smeared its lips.

			‘I may have metal and wires and all sorts in me. But I know what’s in my head is mine.’

			With that, it burst into a fit of laughter, spasming and gyrating with pleasure on the mattress. The narcotic effect of the solar cell suppressed another cough instantly and the Aug fell back, staring at nothing, almost completely still, neither the real nor mechanical eye taking in the squalor of their surroundings. The Aug had gone into a trance, floating through an emptiness where it was, for a while, free.

			

			Her boots crunched on the floor, her rapid footsteps creating a staccato polyrhythm with the heavy thuds of the Aug patrolling the hallway. She saw it this time. The entire left part of its hip had been ripped away and replaced with a clumsily installed four-axis robotic leg. The wiring, similar to the Aug in the room, ran under an ugly scar through its bare chest and into the lower jaw. From there, she guessed, into the motor control centres at the base of the brain. She nodded. It ignored her. The mechanical leg seemed to be moving on its own, and it was stepping awkwardly with its other. This Aug’s face was drawn, haggard and grim, like it hadn’t slept in days. She walked by, past the gaping maw of the ruined elevator shaft to the fire-exit stairs with the doors ripped off, and began her long walk back down to the outside world.

		

	
		

		
			CHAPTER 3

			Colin

			The whirring stepper motor of the stim dispensary thickened the sounds of the street from somewhere behind an acrylic panel. Inset into the wall, shelves of over-the-counter drugs and heavily preserved foods were arrayed in careful rows and accessed by a Link request to a product code. Col waited next to it, peering through the hash of scratch marks, trying to discern the robotic arm behind it. He rubbed the bridge of his nose to will away the tired throb behind his eyes. It didn’t work. It just added a flash of stars to the notifications being projected into his consciousness, scrolling endlessly. He hadn’t made it home after the incident in the Library, and his shift started soon. 

			There was a jagged hole in the wall next to the dispensary, loose electrical wiring and a hose dripping hydraulic fluid onto a few leftover packs of stimtab blisters. Augs, Col thought, checking behind himself again in the early morning light. They must have hit the place in the last week. How they’d ripped the second dispensary from the wall he didn’t know, but in his mind he still saw the dash of a dark figure and a vidfeed showing the reflection of rain off an Aug’s back. He collected his blister packs of stimtabs and painkillers and pushed them into the pocket of his rain jacket.

			The rain had cleared as the morning had worn on, and now corded rays of sun crept their way into the chasm formed by the towers framing the Library. It made him think of childhood days on the docks with Cass, each of them holding sweets they’d managed to steal, small legs kicking in the sun as they stuffed sugar into their giggling mouths. 

			

			Those were the memories that appeared to him, more than anything, when the sun managed to break through the choking atmosphere and sulphur-yellow clouds and climb down to the street. To him, the sunlight was Cass, and he always thought of her when its rays warmed his face.

			Two urgent reminders bled into his vision, flickering onto the inside of his eyes and jolting him from his daydreams. One was for an all-hands meeting that morning, the other a query about swapping chipsets in the Library databases, addressed to both him and Sal. He popped open the blister pack of painkillers and dry swallowed two of them. 

			Why did they want him to update the chipsets? 

			He pushed it to the back of his mind, flicking his task list away and pulling up a vidfeed of the Library from the night before as he started making his way back to his hab. He twitched and activated the feed, and images of the rain-soaked night bled into his consciousness, burning his neural pathways.

			He saw himself, panicked and drenched, entering the gloom of the Library. He skipped forward, watching himself putter around, finding the offending portion of the server and replacing it. The walk through the stacks. He switched cameras several times to follow.

			He turned onto his street and ducked under a makeshift awning that ran the length of an abandoned shopfront. He popped a stim from the other foil pack and put it into his mouth. The smooth, crisp chill of amphetamine rinsed his blood. As his acuity increased, he noticed someone walking behind the vidfeed; he almost didn’t see them. A brief glimpse of red hair and pale features, caught in the moment before he stepped aside in the deluge. 

			

			There it was. In the camera view, he jumped, startled, then looked down and away from the stacks.

			He’d have to get Sal to look into it. This morning he needed to understand why the urgency on the new chipsets. He’d look at the specification to see what the difference was between the new ones and the old, but someone needed to find out if the Library had been broken into. He’d been running the footage every way he could, but Sal had a knack for this kind of thing. Despite himself, Col twitched and changed the angle of the recording to an outside camera to watch it again. He muted the feed, found the timestamp of his entrance and scrolled backward by several minutes.

			The Library stood in the dark. Crisp blue lights danced against the edges of the rain, and Col could see small rivers running through the street. It made the night seem like an old, low-resolution film. A grainy memory. He sped the feed up, trying to find the time when he’d been sent the alarm in the first place. Surely it wasn’t just that one sensor that had got him out of bed. The entrance wasn’t breached, but it had to be –

			There. Col leaned forward and replayed the moment.

			It was slight, a small crescent of light, dancing off a moving object. A walking object. It made its way to the door and – 

			He’d reached the front of his hab complex, a faux wooden entrance that drew him through a windowless hall. He headed to the end, shedding his coat at the door and sending a link request to Sal as he made his way in. The Library was being scoped, and he had seen something. He needed her to look into it while he dealt with whatever this chipset thing was.

			He considered filtering the Link for Sal. His hab was untidy; a few empty stimfoils and food trays, and variously scattered and abandoned clothes. Sal had seen the place in worse condition – she was one of the few people he knew in close enough proximity to come and see the real thing. Cass was on the other side of town, and Col’s job often turned into 13- and 14-hour days, so Sal was the one person he stayed in contact with regularly. More than one late night at work had turned to drinks in the stacks, and once had ended in a night of the kind of desperate intimacy that happens when two people have each other and nobody else. It was years ago now. They never talked about it.

			

			Sal appeared in front of him, and he decided against filtering his background. She could deal with seeing his untidy hab. There was the usual hash of digital static that clipped through his auditory receptors as the vox and image initialised. Her image flickered at different sizes and positions until her heavy work boots looked as though they were standing on the floor. If Col had looked closer, the lack of reflection and shadow on the tiles of his hab would have given the Uplink away. If Col had decided to concentrate on it, his mind would have reeled, and he’d have ended up with nausea or confusion. The mind was good at letting things seem real; even better at glossing over what was entirely unreal. The model of the universe that was built by the human mind could easily fill the holes where reality made no sense, and the uncanny valley was not a place where people enjoyed spending time.

			‘Morning, Col. How’s things?’ Her voice quickly reconciled from digital static into her usual clipped but friendly tones.

			She turned slightly to orient herself – or rather the apparition did, a slick correction. Her posture remained the same, but if he’d been watching, the boots would have slid around on the floor in a peculiar frictionless motion. 

			‘Hi, Sal. I’ve got something I’d like you to look into for me.’ 

			She listened carefully as he explained the phenomenon from the other night, the noises from outside, the shadow on the vidfeed… and whatever he’d seen inside. He gave the timestamp and passed on a temporary clearance for her Ident to the security system.

			

			‘I was going to look into it myself, but I’ve got – ’ He paused. ‘Actually, do you have any idea why they’d be doing this?’

			He flicked his wrist, and the message about the chipsets flashed up between them. Sal read for a minute, then shrugged. 

			‘I dunno. Those chips are pretty similar. They all are. They just interface with the feedlines, map it to some generic data struct and throw it back out to the server.’

			Col frowned. Sal continued, ‘I’ve got some backup system to install tomorrow as well, but I thought we already had a backup server? It’s in that spare room up on level four, right?’

			‘Correct. Where’s the new one going?’ 

			Trying to hide his confusion, Col started rifling through the file network to find the two different chips he had to install.

			‘Uh, that main back room. Heap of wideband processors and training networks. Gotta do a transformer rollover as well. Doesn’t make sense to me.’ 

			Between them, she popped up a map of the Library with flashing indicators showing what was to be replaced. It looked like half the Library. They discussed it for a while, but they only became more confused. From what Sal told him, there wasn’t anything pressing that would have necessitated the kind of heavy overhaul he was being shown. Sal, too, was trying to understand what it was that required such an increase in the power-handling side of the circuit, not to mention the training networks. After a few minutes, neither of them getting anywhere, they had to get back to work. Col bid Sal farewell, and she vanished from his vision. 

			Col’s eyes adjusted to the light that had been there the entire time, but which his brain had told him a woman had been blocking for the last few minutes. The flash-and-fade effect of his pupillary response lent an air of drama to the mundane apparitions of the Uplink.

			

			Col’s headache was getting worse again; the painkillers weren’t working as well as they should be anymore. He dry swallowed a couple more, then sank into the small couch crammed into the corner of the room next to the folded-up bed. He closed his eyes as he felt, rather than saw, the room disappear around him. 

			When he opened them again, he was in the Uplink-generated version of the stacks in the library. The space had a crisp uniformity of light that didn’t exist in the gloomy, boarded-up twilight of the real space. In here, the windows were open with sunlight streaming in, a pale gold colour that rarely occurred but in uncannily good weather. Gone too were the umbilicals of cables to the ceiling; in their place was a series of visual switches indicating the data feedlines that were being employed by the too-smooth black boxes, floating in a caricature of the actual shelves.

			In his apartment, Col’s eyes were wide and unseeing. His index fingers twitched slightly as he navigated the ethereal quasi-reality of the Uplink-connected space. Before long, even these stilled as his consciousness calibrated with the Uplink more fully. 

			He pulled up the schema for both of the chipsets. The auburn glow of the false Library slipped away and a void enveloped him. Myriad neon lines spread, seemingly from his fingertips, and glistened like spider silk. These formed into three-dimensional glyphs with codes and numbers floating next to them. Col waved a hand and the lines turned a pale red. He pushed them over to one side. Next, a new set of lines, the wiring diagram of the new memory units, glimmered into being. These he coloured blue. With a series of small hand gestures in the dark, the two coloured webs overlapped one another. He pushed, pulled, zoomed in and out, and inspected the points of difference between the two diagrams. The shapes flew around and over and under and through him, shedding a false light on his too-smooth features from where the Uplink approximated his own location.

			

			Before much longer, he was forced to drop back into the Library again. The flying schemas were making his head throb, and he hadn’t found much of interest to differentiate the two memory types. Not enough, in his estimation, to cause one set to be ripped out and replaced. The only difference between the two was potential bandwidth. The older chip had an upper limit on the breadth of information it could receive, which in theory put an upper limit on the data transfer time and could cause a lag in communications between the terminals. In practice, though, there was more than enough for the Uplink. It sent visual and audio signals at a fidelity that was quasi-reality for almost anyone, and did it with processing to spare.

			Col’s mind felt like it was running hot, and he pulled himself out of the Uplink, leaning forward on the couch and rubbing his temples. The painkillers weren’t working, and he didn’t know why he was replacing these chips while Sal was being told to rip out half the infrastructure in the Library. Huge memory increases, bigger backups, more bandwidth. But why? The Uplink required upgrades regularly – ensuring a safe level of redundancy meant keeping the system size roughly consonant with population growth. But a delivery of this size would only make sense if the population was expected to triple or quadruple overnight.

			An alert flashed into his vision. His meeting was starting. 

			He splashed filtered water on his face to try to ease the throb in his skull, and sat upright on the couch. Around him, the walls of his living room seemed to fold back – the floor shifted from ageing faux timber to gleaming white tiles. His oft-used couch morphed into a nondescript office chair, and the bookshelf vanished. Around him, one by one, men and women appeared in varying formality of dress. Each sat on an apparition of the same kind of office chair he did, except one. The woman in the centre of the room stood, ostensibly looking straight at Col. He knew, however, that no matter who in the room was looking at her, it would always seem as though the woman was looking straight at them. Thinking about it too much made his head burn even more than it already did – was it getting worse? It put him in mind of the picts of works by Picasso: every angle captured all at once.

			

			‘Good morning, all,’ was all she said, before a meeting agenda dissolved into view.

			Before Col could read it, a private message appeared on the screen. It was from Sal.

			I’ve reviewed the feeds from the library. I found something.

		

	
		

		
			CHAPTER 4

			Cass

			Behind the burnished haze of the city smog there was probably a beautiful sunset. The rich colours she saw in picts from long ago were no longer there – the pinks and oranges and iridescent reflections off clouds had long ago given way to the auburn of a slowly choking atmosphere. 

			The chilled bottle kissed her lips as she took a swig from a flavoured stim juice. Personalised advertisements bombarded her from the flat surfaces of the city, along with neon simulacra fighting for their space in the broken sky. She was at the age where the ads were shifting from fashion and recreational drugs to digital pets and fertility centres. She wondered if Col saw anything like the same sky she did.

			His apparition reclined awkwardly in the second of the two beaten-up outdoor lounges that had been snuck onto the rooftop of her hab some time before she’d moved in. From where she lived in the older part of town, she could see the outline of the building where she’d spoken to the Aug with the broken eye a few days before. From afar, the beige brick and stained concrete superstructure looked haggard – a collapsed and abandoned attempt at collective social conscience. Beyond it, the docks and the seawall, holding back the ever-rising tide.

			It was dangerous to go out there now, onto the sea wall. There were walkways, but it was risky. The tidal motion of the sea beat with an unusual frequency these days, interrupted by constant minor quakes and delaminations in the earth’s crust. It wasn’t unusual for an errant wave to crest the wall, despite it being built to withstand the worst predictions of climate engineers. Perturbations in the rhythms of the world that would overrun any threshold humanity had set in an attempt to delineate itself from nature.

			

			‘I was out there the other day,’ she said, idly. She stretched, and finished off the last of her drink.

			Col turned to her. ‘Out where?’

			‘We’ve been hearing a few things happening with the Augs,’ Cass said, not really replying to his question.

			‘Hearing things?’

			‘Yeah. Well, not hearing. One of my contacts tracks traffic across the Uplink, and there’s some weird movement they’ve picked up. It’s lacking some of the, I dunno, encryption and safety protocols they expect to see, so they asked me to check it out.’

			‘What makes you think it’s Augs?’ Col asked.

			‘Not me. My contact thinks so. Says the data looks old, and it’s intermittent, which makes it hard to track. If it was someone using the Link and trying to hack into places they’re not supposed to, it’d be changing signature, but it’d be traceable. This, though? It just appears at random, then disappears. Like it’s someone who hasn’t already got access,’ Cass said.

			Col nodded. ‘Hence, Augs.’

			‘Yep. Anyway, so I went out to the old towers the other day, to ask around.’

			A pause hung in the air between them. Cass knew what was coming next, and wished she’d kept her mouth shut.

			‘Alone?’ Col almost murmured it.

			She sighed. ‘Yes, Colin. Alone.’

			

			‘I hate it when you do this stuff alone.’

			‘Yes, Colin. I know you do. But they send you to do your job alone, don’t they? What am I supposed to do, just stop sending the scrip for the lease on this place?’ She stomped down on the roof. A puff of gritty dust flew across the concrete.

			Col sat up. ‘Okay, but my job doesn’t have me go into situations that might be dangerous.’

			‘No, but that’s the job, right? I’m a reporter. I have to go into situations to find things out. There’s risk involved. We do what we have to.’ 

			‘Yeah, but they could give you security or something. Private police.’

			‘You have to go into the Library at two in the morning. Right?’

			‘Right.’

			‘Well, the Link could have a night watchman, couldn’t they?’

			‘They don’t want to –’

			‘Exactly. Link don’t want to put on night staff, I don’t get security. We’re resources, not assets. It’s cost minimisation. Risk doesn’t enter into it.’

			That shut him up. He sagged back in his chair, and a short silence passed between them. The argument about Cass’s work came up often enough, and she knew that if pressed, she’d bite back with a rejoinder about his dead-end tech position. She didn’t want that fight. Not tonight.

			As the tension eased, she spoke again. ‘Anyway, I had a lead that someone in that old development might know something.’

			‘And did they?’ He kept his voice carefully level, not wanting the argument either.

			‘No. All I found was some Aug –’ she was about to say solar-junkie, but stopped herself, ‘– on a mattress. Didn’t seem to know what I was talking about, but said I should check out the docks.’

			

			Her brother nodded. ‘What are you looking for?’

			Before answering, she pulled up the notations she had on the job to see whether there were security clearance requirements. Col faded into the background as she searched – she imagined his beat-up old lounge, cut out of the Link while his form was appropriated by the cheap cloth chair he appeared to be lying on weightlessly. He’d lost weight, she noted.

			‘You been exercising?’ she asked, as the security details scrolled past her.

			‘What? No. Just eating less, I guess.’ With that, he vanished for a few seconds, then reappeared holding another can. The tension in his voice had dissipated. ‘Alright, so tell me. What are you trying to find?’

			Cass recounted the rumours she’d heard about the Augs trying to access the Uplink. Conspiracy channels and chatrooms were constantly full of this kind of chatter – there was always an imminent Aug uprising – but these whispers had come from a source she’d always considered more reputable.

			‘Some of our contacts have been reporting a huge uptick in the manufacture of server parts and connectors, Cass said. ‘You’d probably actually know what they are – it’s just a bunch of glyphs and letters to me – but there’s talk that some of the shipments are going to Augs, to use them for… God knows what. There’s these rumours, but I don’t think this is the same thing.’

			Col thought for a moment. ‘I agree, I don’t think it’s that, but they do have us working on something big at work. Sal and I have got to retrofit just about the entire Library. We’re throwing out old parts and pushing in adaptors for expansions and all sorts. It’s the biggest job we’ve had since I started working there, almost a complete overhaul of the server structure.’

			

			‘And they haven’t told you what it’s for?’

			‘No. Had a meeting the other day, but it was just a general update.’ He shifted in his seat uneasily.

			‘What do you think it’s about?’

			Col shrugged. A gust of wind blew across the balcony and Cass pulled her hair away from her face. Col’s didn’t move. ‘I don’t know. In terms of hardware, we’re adding bandwidth, which means fidelity or another service that needs huge amounts of data throughput. But I don’t know what that means from a software perspective.’ He scratched idly at his stubble. ‘There’s another meeting next week. They might tell us then. Either way, your sources are right about the equipment, but it’d take a lot before it could get into the hands of a bunch of Augs. I don’t even think they could use it.’

			They could definitely steal it, Cass thought. Things went missing in supply chains all the time. No digital system could deal with all the contingencies of reality.

			She noticed him avoiding her eyes as he spoke. He had a secret. She could always tell when he had a secret, but she decided not to push the point. Col was terrible at keeping things from her, and would usually cave with very little pressure. It was one of the things that came with being in a family of only two. To this day, Col was the only person she completely trusted, and it was because of this transparency, built up over a lifetime.

			Her job afforded her precious little time to make new friends. Meet other people – other than Augs juiced on solar, or men trying to take over the world from a corrugated iron shack, or violent street gangs – none of whom she wanted to hang around more than absolutely necessary. So, for now, as ever, she’d spend her time with the only person she knew would always have time for her.

			

			She shook her head, ignoring his reticence. ‘Anyway. I’ll have to get back to you on it; I’m still not exactly sure what I’m looking at. I’ve got another lead, might be more help than the last guy I spoke to.’ 

			She told Col about her interaction with the Aug, the addiction to solar energy that was slowly frying it from the outside in. The one she’d walked past in the corridor, haunted with insomnia, no respite from the broken augmentation in its leg. The giddy look of joy on the Aug’s face as the surge of power burned through it, and the cold stare of the mechanical eye.

			‘I don’t understand why they do it to themselves,’ she said. ‘The circuitry burns out or replaces their brain. They have to surgically insert these devices in themselves. It’s sick.’ She shuddered in a mixture of cold and disgust. The dusk was closing in around them, and her brother appeared to glow. The edges of him remained crisply delineated, another minor artefact of the Link. He’d been listening, pensive expression slowly coalescing into a wry frown. His apparition fidgeted. Here it comes, Cass thought, and after a moment he opened up to the secret she’d sensed before.

			‘Okay. I might have something for you,’ he said. ‘Hold on.’ 

			His visage shifted and he flicked his hands up and down, scrolling through something Cass couldn’t see. His eyes were scanning madly, as though he was suffering a waking REM episode. He winced and ran his hand over his forehead and temple before turning back to her.

			‘The other night, I went into the Library. I got an alert and had to fix it at some disgusting hour of the morning. On the way, some Augs caught sight of me, and at that time of night, in that type of rain, I ain’t gonna take any chances. I legged it.’

			He paused to gather his thoughts, as though he were trying to work out how to say something without giving away some detail. ‘So, out of curiosity, I got Sal to check the security footage. The cameras were just rolling, ’cause of the rain, see? Lots of motion. I – I thought it would just be worth checking the security footage. Like a new, I dunno, safety protocol or something. I got Sal to check, and –’ he flicked a vidfeed up and onto a false projection in front of the two of them.

			

			He was leaving something out, Cass knew. He only stuttered when he made things up on the spot, and whatever it was formed part of the reason for his reluctance to tell her in the first place. There had been another reason that he wanted the footage reviewed. She made a note to ask him about it later.

			On the projection, the front door of the Library appeared, weltered with the downpour. The timestamp was early morning. Col came running through the dark and shoved the door open. The camera had enough acuity that it was possible to see through the door to where he stood wheezing for a while before walking out of frame.

			Cass turned to where Col lay next to her and opened her mouth to speak.

			‘No, no, watch,’ he insisted. The numbers sped up, as the vidfeed timelapsed. Two lightning strikes strobed and the rainfall had the hasty judder of unreality as the frame rate tripped over itself. Two minutes or so after Col entered, the video slowed down to normal speed again.

			In the lower corner of the feed, a shape coalesced into view, a shape almost the exact colour as its backdrop of oil-slick pavement and darkened doorways. Only the texture – the heavy threads of old canvas and prosaic patchwork of the owner’s creation – revealed it as clothing. A figure, stepping through the rain into the liminality between the street and the Library.

			It crept to the edge of the door and grasped at the gap between the door leaf and frame. It slid its fingers up and down, pushing carefully into the corners. The dim light of the camera and the jitter of the rain made it impossible to see exactly what was happening, but Cass knew. The straining of the tendons along the arm, the determined set of the shoulders. If the door had given, there would have been a lightning-quick transition from struggling to get the door to crack open to making sure it stayed that way.

			

			After a minute or two of frustrated clawing at the door, it turned around. The image froze a few scant frames before the intruder left the camera’s field of view. A hood obscured most of the face, but in the blue-grey dinge of the night, Cass could see the smooth outline of a female jaw, lit up with the faint red glow of a mechanical eye.

			‘It’s an Aug –’ she began.

			‘Shhhh,’ Col interrupted, gesturing back to the feed.

			The image and the Aug disappeared, as did the doorway. A different area appeared. The timestamp had rolled forward slightly. The brick here was caked with mud that had been built up through years of neglect. A fibre cement panel bolted haphazardly into the masonry could just be distinguished beneath the grime.

			‘This is out the back. That panel covers what used to be the delivery door.’ 

			The mud was thick at the base of the building, and so worn in that even the torrential rain wasn’t doing much to shift it. From beyond the camera’s field of view came the revenant form of an Aug, looming in the night.

			This Aug had no wet-weather gear, and it was hard to make out details in the feed. It seemed to hunch over itself. All four of its limbs were on the ground, bent forward like an ape, the forelimbs far longer than its legs. Its face was a collection of glowing lights, flaring into the cheap safety cameras and obscuring the rest of its head. The metal parts of it were burnished, broken and rigged together precariously.

			

			It was shirtless, and the pale flesh shone white in the frame. It reached the wall of the Library, and with precise, mechanical movement, it drove its forelimbs underneath the caked layer of mud and in between the brickwork and the fibre cement sheeting. When the arm pulled back, a small portion of the cement and mud came with it. Moving a few centimetres, it tried again. It repeated the action, flaking off tiny pieces of cement each time. It didn’t seem to tire, or even stop to think. 

			‘I heard this,’ Col said, ‘from inside, I mean. I knew there was something happening.’

			‘Were these the Augs that you were running from?’

			Col shook his head. ‘It was dark, and I didn’t get a good look at them. I don’t think so, though.’

			Methodically, the Aug began shifting and testing every single angle and part of the sheet. It didn’t scramble or scrape or rush, it simply pulled, moved, placed, pulled and repeated.

			Cass watched, feeling a cold chill in her blood. The Augs were quite clearly trying to break in, and it was coordinated. Planned.

			A few minutes later, the Aug who had tried to open the front door appeared and gestured silently to the slowly working automaton. Cass thought she saw a flash of something metallic and flat in its hand. Immediately, the other Aug stopped its work, leaving the rain to wash away the evidence of sabotage. 

			The co-conspirators turned and swept out of the vid’s frame. The dilapidated rear of the library building stood in the rainy murk for a few seconds, then dissolved back into the remains of the sunset that she and Col had been watching before the discussion had started. The light was fading fast now, a velvet sheet cast across the poorly rendered colours of the electric city lights. It was one of the evenings where the richness of the real spoke for itself; a collusion of hues careening around the sky as if to make subtle mockery of the small bright place that humanity had carved for itself in the universe. The siblings stared quietly for a moment, disquiet filling the void between them.

			

			There had always been an unspoken communication between them. Sometimes, they would simply move in concert, the two of them silently standing and walking somewhere as though an agreement had been made. Little things, like the decision to clear the plates after dinner, or an agreement to share a favourite toy. The two of them had an understanding of one another that, to an outsider, seemed almost like mind-reading. The connection had followed them into adulthood. Cass found that contacting Col through the Link was almost as natural as thinking on her own, and she could intuit that same ease in Col.

			 Without a word, they both stood. Cass picked up her empty drink and made her way to the fire escape, pulling it ajar and worming her way down the too-steep stairwell to her hab. Col jittered, sliding behind her before disappearing and reappearing next to the chaise lounge in Cass’s living room. Cass stepped toward her refrigerator, throwing the exhausted stim into the recycling and grabbing another. The mild amphetamine in the drink would make it nearly impossible for her to sleep, but there’d be no sleep for her tonight after what she’d just seen. She did her best work in the small hours of the morning, gnawing away at a problem in the cool and gloom as the world first fell asleep, then woke up around her.

			‘They didn’t look like most of the Augs you see,’ she said, after some thought.

			Col remained silent.

			‘Most of them are addicts. The only thing they want is more solar cells to fry themselves with. These ones, though. They were different. They were determined. That one at the back looked almost like it wasn’t thinking. Like it was being controlled by something.’ She couldn’t keep the disgust out of her voice, and in her mind she saw the Aug from the tower. ‘So, what were they doing?’

			

			Col took a long pull from his drink. ‘I don’t know. Maybe they were trying to steal something. Maybe they were trying to break the Uplink node. Maybe they thought it would be a dry place to sleep.’

			They weren’t just looking for a place to sleep, Cass thought. That was a synchronised attempt at a break-in. That meant they wanted something that they knew, or at least had a strong suspicion, was inside. She tilted her head.

			‘What’s actually in the Library?’ she asked her brother. 

			Col shrugged. ‘Not much. A terminal. An enormous wireless relay and more high throughput memory than you could shake a dozen sticks at. Other than that, not a lot. Cabling, I guess.’

			‘Solar panels?’

			‘Oh, on the roof? Sure, high-yield ones in an ultra-wideband array.’

			Cass thought back to the Aug she’d interrogated. The way he’d darted for the electrodes when she’d moved out of the sun. The blank, cold look of content that had filled his features even as his arm had burned up. The room stinking of rotten human meat and effluent mingled with the acrid scent of melted plastic and the iron taste of corrosion.

			She thought of the Aug at the back of the Library. The one in the tower had been desperate, whereas this one had methodical, cold movements.

			She pulled herself back to the present with a draw from her stim juice and forced herself to change the subject. She didn’t want to waste her time with Col by turning it into a work interrogation.

			

			They sat back into the comfort of Cass’s home and told each other old stories that they both knew by heart. But they laughed anyway, and Col slowly became more drunk as Cass began to glow in the amphetamine buzz. 

			Before Col said goodnight, he turned to her, and there was a quiet loneliness behind his eyes.

			‘Cass. I know I say it all the time, but if you keep following this lead, just be careful, alright?’

			This time, floating in a cloud of stims, Cass didn’t get angry, just said, ‘Okay.’

			Col nodded. ‘Hours I work. Hours everyone works. I’ve only really got you to talk to. And Sal, but that’s… I dunno. It’s different. Something were to happen, I don’t know what I’d do.’

			Cass didn’t answer. She didn’t need to. Col’s form glitched and disappeared from view. The lights flickered and Cass was alone in her head.

			After a few minutes, she pulled up a series of datalinks on the job she was currently investigating. She built a new connection, labelled it ‘Library’, and dumped the vidfeed into it. Her eyes twitched, REM-like, and she pulled gossamer threads between the Library link and several others – the words ‘solar’, ‘connectivity’, and ‘addicts’ flitted between them. 

			She plucked at the threads, then dove into the discussion she’d had with the Aug. She reran every line, every moment, trying to eke out some iota of meaning or information she’d missed before. She tried to keep what Col had said out of her head. Truth was, she was lonely, too. Wasn’t everybody?

			She fed the vidfeed through several algorithms she’d tested, to try to extract information she might not have noticed. It was several hours later, as the sun was rising, that she went to bed, and her dreams were filled with the sound of automated limbs, scraping at her mind in the dark.
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