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“Why don’t you get in the car?”

She looked at him, slightly confused.

“It’s okay, I’m not going to hurt you.”

She shuffled round to the passenger door. It slid back with a hiss. She climbed in. Warm inside. He drove. He caught her staring at his hand, his tattoo.

“You like the tattoo yeah? You like cats?”

She nodded, he laughed. He drove for about ten minutes. He pulled down a darkened industrial side road, railway arches loomed over them. Nobody around. He stopped, turned looked at her.

“I lied, you know.”

He paused, waiting for a response. Vacant, slightly confused.

“When I said I wouldn’t hurt you. I lied.”

***
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Mitch was wandering and wondering. Down Wardour Street. A bite to eat, or home, or the station. He can’t stand the thought of any of the options. The evening was a pissy drizzle, but the lights of Chinatown gave it an edge, almost pretty. Neon reflected in puddles. He decided to go to the Shining Light. He could do a follow up with Lee Chan and get a complimentary dim sum. Beat the shit out of pretending to work on something at the station. Much better than a sad and lonely auto-heat meal for one, though the whisky would be top quality.

He turned into lisle Street, the crowd thinned. A Special Branch call came through his comms implant, the only implant Mitch had.

Incident in Soho, Frith Street, gunfire heard fourth floor apartment, any responders?

“Hopkins here, I’ll take it, I’m 2 minutes away. Send me full coordinates and anything else you have.”

He turned around and headed for Soho. The full address pinged through, but nothing more. He bounced it on to Hiro, hoping he would be somewhere not too far away. Soho had been through so many incarnations, but was now mostly flats under offshore ownership. Shady owners, shady doings. Still had all the gay bars, hell there were bars for whatever minority you happened to be, but in the flats above them were a lot of Eastern Europeans, a lot of South American Cartels, a lot of dodgy African states. All owned but shell companies, offshore funds. Untraceable. The bars were the official economy of Soho, but the real economy was human misery and suffering, which paid really fucking well if you were at the top of the food chain. There is nothing like modern sex slavery, human trafficking, and ransom jobs to bring in the money. The flats up above facilitated all of that, and more.

Mitch was mildly curious. What was it this time? They were evil fuckers, but they generally didn’t shit where they ate. They treated people like shit, yeah. Treated people like objects to be traded and degraded, sure. But a shooting. That would just bring some unwanted heat, poking around by police. Not good for business. First thought was that someone was completely deranged enough to risk a massively disproportionate reprisal. You didn’t shit where you ate, and shooting was definitely shitting.

He was mildly anxious that Hiro not take too long to arrive, if it got nasty then the support would be useful. Hell, not so much support, Hiro would be going point, as usual.

He got to the address, the front door was open, as they so often were round here. Some of the apartments would be walk up whores, the punters needed access. The area was, to a certain extent, self-policing. Only a desperate fool was going to try it on round here. Or some gangland retribution turf war bollocks, but that would generally be a whole lot more than a single gunshot reported.

He climbed the stairs, muttering to himself, why did it have to be the fourth floor. Could these fuckers not conduct their crimes on the first floor. He arrived to find Hiro, his deniable freelancer, waiting for him, down corridor from apartment. Grinning. 

“Hey Mitch, you look like shit."

“Yeah,” was all Mitch could manage, leaning over with his hands on his knees, catching his breath.

“You want me to make you a fitness plan? Get you back in shape in four weeks? Get you looking buff. Maybe get you a girl. Maybe a boy.” Hiro laughed at his own hilarity. “Tell you what, get you waxed too. Get you plucked. Plucked and buff. Man, you would make one sexy turkey.”

“Yeah, whatever.” Mitch stood up, enough oxygen getting through. “What’s the sit-rep?”

“Apartment there,” pointing. “One with the door open.”

“And?”

“That's it. Mitch, you know what an EMP is?”

“Yeah, electromagnetic pulse. What about it?

“Well, there's something like in the apartment. Not sure of the finer details, but nothing is coming out of there. No vitals, no comms. Nothing.”

“So? We just proceed as normal.” Mitch failed to see the problem.

“No. If I go, I fry. Everything in my head, all my amps, my chips. I be nothing more than a bag sand and bone. You've got to go in first, clear the place, Mitch.”

“Shit.” The ramifications hitting home.

Normally Hiro would be point-man, going in first, his augmented abilities making him more suitable for initial contact activities. He could do a tech sweep, handle any initial hostile contact. All the usual stuff that the freelancers do. Sometimes Mitch wondered why they bothered with the real police at all, with the freelancers doing all the dirty work. Well, they needed to make policing legitimate, not just some mercenary thug army. Plus, there was the paperwork.

No, don’t sell yourself short, he mulled, there was also the intuition of a seasoned officer. That ability to see the invisible connections. Throw a complete lack of a life and you had somebody who had no real reason not to spend all day, all evening, all night, cross referencing anything and everything to clarify those connections. Mitch still adhered to that old adage, good police work is 1% hunch and 99% obstinacy.

“Find the device. The EMP," Hiro tried to sound encouraging. "Kill it, I'll be straight to you, business as usual.”

“Yeah” Mitch said, taking out his handgun, a Sig Sauer P230, compact, easily concealed under clothing. Hiro looked at it, shook his head in disappointment.

“You still carrying that antique. Please, let me sort you out a new weapon. I've got an acquaintance, access to some very modern Chinese stuff. Have you looking way cool, way bad ass.”

Mitch just waved his hand at Hiro to shut up, readied himself to enter the apartment. Shit, it had been a long time since he went point. Clear the mind, let the training sink back in and take over. 

Through the doorway, to a corner, scan the room look for limbs, arms legs, they give away the body and the intent, and carry the weapons. Hell are the weapons sometimes. Verify the room, hug the wall, next doorway. Move fast. Shit. Too old for this shit. Too rusty. Luckily, some old instinct kicked in. 

Mitch found himself in the lounge, and there was a female figure on the sofa. He froze, weapon levelled at her head. She wasn’t moving. No reaction to him. She was dressed in underwear, a bit like one of the street hookers but doesn’t look quite as rough, not as damaged. Mitch inches towards her. Foot pushing foot, tactical, silent, slow. Eyes never leaving the target. Weapon never leaving the target. First pressure maintained. Death was never more than an instant away. Whose death depended on so many things. Good technique could swing that outcome in your favour.

Still no movement, like she was frozen. He couldn’t see any movement from breathing, shit, maybe she was dead. Something about her was captivating, Mitch was drawn towards her, just stood there staring at her, like he was in a trance.

“You okay in there?” A shout from Hiro roused him, he shouted back.

“Still looking for the EMP.” Mitch tried to stay focussed. Ignore Hiro.

Was there a flicker from the female? He approached her. Up close she didn’t look dead, but at same time still no signs of life. Like she was a moment frozen in time. She didn’t look injured. Didn’t look distressed. More a beautiful, completely at ease boredom. Mitch was reminded of a Godward painting, Dolce Far Niente. Doing sweet fuck all. Damn, she was beautiful.

He dropped to one knee by the sofa. He lowered his cheek over her mouth. Was that a faint feeling of breath? Was he imagining it? With one hand he kept his weapon trained on her. The other hand reached inside his coat, rummaged, took out his cigarette case, antique silver, an object of ridicule from his colleagues. Any smokers were using vapes, only Mitch still carried tobacco products. Somehow, he was lost in the past, trapped.

He held the case over her mouth. There was a gentle misting. Mitch inhaled deeply. Not really thinking about it he told her to roll over, and was mildly surprised when she did. Still no flicker of other signs of life from her, but she responded. Bizarre

Mitch bent down, still mild trance like, inhaled deeply again. He rubbed his lips gently across her buttocks. Mitch was not a sexual man, not quite aware of why he was doing what he did. Even later, he would be utterly at a loss to explain his actions.

"You found that EMP yet?" Another shout from Hiro roused him.

Mitch sprang up, as if suddenly awoken. He looked around. There. That had to be the device, middle of the table, obvious. Too obvious. Single flashing red LED, and a single switch. Without even considering what it might be, could even be an explosive, Mitch flicked the switch.

There was immediate intake of breath. Harsh. Like a pure adrenaline shot to the heart. Like recovering from drowning. Like the first gulp of air for a new-born. The woman sat up. She made eye contact with Mitch, questions formed in his mind. Then she was up, running to the window. Mitch remembered his gun, raised it up. He tried to shout, a standard procedural directive, but could only manage a sort of gargling mumble. She didn’t stop, jumped, hit the glass, the glass shattered, she propelled through, glass shattering. She is gone. Fourth floor.

Mitch was stunned. Fuck, fourth floor. Fuck.

“MitWhaHapMitYoOkWhaHapTalToMeYoFuc....”

Mitch was stunned. Vaguely aware of some background noise.

Slap!

“Mitch, talk you fucker, what happened? You okay?”

Hiro stood right in front of him. Shaking him by the shoulders.

“Huh. Yeah, yeah, I’m fine." Mitch shook himself. "She jumped.”

“Who jumped?”

Hiro was straight over to the window. Drew a spring-loaded cosh from nowhere and quickly scraped the remaining glass away. He stuck his head through, looked from side to side, then head back in the room.

“Who jumped? Mitch!! Nobody's there now, only a bunch people looking confused. Who jumped.”

Mitch shook himself again, seemed to wake from a dream. He rushed to Hiro’s side, looked out of the window.

“She’s gone. She’s not there. That’s not possible.”

“Who jumped? Fuck sake Mitch, snap out of it.”

“Hiro, there was a girl, asleep like she was dead. I turned off the EMP,” he pointed to the device, “and she was suddenly up and out the window. Fourth fucking floor. She has to be there.”

They both squeezed their heads out of the window, looked around. Nothing but confused foot traffic down there.

“Fuck.”

“Got that right,” Hiro stood over went to the table and picked up the EMP, turned it over in his hands giving it a visual scan.

“So, this ‘she’ then? What are we talking? Can we get professional here?”

He shook the device, held it to his ear. To his nose sniffed it. Mitch laughed. He was only dimly aware of just how many exotic augment Hiro had. Who knew, maybe he could glean some useful info from rattling it and sniffing it. Maybe it was just the piss taking clown in him.

Mitch reholstered his weapon. He breathed in, hands together, fingers laced, raised to his face, exhaled slowly. He looked like he was praying. In reality it was a technique Hiro had taught him, helped you to centre yourself, zero in your focus. Pretty effective for recall.

“Female. Late twenties. Short hair, kinda punky elfin. Pinky silver colour. Slightly exotic look. Not exactly Asian. More Māori. But European as well.”

“Okay. What was she wearing?”

Mitch hesitated. Looked down

“Hey, are you embarrassed?" Giggling. “Do you like her?”

“Skimpy. Fetish club style. Looked a bit like a street whore, but classier.”

“What do you mean ‘classier’?”

“I don’t know. Just like she wasn’t strung out, not jacked up. Like life hadn’t wrung her out. Come on you know what I mean, you know what those poor girls have been through.”

“Yeah, yeah. I know. Right, I'm gonna get some drones, see what's what. While I do that, put this on the EMP, switch it on,” he handed Mitch the EMP and a blank object, cylinder, no markings, no seam, brushed white metal. “For fuck sake wait until I tell you, I need to get out of range, I'll tell you when to turn the EMP off.”

“What is it?”

“I need a copy of that EMP,” he pronounced it emp. “Study it at home, see what fingerprint I can find.”

Hiro left the apartment. A few seconds later.

”Okay Mitch," he shouted. "Turn it on.”

Mitch did, silence, just the red LED. He inhaled brought his hand back up to his face, exhaled. What the fuck had he done. That wasn’t him, he had never done anything remotely like that. Would never do that.

But he had. He had assaulted a suspect. Hell, maybe even assaulted a victim.

Wait, that wasn’t assault.

Was it? If not then what the fuck could he call it. It felt right. What do you mean right. That’s fucking crazy talk.

“Okay Mitch, turn it off,” seconds passed. “Mitch! You there? Is that fucking thing off or what?”

“Yeah, yeah. It’s off. Come on back in here.”

Hiro came back in, looked around for the EMP, retrieved his device.

“Mitch, I gotta move, look at this before anyone confiscates it.”

“What do you mean, who’s gonna confiscate it?”

“You not listening? You gotta let me amp you up with a scanner. Lots of traffic on this. This is big." Even Hiro was looking surprised. "I don’t know what, don’t know how. But there's an NS goon squad on the way, catch you later.” With that Hiro shot out the door.

Mitch just stood in the room, centre, still. Confused. NS goon squad. Hiro speak for any security department band of heavies. Frontline. Shoot first, hand other to some interrogation crew later. He heard footfall, soft. They were good, but they were here. He got on his knees, facing the door, hands in the air, fingers spread wide.

“This is DCI Hopkins. Special Branch. I am on my knees, weapon holstered, hands in the air. Awaiting your instruction.”
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*** Aurus Senat abandoned. ***

+++ No fucking way, you get anything? +++

*** Nah, it’s the armoured version, couldn’t get in. ***

+++ Shit, you know who used to drive one of them cars? +++

*** Yeah, listen it’s been picked up, NatSec. ***

+++ Shame. So, what you want me to do? +++

*** Find out who was in it, what was in. ***

+++ Will do, but this is gonna be above standard rates. +++

***
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The SIS Building, often called the MI6 Building, sits on the southern bank of the Thames. Although it was officially home to the Secret Intelligence Service, pretty much every shady department of the police, the military, customs and revenue, spies, antiterrorist, every deniable group. They all had rooms there. Not only that, but they all had access to the secret underground network of service tracks that radiated outwards. One of which stopped at the sub-basement to a processing unit deep in the heart of Southwark, where Mitch had been taken. To be processed.

Southwark had a long illustrious history of dodgy behaviour, Mitch had a pretty good idea of where he had been taken, and the irony was not lost on him. Still a dodgy place. When he was released, he started walking, automatically, towards Tower Bridge. He glanced back over his shoulder, the door was already shut, no sign of life. He recognised the building, he had been he a few times before, though never on the receiving end.

He tongued a tooth. It felt loose and painful. He ran his tongue over the inside of his lips. Raw. He gingerly touched the flesh around his eye. Black eye coming up there. His head throbbed, his leg hurt and he limped slightly. He reflected that he had actually gotten off lightly given that he had been picked up by a National Security tactical unit. High chance of being on the end of a fatal injury with those boys and girls.

He was just approaching Tooley Street, Hiro appeared out of a side alley. He fell in step with Mitch, their hips actually touching.

“Hey Mitch, you still look like shit. In fact, shitter than earlier You been fighting again? You know, you should let me teach you my special moves, maybe my special supplements. Huh?”

“You know that this hugging shit doesn’t really work Hiro." He nodded at Hiro's lack of personal space. " You know they won't take too long to realise that it’s more than just one person.”

“Yeah, I know, but for one little moment they'll be confused. That cheers me up. What do you say I buy supper. You hungry? You've been gone four hours. They feed you in there?”

Mitch laughed at the idea of goon squad hospitality.

“No, I’m starving," Mitch conceded. "You know anywhere round here where we can talk while we eat?”

“How does a safe room and spaghetti sound?”

If there was another Italian restaurant owned and ran by an elderly Southeast Asian woman, Mitch didn’t know it. Hiro was greeted warmly, spoke briefly in what Mitch guessed to be Thai, and they were shown to a corner booth, the adjacent tables quickly taken away, “Danger, Wet Floor” signs put in their place and the front door locked with the closed sign displayed. The hazard signs gave off a discreet low hum, jammers.

“The monti et mare is good, I ordered for both of us. So......”  Hiro let the question hang.

“I’ll go first,” Mitch said. “I’ve not got a lot to tell.”

“Yeah, good idea. Who stomped you? You look more shit than normal. Here stick this on tour wrist, help fix the pain, help you mend.” Hiro slid forward a patch, some bespoke package. Mitch took it, peeled off the backing and applied it to the vein side of his wrist. He inhaled deeply through his nose and seemed to relax.

“Like you said, Nat Sec squad. Standard ops, they hit first, hard. Take control of the situation. Process you later. Really Hiro, don’t worry about it. Actually, I’m lucky to be alive. They gave me a bit of a kicking, but they didn’t shoot.”

“Yeah, they knew you're Special Branch. So, what did they say? More importantly, what did you tell?”

“They just wanted to know what happened." Mitch paused. "About the girl.”

“Shit Mitch. That takes four hours?”

“Look. We. I. Fuck it, we. We’ve been ordered off this case. Bounced over to Nat Sec.”

“Bullshit.”

“Serious. This guy I know from years back, Lenny Blackmore. He’s Internal Affairs, rep for Nat Sec. That’s what took so long, just him persuading me that forgetting this ever happened was a good idea.”

“You trust this guy?" Hiro sounded dubious.

“Len is a good guy. He took a bullet for me. The night we busted you out of that work pen.”  Mitch paused. He knew that reminding Hiro of this was cutting it fine. Could go horribly wrong. “Yeah, I trust Len.”

“That’s a low blow Mitch. You're lower than a snake's butt.”

They sat in silence for a minute. Mitch looked awkward. Then Hiro shouted across the room, in Thai. A minute later, two beers arrived.

“Look Hiro, I apologise. You’re right. That was low. Look, you’re like.... You’re.... I’m sorry, you don’t owe me. You definitely don’t owe Len. I’m sorry.”

“Fuck sake Mitch. You getting soft on me? We gonna jump in the shower?”

This made Mitch laugh, embarrassed.

“You mean a lot to me. Bit like the son I never had.” Mitch mumbled awkwardly.

Now Hiro looked awkward. He downed his beer, shouted across the room for more beers. Sat in silence until they arrived.

“So, this girl then?”

“I don’t really know." Mitch shrugged. "I told them what I told you. Not a lot.”

“But that's the same as all we've got. Not a fuck of a lot. Some mystery girl only you saw. Mystery girl jumps out of the fourth-floor window. Mystery girl disappears.”

"Yeah. Not a lot really." Mitch shrugged, helplessly. They sat in silence for a minute, sipping their beers.

“You like this girl. There's something about this girl you not telling." Suddenly Hiro laughed. "Shit. You fucking like this girl.”

Mitch sat up, raised his hands, about to gesture to emphasise the words that just wouldn’t come.

“I...... I......”

“Go on. Deny it you motherfucker. You like her.” Hiro burst out laughing. Uncontrollable, arms folded across his chest, rocking. “Shit man, how long since you've been with a woman. Ten? Twelve years? You got the hots for this girl.”

“Yeah. But so have Nat Sec.”

Hiro stopped laughing. Mitch stared at the tablecloth. The mood went funeral.

“They ask about the gunshot?”

“No," Mitch shook his head. "No mention of it at all. All they were interested in was the girl.”

“They mention who called the police?”

“Nothing.”

“Okay. Mitch." Hiro suddenly serious. "You're not like a father to me. I never had a father. Fathers don’t mean a thing to me. Nothing. Fuck all. But you're special to me." Hiro paused, turning from serious to looking guilty. "I've got a confession to make. But first, you know what, you gotta shake this girl shit outta your head. You haven't asked me what I found.” Hiro stared at him. "Serious. You're girl crazy. Get professional.

As the evening went on Hiro explained a few things. His confession. How had Hiro arrived at the scene so early? He raised a few questions of his own. Why had nobody mentioned the gunshot? Who had called in the incident to the police? Who owned the flat? What had happened to the girl.

Hiro had phoned in the incident, once he was in the area. Voice scrambler over an untraceable number. Even if anybody had shown any interest in the original caller, they would have simply arrived at a dead end. Simple as that. Then Hiro just strolled over the road, walked up the stairs and waited for Mitch.

But he hadn’t expected the girl. The girl was a mystery to him as much as she was to Mitch, to Nat Sec. So why? What? How? Who?

The flat had been recently involved in human trafficking. A holding pen where prospective buyers could examine the merchandise. This was extremely high end. Bespoke orders for very particular and peculiar tastes. This particular flat specialised in the trading of minors. It was similar to a number of flats Hiro had passed through when he was young. Before Mitch. He could now see the basis of Hiro’s interest in the flat. Simple revenge and retribution. Maybe not necessarily for Hiro personally. But for every other child going through the same life.

The flat was owned by a series of nested shell companies. Hiro had been tracing who ultimately benefited from it. Shell company formation agents talked. Given enough money, or violence, everybody talked. Hiro was more than able to supply either. Shell company formation agents also had shit security measures. Hiro was more than capable of breaching a firewall. These people had never been able to get so phenomenally rich by legal means, they were susceptible to blackmail. Hiro found it hugely entertaining watching a grown man cry, beg for mercy, when he discovered that his dirty little secrets were not quite as secret as he thought.

All those shady, dodgy jurisdictions, those islands offering massive tax relief and blind eyes. They were greedy, prone to bribery, cowardly. And the usual shit security. Even the Swiss bank accounts, their world-famous integrity was flexible. It took a while, and some financial and physical clout, a little bit of blackmail, but Hiro had identified the owner. Turns out it was personal.

This was potentially bad news. At least news with far reaching consequences. Every now and then Hiro located somebody who had played a part in the abuse he had been subjected to as a child. Somebody who had profited. Then there was the potential for all hell breaking loose. Hiro was not interested in justice. Or revenge. Retribution was what he had decided on. He had explained it to Mitch before, numerous times.

“Justice is about equitability." Hiro struggled with the word. "Fair. What the fuck is equitability anyway? Meaningless. Fucking meaningless.”

Mitch tried, at least for the first couple of times, to point out the importance of equitability in the rule of law.

“Yeah whatever. Mitch, I swear you're a fucking hoppy.”

“It’s hippy,” Mitch replied laughing. Hiro was near as damn it fluent with the English language. Hell, he had been here since he was a very young child. But every now and then, he would get it slightly wrong. Mitch often found it touching, endearing. Often found it hilarious.

“Yeah, anyway. Revenge, well that's just emotional bollocks. You hit me, I hit you. I feel better, all finished, all done. Let's get the guitar out, sing some hoppy love song, how the world is so fucking beautiful. Fuck that.”

Mitch wasn’t laughing anymore.

“No. Retribution. That it." Hiro didn't struggle with that word. "Severe punishment for doing evil. Tell you, there's a big emphasis on evil. An even bigger emphasis on severe. Big fucking emphasis. What's that film you showed me? ‘We get medieval on your ass’.”

“Pulp Fiction.” Mitch sighed.

“Yeah. Good film that. Not like the usual nonsense you show me.”

This was going to get messy. Mitch knew there was nothing he could do to deter Hiro. The only consolation was that these people were evil. Had done despicable things. Hell, you couldn’t really argue that it wasn’t justice in a way. All you could hope for was that nobody else got hurt in the violence that would inevitably follow.

One thing wasn’t clear to Mitch. Why had Hiro set up the call? Why not just take the information he had, the identity of the owner of the flat, and get on with what he had to do? Why involve the police at all?

Police involvement would shut down the flat, take it out of service. One less holding pen for processing minors. Sure, it wouldn’t stop the industry.

“But why us? Why not just hand it over to the police, somebody else? And how did you know it would be me responding?”

“At last. Now you're thinking like a cop. I was beginning to think you'd gone soft. The girl. Or maybe the Nat Sec goon squad kicked your last brain cell out.”

Hiro explained. He needed access to any useful intelligence that might be available in the apartment, particularly any electronic data, before it fell into the hands of the police forensic system. Once that had happened, there was a risk that the evidence could become contaminated, compromised. Or basically just disappear. These people had far reaching influence, easily into the police system. They would not welcome this information being used against them. They wouldn’t welcome this information being in any hands but their own. Hiro needed a pure copy of whatever information was available, pure. That was why he and Mitch were the first responders. That was why Hiro had arrived with his copying device. Capable of taking a faithful image of any data on any equipment. Very dark. Very illegal. Officially it didn’t even exist.

Hiro had anticipated any data having defence mechanisms, but he hadn’t anticipated the EMP. Much more devastating than anything he had previously encountered. That was why he had to get Mitch involved. Hiro would fry all his implants. Probably some serious neuro damage as well. Mitch had to go in first.

“Yeah, that reminds me. Your comms implant." Hiro pointed to Mitch's head. "That's fucked. Well not so much fucked, that thing is so old it's made from stone. You need to get it reset though. Talk to Melody, she should be able to sort it.”

Mitch nodded, so that explained the radio silence. He had suspected that Nat Sec had taken him out of the radio loop.

“Honest Mitch, what is your problem with implants? Why not let me sort you some new kit. Bring you into the 21st century. Honestly, you're a fucking dinosaur.”

Mitch waved him down. “So have you managed to get any intel from that /EMP then?”

“Give me a chance. This is serious stuff, serious security. Gonna take me a while. I can only tell you that it was coded by AI.”

“So doesn’t that mean that it is a dead end?”

“Nah. Not a lot of people know this, but AI leave a fingerprint. Each one has style. I've only had time for a quick look, but it looks like Russian AI. Some of them are lazy. Careless. They churn stuff out like crazy, but still have a human deciding what to use. End of the chain some flesh and bone making decisions. Gimme a bit more time.”

“Okay. So how did you know I would be in the area then? How did you know it would be me responding?

“Shit Mitch. You're a creature of habit. I can read you like a book. Every Friday you go look at some paintings. You go through a cycle. Tate one, Tate two, Academy, National. Back to beginning. Every time you leave gallery, you go to China Town. Same old dim sum. Man, you need a life. Do you know how sad you are?”

“Okay. Point taken. Look, I’m bushed. I need sleep.”

“Yeah, you look like shit. Here take a couple more of these,” Hiro slid across two more patches. “They'll help you sleep. There's a taxi waiting outside for you.”

Mitch stood up.

“Hiro. Just before Nat Sec released me, Len asked me how Laura was.”

“Shit fuck...” Hiro grimaced, pinching the bridge of his nose.

“Who is Laura.”

“Mitch. Talk to Melody. She'll say that she doesn't know, but if you give a code, Empty Mind Protocol. You got? Empty Mind Protocol.”

“What’s that even mean?”

“Mitch. Shut up. Trust me. Please. Just go, sleep, talk to Melody. Empty Mind Protocol. I'll you call tomorrow.”
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Envoi exceptionale 1: body found in Aurus Senat.

Envoi exceptionale 2: body badly damaged.

Envoi exceptionale 3: body identified by tattoos.

Envoi exceptionale 4: tattoos identified as Russian gang.

Envoi exceptionale 5: indicate high ranking.

Envoi exceptionale 6: first priority, identify attacker(s).

Envoi exceptionale 7: second priority, identify gang response.

***
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Mitch rolled over in bed. He ached. Felt like somebody had kicked the shit out of him. Remembered, somebody had. He looked at the clock by his bedside, just before noon. Unusually late for Mitch.

The clock was a vintage Sony number. Red LED numbers, and a radio. Yet another expression of his thing for antique, retro and vintage. He couldn’t explain it to himself, this need for nostalgia, hankering for a past that wasn’t even really his. Hiro took the piss out of him mercilessly for it, for being such a dinosaur. But Hiro had gotten the clock fixed up for him, Mitch had bought it for spares or repairs, the code for a pile of old shit that doesn’t work. Hiro knew an old guy, really old, over Streatham Hill way. Had a workshop in his garden shed. Shit, how did anybody even have a garden anymore? House had been in his family for generations, must be. He had started as a hobby as a young boy, fixing old electronic stuff.

The radio no longer worked, there weren’t any radio stations anymore. Hiro had the old guy install the guts of an old MP3 player in it, memory souped right up so it held literally weeks' worth of old archive radio shows. About as authentic as you could make it.

Mitch staggered out of bed, stuck another patch on his wrist, and held his head under cold running water till it cleared. He went into the kitchen to make a coffee, cafetière, not a capsule coffee. Somewhere off the south coast, somewhere around Brighton he thought, was an artificial archipelago. Literally made of discarded coffee capsules. Originally made as a single island to highlight the crisis of plastics in the ocean, it had expanded to form a chain of islands. They were now inhabited. The never-ending stream of drug refugees and mental health casualties who still ended up in the coastal city, the decades old housing crisis. Yes, Mitch admitted that it was an ingenious solution, but that plastic was leaching out, into the food chain. He knew that this was an issue that one man abstaining would have zero impact, but he still couldn’t contribute to the problem. He sat down with his coffee.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
RoboFucker

Einstein Jones





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





