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Part 1






Prologue



‘Reet,’ the conduit says. ‘We have a job for you.’


Reet is too astonished to reply. I’m dreaming, she thinks, and that does seem to be the most likely explanation – for this, and for everything else that has happened today. This morning, she was a rookie agent, on her way to InTech’s Southern Distribution Centre to take over her first solo investigation from Tanta – her ex-partner, in both senses of the word. Now, Tanta has gone on the run, a fugitive from the corp that raised her, and the board are promoting Reet to Co-Director of two of the most important divisions in the entire corporation. She must be dreaming – a terrible, wonderful dream. There’s no other scenario that makes sense.


After a minute, the conduit’s expectant silence makes Reet realise that she has to say something, dream or not. ‘You want me to help run the InterCorporate Relations Division? And Residents’ Affairs?’ she manages, at last. Saying it out loud only makes it sound more surreal. ‘I – I’m grateful, Representative, but are you sure? I haven’t even passed my probation yet.’


‘We recognise that this decision is unorthodox,’ the conduit replies. ‘But it is your loyalty and dedication to InTech that have prompted our choice, not your experience. It is not to be expected that you will master the role immediately: Director Kenway will instruct you in what is required. For your part, you will monitor and approve your Co-Director’s activities, correcting his judgement when he errs in his assessment of the corporation’s interests.’


It is this dry articulation of her job role that makes Reet understand at last that she is not asleep. This is really happening; she’s a Director. The realisation renders her speechless all over again – partly through sheer terror. The conflict between InTech and Thoughtfront has been growing steadily worse for months, and the events of the last week – which began with Thoughtfront bombing the Needle and ended with it attempting to sabotage a vital software update – have tipped the two corporations into all-out war. Effectively, the board have just made Reet a general in that war. She’s used to managing people – when she worked at The Rotunda she had a staff of dozens – but running an enhanced hospitality venue is a far cry from defending an entire city.


It’s a heavy mantle, but Reet is proud to wear it. She feels a solemn joy at the prospect – an emotion that lifts her up and weighs her down at the same time. All she has ever wanted is to serve her corp to the best of her ability. To be chosen by the board as one of InTech’s leaders, especially at a time like this … it’s more than an honour: it’s everything.


And it’s not a responsibility she’ll have to bear alone. She couldn’t ask for a better Co-Director than Douglas Kenway – her mentor and, she hopes, her friend. The thought sends strength and happiness flooding through her, like a shaft of sunlight on a cold day.


‘I can’t wait to get started, Representative,’ she says, beaming. She turns to Douglas, extending a shy hand. ‘I’m looking forward to working with you, Director.’


Douglas’s glare hits her like a glass of cold water to the face. Reet has never seen him look at her with such hatred before. She flinches as though she’s been struck, her lips trembling, but recovers quickly. There’s no time to dwell on Douglas’s un­accountable animosity, not when the board need her. She wipes the hurt and confusion from her features like she’s cleaning a slate. Tee – Tanta – taught her better than to wear her feelings on her sleeve.


Her face has returned to a professional blank, but the thought of Tanta makes Reet’s stomach churn. She had barely even begun to process their break-up before this fresh blow sent her reeling. This time, Tanta has turned her back not just on Reet, but on InTech. Reet can’t fathom it; as much as Tanta hurt her, she had never believed her capable of betraying their corp.


‘Do you have anything you wish to ask us?’ the conduit says.


There’s one question that’s uppermost in Reet’s thoughts – something that’s been on her mind ever since she learnt Tanta had run away. She pauses, trying to remember what Douglas told her about the correct way to address the conduit. ‘What should be done about Cole and – and the Corporate Ward now, Representative?’ she asks.


‘Their defection has come at an unfortunate time,’ the conduit says glassily. ‘Thoughtfront will be searching for any advantage it can find: both the talents and the classified intelligence Neuroengineer Cole possesses would be a boon to their efforts. He cannot be allowed to fall into enemy hands.’


Reet nods. ‘Understood. Steps will be taken to retrieve them both.’


The conduit shakes his head. ‘Cole has become a liability,’ he croaks. ‘He is to be terminated on sight.’


Reet’s mouth dries. ‘And Tanta?’


The board’s representative waves a hand, a curiously stilted motion. ‘We leave the appropriate measures to your discretion.’


Reet breathes out, harder than she intended. She might feel like she wants to kill Tanta – especially now, with her ex-lover’s disloyalty still so raw and smarting in her thoughts – but she is glad she doesn’t have to. She will do whatever the board ask of her, without question or hesitation, but she offers a silent prayer of thanks that they haven’t asked her to do that.


‘Got it,’ she replies. ‘I won’t let you down.’


A thin smile spasms across the conduit’s face. ‘We depend upon it.’


In her haste to get to work as quickly as possible, Reet is halfway to the door when the board’s representative calls her back.


‘One more thing, Director,’ he says.


Reet pivots so fast she nearly gives herself whiplash. The board have just promoted her beyond her wildest dreams, and she almost walked out on them mid-meeting! She hurries back to the table, unable, this time, to force down the blush that’s warming her cheeks. Luckily, the conduit isn’t looking her way. He’s staring into the middle distance above Douglas’s head, his eyes even less focused than usual. Reet knows it sometimes takes the conduit a while to process the board’s collective thoughts and opinions, so she waits patiently, her eyes downcast. Eventually, the conduit turns to her.


‘Your Co-Director and his predecessor made the executive decision to withhold certain details about your upbringing from you and the other Corporate Wards in the employ of the ICRD,’ he tells her. ‘Now that you are assuming the co-directorship of the ICRD yourself, it has become expedient for you to learn about these things. They have a material impact on many of the cases you will be overseeing.’


Reet doesn’t know how to respond to this. What does her upbringing have to do with anything?


‘Sit down,’ the conduit instructs her. ‘It is time you were informed of the Harlow Programme.’





Chapter 1



Fliss crosses into InTech’s half of London through the Outer Gate, slouching past a long line of queueing cars with her head bent and her jacket pulled up over her ears. One of the community guardians on duty at the security kiosk – a big man with an even bigger gun – looks her way, but he does not call out or order Fliss to stop. With no headware nestled in her brain to trigger the gate’s sensors, it’s clear that she is just one more unaffiliated scavenger, on her way into the city to beg for scraps or barter the pre-Meltdown curios she’s found in the wasteland outside the walls.


Fliss leans into the role, hunching into her clothes with a shiver. She’s hoping to give the guardian the impression that she is cold, footsore, and weary – and not that she is trying to hide her face from the many cameras that line the road. Her photo has been in InTech’s systems ever since Tanta took her into custody and brought her to Sodis, four months ago. The ex-agent has had a change of heart since, of course – but by then, the damage was already done.


Luckily, Fliss’s new crew have some tricks up their sleeves to help her avoid detection. If the man were closer, he might notice an unusual pattern of moles clustered along her jawline and a curious, branching scar bisecting her right eye. They look very realistic; Tanta and Yasmin painted them onto her face back in the Brokerage, guided by Cole’s careful instructions.


‘The facial recognition software InTech uses isn’t easily fooled,’ he had explained, the first time Fliss ventured into the city, ‘so I’d advise trying to avoid the cameras spotting you in the first place. If they do, this should help throw them off, though.’


Grateful as she is for the extra layer of camouflage, Fliss isn’t going to take the chance if she can help it.


‘What’s your status?’ a voice burrs in her uninjured ear.


Fliss rolls her eyes. As always, Tanta’s been asking her that question at decreasing intervals ever since she left the Brokerage.


‘I’m almost in,’ she replies, teeth gritted.


She tries to keep a lid on her annoyance – she knows Tanta finds the technical limitations of their current mode of communication more frustrating than she does. During Fliss’s jaunts, she and Tanta keep in touch through a pair of antique earpieces, a bit of pre-Meltdown tech that Cole found in the Brokerage’s storeroom and fixed up for the purpose. They’re too old to be detected by the corporation’s fancy scanners, or blocked by the Brokerage’s own shields, but – as Tanta is so fond of reminding Fliss – they’re no MbOS connection. She hates using the tiny radios, and Fliss can see why: after all, Tanta is used to looking through her colleagues’ eyes and sharing their thoughts. Now she’s getting all her updates at one remove, forced to rely on Fliss’s voice alone.


Fliss is privately glad to be doing this the old-fashioned way. She has never wanted headware of her own, never wanted to join any of the corporations that dominate the world, and meeting Tanta, a ward of InTech since birth, has only confirmed her feelings. A clunky radio in her ear is infinitely preferable to a computer in her brain, for all that the latter would make her life a lot easier.


Or it would have, once. Recently, Fliss has been learning just what an advantage not having headware can be.


‘What’s happening now?’ Tanta asks.


‘I’m getting past the gate guardians. Now shut up before you give me away.’ It’s a dig, but there’s no malice in Fliss’s tone. She understands Tanta’s cabin fever, her desperate, clawing-at-the-walls desire to be out of the underground bunker that is the Brokerage and doing things for herself again.


Tanta, Cole and Yasmin haven’t been able to set foot above ground for four months – not since Harlow 2.0 went live. Fliss still isn’t clear on all the details, but she knows it’s a software update that turns your brain to mush, and that it’s in the air now, or in the system or whatever, floating about on the invisible signals that InTech uses to communicate with its people. The thing is like the pollen that tickles the back of your throat in the summertime; there’s nothing you can do to stop yourself breathing it in. Only if this software gets into your brain, it makes you into a corporate robot. It’s only the shielded walls of the Brokerage that are keeping Fliss’s crew safe right now. Leave, even for a moment, and they’d be zapped with Harlow 2.0 quicker than they could blink. If Fliss were in their shoes, she’d be climbing the walls, too.


It’s for this reason that, despite the danger, Fliss savours her supply runs to the wasteland and the city. There are a lot of things about living above ground that you take for granted until you’re forced to move into an apocalypse bunker. The air today is numbingly cold – white frost crisping the ground, freezing sleet sheeting from grey clouds – but Fliss can’t find it in her heart to resent the weather, for all it’s making it so she can’t feel her toes. There’s the breeze to make up for it. There’s the sky. She’d tip her face up into the rain and let it kiss her cheeks, if it wouldn’t expose her features to the guardian watching her.


But the guardian has already turned his attention back to the line of cars inching through the Outer Gate, his eyes glazed as he trains his gun on each in turn. Fliss is relieved, but not surprised: no one in InTech ever seems to notice her for long. At first, she’d assumed the corporate types simply thought a scavenger like her was beneath their notice, but it’s more than that. Whatever else Harlow 2.0 has done to their minds, it’s also made it so they barely register the existence of people like Fliss, who have no headware of their own. Most of the time their eyes skip right over her, and when they do spot her, it’s like they struggle to see her clearly – or even to keep her in mind.


Fliss gives a shudder that has nothing to do with the cold. Being invisible is an advantage, but she doesn’t like the feeling overmuch. She slopes onward, putting the security kiosk and its alarming array of weaponry behind her.


‘OK,’ she mutters, when she’s well out of earshot, ‘I’m clear.’


There’s a whoosh of crackly static in her ear as Tanta breathes out. Fliss winces. ‘Ouch!’


‘Sorry. That wouldn’t have come through on—’


‘On MindChat. Yes. You’ve said.’


Now that she’s through border security, Fliss quickens her pace. She drove most of the way here, but she had to hide the car before she reached the Outer Gate – an unaffiliated person with their own set of wheels would draw far too much attention from the guardians. She’s got a long way still to walk, and it’s already past midday. Twilight is best for the kind of work Fliss is here to do, but she doesn’t want to linger in the city centre long past nightfall. After dark is when the bombing starts, InTech and Thoughtfront sending out fleets of armed drones to probe each other’s fortifications. Direct hits are rare – both corps have defence turrets to protect their skies – but they’re not unheard of. From a distance, the corporations’ night raids are quite the light show, drones exploding in the dark like fireworks, but Fliss has no wish to see one up close.


By the time she makes it through the suburbs, the afternoon is on the turn, the grey sky curdling with streaks of pinkish, evening cloud. She joins the queue at one of the security checkpoints that surround the realm of high-rises and tower blocks at the city’s heart. Once she’s through, she turns west, walking parallel to the riverbed that marks the dividing line between InTech and Thoughtfront.


‘I’m in the centre now,’ Fliss murmurs into her earpiece.


There’s a long pause. ‘How does it look?’ Tanta crackles in her ear. It’s not the first time she’s asked. Fliss can guess at her feelings – this place used to be her home, and from what she can gather, Tanta was pretty attached to it. For herself, Fliss can’t see what there is to love about the city. There are too many people and too few trees, and the buildings all look like the eyes of the security guard she saw at the gate: glazed and soulless. But she supposes there are things about the wasteland that seem similarly unwelcoming to someone who’s not used to them.


‘Like it always does?’ she replies. ‘Wet. Crowded. Oh!’ She breaks off as a building a few doors down from her catches her eye, a circular structure topped with thatch and a dome of pink glass. The last time Fliss was here, the wrought-iron gates in its courtyard had stood open, rosy light spilling from inside. Now, they’re locked and bolted, and there’s a gaping hole in the glass roof, its edges sharp and jagged. ‘The Rotunda’s closed down. Drone strike, I think.’


‘That’s a shame,’ Tanta replies.


It’s irrelevant, in Fliss’s opinion. Whether The Rotunda is open for business or a pile of rubble can mean nothing to Tanta. But old habits die hard, she supposes.


‘What about the Needle?’ Tanta is asking now.


The Needle is InTech’s headquarters, and the residence of its board of executives – a huge glass pyramid with a jagged spire. Fliss can’t see it from where she is, but she passed it on her way in. It was closed for repairs in the autumn after Thoughtfront tried to blow it up, and for a while it was cordoned off and covered in scaffolding, but it reopened more than a month ago. ‘It looked fine,’ she says, shortly. If anyone inside the Needle – or the squat building beside it, the ICRD – caught wind that she was in the city, this little supply run of hers would come to a sudden and bloody end. Fliss, like Tanta and Cole, is on InTech’s most-wanted list now. Tanta may be nostalgic for her days as an agent, but there’s nothing waiting for her in the Needle anymore except the windowless confines of the holding cells in the building’s basement.


‘I have to get going,’ Fliss adds. ‘So, unless there’re any other stops you’d like me to make on the Tanta retrospective tour …?’


Tanta snorts, conceding the point; Fliss didn’t come all the way to the city just to tell the ex-CorpWard about how things are going in her hometown. She’s here to make a purchase, and to visit an old friend.


She does the second task first, taking advantage of the last of the light. She turns her steps to the southwest, leaving the central high-rises behind. Above her, the pink clouds are darkening to a bruised purple, and the rain has intensified. As she hurries through the city, Fliss tries to practice her spycraft. Tanta has been teaching her about what she calls ‘situational awareness’, the subtle art of taking in a scene at a glance and assessing its threats and its obstacles.


Fliss has done this before, of course, but only in the wasteland, where the nature of the dangers is very different. She’s used to corporate anti-theft measures and rival crews. In the city, the monsters don’t always bare their teeth so openly. And the place itself is so overwhelming, so full of people and cars and colour and life, that sieving through the sensory overload to find those few details that stand out – either as threats or as opportunities – gives her a headache.


She does the best she can, though, and Tanta helps – as much as she’s able to through the earpiece.


‘What can you see?’


‘Crowds,’ Fliss mutters. ‘Just … crowds.’


‘The main thing you’re looking for is attention,’ Tanta reminds her. ‘Anyone focused on you – or anyone who looks away as you look at them – is a bad sign.’


‘There must be a thousand people here,’ Fliss grumbles. ‘Even if one of them is looking at me, how’d I be able to tell?’


There’s a pause before Tanta replies. ‘Look at the faces,’ she says at last. ‘Let your eyes slide over them.’


Fliss does so, taking in an array of glassy eyes, fixed smiles and slack jaws – a horde of happy Harlow 2.0 zombies. With her attention like this, soft and spread out, it’s easier to spot the few people in the thronging crowds whose more alert expressions mark them out as being free from the programming that holds everyone else in thrall. No one is looking her way, though – not even the people who still have lights on behind their eyes.


‘All right, I see what you mean,’ Fliss admits. ‘That’s a neat trick.’


‘The really hard part is keeping it up,’ Tanta replies. ‘You’ll want to scan the crowd like that at regular intervals to make sure you haven’t been made.’


Tanta’s right. It is hard. By the time Fliss reaches Inspire Labs, she’s exhausted – she didn’t know you could tire yourself out just from looking too much. She thinks she’s seen more faces in the last hour than the rest of her life combined. When she blinks, she can see them imprinted on the darkness behind her eyes.


She makes for the deeply recessed doorway of a condemned block of flats opposite the R&D compound, trying not to make her stride too purposeful. The last thing she wants is to attract attention. There’s a figure lying in the doorway, wrapped in an old sleeping bag. She sits up as Fliss approaches.


‘Hey, Sonia,’ Fliss murmurs, slumping down beside her. ‘Good to see you.’


One of the most important things Fliss gathers on her supply runs is information; Sonia helps with that. Fliss found her ex-crewmate sleeping rough in the city two months ago and recruited her immediately. It was a tad awkward at first – after all, Sonia had tried to kill Fliss the last time they met – but to Fliss, that’s all ancient history. She and Sonia have known each other since they were children in Gatwick, getting each other into and out of trouble and generally wreaking havoc; she isn’t going to let a little thing like attempted murder come between her and her oldest friend. Now, Sonia has an income and a home in one of the Brokerage’s old safehouses, and in return, she keeps her eyes open and her ears to the ground. It’s a simple arrangement, and she’s already proven herself useful to Fliss and her new crew more than once.


‘What have you got for me?’ Fliss asks, punching her affectionately on the arm.


Sonia tells her, delivering a summary of every overheard conversation, confirmed rumour and piece of insider speculation she’s managed to pick up since they last saw one another.


Intel like this is the juice that keeps the crew’s operation running. What Fliss and the others can’t use for their own plans, they sell on to the Brokerage’s illustrious list of corporate clients, using the proceeds to keep themselves fed and supplied. When they took the Brokerage from Jeanie, its founder, four months ago, they found files and files of contacts among her things: informants, customers, spies-for-hire. It wasn’t long before the calls started coming in. Some corps had specific commissions; others just wanted to buy up every bit of intelligence they could lay their hands on. For the first few weeks, it was all the crew could do to keep up with the deluge of requests without alerting their corporate patrons to the change in management.


Since then, they’ve managed to settle into a rhythm – and Fliss has expanded Jeanie’s network of contacts with a few additions of her own. People like Sonia make good moles because they’re one of the corps’ few blind spots: with no headware weaving their minds into the fabric of corporate society, they tend to fall through the cracks – for better and for worse. She’s had no shortage of potential recruits. Since half the city got Harlowed, times have been tough for the ’scapeless: it’s hard to beg and barter when you’re all but invisible to most of your prospective customers.


‘Thoughtfront’s hiring wasteland crews again,’ Sonia tells her now. ‘I had it off some ex-Red Flags who came through last week.’


That surprises Fliss. It’s true that when it comes to working with the roving crews who scratch a living in the wasteland, Thoughtfront has form. The corp recruited Fliss and Sonia themselves, once upon a time, sending them out to hunt down InTech’s delivery drones. But Fliss had been under the impression that particular project had come to an end four months ago, when she and her new crew had killed Hardinger and Jeanie, the two people running it.


‘What for?’ she asks. ‘I thought they couldn’t target InTech’s drones anymore. Not since Jeanie died.’


‘They’re not going after drones,’ Sonia says. ‘Not sure what they are doing, though. The guys I talked to were cagey.’


If the Red Flags are involved, it can’t be anything good. Their raiders have a bad reputation in the wasteland: they don’t just steal from the corporations but from other crews and settlements, too. They even robbed a few of Gatwick’s trade convoys back when Fliss lived there, though they never dared to hit the town directly. Fliss doesn’t like to think what they might be capable of now that Thoughtfront’s arming them.


‘Good to know,’ she replies, filing the information away under valuable but irrelevant. What Thoughtfront and the Red Flags are up to has got nothing to do with her anymore, but Tanta can always sell the intel on later. For now, she has something more important to discuss – something that has a direct bearing on what she and her new crew have been doing for the last four months.


‘What about him?’ She jerks her head towards Inspire Labs. ‘You been tailing him like I asked?’


Sonia nods. ‘He doesn’t have much of a life. Gets in to work most mornings at eight. Leaves around five. Takes a fancy car everywhere. He has a meeting in the Needle every Thursday at four.’


‘That car he drives around in. Is he the only passenger?’


Sonia thinks about it, screwing up her face. ‘Far as I’ve seen.’


‘And you’ve mapped its route?’


She reels it off, listing the street designations.


‘Nice work, Sonia.’ Fliss takes a sheaf of chit from the pocket of her jeans and hands it over. ‘In that case, he should be heading home about—’


As if on cue, the gate at the front of the compound creaks open and a white-haired man emerges, walking with a slight stoop. Fliss grins. Sonia wasn’t the only old Friend she was hoping to see tonight: the doc has shown up right on time. She pulls a smartphone with a cracked screen from her jacket – the same one that Hardinger once gave her to receive Thoughtfront’s orders. Fliss has had some time to familiarise herself with it since then, and she’s learnt to do more than simply check details of marks and locations. As a sleek taxi pulls up outside Inspire Labs, she snaps a couple of discreet photos, hiding the glow of the screen with her hand.


Once Dr Arthur Friend has stepped into the car and been whisked away, it’s time for Fliss to make herself scarce, too. She’s got another appointment to keep this evening, and besides, it’s best not to linger in the same place for long.


‘Thanks again for the help,’ she says. ‘I’ll see you next time.’


Sonia takes her arm, stopping her as she gets up to leave. ‘Fliss …’ she begins. Her brown eyes are anxious. ‘Him in the lab – he’s a big shot in the corp. If you piss him off, there’ll be hell to pay.’


Fliss pulls a face. ‘Don’t remind me. What’s your point?’


‘Well … there’s easier marks, right? Why are we tailing him?’


Fliss doesn’t answer. She needs Dr Friend – or rather, her new crew need him. Fliss and the rest have big plans – plans to snap this half of London out of its headware-induced stupor and put its people back to normal again – but they can’t do that while Cole, Yasmin and Tanta are trapped in the Brokerage. Dr Friend could be their ticket out, but she’s not about to tell Sonia that: it would only put her at risk.


When Sonia sees that she isn’t going to reply, the concern in her eyes deepens. ‘You do know what you’re doing, right?’ she asks.


‘’Course I do. I’ll be fine, Sonia. You don’t need to fret about me.’


She sounds so confident she almost believes herself.


Fliss’s second meeting is back in the centre, in an alley just off Commercial Street. As she walks over there, the streets empty around her, everyone taking shelter before the drone raids start. It’s a relief to her overstretched senses; her last transaction of the day is the riskiest by far, but even so, Fliss can feel herself relaxing with the return of silence and solitude. By the time she arrives, there’s no one else around save for a trio of patrons drinking outside the pub across the road – too foolhardy, or too far gone, to care about the imminent bombs.


The cul-de-sac is a narrow, dark space, with a shuttered shop slumped at one end.


‘It used to be a gamer bar,’ Tanta tells her. Fliss nods; that figures. There’s not as much call as there was in InTech’s part of the city for things like games, whores and luxury items. These forms of entertainment were once what the corp used to keep its residents in line, Fliss reckons, but now they have a more direct method.


She walks a little way into the alley, allowing her silhouette to merge with the shadows. There’s a figure standing in front of the boarded-up shop, chewing on a fingernail with affected idleness.


‘He’s jittery,’ Fliss notes to Tanta in an undertone, a little proud of herself for this assessment of the situation. And then, immediately starting to worry about it, ‘Does that mean anything?’


‘It’s most likely just nerves,’ Tanta replies. ‘He’s risking a lot to come here. Stay on your guard, though, all the same.’


Tanta’s right, of course; Fliss knows from experience what InTech does to thieves. If she or her contact are caught, the best either of them can hope for is a swift death. She steps from the shadows to stand face to face with the unaffiliated man, who starts when he sees her. He’s short and grubby, with darting eyes. She raises her hands – half in greeting, half to show she isn’t packing.


‘Have you got it?’ she asks.


‘Shit!’ the man grumbles. ‘Not so loud.’


Fliss is confident her voice was pitched to the same cautious whisper as her contact’s, but she lets that slide. The man digs in a dirty pocket and produces a small package wrapped in a plastic bag. Fliss resists the urge to reach for it. Show the man how eager she is, and he might decide to up the price on her. She takes out the rest of the chit she brought with her, fanning out the notes so he knows that it’s all there.


There’s a tense moment while they face each other, the man’s gaze furtive and appraising. Then he thrusts the package out to her, dropping it into her hands like the release mechanism on a vending machine. Fliss hands over the chit, nods, and melts back into the dark.


Just like that, it’s over. The transaction that sent Fliss trekking for hours through the city is completed in an instant. She heads for the end of the alley and home, already planning her route back. Still, there’s something bothering her as she walks away from the abandoned shop – some detail she’s seen, but not fully registered.


‘It’s done,’ she says to Tanta.


‘How did it go?’


Fliss stops in place a few metres from the mouth of the alley, letting her eyes play over the road in front of her. ‘All right, I think. But …’ She lets the sentence trail off, a lure to bait the nagging something at the edge of her thoughts into full view of her conscious mind.


It slinks into sight at last, insidious and dreadful. One of the young men Fliss saw drinking outside the pub across the road from the cul-de-sac is still there – and he’s staring straight at her. He’s about Tanta’s age, with brown hair in a military buzzcut. Anyone focused on you is a bad sign. Fliss’s heart starts to pound. Calm the fuck down, she tells herself. It could be a coincidence. He’s probably just staring into space. He’s not, though – there’s nothing glazed or vacant about the man’s look. He’s no Harlow 2.0 zombie, looking right through her: his expression is intent, his eyes locked on Fliss’s face.


‘Someone’s looking at me,’ she mutters, ‘A guy outside the pub. He had two friends with him – I don’t know where they’ve gone.’


‘Head down, keep walking,’ Tanta instructs immediately. ‘Don’t let him know you’ve seen him. Is he following you?’


Fliss darts a quick glance his way. The man is on his feet now, his drink forgotten on the table. He takes a step into the road, towards her. She wrenches her gaze away from him, looking to left and right – and that’s when she sees his two companions, converging on the mouth of the alley from both sides. Their hands go to their belts in eery unison, reaching for two strange, long-barrelled pistols.


Her thoughts scatter like birds.


‘It’s InTech,’ she says, the words coming out fast and brittle. ‘I’ve been made.’





Chapter 2



Saying it out loud takes the wind out of Fliss. For an instant, she’s naked, impossibly small and scared. She cowers in the alley, trying to dissolve into the darkness and disappear. Tanta’s voice snaps her back to herself.


‘Remember the exit routes we practiced. What’s your closest one?’


The barked instructions arrest Fliss’s fleeing thoughts. This would have been a poor excuse for a plan if she hadn’t cased the handover point in advance, looking for ways to escape if things got sticky. The dingy cul-de-sac looks like the perfect place for an ambush, with its narrow entrance and the high buildings that hem it in on either side. But where most people would see only a single point of ingress and exit, Fliss can find dozens – and she and Tanta have mapped them all.


There’s a large metal wheelie bin just to her right, next to the side door of a restaurant with its premises on Commercial Street. Fliss knows, because she’s practiced, that she can leap onto it and use it as a launch pad to reach a vent set into the side of the building. It’s a hop, skip and a jump from there to the roof, and freedom. She takes a deep, steadying breath, and springs upward.


The lid of the bin gives way beneath her, plunging her into foul-smelling darkness. She plummets into the soft, sticky mass of rotted food with a yelp.


‘What is it? What’s going on?’ Tanta asks.


‘Bin’s broken,’ she gasps. ‘I—’


Fliss was about to say she has no idea how that happened – but she does, doesn’t she? She tried the lid of the bin only last week, and it was sound. Despite the crew’s precautions, InTech must have been watching her. They saw her come here, and now they’ve sabotaged her main escape route. The realisation unleashes a fresh wave of panic. Curled at the bottom of the bin, Fliss freezes in place, unable for the moment to think or move. Sonia was right: she’s far out of her depth here, and the depths are filled with monsters. She should have stayed in Gatwick, where they never tangle with the corps if they can help it. Now the ICRD is coming for her, and she’s caught, like a rat in a trap. She’ll be lucky if these agents just kill her. The alternative …


Thinking about the alternative gives Fliss the strength to haul herself bodily out of the muck. She flops back onto the paving stones of the alley and looks up, reassessing the situation. The agent she saw first has reached the mouth of the cul-de-sac. He’s close enough that Fliss can see his eyes, which are as brown as his hair and fixed on her with a look of single-minded focus that doesn’t bode well for her long-term wellbeing.


His two colleagues step into view an instant later, their weapons drawn. Instinct picks Fliss up and flings her behind the bin. She doesn’t hear the guns go off, but she sees the ammo fly. They’re not firing bullets but black, bulky projectiles with rounded tips. They streak past Fliss’s cover and explode against the far wall of the alley.


Rubber bullets. That means they’re not looking to kill Fliss, which is much, much worse – for her and her new crew both.


‘What’s going on?’ Tanta asks again, her voice strained. ‘Fliss! What’s your next exit route?’


Fliss forces her brain back into gear, her eyes raking the wall behind the bin. The bricks before her are frustratingly smooth and free of handholds: even if she risked the climb, her pursuers would pick her off before she ever reached the roof. She and Tanta planned several other exit routes from the cul-de-sac, but unfortunately for her, they’re all back the way she came, at the end of the alley.


‘The – the shop,’ she says. ‘The awning.’ There’s no way she can make it over there without getting got, though – not running along the pavement. She shifts her position, readying herself to spring, then listens. The footsteps of the agents thud towards her, loud in the confines of the alleyway. There’s a puddle in front of the wheelie bin; Fliss strains her senses. When she hears the plash of water, she puts her shoulder against the bin and shoves, putting her whole weight into it.


It goes over with a creak and a groan. As it falls, Fliss runs up the side of it and leaps, propelling herself back into the alley. It’s not the way the agents were expecting her to run, so their shots go wide. She lands a few feet away from the bin and, while her pursuers are pivoting in her direction, shimmies up a pre-Meltdown lamppost. That puts her back in range of the gamer bar’s tattered awning. She flings herself onto it spreadeagled, arms and legs splayed to better distribute her weight, then claws her way up it like a cat and onto the sill of one of the windows above. It’s only then that she risks a glance at the street.


One of the agents is struggling out from underneath the fallen wheelie bin, his movements dazed and sluggish. One is busy with the fence Fliss came here to meet. It looks like the man tried to bolt when the shooting started, but he hasn’t made it very far. The second agent has tackled him to the ground a few feet from the mouth of the cul-de-sac, pinioning his arms behind him. The third agent is sprinting towards Fliss at full tilt, his weapon drawn.


Like most buildings in London, the structure that houses the abandoned gamer bar is several stories high. Before the Meltdown, its upper levels were probably used as flats or offices, but now, they lie empty. There’s a window on the third floor that’s broken – Fliss noticed it when she was casing the alley. Now, gritting her teeth and tearing her eyes from her pursuer, she starts to climb towards it.


She’s fast, hoisting herself from sill to drainpipe to sill with all the speed with which she used to climb trees in the wasteland. She can’t outrun the guns, though. Another rubber round bursts on the wall beside her, spattering Fliss with something wet and slimy. She recoils instinctively, wiping the goop from her face.


‘Uh, Tanta,’ she mutters, grabbing the bars of the window above her and hoisting herself up, ‘why would someone fill a bullet with jelly?’


‘Piezoelectric rounds,’ Tanta says. ‘They release a charge on impact. The jelly makes them more conductive. You need to get out of range, and stay away from metal.’


Fliss releases her hold on the bars hastily. She sidesteps, edging out along the sill she’s on to reach the broken window, then dives through. Another round thuds into the wall behind her, but she’s out of line of sight for now. She picks herself up and runs across the room – an empty flat, the ghosts of old furniture still marking the bare floorboards – towards the door. It leads out, she knows, into a dusty corridor, with another window at its far end that looks onto a residential street. If she can make it that far, Fliss can make her getaway over the balconies and roofs of the surrounding buildings, and lose herself in the cityscape.


The door opens as she’s dashing towards it. The brown-haired agent is on the other side. Somehow, he has beaten her here – he must have broken the sound barrier on his way up the stairs. Fliss ducks to avoid his first shot out of sheer instinct. She keeps running, barrelling into him at chest height, and they go down together, hitting the floor in a cloud of dust. She feels the pop of the gun going off again rather than hearing it. She and the agent are tangled together, their limbs locked, and the bullet thumps into the floorboards. This time, though, it’s close enough that Fliss gets the shock. Her limbs seize and jerk. She tastes blood as she bites down on her tongue. And then there’s nothing.


‘Fliss? Fliss?’


Tanta’s voice pulls Fliss unwillingly back to consciousness.


‘How long was I out?’ she mutters, but already, she’s getting to her feet, trying to figure out the answer to that question for herself.


The agent is still lying on the floor, stunned by his own too-hasty use of the electric gun. Fliss is alone in the corridor – for now.


‘A few seconds,’ Tanta replies. ‘We’re lucky none of the electrodes hit your earpiece.’


‘Thank fuck.’ Fliss starts edging around the boy’s prone form. ‘Right, I’m out of here.’


‘Wait.’


‘What?’ Fliss halts again. She can hear movement from below: it will be a matter of moments before the other agents catch up to her. What can there be to wait for?


‘We need to know who we’re up against,’ Tanta says. ‘If this is the ICRD we’re dealing with, I might recognise the agents they’ve assigned to the case.’


Fliss curses. ‘I don’t have time to take a bloody picture!’ she says.


She realises, though, that that is exactly what Tanta expects her to do. Her fingers trembling, she pulls the battered smartphone out of her pocket. She taps the phone’s camera function and zooms in on the boy’s face.


She’s just taken the shot when the footsteps from the end of the corridor grow louder and one of the other two agents rounds the corner. Fliss swears again. The third agent must still be in the alleyway, at her back. She backs into the flat and slams the door.


‘You’ve done it now,’ she tells Tanta. ‘I’m cut off.’ Even as she levels the accusation, Fliss’s eyes are flicking around the flat, searching for another way out. There’s a second door to her right. It leads into a bathroom, with a tiny window high up the wall. Despite the stakes here, she’s almost annoyed at having proven herself wrong.


‘Scratch that: there’s a window facing east,’ she amends grudgingly. She’s already hoisting herself up onto the sink and fumbling with the latch. ‘Where can I go from there?’


‘East off Commercial Street?’ There’s a tense pause while Tanta works it out. She’s probably running around the Brokerage’s control room like a blue-arsed fly, checking old maps and city plans. For her part, Fliss uses the time to wrench the window open and crawl through.


‘There’s a bridge,’ Tanta comes back, at last. ‘It’s not in use anymore.’


A bridge is good: if Fliss can scale it, she might be able to get away clear – there aren’t many people who can climb as well as she can, even corporate spies. She leans out of the tiny window. There’s a balcony immediately below her; beyond it, the city is cloaked in darkness, illuminated only by the fitful flashes of InTech’s defence turrets as they shoot down Thoughtfront’s drones. She screens out the distant explosions and looks where Tanta tells her. Sure enough, there’s the bridge – a bulky, pre-Meltdown structure of brick that lies across the glass-and-chrome modernity of Commercial Street like a sleeping giant. It’s on the other side of the road. At that moment, Fliss feels someone grab at her heels. She kicks back into the room, her foot connecting with something soft and yielding. Then she throws herself forward.


For an instant, she’s plummeting through empty air, feeling the sickening weightlessness of freefall. She hits the balcony with a crash that jars through her whole body. She picks herself up, climbs over the railing, and swings from there to the ground. Then – clenching her fists – she sprints for the intersection that separates her from the bridge. There are still a few cars out, even this late at night, but she knows from Tanta that they won’t run her down: they have chips driving them that know when an obstacle crosses their path. Running in front of them still makes Fliss’s heart fly up into her throat, and her back itch with the fear of being crushed and left broken in the middle of the road.


She fixes her eyes on the bridge, looking for the best place to begin her ascent. It’s intimidatingly tall; shops and cafés have colonised the spaces beneath its wide arches. Where it crosses the road, though, the structure dips lower as the brick walls give way to a section of steel girders. Fliss sees the hand and footholds she needs and makes a beeline for the point where brick and metal meet. She runs at the bridge head-on, putting all her weight into the moment of impact. As she hits the sheer brickwork, she jumps, pushing herself up and into it.


She’s practiced this enough times in the wasteland that she doesn’t falter; all of her forward momentum is translated into height as she rockets up the side of the wall. At the same time, she stretches her arms upward, hands questing for the lip of steel she saw from the street. She catches it with the edges of her fingers and hauls herself up bodily, clinging to the side of the structure like a limpet.


Another bullet splatters against the wall below Fliss as she hangs above Commercial Street. The agents must be almost upon her. There’s a niche in the bridge where the structure turns to the southeast. Fliss uses it to propel herself upwards and sideways, leaping clear of the next shot before it hits. She reaches for the top of the bridge, some two metres above her, and snags it with her left hand. As she dangles over empty air, a third shot grazes her arm, and she almost falls. Luckily, the shock that spasms through her makes the muscles in her fingers contract, which only tightens her grip. And then she’s caught the wall with her other hand and she’s pulling herself up and over the edge, to land in a crouch on the empty deck.


It’s an old railway bridge; Fliss can tell that at once from the lines of rusted tracks. Rising a little, she takes a cautious peek over the side to the street. The three agents have regrouped below her; they look to be conferring. One makes a tentative jump towards the lip of metal that Fliss climbed, but he doesn’t even come close. After a moment, the trio splits again. One goes north along the bottom of the bridge while the second goes south. The third, the boy with brown hair (Fliss reckons he’s the leader) waits in the street immediately below her.


It’s a good plan, as things go, but it’ll take them a while to get to her if they’re going the long way round. And in the meantime, Fliss has options.


‘OK, I’m on the bridge,’ she tells Tanta. ‘Now I need you to plot me a route out of here. Avoiding any ladders or access staircases.’


Tanta is way ahead of her. ‘Go south,’ she orders. ‘The railway line splits into two a little way from here. Take the left-hand fork.’


Fliss doesn’t waste her breath asking why. When she first met Tanta four months ago, she trusted her about as much as she’d trust a feral dog not to bite, but that’s quickly changed. Tanta’s many things (po-faced and irritating come to Fliss’s mind) but she’s good at what she does, and she keeps her word. She has more integrity than most of the corporate types Fliss has met. They may not be friends, but the ex-agent has her back.


Sure enough, after she’s been running along the old tracks for about a third of a mile, they branch off. Fliss veers to the left, following the narrower of the two paths. She soon sees why Tanta sent her this way. A few steps further on, the bridge is joined by another, running parallel to it for a little distance. The gap between the two structures is no more than a couple of feet of empty air, and Fliss knows just how to hurdle it. She covers the distance in a flying leap, turning immediately to the west to follow the new bridge back the way it came. Wherever the agents are, she’s confident they won’t be picking up her trail anytime soon.


If Fliss still lived an itinerant life in the wasteland, this is the point at which she’d head for home, buzzing with the triumph of a job well done. She sighs, remembering that it’s not so simple now. When home is nothing more than a collection of tents, the repercussions of someone you don’t like finding out where you live are not so dire: you just pack it all away, sling it onto your back, and move on. Now that they’ve set up shop in the Brokerage, things are a little different.


‘I’m clear,’ she tells Tanta, ‘but I want to lie low in the city for a couple of hours. Wait for things to cool off.’


‘That’s sensible,’ Tanta replies, a hint of approval in her tone. ‘Jeanie had a safehouse not far from where you are now – a defunct signal cabin. I’ll give you directions.’


And after that, we can figure out what we’re going to do about this clusterfuck, Fliss thinks. She may have escaped unscathed, but she can’t say the same for the crew’s plan. They have a strategy – to escape the Brokerage and foil Harlow 2.0 both – but like most of the enterprises Fliss finds herself involved in, it’s a desperate one. It depends on the element of surprise – and now the ICRD has discovered that she’s been visiting the city. Fliss touches a nervous hand to her jacket, feeling for the reassuring contours of the package. She got what she came here for, but she’s not sure, now, if it will be enough. If InTech was able to find her, then what else does it know?





Chapter 3



‘She’s safe.’ Tanta removes her earpiece with a grimace and drops it onto the desk.


There’s a whoosh of exhaled air as, beside her, Cole and Yas let out simultaneous sighs of relief. They’re both sitting with Tanta in the Brokerage’s control room. An hour ago, they were drifting in and out, occupied by tasks of their own, but the developing situation with Fliss has taken precedence over everything else. Over the course of the last twenty minutes, they’ve been drawing their chairs closer and closer to Tanta’s own, trying to catch Fliss’s side of the conversation. It’s only now that the danger has passed that Tanta realises her two friends are practically sitting in her lap. She gives them both a look and they scoot backwards again, Yas half-smiling at her own anxiety.


‘What happened?’ she asks.


Tanta fills them in as best she can, though they’ll have to wait for Fliss’s return to get the full story. When she’s finished, the relief on both their faces has clouded over with worry again.


Cole gets to his feet, beginning to pace back and forth. ‘So, what does this mean for the plan?’


Tanta has been asking herself the same question. In the weeks after her and Cole’s defection, the Unaffiliated Zone around the city was swarming with guardians and surveillance drones. The crew had watched them combing the forest on the Brokerage’s security monitors. Those search parties thinned out after the first month; Tanta had even started to hope, tentatively, that InTech had given up looking for them. She should have known the ICRD wouldn’t be so easily thwarted. The fact that Fliss was spotted and almost captured after all this time is troubling – and it has troubling implications for the project the crew have been working on for the better part of four months.


‘We should discuss that when Fliss gets back,’ she answers. ‘She’s going to stay in a safehouse and wait for things to die down. In the meantime, shall we meet in the kitchen at 20:00 hours for dinner? You’re cooking tonight, right, Cole?’


‘Actually, I was thinking we could order in,’ Cole replies, deadpan. ‘I’m not sure what address we should give the delivery drone, though. Underground forest base?’


‘Secret underground forest base,’ Yas corrects him. ‘And if we’re ordering, I want pizza. Extra cheese, with—’


She’s interrupted by a chime from the bank of ancient screens that lines the back wall of the control room. Most of the monitors are connected to the security cameras that maintain a ceaseless watch on the forest outside – providing the crew with their only view of the world above ground – but the one that’s ringing is a pre-Meltdown communication device. Cole discovered it soon after they moved in. The Brokerage has bought and sold corporate secrets for as long as it has existed – this screen is where those transactions take place. Right now, the caller ID flashing in red on the display reads ICRD.


Cole stops pacing and heads for the door. Yas grabs an odd, close-fitting helmet from her desk and tosses it to Tanta, who slips it over her head. There’s a microphone attached to the screen, and Tanta takes a seat in front of it. With these preparations complete, she glances once over her shoulder to check that Cole and Yas have made themselves scarce, and taps the green button that will answer the call.


The screen goes black. The kind of people who have business with the Brokerage rarely wish their faces to be widely known, so neither of the archaic devices involved in this interaction have cameras attached. Tanta coughs, testing out the voice disguiser in the helmet before she speaks. It’s usually Kenway who makes these calls on behalf of InTech, and she can’t take the risk that he’ll recognise her.


‘This is the Brokerage,’ she says, the words coming out crackly and robotic.


‘This is the Co-Director of the ICRD. I’m calling for our weekly intelligence update.’


It’s not Kenway. The woman’s voice coming from the screen is one Tanta knows far better, and has done since childhood. The sound of it makes her chest clench and her pulse race. For a moment, she’s bereft of words. Reet has never called the Brokerage before. Tanta wasn’t expecting to talk to her – she isn’t prepared for it. She coughs again; her throat is almost too tight for her to speak.


‘Where’s your colleague?’ she asks. The disguiser hides the rawness in her voice, but she can feel the words rasping against her throat like sandpaper.


‘He’s busy, but if that’s a problem, I can have him call you back.’


‘No,’ Tanta cuts in, too quickly. Hearing Reet again is an agony, but a sweet one, as exquisite as it is excruciating. They haven’t spoken since before Tanta left InTech. She thought that she’d forgotten what her ex-lover sounded like, but her voice is unmistakable. It brings other sensations with it: the scent of rosewater and cinnamon, the feel of Reet’s arms around her, protecting her from the world. They pass in an instant, leaving Tanta sufficiently master of herself again to add, ‘It’s nice to put a voice to the role, that’s all. Pleasure to meet you, Co-Director.’


‘Likewise,’ Reet grunts. ‘Now, can we cut to the chase?’


‘Have the funds been transferred to our account?’ Tanta asks. She knows she shouldn’t prolong this misery, but can’t help herself.


‘Ten thousand credits, as usual. What do you have for me?’


Yas has left a folder on the desk with the week’s tips. Tanta flicks through it, trying to decipher Fliss’s terrible handwriting. The bandit picks up a surprising amount from her unaffiliated contacts, and even more information trickles in from the wider network of defectors, moles and disaffected employees with whom the Brokerage has dealings.


Usually, adopting the persona of the Brokerage agent is one of the highlights of Tanta’s week, giving her a chance to stretch muscles of deception that she doesn’t get to use nearly often enough now that she’s living in hiding. She plays up the mystery of the enigmatic intelligence broker, unveiling corporate secrets and classified information with the panache of a stage magician. Today, she stumbles through the reports in the folder, stuttering and hesitating as if she can barely read. It’s been a slow week, so she pads out the scanty offering with the intelligence Fliss got from Sonia about Thoughtfront recruiting bandits in the Unaffiliated Zone.


‘Thanks,’ Reet says, when she’s finished. And then, after an awkward pause. ‘Well, bye.’


‘Wait.’ Tanta regrets the word as soon as it’s out. What can Reet have to wait for? What reason could she possibly give for keeping her? There’s an expectant silence on the other end of the line. ‘Congratulations on your new role,’ she chokes out, at last.


‘Uh, thanks.’ There’s another pause, and then the screen lights up as Reet disconnects from the call.


Tanta slumps back in her chair, wrenching off the helmet, which suddenly feels like it’s cutting off her air supply. The close atmosphere of the control room does little to refresh her; she feels a flash of longing for the fresh air of the forest outside, so intense that it’s like a physical pain. She wants to be alone – not separated from Cole and Yas by the Brokerage’s thin walls, but truly alone, the way she and Reet used to feel when they went up onto the roof of the Ward House together to watch the sunset.


She knew Reet had made Co-Director, of course – it’s the Brokerage’s business to know such things – but that knowledge didn’t make their first conversation since Tanta’s self-imposed exile any easier to bear. Once again, her ex-lover’s stratospheric rise has mirrored her own spectacular fall from grace.


Tanta’s not jealous – not anymore, anyway. The events of the autumn, when she learnt of InTech’s plan to brainwash its residents, cured her of any lingering desire to climb the corporation’s ranks. She decided the day Harlow 2.0 went live that InTech’s war against its own people was something she couldn’t let stand, something she had to stand against. She, Cole, Yas and Fliss are going to liberate InTech’s side of the city if it kills them – and it very well might.


No, what makes Tanta’s heart sink down into her stomach every time she thinks of Reet isn’t jealousy. She and her ex-lover aren’t just on opposite sides of this struggle: they’re leading opposing forces. Neither of them can back down. And it’s only a matter of time before they meet in the field.


While Tanta is speaking to the ICRD, Cole and Yas get back to work on the plan. They part ways at the door of the control room, Yas heading to the garage at the opposite end of the Brokerage’s central corridor while Cole turns off into the storeroom, a crowded space filled with shelves of tinned food, storage bins full of grains and pulses, and boxes of old tech. Cole has pushed the clutter to the sides of the room and set up a chair and a desk in the middle, where he does most of his work.


They are all of them living cheek by jowl, thin walls and tactfully averted gazes providing the illusion of privacy, so this staking of claims to personal spaces is something they’ve become used to treating as sacred. Cole always knocks before he enters Yas’s garage, the austere dormitory where Tanta spends most of her time, or the greenhouse, which Fliss has claimed as her domain, and they do the same for him. The dormitory is the only sleeping space in the Brokerage, but nobody except Tanta uses it. The rest of them have claimed mattresses and pillows and set them up in their chosen rooms.


The four of them are lucky they get along with one another, though in the early days of their confinement that wasn’t as true of Tanta and Fliss as it is now. They used to squabble like teenagers – almost the first time Cole had ever seen Tanta acting her age – and for a while, he and Yas were worried they might come to blows.


The tension has died down, however. Tanta’s training is too deeply embedded to allow her to indulge in sulkiness for long, and a lot of Fliss’s barbed comments are directed more at the corporations in general than Tanta in particular. Once she learnt to stop taking every criticism of ‘corporate types’ as a personal slight, Tanta became civil again, which wrought a corresponding change in Fliss’s manner. The two maintain a guarded friendliness, now, for which Cole is thankful. It certainly makes things quieter.


Quiet is good: it allows Cole to focus on his work. For the last four months, that work has mostly revolved around trying to fix his past mistakes. When he, Tanta and Jeanie formed their plan to sabotage Harlow 2.0, back in the autumn, the programme had contained a secret self-deletion protocol that could be used to uninstall it. Cole was forced to remove that backdoor when Jeanie tried to use it to kill half the people in the city. It was the right call at the time, but Jeanie’s betrayal cost them dearly. It has taken Cole months to claw back the progress he lost, and the whole time, he’s been living with the uncomfortable awareness that none of it would have been necessary if he hadn’t made the mistake of trusting Jeanie in the first place.


Usually, Cole finds work comforting, a safe space where he can hide from troublesome thoughts. A puzzling piece of code asks for nothing except understanding; it doesn’t pose tricky ethical questions or needle him with guilt and self-doubt – or it shouldn’t. Recently, Cole has been finding that his work frequently dredges up thoughts he’d rather avoid – thoughts of Jeanie, of what he once thought she meant to him, and memories of how she took his trust and affection and stamped on it.


At least he’s close to being able to put those memories behind him now: after four gruelling months, he has managed to design a software patch that should do everything the self-deletion protocol was designed for and more. Cole has it stored on a data card that he keeps on his person at all times. When this phase of the plan is complete – a distant prospect as yet, but one that’s growing closer every day – he’ll find a way to introduce it to the MbOSes of InTech’s residents. Once inside the Inscape system, it should uninstall both Harlow Programmes quickly and cleanly, with none of the attendant side effects of his earlier efforts.


There are many other obstacles they need to overcome before they reach that point, of course – not least of which is the fact that currently he, Tanta and Yas are stuck underground. Before they can liberate the city, they need to find a way to safely leave the Brokerage.


Cole’s initial approach to this conundrum was to try to disable their Inscapes entirely, or failing that, to hobble them so they were no longer capable of downloading the Harlow 2.0 update. He soon learnt that this was all but impossible. Removing the physical chips and wires that make up the Inscape system was never an option – he needs specialised tools for that and besides, Cole is a neuroengineer, not a brain surgeon – and it didn’t take him long to realise that any technological workaround was similarly doomed to failure. Cole used to think of the Inscape system as being like a building, with different rooms serving different purposes. His experiments over the last few months have convinced him that it is more like a thicket of brambles – and it has the same uncanny ability to survive whatever digital pesticides he might use to try and suppress it.


In the end, Cole and the rest of the crew were forced to come up with a more radical solution – which is where Yas’s part of the plan comes in. After half an hour of fine-tuning his software patch, Cole lays it aside and heads down the corridor to check on her, rapping twice on the door to the garage.


‘Come in!’ a muffled voice shouts.


The garage is the biggest space in the Brokerage, and the least polished. Its walls are of rammed earth, unadorned by paint or plaster. There is space for half a dozen cars in its cavernous interior, but right now, there’s only one: a sleek, black model that still smells strongly of solvent paint.


At first, Cole can’t see Yas anywhere. Then there’s a ripple beside the car, the air running like water, and a corner of the scene folds back to reveal her face and upper arm.


‘Hey, Cole,’ she says. ‘I’m just testing Jeanie’s AR cloak out. Did you see me?’


Cole shakes his head. ‘Not till you moved. It’s good.’


The AR cloak is an innovation designed by their predecessor at the Brokerage. Cole tries to keep his face composed as he replies, but hearing Jeanie’s name aloud still sends an unpleasant spasm through his chest: part guilt, part grief. He despises himself for his response – for the sense of longing that still grips his heart whenever she is mentioned. Jeanie was a monster. She duped Cole and Tanta into working with her to reverse the rollout of Harlow 2.0, while secretly planning a worse atrocity. Had she succeeded, a staggering proportion of InTech’s residents would be dead now – Cole, Yas and Tanta likely among them. Cole knows this only too well. It was his unwitting help that almost allowed Jeanie’s plan to succeed – but Jeanie also said she cared for him. For a few glorious hours, he had thought they shared something meaningful, and he can no more forget that brief liaison than he can Jeanie’s betrayal.


‘You’ve done a great job on the car,’ he says now, turning the subject. ‘It really looks the part.’


It’s an understatement. Four months ago, when the crew drove this car into the Brokerage, it was an armoured tactical vehicle – an old model that Tanta and Fliss had stolen during their flight from InTech’s Southern Distribution Centre. It had been a big, armoured beast of a thing with a reinforced chassis faceted like a diamond. The vehicle Yas is standing beside now could hardly look more different.


Yas has been hard at work with the parts Fliss has scavenged, bought and stolen for her. She has stripped the tactical vehicle down to its metal bones and rebuilt it as another kind of car entirely. Its bodywork is sleek and glossy, its interior smooth, with no sign of the exposed wiring, the analogue steering rig and pedals, which had allowed Fliss to drive it without an MbOS in the first place. If Cole didn’t know what it used to look like, he’d have no idea that it was anything other than an InTech executive taxi.


Yas drops a mock bow in acknowledgement of the compliment. ‘You’re too kind. All it needs now is something to make it go. Think you can help with that?’


Cole nods, climbing into the front seat. When Tanta stole it last autumn, she and Fliss had had to bypass the car’s AI and drive it manually. Now, they’ll need to do the opposite: the car will never pass as an InTech taxi if it has a visible steering wheel. Hacking the AI that runs the car’s automatic driving systems would be a lot harder outside the Brokerage than it is within it. The bunker’s shields, which protect the whole structure from MbOS signals and corporate scanners, also prevent the AI from alerting InTech to the fact that Cole is tampering with its code. Cole accesses the car’s AR menu and slips into its systems. Without the threat of InTech learning what he’s doing, he can quench the AI’s firewall and pick its digital locks at his leisure.
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