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It is the Age of Machinery, in every outward and inward sense of that word.

 

THOMAS CARLYLE




 

 

 

 

Young woman walking through lush green grass. Sky clear, cloudless. Her eyes radiant with curiosity. We follow her gaze, see a tornado of butterflies rising from the grasslands. The insects are all shapes and colours, swirling like rainbow smoke against boundless blue.

 

‘We know that within every human being lies the spirit of infinite possibility.’

 

Close-up of her beautiful face. Her skin becomes glass. Inside her head, we see an oval shape. Sunshine yellow. It begins to stir.

 

‘We understand your potential. We want to let your mind soar.’

 

The yellow object is a chrysalis, and it is hatching. A delicate yellow body is emerging. Yellow wings unfurl.

 

Music – strings, light and airy.

 

The butterfly is moving through the woman’s glass face, like a swimmer through water. It is free. It is in the sky. It is joining the others and they rise, rise, rise into the blueness.

 

The music swells.

 

We follow the yellow butterfly, our butterfly, as it tumbles among many others.

 

‘That’s why, if you choose the BlissMedia Infinite package today, we’re offering you unlimited metadata streaming, right to your neural-implant rig. So there’s no limit on your mind’s potential. Experience life. Experience adventure. Experience freedom.’

 

The butterfly descends from perfect blue. The woman holds out one hand. The yellow creature lands on her glass palm.

 

She smiles at us, unafraid, young, and radiant.

 

‘Experience Bliss.’
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Sky goes glitchy when it rains, makes the lumens ripple like they’re dancing. The droplets mess up the proximity calculations and you see the logos overhead as smears of paint in water, losing their proper shapes, becoming glittering broken things. Scattered glifs, whispered dreams. YOU DESERVE THIS. A hamburger melting into a haze of light. TRY OUT NEW FLAVOURS. A yellow butterfly emerging from a woman’s face. EXPERIENCE BLISS. Peaks of the buildings getting lost in the clouds and the shifting lumen-glow, and for a moment I imagine I could walk up the walls of these cityblocs to some other beautiful place.

No one else looks at the sky; they’re focused on what’s ahead. There’s a whole crowd pouring out of the magrail station, dressed in rainwraps, bored faces staring behind laminated masks. Most of the people pushing past are corpsmen, low-rank workers with corp uniforms and corp implants and corp minds. Born in corp nursingblocs, live in corp housingblocs. Drink together at corp recreation nights and cry together at corp funerals. I can see a guy with a fry-stall, smell the locusts sizzling in pans under a canopy, like anyone will buy his food today if there’s a chance the rain touched it. A column of moonies dressed in bright orange, carrying coiled lengths of cable, walking in unison. A squad of Metrowatch enforcers by the station gates, black armour branded with their staring eye, water glistening on their visors. A snoop prowls the air above the crowd, rotors just louder than the rain, shining its little light on one commuter’s head, then another. So that’s what you’ve got out here this morning: corpsmen, vendors, moonies, police. Everyone with somewhere to be and nothing to hide.

And then there’s me.

Who am I?

When I was born – the only name I ever got given for free – I was Hanna Latch. The first time I robbed someone my name was Imelda Barlow. Last week I was Mindi Wheatman. Today, outside the magrail station in the rain, I’m Charlotte Alorda. But if you really knew me, if you saw through me, you’d call me Nova.

What I’m doing here is work, even if it looks like I’m watching the world turn. There’s another city behind this one. An invisible city, without streets or buildings, a city built from code and cold light. This hidden city is the metanet: the web that links every person, every product, every machine, everything the corps value. It’s all around us, data flowing through secret pathways like the corpsmen flow through the station’s turnstiles. I lean against the wall and watch the crowd and listen to the whispers. I hear the snoops checking faces against active warrants; I hear the implants inside every commuter monitoring their heart rate and blood sugar and eye movements; I hear people talking to their families, downloading music, catching up on the newsfeeds – all this and more is the metanet, an infinite sea of information. This is where I do my work.

 I’ve got digital assistants out in the crowd already, travelling unseen, prying and probing, trying to scent who’s strong and who’s weak, who doesn’t have the right ice, who didn’t update to the latest version. When my assistants find someone, I hear a chime and my optical implants highlight the target so they shine like a beacon in the rainy station concourse. Right there: today’s unlucky object of my affection. One figure among countless others, ablaze with lumen-light.

I join the crowd, jostling through plastic-coated bodies. I’m running a list of programs in my head, watching their glifs fizz behind my eyelids: icebreakers and spoofers, leechers and loopers, port-jammers and proxies, ready for the day’s business. Some are pre-fab; some are custom programs I made myself. All of them are illegal.

My target’s up ahead. I can’t see him any more, but I can see the lumen-trail he leaves behind, a thread of light in the air. The commuter concourse blends into a shopping plaza that hangs between two cityblocs, the magrail line running below us. I duck underneath a guardrail, ram through the gap between two commuters, elbowing and pushing with my gaze set blankly into the distance, like the people around me were nothing but walking cushions. I’m good at moving through crowds, and soon I’ve caught up to my target, a corpsman with broad shoulders and blond hair flattened down under the plastic hood of his rainwrap. I get to work.

It’s pretty simple, the way it happens. Everyone’s got a wristhub, the implant in your arm that lets you buy stuff. Your wristhub talks to someone else’s and you fork out that way. What I’m doing is setting up a transaction, one that goes from him to me, without his permission, no receipts and no refunds. It’s called leeching. The first problem is making sure he doesn’t know it’s happening, which is why I need my box of tricks. The second problem is that wristhub transactions have a limited range, so I need to stay right next to him.

It’s going good so far. I can see readouts in the corner of my eye: confirming the first transaction, telling his hub that it already agreed to send me the money. A snoop hovers overhead, bathing the pair of us in harsh light, but my heart doesn’t miss a beat. I’ve got a rainwrap over my face and a nice fake ID with no criminal record, so there’s no reason for security drones to take an interest. The snoop barely pauses before whirring away.

First transaction goes down smooth. It’s best to carve cash out in small chunks. If you’re greedy, try and drain all the byts from their account in one go, it’ll get frozen and flagged and some BytBank operator will be squealing in their ear. You come away with nothing. Right now, if anyone is monitoring his payments, it looks like he bought a meal on the way to work. Second transaction goes through. He’s feeling generous, bought a meal for a friend as well. We walk further, past a camp of non-econs sheltering from the rain in a disused storefront, and on to a pedestrian bridge, still pressed together, and I’m looking into the distance, face emotionless beneath my mask. Third payment goes through, more byts flowing from his account to mine. This is an excellent start to the day.

Out of nowhere he stops dead. I walk straight into his back. He’s definitely realised. I keep cool. I’ve got location spoofers running, so there’s no way for him to track where the leecher is. I brush past him, disengaging my programs. Nothing to see here.

A hand grabs my wrist, pulling me round so hard I nearly fall. I’m face to face with the corpsman, water beading on his rainwrap, dripping from his laminated chin.

‘Get off me!’ I yell, trying to slip away. He keeps his hand on my wrist, the tight, professional grip of a man who’s used to catching people.

‘Ms Alorda,’ the guy says, ‘you’re aware unauthorised wristhub transactions are a Category Two crime.’

He’s not a corpsman. He’s Metrowatch. He’s bait. Goes into the crowd with deliberately weak ice and waits for a leecher to bite.

‘Got one,’ he’s saying into his hub’s mic. ‘Need a compliance team at my position.’

One of the big problems women have on the magrail is gropers. It’s so crowded and some revolting guys just can’t resist having a feel, especially because they know you can’t move away. A lot of commuter girls carry these little shockers, civilian-grade nerve disruptors. They’re totally legal. You can take one through a Metrowatch checkpoint and they won’t even blink.

So what I do is scream ‘PERVERT!’ and give him the highest dose possible, right in the gut. He yells and convulses, letting go of my wrist as his hand spasms. Corpsmen are still flowing past, nobody giving us a second look. Who can afford to be late for work? If you’re fired, you’re nothing. Lose your apartment, your healthcare, your whole life.

‘He tried to grab me!’ I yell, pushing away from the enforcer, who’s twitching on the wet concrete. ‘You saw! Dirty groper!’

‘Watch out!’ someone shouts as I bounce into them. The Metrowatch guy is trying to get back up, but his legs don’t work too well yet, can’t hold his weight. I’m taking stock. He led me into the middle of a bridge, making it as hard as he could for me to get away. I can see a snoop diving for us through the rain; three Metrowatch enforcers push through the crowd ahead, warning glifs on their armour strobing nosebleed red. Behind me the undercover enforcer is getting to his feet.

Trapped.

Other people, maybe they’d give up. Get taken off in cuffs. But some of the programs I run on my implants are way more illegal than unauthorised wristhub transactions. Two of my icebreakers are Category Five prohibited software, not to mention my copy of Phantom. The big corps don’t care that much about someone robbing one of their workers. Once they’ve paid him his wage, it’s his problem what happens to that money. What they do care about are the programs that break their encryptions and steal their secrets. If they arrest me and find something like that … it’s over. I’ll end up as a moonie, head shaved, working down in the dark until I die. Makes me shudder thinking of it. The Moth himself couldn’t get me out of that kind of trouble.

Four Metrowatch enforcers. One girl on a bridge. It doesn’t look good. No easy way out of this. Like I said, other people, maybe they’d give up.

But do you know what a nova is? It’s when a star shines brighter than it ever has before, a blazing beacon up there in the blackness. You don’t get people calling you Nova by being dull.

So I jump off the bridge.

For a moment, there’s nothing beneath my feet, just me falling with the rain, the void between the cityblocs yawning wide. From an upstrata floor like this one, the fall to the ground is close to a mile.

I’m not suicidal. There is something between me and that abyss. The thing is, it’s not a walkway – it’s the magrail line. I hit the metal hard, the shock fizzing in my legs. The enforcers are yelling overhead, but I know they aren’t keen to follow me. They won’t risk their lives to catch a teenage leecher.

I’ve solved one problem. Now I need to get off the track before a train hits me. The magrails travel fast, almost silent, and I don’t have long. I’ve never walked on this bit of track before, but they’re all built the same. There are hatches at regular intervals, maintenance access for the moonies, which take you down to a crawl space underneath the magrail line. I just have to find one before the next train gets here.

I set off as fast as I can, looking for an orange door in the ground. Ten steps, twenty, rain still crashing down on my hood, and now there’s a static feeling too, a vibration in my bones. Train coming.

I can’t see any orange hatch up ahead, and I’m starting to panic, with nothing below me that’s close enough to leap on to, and then my foot hits something and I nearly fall over. A handle. It’s the maintenance hatch, so dirty that it’s black, not orange, with the locking panel right where it should be. I press my wristhub against it. No idea how long I have. I send icebreakers shooting out into the system, invisible fingers pulling the lock apart.

Rain beats down on my back.

Should’ve just let them catch me.

No. Better dead than a moonie.

Static rising. Every hair on my arm standing on end now. Fizzy feeling in my stomach. Magrail’s almost on me. Every breath could be the last one. Icebreakers worming through the lock.

The track is shaking beneath my feet.

Please.

The locking panel chirps, telling me to enter. I grab the handle and wrench the access hatch open, throwing myself into the crawl space below the track.

As I hit the floor, the magrail passes overhead. I clutch my head to cover my ears, pain throbbing in my hands and knees, the world shaking like I’m inside a drum.

The noise only lasts a moment, and the train is gone. Rain drips through the hatch, pooling in the dirt around me. I check my rainwrap, but it’s fine, no holes. I breathe in deeply, tasting oil and chemicals and the rubbery tang that the air picks up from my mask’s filter. Still alive.

The crawl space is dark, but I light my fingertorch, casting a blue glow over the grimy metal walls. My optic implants project a lumen-thread into the air, showing the way back to the station. I know the enforcers can’t get a location trace on me, Phantom takes care of that, and, though there won’t be such a crowd now, there’s always someone around who isn’t as secure as they think they are. We’re behind on our payments; Patches will want more money than I got. I should try again.

No. They’ll be on the alert for a young female leecher now, even though they couldn’t get a proper trace on me. I’ve had bad luck once already. For all I know, that station is swarming with Metrowatch decoys. I have eighty byts in my leeching account, and that’s not nothing.

I turn and crawl away from the magrail station, towards an engineering relay. There’s an elevator there, which will take me all the way down, into the undercity. I’m going home.
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It’s quiet down here, nothing like the living City above me. No corpsmen, no snoops, no Metrowatch, no lumens flickering around you. The metanet is almost mute. I’m a long way from the nearest active transmitter. All I can pick up are a few threads of information, the rest of it fizzing above me, out of reach.

The City started growing upwards a long time ago. The taller the cityblocs get – the more layers of pedestrian concourses and traffic tubes and magrails that are built between them – the less sunlight reaches the lower floors. When their floor goes dark, everyone who can afford to moves upwards, and the value of the apartments they left behind drops. Eventually whole floors are abandoned, and the City has grown another layer. What you end up with is a few hundred floors of respectable, sunlit, upstrata City, and a shaded world beneath it, where people who can’t afford to see natural light live. Travel a few hundred floors below that, and you’re in the undercity.

Down here, at the very base of the cityblocs, you’ll find everything nobody wants, everything they left behind: plastic packaging lying in drifts, burnt-out skycars, rotting food, piles of old furniture. Me. Doorways and walkways and lifts that don’t move, broken screens and empty trains. The only machines that do function are the tangles of waste-disposal tubes, rumbling as they spew sewage and refuse into the void. Most of the people who come down to the undercity are moonies, making sure the foundations are still intact, that the cityblocs aren’t going to collapse into the poisoned earth. You can see traces of their work crews as you walk around, the ration wrappers and broken tools they dropped. The other people who come into the deep darkness are the people who still live here.

I step across a pool of stagnant water, the blue radiance of my fingertorch reflected in its surface. City mapping programs don’t get updated as the lowest floors decay, so you can’t rely on them to find your way around, like you would in the upper strata. You have to know the ground, know which walkways will hold your weight and which are rusted all the way through; which doorways are jammed shut and which ones can still be opened. I cross a pedestrian bridge, the decaying twin of the bridge the enforcers trapped me on, hundreds of floors above.

The area past the bridge used to be a leisurebloc, I think. The debris is so thick, it’s difficult to tell. I walk softly down a long spiral staircase, my fingertorch sending jagged shadows to jitter on the wall as I move. After a long time, I can hear lapping. I push open the door at the bottom of the staircase and step into an apartment decorated with the most fashionable of undercity accessories: thigh-deep toxic water.

I’m in the deepest roots of the City, about as low as you can get. There are still floors beneath me, but they’re flooded, have been for decades. The water’s pure poison, thick with floating trash and sewage and this yellow-white algae that doesn’t need the sun to grow. Even with my mask, the smell is strong and sour. Plastic debris moves, slow and stately, around my rainwrap’s boots as I wade across the flooded room. I stop just short of a huge broken windowpane, which once would’ve led out into the empty space between two cityblocs. Now it opens on to a sunless sea.

I reach into the pouch at the front of my rainwrap and pull out one of the raft capsules Patches gave me. Military equipment, something he saved from the war. It’s a green plastic pill, but you don’t want to swallow it. Once the pill gets wet, it grows, expanding into a plastic boat within minutes. I peel away the non-reactive outer coating and dip it in the water. There’s a hissing sound and it starts to unfurl, growing and warping, and soon it’s an oval green raft. I climb in. The boat was built to carry a soldier, someone in body armour with a hunchback of weapons and gear, so I fit with room to spare. I peel the paddle from the raft’s floor and sail my boat through the wide broken window, away from the side of the citybloc, out into the open water.

The slow current takes me through an old shopping concourse, the abandoned floors of the blocs looming over me, my fingertorch only lighting little snatches of their grey ruin. I see places where the walls have started to crumble and moonies have done repair work, put in new beams to stop the whole citybloc collapsing. Power cables hang overhead, laden with fat white bats. Some sleeping, some flapping and squeaking when my light reveals them.

Not much further now. The current pulls me closer to home. I see lamps moving on a floor above me, maybe scavengers. There’s no reason for them to trouble me, but I kill my torch just in case, sailing in pitch-blackness until they’re out of sight.

I lie back and look up through my rainwrap’s clear mask at the darkness above. Somewhere up there people are living, working, going through their routines for the corps, looking through the same windows every day at the same rain. Not me. I fell through the cracks in the world and survived, found something else down here. The black spaces beneath their feet are my open sky.

The air’s getting warmer now, and I know I’m near the Gut. I can see our sign, the green glif Patches painted on the wall by our dock. I paddle over and pull myself and the raft out of the water. I leave it on the concrete bank, white algae clinging to the underside. You need special powder to make these rafts shrink back to pill size, and it takes about a day, a real pain if you’re in a hurry. I think that’s why the securicorps stopped using them. We’ve got a big tub of the shrink-powder back in the Gut. I’ve just got to remember to come back out here.

I climb a staircase full of plastic trash that hisses weightlessly as I wade through it, and cross a pedestrian bridge over a chasm between two ruined blocs. A torrent of waste water falling past me, my ears filled with ceaseless white noise as it greets the dark lake below. It’s growing warmer as I get closer to home. I’m starting to sweat under my rainwrap hood. I’m safe from the rain here, so I open the fastenings by my neck and let the mask hang open, breathe unfiltered air. There’s a doorway marked again with our glif, third from the right, and I duck into it, finding myself in a doom-black hallway lined with derelict apartments. I know the route now. Down two floors, take a hard left. I walk slowly, keeping my ears open.

Halfway down the hall I hear a soft noise at my back, like a quiet cough. That’s what I was listening for. I whirl round, fingertorch lighting the space behind me in ghastly blue.

The hall is packed with skinny white animals, hunched over like beggars. My torchlight shines on their eyeless faces, the pale, damp tongues dangling out of the end of their snouts. They were waiting inside the empty apartments, and they snuck out behind me as I passed. That cough’s like an alarm, about the loudest sound they ever make unless they’re fighting. I know this pack; it’s Cromwell’s crew, and I can see him at the front, pulpy warts all over his muzzle.

There’s more life down here than you’d think, and blind dogs are top of the food chain. They’re a bit like the dogs people used to keep as pets, but they’re not tame any more. They changed in the darkness, became misshapen and wild. Ade says they’re not natural, insists they got genomed by a corp and released on purpose to thin the underdwellers out, make sure nobody wants to squat down here. There could be something in that.

Blind dogs hunt in pitch-black, or as close as they can get, and they can hear your heartbeat from miles away. They’re climbers too; I’ve seen them go up walls that look smooth as glass, toes finding cracks you’d never know were there. They’re not so brave on their own, but watch that change when they’re in a pack, and there’s no hope for you if you corner one by accident. They’ll fight in a frenzy if you trap them with no way out, or if they think their children are in danger. Everyone who lives down here’s had close calls. Right now they’re testing me, waiting to see what I’ll do.

My heartbeat’s not too fast, which is good. If they think you’re scared, it gets them excited. I get the shrieker out of my rainwrap pouch and bring it to my lips.

When I blow into it, the pack start coughing in unison, stamping at the ground. Human ears can’t hear the noise the shrieker makes, but to blind dogs it sounds like a shuttlejet breaking the sound barrier inside their skulls. I blow again, taking a step towards them, and the pack backs away, coughing and slurping. Cromwell yawns at me, showing the speckled black inside of his jaws. I give him a third blast and he turns round and runs back into their apartment, his family vanishing with him.

Moments later and you’d never know they were there at all. When I’m sure they’ve gone, I turn and hurry along the corridor, down two flights of stairs, hard left across a dark, empty landing, and through our secret door.
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We call it the Gut because it’s built around an old geothermal conduit, part of the system that powers the whole of the City. It’s warm and shakes when pressure gets released, makes a sound like your belly growling after a day of no food. Patches has lived down here for years now and never been cleared out, which is pretty solid for an undercity squat. Walls are concrete, covered over in chipped purple paint. There’s carpets hanging off them too, big foreign carpets with whirling patterns and galaxies of holes burned through by cigarettes. I take a right, push through a curtain of plastic beads, and I’m in Patches’ workshop.

It’s a dim, crowded room, hung with junk he’s fixing. He’s good at that; likes it when the kids bring him stuff they’ve found in the undercity’s huge rubbish dumps, the older the better. One wall is taken up by obsolete monitors, teleputers, bits of hardware from back before people had implants, when we used to look at screens and all the tech was still outside our bodies. On one rack I see a broken snoop; solar panels off a military satellite from the Water Wars; the engine from a skycar, a black, greasy mass of tubes and valves like a burnt heart, leaking coolant on to a sheet. The side tables are laden with machinery I can’t put a name to, coils of wire lying limp next to molten fluxes of plastic that look like a daydream made solid. Patches collects broken things.

The man himself is sitting at his workbench, tinkering with his left hand. Got the synthskin pulled back so you can see metal underneath. Tin mug of coffee steaming beside him, lamp casting a glossy sheen on the ruin of his head. Half a cigar tucked behind his ear. Work shirt that’s green beneath decades of oil and dirt. He hears me come in and looks up.

Calling Patches ugly would be flattering him. He looks like two different people got torn apart and someone tried to make a new person with the remains, in the dark, using their bad hand. His skull’s bumpy as an asteroid, with one wet human eye and a white synthetic one that whispers in the socket as it tracks you around. There’s no hair on his head, no eyebrows or beard, not even a short, curly bunch poking out of his nose. His lower jaw is flesh-coloured plastic, his neck mottled with burn scars. His left arm is synthetic up to the elbow, and both feet are gone, replaced by metal leg braces he undoes when it’s time to bunk down. When he walks, it’s in lurches, side to side, keeping himself upright with a cane. I’ve never seen him without his shirt and I don’t want to.

‘What’re you working on?’ I ask.

‘Index finger,’ he says ‘Getting involuntary flex.’

He tightens a tiny screw in the palm of his metal hand.

How Patches got like this is he was in the war, decades before I was born, the final Water War when the American Empire collapsed. He worked for a military corp, flew an exosuit for them. Way Patches tells it, he was first in and last out, tip of the spear, didn’t know what fear was. Thought he’d live for ever. Then he came to the day his luck ran out. He survived the crash, but wished he hadn’t and the enemy took what was left of him into one of their detentionblocs. He won’t tell me what that was like, except he had both his eyes and hands when he went in.

The people he was fighting lost the war. He got released and his old employer released him too; he couldn’t fight for them any more and didn’t want to anyway. He came to the City and got as much surgery as he could with the money he had saved up, and then he sank, came down to the undercity where there’s no daylight and no laws and nobody to ask who you are or where you came from. He was the one who founded the Gut. If you’re a kid and you can leech for him, earn for him, there’s a bed and a meal here.

‘You’re back early,’ he says.

‘Got tagged,’ I say. ‘Thought I’d head below. Let things cool off.’

He puts his screwdriver down. ‘Again?’

‘What d’you mean, again?’

‘Means again. Last month—’

‘Last month’s last month! They didn’t make me then, didn’t make me now either! Metrowatch had bait out. I leeched on to him by mistake. I got away, no heat.’

‘You’re not careful enough,’ he says.

‘I am careful!’ I snap, remembering the noise the magrail made as it went over me. I nearly died on the tracks this morning. But he doesn’t need to know about that.

‘They only have to catch you once,’ he says. ‘And then what would I do, eh? What’s Patches going to do without your help, Nova? You know I can’t walk well any more. You know how things are. We already lost good people. I need everyone bringing in a solid earning right now, and you’re my best. We can’t have you going away.’

‘They didn’t catch me. I jolted him in the stomach; everyone thought he was a groper. I got away, and I still got his byts too.’

‘You kept the cash from a lure?’ he asks. Patches can’t move his face too well, but he’s trying to scowl. ‘You brought us money with a trace on it? I know you aren’t that stupid, Nova.’

Feel a burning in my face. Hot shame. Of course there’s a trace on the money. I took it from a Metrowatch enforcer. We can’t spend it. I should’ve wiped it hours ago.

‘Sorry,’ I say. ‘Didn’t think. I’ll get rid of it.’

Patches puts his hand, his warm human one, on my shoulder. Feels good, like I’m not alone down here. But there’s still the shame, sharp-toothed and sour, gnawing me. I can’t afford to make mistakes. We might be squatting in the undercity, no rent to a housingcorp, but we’ve still got costs: tools, coffee, water filters, pay a gang to keep the other gangs off us. And I need the latest software, need icebreakers and spoofers and leaked securicorp data to keep myself in business as a leecher, and nobody in Nightmarket gives out gifts. Nothing in the City’s free, and I just brought home eighty byts with a trace on them. Today’s a big hollow zero.

‘You get rid of that money fast as you can,’ he says. ‘And it puts us short. It’s no good, Nova, no good at all for a morning’s work. This isn’t what I keep you around for, is it?’

‘I know,’ I say. ‘I’ll fix it, I will. I’ll get us more. I’ll go back up—’

‘Don’t know about that,’ Patches says, shaking his head. ‘Luck’s not with you, it’s not with you. I think you stay here for today. Let the world turn, eh? Got work needs doing down here, as it happens. Ade’s coming by for collection, so you’re going to be the one tells him we can’t pay this week.’

‘We didn’t pay him last week either.’

‘I know,’ Patches says with a grimace. ‘We didn’t. But he likes you. You’re his friend. So you’re going to keep him sweet so he keeps his father sweet. Right?’

‘Ade likes me,’ I say, ‘but he’s not gonna be put off much longer. They’ll come down here and start—’

‘I know!’ Patches says, raising his voice. He gestures sharply with his left arm, forgetting he’s working on it, and then winces and rests it back down on the work desk. His index finger starts flexing, rotor making a high whine as the finger curls right round and presses into his palm. He grips it with his human hand and pulls the finger back into position.

‘That hurt?’ I ask.

He shakes his head, but I know it does. His arm’s old and it never gets serviced, not by a proper technician, just by him peeling the synthskin off and poking about with his own greasy tools. They put Patches back together, but they did it as cheap as they could and now he’s coming apart again. A good cybernetics surgeon could fix it, give him a new arm, freshen up his implants, but that kind of surgery costs more byts than he could ever save, even if he had twice the kids leeching for him. So he keeps going, running the Gut, pretending like his muscles aren’t slowly shutting down, like he isn’t getting worse nerve damage every day. Three years ago, when we first met, he could still walk pretty well, went upstrata to do business sometimes, but now he barely leaves the Gut. In the past month, he’s rarely even out of this workshop, too painful to hobble down to the hygienebloc we’ve got on the lowest level.

Neither of us wants to talk about it. We look past his shaking limbs and whinging rotors, look past the fact that I do more and more of the jobs that used to be his, organising work timetables and servicing the machinery that keeps the squat running.

‘So what do I tell Ade?’ I ask.

‘Who cares? Stall him, Nova. You’re good with him – he likes you.’

‘Right,’ I say. Ade does like me, and I like him, as far as other people go, but he won’t like what I tell him at all. He’s got his dad to answer to, and he can’t keep letting us off. Truth is, I can’t afford bad days like this. The second-best leecher got caught about a month back, and some of the other kids left soon after. It scared them. We’re not pulling in anything like the money we used to.

The walls around us rumble as a discharge goes off in the geothermal generator. Patches’ tools rattle in their tray. I realise my stomach’s growling a bit too.

‘Any food going?’ I ask.

‘Come home empty-handed and you’re wanting fed?’ Patches says, looking back down at his finger. His synthetic eye makes soft whirring sounds as it focuses on his work.

I take that as my cue to leave, down the hallway and into the kitchen. It’s the same size as Patches’ workshop, a mirror image, with the same vents and pipes on the ceiling, lit by the same white fluoro strips. Don’t know what this room was before it was our squat. Patches installed cooking units, a freezer, a sink that empties back into our water tanks. Padlock on the drinking-water spigot. We can filter water about six times, but who knows how safe it really is? Damp rags hanging from pipes, dirty metal plates, some empty bottles of synthbeer. There is food going: I can see a tray of fried insects, two left, big agricorp locusts splayed out in a grave of white sugar. I pick one of them up, bite off the head and thorax. Nice crunch to it.

There’s a boy asleep under the table. Mistook him for a pile of rags before. All I can see of him is dark hair and a snatch of forehead, rest is all wrapped up. No idea who that is. Kids are in and out of the Gut all the time, anyone with nowhere else to go. Patches won’t turn you away, not if you have something to give him. Boy under the table smells rough; makes me think he’s been in those clothes a long time.
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I suck the last sugar granules off my fingers, then head down another corridor, this one sweltering hot and lined with power conduits. I climb a short-runged ladder and push through the hatch into my room. Easy to miss, this place. Exactly how I like it. If I drop the hatch closed and put my furniture on top of it, there’s no way you can get in after me. Space is tight up here, so I’ve got a hammock hung between two pipes. Walls are bare metal streaked with rust, hung with a round, dusty mirror. Floor I’ve piled up with rugs and stuff, make it kinder on bare feet. One storage locker for clothes, another for tech. What more do you need?

I peel my rainwrap away from my body, then pull off my boots; tuck them away in the corner of my room. I roll up the sleeve of my jacket, exposing my wristhub’s access ports. Then I open up the tech box and bring out my baby: my assembly terminal. Unlike the junk in Patches’ workshop, this thing’s brand new. It’s a Bliss Inc. Assembly and Syntax Unit, Chrysalis 3 model. Lost count of how many drunks and commuters I had to leech from to afford this on the black market. It’s a bright yellow, egg-shaped case, stamped with the Bliss Inc. logo, their butterfly. You can hold it in one hand, but it’s heavy, dense with clever engineering.

I unfurl an infovein and plug it into my wrist’s port, linking the Chrysalis 3 to my nerves. I feel the bright rush of the metanet; see glifs bubbling in the corners of my eyes.

Your implants can do a lot of things, but they’re powered by your body’s energy, and that has its limits. If all you need to do is run simple programs, like most people, then that’s more than enough. Your optical implants will show you anything you want to see; aural implants mean you never have to live a single moment without a personalised soundtrack. Whole world of information right there for you. But, if you want to alter programs or build your own, you need an assembly terminal.

I close my eyes and let myself sink into assembly space. It’s a white room lined with half-finished programs, formations of glifs spinning around me like galaxies. I reach for one and haptic feedback in my hands makes the program feel solid.

This one’s an icebreaker I’m working on. When you’re talking about the metanet, ice isn’t frozen water. It means ICE: Information Concealment and Encryption. Everyone and everything that belongs to the corps is covered in layers of ice; it stops hackers accessing their data, altering their permissions and protocols … everything I want to do, in other words.

Dealing with basic, consumer-quality ice is like opening a lock on a door; with the right key or enough force, you can get inside. High-grade corp ice is different. It builds intricate labyrinths that only the cleverest, luckiest people can navigate. The hackers who do make it through sometimes share the routes with everyone else, and then anyone can break that brand of ice, until the corps realise it’s been compromised and they have their icemakers build something new, and the cycle starts again. They want to lock things down, control them, shut us out; we want to find a way in.

So that’s the metanet: corps on the inside, all the money and all the power, hoarding their information in citadels of light, ringed with the thickest, strongest ice you can imagine. And outside there’s us: hungry ghosts, prowling the darkness, sneaking in through cracks to take what we can.

There are other things you need besides icebreakers if you want to be a hacker, even just a street-running leecher like me. If you want implants and a subscription to the metanet, you have to be registered with the corps who made your implants, full name and real-time location and everything, and that’s no good if you’re going to break the law. They can track you down whenever they like. So what I have is a program that makes me into a ghost. It’s called Phantom. Anytime someone tries to find out who I am, Phantom gives them a different name. Anytime Metrowatch put a trace on me, Phantom throws them off, gives them a million different trails. It’s the first tool any hacker gets hold of, and the most important. Without a copy of Phantom, you won’t live very long.

The person who built Phantom was a hacker called the Moth. He’s a legend. Nobody knows who he is, but every hacker’s got a story about the Moth. People say the Moth can make BytBank accounts appear out of thin air, create money whenever he feels like it. People say the Moth was the one who crashed the database of the biggest healthcorp in the world, erased millions of people’s medical debt. When there was a blackout on one of the prison isles in the Pacific and more than a hundred anticorp fighters escaped, everyone reckoned it had to be the Moth who wrote the code that crippled the power plants. Whenever there’s a really big database crack, whenever there’s some unbreakable ice finally broken, whenever a corp gets hit with a proper gut punch, that’s the word you hear on the hacker chatfeeds, over and over: Moth, Moth, Moth.

Some people say that the real Moth’s long dead; that the corps got to him and turned him into a moonie; or that it’s a group of people working under one name. The Moth’s a hacker god, whoever they are or were, because Phantom’s never been broken. It’s the ultimate digital disguise, a mask that shifts shape every time someone looks at it. There’s only two rules: one is you can’t tell upstrata people about Phantom. It’s for hackers and underdwellers only, not for rich kids to use as a fake ID to go to bars. The second rule is that if you get caught, it won’t save you. The minute someone from a securicorp arrests you, Phantom vanishes from your implants, like it was never there.

What I really want is to learn enough about coding to make something like Phantom, have the name Nova on every hacker’s lips. I’m good at programming, better than most of the zeroes posting their crap for people to marvel at. I want to be just like the Moth, but it’s tough; not as if there are guides out there that’ll teach you to work like that. I’ve tried to look at the source code of Phantom, me and a thousand others, but you can’t get anything out of it. When you load it up into assembly space, all you’ll see is a super-dense blob of darkness; nothing you can understand.

All the same, I want to try. You’ll never learn if you don’t fail sometimes. I push the rest of my programs aside, scattering them into the edges of the work area, and summon Phantom. It doesn’t buzz and sing and glitter like the other programs I own. Instead it oozes into view, hangs in the air like some shifty thought you forgot about before it was fully formed.

I put one hand on it and my fingers pass straight through. It’s tough because Phantom doesn’t even fight you trying to look at it, not the way others do. The corp-made programs will resist, wall you out, throw up these labyrinths of light and colour, but there’s always a way in once you know the logic. They fight and fight until there’s nowhere left for them to go, and then they break and they’re yours. Phantom doesn’t fight you. It just flows around you like water, eluding your grip.

And standing there in assembly space, one hand in the program, I have a thought. When I break into corp programs, I attack them the way they defend themselves, with the same logic and rules, with icebreakers that are inverted mirrors of the corp ice they unlock. But Phantom wasn’t built by someone from a corp, doesn’t have their logic. It’s still a program, built from info-glifs and metadata, but it has different rules.

So what I do is wait. I stand in assembly space with both hands resting on Phantom, fingers drifting into the boundaries of the shadow construct. And then I stay perfectly still, like there’s an animal I’m trying to tame. I don’t know what I think will happen, but I’m playing the program at its own game, trying to break it without force. I think of myself like Cromwell and his family, hunting in the pitch-black for a heartbeat.
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