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Part 1






Prologue



‘Jeanie sent me,’ Yasmin Das says.


Cole frowns. ‘I don’t know a Jeanie.’


‘She said you might say that. But you did, once, and it’s about time you were reintroduced.’


Cole doesn’t know whether to be excited or alarmed by this information. He was only just thinking that he needed to learn more about his forgotten past, and who better to fill him in than someone who knew him personally? But Cole’s day job, before he lost all memory of it in the MindWipe, involved subjecting children to a programme of corporate mind control – and during his time off, he masterminded a false flag attack that left dozens of people dead. He can’t help feeling that anyone who knew that past version of him very well is not someone he’d like to meet.


‘What does she want from me?’ he asks Yas. ‘And why is she contacting me now?’


Yas gives Cole a look that he finds hard to read. ‘She wants your help. When you were working on the Harlow Programme, you used to feed her intel from inside the Black Box. She’d like you to do it again.’


The words hit Cole like a blow. It’s not just that this is one of the first pieces of concrete information he’s had about his missing years; it’s also the fact that Yas knows about his role in InTech’s covert programme of mental manipulation. It’s bad enough thinking about the Harlow Programme in the privacy of his own head; hearing Yas, someone he likes and respects, talking about it out loud is almost unbearable. He hates that she knows about his time in InTech’s most highly classified research and development lab – learning about his past almost isn’t worth the shame of having to talk about it with other people. He has so many questions that, for a moment, he can’t respond.


‘What? How …?’


‘Jeanie filled me in on the details,’ Yas answers, noticing Cole’s confusion but oblivious to his discomfort. ‘You and she were trying to halt the programme’s progression, but then she lost touch with you. Now there’s—’


A knock on the door cuts Yas off mid-sentence. Cole is turning to see who could be calling this late at night when she grabs his arm.


‘Don’t answer that!’ she hisses. ‘Listen, we don’t have a lot of time. There’s something brewing in the Black Box. Something big. Jeanie wants to stop it, and she could really use your help.’


She digs in her pocket and hands him something: it’s an oval of white plastic with a silver button in the centre, hanging on a length of cord.


‘Take this and hide it,’ she says. ‘You can use it to get in touch with us if you need to, but it’s for emergencies only.’


Cole has seen things like this device in retro technology exhibits – it’s a patient tracker, used in the days before MbOS technology to help dementia sufferers who strayed from their homes. He’s impressed. The tech is so archaic that it won’t be blocked by any of InTech’s firewalls or detected by their scanners. He takes it – then, at a loss for what to do with it, puts it in the fruit bowl on his kitchen table. There’s another knock on the door, louder this time. It snaps Cole back to attention; his professional interest has distracted him from the most obvious problem with Yas’s plan.


‘Yas, even if I wanted to help you, I don’t work at the Black Box anymore,’ he points out. ‘There’s nothing I can do.’


The furtive expression crosses Yas’s face again. Cole finally identifies it as chagrin. ‘Yes. About that,’ she says. ‘You asked why Jeanie was getting in touch now. It’s because it might be her last chance for a while. We’ve been monitoring the chatter at the ICRD and Kenway has decided to – well – he’s putting you under house arrest.’


Panic spikes through Cole. ‘What?’


‘I’m sorry,’ Yas whispers. ‘Really, I am. This shouldn’t be happening to you. But there’s a way you can use it to do some good. Or get revenge, if that’s your thing.’


Shouting from outside, now: ‘Neuroengineer Cole! Open the door!’


‘Yas,’ Cole hisses through gritted teeth, ‘what is going on?’


‘I have to go!’ Yas replies. ‘We know Dr Friend is going to request you be reassigned to the Black Box. If you’re in, then once you get there, look out for our man on the inside. From what I’ve heard, he needs all the help he can get.’


The door bursts open, flying from its hinges. Cole whirls around: four armed guardians enter the flat at a run, their weapons trained on him.


As the guardians cuff him, they turn him back towards the open window. Yas is gone.





Chapter 1



Everyone has always called her Fliss, except her mother.


One of Fliss’s earliest memories is of her mum correcting her when she tried to shorten it, the lines on her worn face deepening into a disapproving frown. ‘You’re Felicity,’ she said. ‘Felicity Loh. It’s a good name. A proper name.’


By which she meant an old name, one from before the Meltdown. But they’re not living before the Meltdown, are they? And besides, her mum told her that felicity meant happiness, and Fliss found herself resenting that, as though the name were a standard she had to live up to. She’s not happy, not most of the time. Who is? And so, she started calling herself Fliss, and after she left the settlement at Gatwick and joined the crew, everyone else did the same.


Fliss has been thinking about her mother a lot today. It’s probably because she’s out teaching Josh how to hunt drones, and teaching is something Mum has always been good at. They’re perched on the roof of an abandoned house, one of a row of identical houses – she, Josh, and the rest of the crew. Josh had wanted to wait inside one of them, in the shade; the heat is already becoming oppressive, and he’s a redhead who burns at the mention of sunlight. But Fliss had insisted on this position and, since she’s the leader, Josh had to agree.


‘You need to brace yourself against something or the recoil will knock you over,’ she tells Josh patiently. ‘It’s not like in the movies.’


The crew don’t have a television of their own, but many of the settlements they stop at do and occasionally, when times are good, they’ve traded some of their food or meds for the chance to watch a film. Fliss likes the westerns best. They’re all from long before the Meltdown, but the stories of bandits and frontier towns remind her of life in the wasteland. The gangs of outlaws are even a little like her own crew, though they have it easier than she does. Cattle rustlers only have cowboys and sheriffs to contend with. Fliss and her crew have the corps.


‘I know it’s not like in the movies,’ Josh snaps back. ‘I’ve seen you do it, haven’t I?’


Fliss feels an answering stirring of annoyance, which she tries to suppress. Her mother is endlessly patient, and taught Fliss how to dress wounds, snare rabbits and scale trees with a supply of gentleness that never ran dry – even when Fliss was cross or slow. Of course, this particular lesson would horrify her. They never attacked drones at Gatwick; their philosophy was to avoid the corporations’ notice as far as possible.


‘I know you have, Josh,’ she replies, calm as she can manage. ‘But you won’t know what I mean until you’ve tried it yourself. Here—’ She takes the gun from its holster on her belt and shows Josh the stance again: legs slightly apart, back braced against the chimney stack, left arm supporting and steadying her right. ‘Like this.’


Josh copies her, making a gun out of his thumb and index finger and squinting along it into the sky. He fires off a volley of imaginary shots, then mimes a drone going down in flames.


‘I get it,’ he says. ‘Now give. I want to try.’


‘If you’re going to fuck about, I’ll take you back to camp,’


Fliss retorts. ‘Maybe I should have let Gabriel or Sonia handle this one after all.’


She glances at them as she speaks. They’re sitting with Ben on the flat roof, sharing a canteen of water. Sonia only rolls her brown eyes – she doesn’t have any more patience for Josh’s idiocy than Fliss does – but Gabriel shoots her a look of mute appeal. He has a soft spot for Josh, who is the youngest and newest of the crew. Fliss doesn’t relent; Josh may be a kid, but he needs to know this isn’t a game.


He sobers immediately. ‘I’ll be serious! I promise.’


She hands him the gun with a show of reluctance, and he takes it reverently, making a big deal out of it. It lies in his palm, compact and dense, its once-shiny surface flecked with rust. Fliss oils it regularly, but it was old and beaten up when she got it.


Josh curls his fingers around the handle and takes up the stance she showed him, pointing the gun at the sky to the east. Then he sights along the barrel, squinting into the flat stare of the sun.


Fliss watches all this approvingly. She had her doubts about letting Josh get his hands on the gun. It’s the only working one the crew has, and he has a tendency towards recklessness. But he’s been begging to learn how to use it since he joined them, and Ben did barter for a shotgun from some traders in Crawley the last time they passed that way. It doesn’t work yet, but with a bit more tinkering it might, and the crew could use another shooter.


A dark speck comes into view, silhouetted against the light. At the same moment, Fliss hears a high and steady humming, still distant, but coming their way. The delivery drone is heading straight for them.


‘It’s here,’ she says, with satisfaction. ‘Right on time.’


All at once, Josh’s arms start to tremble. The gun is probably heavier than he was expecting it to be, but Fliss knows that’s not the only reason.


‘What if it’s armed?’ he asks. His voice is a high whine that matches the sound of the drone’s motors. He coughs, embarrassed.


‘They’re never armed on this route,’ Gabriel tells him, affecting not to notice Josh’s discomfort.


‘But what if it is? What if they’ve noticed what we’ve been doing?’


‘They haven’t,’ Fliss chimes in. ‘We’ve been careful.’


This is true. The crew have a rotation of drone routes that they change up regularly. They never strike the same flight path twice in a row, or twice at the same point. They leave as long between hunts as they possibly can. And this route is one they know well. One of the big corporations uses it to ferry staple foods from the agricultural zones in the south over to London: the delivery drones carry grains, pulses, occasionally root vegetables – nothing valuable. There’s no reason to think the drone would be armed. But still …


You can’t always tell the armed drones apart from the normal ones, not by sight. You know when you’ve hit one though, because it’s the last thing you’ll ever do. Usually. Some of the corps just put regular guns on theirs, and in that case, you might get away with a chestful of scars or a chunk out of your ear, like Ben has. But Thoughtfront put heat-guided missiles on their really important shipments, and some of the pharmaceutical corporations use even nastier things. Things that can melt your skin off and leave you choking on your own lungs.


It’s how Fliss’s predecessor died. Fliss was little more than a kid herself when it happened, and she tries not to dwell on the memory, but occasionally an image from that day will resurface. It was only her, Harry and Sonia in the crew then, and they were trying to snag a shipment from AviLife – painkillers and birth control, but they were hoping for antibiotics, too, which are rare as hens’ teeth and far more valuable. Harry had been closest when they brought the drone down, so he’d got the brunt of the gas when the little cannister exploded. Fliss, to her shame, had run. Sonia, too. They’d returned several hours later to find the shipment melted and Harry … In the end, she and Sonia had been too afraid even to bury him. The crew wear gas masks when they go to collect a drone now – Fliss traded for them herself – but she hasn’t hit an AviLife shipment since.


Overhead, the sound of the drone is getting louder, and Josh’s shaking has intensified. The kid is all swagger and no substance; he’s been boasting about his imagined prowess with a gun for weeks, and now that it comes to it, he’s running scared. Fliss could remind him that she did tell him this was a serious business. Instead, she squeezes his shoulder.


‘You’ll be OK,’ she says.


He takes a deep, shuddering breath, and thumbs the safety off. The gun wavers a little, but he steadies his right hand with his left, like Fliss taught him, and finds his target. The drone is closer, larger. But it’s not time yet. Timing is everything. Fliss has drilled into him, again and again, that he has to wait until it’s almost directly overhead. He pauses, gauging the distance. Beside him, Fliss counts down slowly from five in her head. When she reaches zero, she feels Josh tense up, and he fires.


The recoil takes him by surprise, as Fliss warned him it would. He does not stagger, but his right arm flies backwards, and the shot goes wide. He fires again, and a third time, chasing the drone across the sky. But he has no better luck. It’s above them, and then it’s gone. The sound of its motors recedes in the still air until all is silence again.


‘Fuck,’ Josh says. Fliss knows he’s aiming for angry, but he just sounds shaken.


‘Don’t worry about it.’ She takes the gun from his hand and holsters it again. ‘We’ll try again tomorrow.’


Fliss steps away from him, gazing into the sky to the west. She can still just about make out the drone, a dark spot on the horizon. In the crate it carries, there is flour or potatoes or lentils, maybe even some spices or sugar. Enough to feed the crew for a month, with plenty left over for trade. It’s out of the gun’s range now, but she can still see it, drifting lazily along in the pitiless blue of the sky. Fliss almost wishes that it had shot back, and that she and the crew had been forced to flee in a hail of bullets. In fact, it’s very rare that they lose someone to attacks from the delivery drones. Most of them just fly right by – too high to reach, or gone too fast to catch. Mostly, the corps ignore them. Somehow, this makes it worse.


She’s about to turn away, to go and retrieve her rucksack for the trek back to camp, when several things happen at once. There’s a muted pop behind her, and something flies past in her peripheral vision, almost too quick to see. An instant later, the distant drone drops from the sky like a stone.


‘Uh, Fliss?’ There’s a note of fear in Sonia’s tone.


Fliss freezes in place rather than spinning around to see what the matter is. The pop was quiet – if she’d been talking, she might have missed it – but it has set her heart hammering. She knows what a gun sounds like.


‘Good shot,’ a man says. His voice is a hard drawl.


The hairs on the back of Fliss’s neck rise. There aren’t any settlements in this part of the wasteland; the only other people likely to be out here are rival crews. Crews don’t tangle with one another often – the wasteland is large, and there are enough things trying to kill its inhabitants without them turning on each other – but hostile takeovers are not unheard of. If that’s what’s happening here, if another crew like the Grins or the Red Flags has come to swallow them up, then the others might yet survive, but there’s no hope for her at all.


‘You can come down,’ the voice adds. ‘We’re not going to shoot.’


Well. That’s unexpected. Fliss turns slowly to see who has got the drop on her. Two figures, a man and a woman, are standing in the middle of the potholed street. They’re wearing sleek, black body armour and close-fitting helmets that obscure their faces. They’re both armed – the man with a pistol, and the woman with an enormous thing that looks a bit like a grenade launcher, which she carries mounted on her shoulder. The man has his gun trained on Gabriel, Sonia and Ben, who are still sitting where Fliss left them, exposed on the flat roof. Fliss shoots Sonia a warning look. Stay still. The strangers have the upper hand, here. Run, and they’re likely dead.


Josh has darted behind the chimney stack. ‘We’re armed,’ he calls, acting the tough guy. ‘So, you’d better back off, or—’


‘Shut up, Josh,’ Fliss says. Her voice is calm, almost inflectionless.


These two aren’t from a rival crew; she can see that at a glance. They’re corporate: her scavenged handgun won’t even begin to cut it. With a jerk of her head, she orders everyone down to the ground. The others slip off the flat roof, while Fliss scales the wall beside the chimney breast. She has to put her back to the strangers while she climbs down, which makes the space between her shoulder blades feel tight and itchy. If they wanted to shoot her, though, they could do it just as easily to her face. As soon as she reaches the ground, she turns back to them, showing her hands.


‘We’ll leave,’ she calls. ‘We want no quarrel with you.’


‘Smart girl.’ The woman is speaking now. There’s some kind of distorter in her helmet that makes her voice sound thick and robotic. ‘But you’ve got nothing to fear from us. We just want to talk.’


Which is an odd opening gambit from someone so heavily armed. Fliss’s eyes must betray something of her thoughts because the woman laughs, the sound a low gargle, and unships the grenade launcher from her shoulder. ‘This? I didn’t bring it to threaten you. I thought I made that clear when I shot down your drone.’


Fliss boggles. She’d assumed when she saw the two that the shot must have come from the pistol. The grenade launcher is massive, and it just downed a drone that was over a mile away. To hit something from that distance, with that force, and to make as little noise as a snap of the fingers? It’s impossible.


‘What do you want to talk about?’ Fliss asks.


‘We’ve been following your crew’s activity for some time, and we want to go into business,’ the man replies. ‘We have weapons and resources, and you have a talent for shooting down drones. We’d like to make use of it.’


‘Here,’ the woman says. ‘A gesture of good faith.’ And without further preamble, she offers the launcher to Fliss, holding it out to her with both arms, like it’s a child.


Fliss’s mind whirls. This feels like a trap. No one has ever given the crew something for free, least of all a corp. In the wasteland, you scavenge what you can get and steal what you can’t. She thinks, again, of her mother, of what she would say if she could see Fliss with these two corporate goons.


You can’t win against the corps, Felicity, and you can’t bargain with them. They aren’t human. All you can do is run, as far and as fast as you can.


It’s advice that Fliss has disregarded, time and again. She has stolen from the corporations to feather her nest and fill her belly, and she’s always managed to come out all right. Working with them, though … That’s new. It feels risky. She looks to the rest of the crew. Sonia, Ben and Gabriel look back, waiting on her decision. Josh only has eyes for the grenade launcher; Fliss isn’t sure whether he’s staring at it with fear or lust.


She thinks about it for a long, slow minute. You can’t trust a corp. But it’s not like the crew are in a position to be turning down offers of help, whatever their source. She steps forward and takes the launcher from the woman’s arms. The woman’s hand brushes against Fliss’s own as she does so. It feels human enough.


‘I’m listening,’ Fliss says.





Chapter 2



‘I want everyone to bring their A game tonight,’ Tanta’s team leader says. ‘This is an important assignment, so keep your minds on the job.’


He’s looking at Tanta when he says it. Reflexively, she adjusts her uniform, straightening her lapels and tugging the hem of her shirt down to cover the body armour beneath it. She’s not used to dressing in formal wear; the collar of her white shirt feels like it’s cutting off her air supply, and the tailored black trousers impede her freedom of movement. But it’s important she look the part.


There’s a soft chime in her mind as a notification comes through, and she touches a finger to her temple, summoning her Array. The AR display glimmers before her eyes, bright in the dim interior of the van. T minus two minutes. On the seats beside her, her colleagues shift uncomfortably in their ties and waistcoats. Their team leader, Senior Guardian Porter, is sitting facing Tanta. His waistcoat is too tight for him, and his red face gleams with sweat. Evidently the formal wear doesn’t agree with him, either.


‘Now, I know some of you are a little new to this,’ he continues. There’s a collective creaking as the rest of the guardians turn in their seats to look at Tanta. Porter is being his idea of subtle, but she is the only new person to have joined this team for years.


‘I want to reassure those people that it’s normal to be nervous,’ Porter says. ‘This may all seem daunting at first, but if you keep your head down and follow my lead, you’ll be fine. Got it?’


There’s no one else he could be addressing, so Tanta forces a nod, eyes on the floor. Her cheeks are burning. She’s been working in Porter’s unit for two months – ever since Douglas Kenway demoted her from the InterCorporate Relations Division to the community guardians – but she still gets a pep talk every time she goes out on any assignment more challenging than gate duty. She’s sure Porter means well; he probably has no idea how to speak to a teenager and has assumed that because Tanta is young, she must need babying. Most of her colleagues in the unit are in their fifties.


‘Good,’ Porter says. He looks like he’s going to continue with his lecture, but the vehicle slows to a stop. They’ve arrived. The van’s double doors swing open and the team climb out into the cold night air. They emerge outside the southern face of the Needle and file in through its staff entrance. The slender pyramid with its jagged spire is InTech’s corporate headquarters, and during the day it plays host to thousands of office workers who are occupied with everything from high-level trade meetings to maintaining the corporation’s main server room. Tonight, however, it is playing host to activities of a different kind.


It’s Foundation Day, the anniversary of InTech’s incorpor­ation, and this evening the Needle has been transformed into the venue for the biggest party south of the riverbed. The skyscraper glows like a beacon, warm and inviting. In the restaurant and event hall near its apex, servers are busy pouring champagne into crystal flutes and arranging platters of canapés.


At the other extreme of the building, in a dingy security room on basement level one, Tanta and her colleagues cluster around Senior Guardian Porter and await their orders.


‘I want you all to set your ’scape security apps to record,’ Porter begins. ‘I’ll be down here in the command centre, monitoring the footage as it comes in. I’m sending you your individual assignments via MindChat now. Most of you will be on the external doors, checking ’scape idents and conducting bag searches.’


There’s a collective groan as everyone receives their instructions. No one likes being on door duty, especially in this weather.


‘Can’t we check IDs from inside?’ asks Wright, one of Tanta’s colleagues. ‘It’s not like a few gate-crashers will be the end of the world.’


Porter fixes him with a glare. ‘Director Kenway himself will be at this event, and these security arrangements have his seal of approval. If any of you have a problem with them, you can take it up with him personally, got it?’


The protests subside into half-hearted muttering. One thing Tanta has learnt since joining the guardians is that she isn’t the only one who dislikes Douglas Kenway. He still runs Residents’ Affairs, the division responsible for the community guardians, alongside his new role as Interim Director of the ICRD, and he has a reputation among the rank and file for being both quick to form grudges and slow to give them up.


Porter looks them all over, nodding to himself. ‘Didn’t think so,’ he says. ‘Now, does anyone have any questions?’


Tanta coughs. ‘I haven’t received my assignment yet, Senior Guardian.’


The Senior Guardian’s glare melts into a patronising smile. ‘Ah, yes, Tanta,’ he says. ‘I’ve got a special job for you.’


Tanta hefts a platter of canapés in one hand, a tray of drinks in the other, and suppresses a sigh. Foundation Day is usually a cele­bration that she enjoys. The lights and fireworks are comforting at the dark tail-end of the year, and most CorpWards and wagers get a day off in honour of the festivities. Even during the times when she was too busy to take a full day away from her training, the general air of revelry and cheerfulness was always enough to lift Tanta’s spirits in the past.


Not this year. This year, her bad mood could sour milk. When Senior Guardian Porter had kept her behind in the command centre, she had hoped – for one brief, shining moment – that he was going to give her something interesting to do. A guest to tail, some intelligence to gather, an important message to deliver. Instead, he had told her he wanted her to be a waiter.


‘Given you’re still recovering from your injury, I think the stress of working security at such a high-profile event might be a bit much for you at the moment,’ he had said. ‘I’d like you inside the venue instead, helping the servers. Make sure none of the guests get too rowdy.’ He’d winked at her. Winked. ‘I’m sure they won’t give you any trouble.’


Tanta had only nodded in reply, not trusting herself to speak. A bit much?! Her injured hand has been out of its cast for weeks, and as for stress, she has held positions of greater responsibility than Senior Guardian Porter ever will in his life. She could tell him things about corporate duty and sacrifice that would shock him to his core, for all that she’s less than half his age. Though of course she can’t, really. Her service record is classified: more senior employees than Porter might try and fail to access it. So, he had sent her off to hand out drinks and direct drunken guests to the toilets, and Tanta had bitten her tongue and let him do it.


She’s in the event hall now, a vast, open-plan room on the penultimate floor of the Needle. Smart dinner jackets and flowing evening gowns fill the space with elegance and colour. Servers, Tanta among them, flit between the parrot dresses and penguin suits, topping up glasses and offering around food. The venue is almost the highest point in the city, topped only by the penthouse apartments of InTech’s board members, one storey above. Floor-to-ceiling windows line the entire room, offering a sweeping panoramic view. There’s a large group of guests clustered around the ones to the south, admiring the twinkling lights of InTech’s flats and skyscrapers.


No one is looking through the windows on the opposite side of the room – in fact, people are going out of their way to avoid them, giving the crowded hall a lopsided appearance. Tanta doesn’t need to be an ICRD agent to know why. The windows to the north look out over the riverbed, filled with barbed wire and gun turrets, to the city beyond – Thoughtfront’s side of the city, where no InTech employee has been welcome since the Bridge Gate closed and relations between the two corporations took a turn for the worse.


Even the guests unlucky enough to be positioned closer to the northern windows avert their eyes from the offending view, without ever speaking a word on the subject. This isn’t the time to be dwelling on the cold war between InTech and Thoughtfront; it’s a party. Tanta is the only one to find her eyes drifting towards the riverbed and its impassable bridges again and again. It’s hard to believe that less than a year ago she was on the other side of that no man’s land, infiltrating Thoughtfront’s side of the city for the sake of her corp. That was a harrowing time, but she can’t help looking back on it now with a pang of yearning. She’d rather be back behind enemy lines, with all the danger that entails, than stuck in InTech as a glorified security guard.


The indignity of her new role would be easier for Tanta to bear if InTech’s threat level were low; then, she could at least take comfort from knowing that the ICRD didn’t really need her. Unfortunately, the opposite is the case. Tanta knows more about the dangers facing her corporation than most. It was her investigation two months ago that uncovered the reason InTech and Thoughtfront are at each other’s throats in the first place: a false flag attack, carried out by Cole but orchestrated by parties unknown, designed to trick each corporation into thinking the other was moving against it. But even if she’d had nothing to do with those events, she’d still be able to read the signs that something is amiss.


Ever since the summer, the mood on the south side of the city has been tense and anxious. InTech’s Communications Division is ruthlessly efficient at coordinating media blackouts, and even the most public catastrophes of the summer – the Ward House fire and the viral attack on the sleeper factory – have been successfully passed off as tragic accidents. But not even InTech can explain away the closure of the Bridge Gate.


Tanta is too young to remember much about the original split between InTech and Thoughtfront, but she knows it was bad. Thoughtfront was once InTech’s military research subsidiary, and it took with it much of its parent corp’s expertise in weapons and defence systems. InTech remained a powerhouse, retaining an edge over Thoughtfront in the quality of its mind-based operating systems and its intelligence networks, but the parting of ways still left it more vulnerable than it had ever been. For years, residents on both sides of the bridge had worried that the split was the prelude to all-out war – that InTech would try to take its wayward subsidiary back, or Thoughtfront would seek to secure its independence by striking against its former parent. That fear receded over time, but it’s back with a vengeance now. And for all InTech’s spin, everyone can feel it.


The threat of war would be enough on its own to explain the unease gripping InTech’s side of the riverbed, but for the last two months, it has been exacerbated by more tangible hardships. Two weeks after the Bridge Gate closed, the rationing began. Tanta – like all InTech residents – awoke one morning to find a quota card on her Array, limiting her weekly purchases of food and other essentials to a pre-determined set of items. Since then, the restless atmosphere in the city has curdled into something more volatile. The restrictions have been billed as a temporary measure to help InTech build up emergency reserves in case of crop failures – a precaution, nothing more – but even the most unthinkingly obedient CorpWard can see the cracks in that cover story.


When Tanta is on guard duty at the Outer Gate, or out on patrol, the tension in the air is palpable; here, in the halls of power, everyone is doing their best to pretend it doesn’t exist. It isn’t working. This party is ostensibly a chance for InTech’s elite to relax and celebrate another successful year of business, but the laughter in the room is a hair too loud, the lulls in conversation strained and awkward. Unspoken fears linger in the pauses, giving the atmosphere of festivity a feverish edge.


On the streets, the anxiety Tanta senses is formless, compounded by uncertainty, but the mood of the party is different. The people in this room know things about the causes and nature of this crisis that the ordinary residents of the city don’t – Tanta is sure of it. The sense of this knowledge, pervading everything and yet still out of reach, makes her skin itch. InTech is facing a new threat, something bad, and Kenway is too spiteful, or too afraid, to let Tanta come back to the ICRD and find out what it is.


Tanta is about to make another circuit of the room when a woman in stiletto heels bumps into her, interrupting her thoughts and almost knocking her over. She steps lightly aside, reflecting that her balance and reflexes are wasted in saving platters of appetisers from going flying.


‘Excuse me,’ the woman murmurs, then stops to help herself to what’s on Tanta’s tray. Tanta has never met the woman before, but she had enough lessons on InTech’s power structures during her ICRD training that she recognises her: she’s Harpreet Toor, Director of the Trade Division.


‘It’s no trouble,’ Tanta replies. She’s about to add ‘Director’, an instinctual gesture of respect, but stops herself. Director Toor has no idea who Tanta is – there’s no point in letting her know that isn’t mutual. Director Toor selects a small bowl of caviar, her hand wavering as she reaches across the platter. She looks dour, her lips set in a thin line, but her brown eyes are unfocused. She’s very drunk. And not happy drunk, either.


Tanta watches the Director as she walks away, thinking fast. The upper echelons of InTech’s management are in this room, drowning their sorrows and letting their guard down. If she wants to find out what insider secrets she’s missed since her demotion, she’s unlikely to get a better opportunity.


She waits a moment, then follows Director Toor into the crowd. There was a time when what she is doing now – abandoning the job she has been assigned to eavesdrop on InTech’s top brass – would have seemed an unimaginable breach of protocol. Unimaginable in a literal sense: Tanta’s Harlow Programming, the programming Cole took out of her head, once made such uncorporate instincts anathema. But her Harlow Programming is in ruins, and since she lost it, she’s found herself doing unimaginable things on a regular basis.


Harpreet Toor is making her way over to a little knot of fellow Directors. Tanta spots Douglas Kenway in the group, and hastily drops her gaze. He doesn’t strike her as the kind of man to pay much attention to serving staff, but she still has to be cautious. He and the Directors around him are talking intensely, but without animation, and accepting top-ups of champagne whenever they are offered.


They’re standing near a table filled with discarded snacks and empty glasses, so Tanta busies herself with clearing it. It gives her an excuse to keep her head down, and to listen in to their conversation. She blinks a few mental commands, enhancing the audio on her ’scape. Keen as he was to oust Tanta, Kenway hasn’t dared risk the awkward questions that would arise from demoting one of the ICRD’s most promising young agents permanently. Technically, her role with the CommGuard is part of a temporary work shadowing scheme, which means she still has all her ICRD intelligence-gathering software.


‘… extent of the problem,’ Toor is saying. ‘I warned catering about the shortages, and they still decided to go ahead with the original menu.’ Her tone is pointed. Out of the corner of her eye, Tanta sees Kenway bristle. He’s still Director of Residents’ Affairs, so an event like this technically falls within his remit, though she doubts he had much to do with organising it.


‘It’s a party, Harpreet. Enjoy yourself,’ he says, in the tone of a man who isn’t taking his own advice. ‘Leave catering to manage their own business.’


‘It seems they are unable to do so,’ Director Toor replies acerbically. ‘I mean caviar, Douglas. Caviar? You must see how this looks.’ She drops her voice to an angry whisper and her words are lost in a crash to Tanta’s left as another guest drops his glass. She edges closer, moving around the table.


‘… attacks haven’t let up in almost two months,’ Toor continues, ‘and our warehouses are starting to run low on essentials. The residents are a hair’s breadth from rioting as it is, and if word gets out that you’ve been serving champagne and foie gras at executive functions—’


‘We’re not discussing this here,’ Kenway snaps, and Toor subsides, glaring at her champagne flute as though she would like to fling it into Kenway’s face.


<<Tanta. How’s it going?>> It’s Porter.


<<Nothing to report, Senior Guardian,>> Tanta returns, wishing him away with all her might.


<<There’s a UAV delivery coming into the kitchen – more wine for the revellers, I think. Mind giving it the once-over for me?>> Tanta grits her teeth. Trust Porter to send her running off after a delivery drone – and just when she was starting to learn something!


<<Of course,>> she replies.


She edges her way through the crowded room, heading for the service door to the kitchens. The brief snatch of conversation she managed to overhear before her manager’s intrusion was frustratingly light on details. It has told her little she didn’t suspect already, though from what Director Toor was saying, InTech’s food shortages are worse even than Tanta had guessed. And what are these attacks she mentioned? As the Director of Trade, Toor oversees the corporation’s export and import networks, and the agreements it has with agri-pharma conglomerates like Bayanto and food production corporations like PGU. Could Thoughtfront be targeting InTech’s supply lines, or its trade partners? And if it is, then how on earth has InTech allowed such a state of affairs to continue for this long?


Tanta sets her tray down outside the entrance to the kitchens and hurries through into a close, airless space full of people, smells and steam. InTech’s automated defence turrets are programmed to shoot down any unauthorised UAVs in the corporation’s airspace, so checking the delivery drone is just a formality. If she’s quick, she might be able to get back out to the party in time to catch some more of the Directors’ conversation.


She threads her way between the stainless-steel worktables and rows of ovens, dodging line cooks. There’s a drone loading bay at the back of the room – a hatch in the exterior wall through which UAVs can shuttle in and out, ensuring the kitchen is constantly supplied with everything it needs to keep the biggest event venue in InTech’s part of the city running. The drone is already waiting on the platform when Tanta reaches it, a huge delivery crate clutched in its mechanical talons. She slides the crate free.


The first clue Tanta gets that something is wrong is that the crate is far too light. She puts it on the workbench next to her and pops the lid; it’s empty. She’s about to ping Porter a query when she realises that the lid she’s just removed is, by contrast, heavier than it should be. She turns it over. Six thick, black cylinders have been taped to its inside, red wires snaking between them.


Tanta goes still, motionless as a mouse crouching in the shadow of an owl. Then, swiftly and carefully, she raises her index finger to her forehead and summons her Array.


<<Senior Guardian, there’s a bomb in the delivery crate,>> she sends. <<We need to evacuate the—>>


A whump rips upwards through the building, cutting Tanta off mid-message. It’s more a sensation than a sound, a rumble of thunder that shakes the space behind her eyes and inside her chest. The building shakes, too, swaying as though it’s been hit by an earthquake. The blast rings Tanta like a bell, leaving her jangled and confused. For an instant, she thinks the improvised explosive she’s holding has gone off, but that’s impossible – she’s still alive. She braces herself against the workbench, focusing on one thought and one thought only: she must not drop the bomb. If it detonates, then she and everyone on this floor are dead. Her jaw locks as the shockwaves from the explosion hit, and she tastes blood.


Then the motion subsides, leaving behind a ringing in her ears and a distant sound of shouting. Tanta stays where she is, her thoughts racing on ahead of her. Judging by the direction and intensity of the shockwaves, the blast came from several floors below. No doubt about its source: a bomb has hit the Needle, and a second – the one Tanta is still gripping in one hand – could explode at any moment.


She pings Porter again. For a second, her Array flickers and vanishes, replaced by a flashing error message, but her ’scape reconnects in a heartbeat.


<<We need to evacuate the Needle,>> she repeats. <<There’s a second device up here.>>


There’s no response to her hail. Tanta risks a glance behind her: the kitchen is still full of servers and chefs, milling about in confusion and dawning fear. No one has noticed her standing in the corner with the unexploded bomb. Through the kitchen’s porthole window, she can see guests wandering around in the hall beyond, looking dazed. The majority of InTech’s upper management are at this party, and just one storey up are the residences of the board themselves. An explosion on this floor would be beyond disastrous; the shockwaves could knock the entire corporation to its knees – not that she would be around to see it happen.


For an instant, Tanta is paralysed by indecision. She knows what she needs to do here – clear the building, disarm the bomb, inform the ICRD – but protocol dictates that the Senior Guardian on duty should initiate those steps, not her. She needs Porter’s permission to proceed. Without him …


Tanta shakes her head violently, physically dislodging the thought. Porter isn’t answering her calls, and she can’t risk lives waiting for him. The Needle has a building-wide emergency MindChat channel. She signs in, using her agent privileges to push her message out to everyone in the skyscraper.


<<Evacuate the building,>> she orders. <<This is not a drill. The emergency lifts are in the southeast concourse. Take them down to ground level, then get to a safe distance.>>


She sets the message to repeat. Then, she turns her attention back to the bomb, blinking an image capture of the device. Everyone in this part of the building needs to get as far away from here as possible, and assuming the two bombs were supposed to detonate together, they don’t have long to get clear. She might be able to buy them more time, but she can’t do it alone, and there’s only one person she can think of who might be able to help.


<<Cole? Are you there?>> She’s half-expecting silence in return. Cole isn’t allowed to respond to personal messages while he’s at work, and since his arrest, he’s at work all the time now. To her relief, she gets a notification from him moments later.


<<I’m here. What’s—>>


Tanta sends him the image capture immediately.


<<What is that?>> he asks, tone wary.


<<It’s a bomb. Do you know how I can disarm it?>>


<<Shit! Tanta, what’s going on?>>


<<Can you help me deactivate it or not?>> Tanta can well understand Cole’s alarm, but there’s no time to explain things to him.


<<Um. Right. OK. Maybe. Let me access your ’scape.>>


She grants him the permission he needs, her free hand flying across the air as she inputs the haptic commands. She feels a prickle at the base of her skull as Cole starts viewing her feed. There’s a tense pause once he’s in. Then he sends:


<<Zoom in on the device and give me a second. I need to think about this.>>


Tanta does as he asks. <<I can’t give you much longer than that.>>


While Cole inspects the bomb, Tanta sends out another call to Porter. Like the first two, it goes unanswered. That, and the error message on her ’scape, suggests that the first bomb must have been on basement level one. That floor of the Needle houses not only the security command centre but also InTech’s main server room – the interruption to Tanta’s ’scape connection was probably caused by the explosion ripping through the machines that host the Inscape system.


Tanta feels a pang of almost-grief for the Senior Guardian. He wasn’t a good team leader, but he meant well. She can spare him no more thought than that – there isn’t time. The server outage will be a problem for the corporation, but not an insurmountable one. Tanta’s ’scape is already back online, transferred to one of InTech’s many backup servers. Far more concerning is the fact that the command centre is where the generators that power the emergency lifts are stored. If they’re too badly damaged, she’ll need to find another way to evacuate the building. Tanta racks her brains. Wright was on door duty on the staff entrance. He’ll be the closest – if he’s still breathing. She pings him.


<<Guardian?>>


<<Tanta?>>


Tanta lets out a relieved breath. <<I need you to go to the command centre and check the power to the emergency lifts,>> she sends.


<<What’s going on?>> Wright sounds confused – and sceptical. Tanta is the most junior member of the unit, and he’s not used to her issuing commands. <<I heard an explosion and—>>


<<Mobilise the others. We’re evacuating the Needle.>>


<<But shouldn’t Porter be the one to—>>


<<Porter is dead. GO. NOW!>> Tanta sends, putting as much authority as she can into the order. If everyone waits around for Porter’s go-ahead, the building will blow up with all of them in it. She turns her attention back to the bomb.


<<Cole?>>


<<OK, I think I can help,>> Cole replies. <<Do you see that disc in the middle of the explosives?>>


Tanta does. It’s a pale, grey dome, small and compact.


<<The bomb itself looks homemade, but that thing is an InTech anti-theft device,>> Cole continues. <<The corp puts them on some of its UAVs – they’re set to explode if the drone is tampered with. Someone must’ve repurposed this one to act as a detonator for the other explosives. It’ll be set to a timer, but you should be able to deactivate it.>>


<<How long till it goes off?>>


<<I don’t know.>>


Tanta imagines grains of blasting powder falling through an hourglass. She hopes they’re moving at a trickle, not a rush. <<I’m ready. Tell me what to do.>>


<<The first step is to detach it from the lid – gently – and turn it over.>>


Tanta does as Cole orders, though touching the device feels a lot like forcing herself to stick her hand into a bear trap. The disc is stuck to the lid of the crate with some kind of glue, and for a terrible second Tanta thinks that freeing it will set it off, but it comes loose with a soft snap. She turns it over; there’s an AR control panel on its underside. Someone has clearly tried to destroy the panel, scratching at the marker code beneath it in an attempt to render it unreadable to the Inscape system. But the code has been etched onto the plastic casing of the device itself; the readout is glitchy, but legible.


<<What now?>> Tanta sends.


<<OK. OK.>> Cole sounds like he’s barely restraining himself from panic. <<The AR menu should be simple enough. You’re looking for the override system. Find that, then input your ’scape ident. You still have agent privileges, right?>>


<<Yes.>>


<<Then your ident should work to override the detonator. In theory.>>


Tanta doesn’t like the sound of that. <<In theory? What if it doesn’t?>>


<<I’m sorry, Tanta – that’s the best I’ve got.>>


Tanta hesitates. If her ident doesn’t disarm the bomb, could it detonate it instead? She’s weighing up the risk when the device in her hand starts to beep.


<<Oh, fuck. Tanta, do you hear that? That isn’t good.>>


Tanta hardly needs Cole to tell her that. It seems the decision has been taken out of her hands. She finds the override system and taps in her ID. Her finger hovers for an instant over the submit button.


<<Here goes nothing,>> she sends. She smashes the button, her finger jabbing through it and onto the casing beneath.


After she’s done it, she realises her eyes are screwed shut. She opens them again. She’s still here, and so is the Needle. For the first time since she contacted Cole, she tears her eyes from the bomb, looking behind her. The kitchen is empty; the hall beyond it, too.


<<Tanta?>> It’s Cole.


Tanta sends him a mental nod – enough to let him know that it worked, she’s alive – then switches to another channel. <<Wright,>> she sends. <<How are those lifts?>>


<<All fully operational,>> he replies a moment later. <<Evacuation is halfway complete.>> Tanta’s outburst must have done its job; he sounds afraid, but he’s no longer questioning her hastily assumed authority.


<<Excellent work,>> Tanta sends, then shivers. It’s a Harlow Programme command phrase, and it slipped out before she could catch it. Her old mentor used to use phrases like this on her frequently – excellent work; you’ve exceeded everyone’s hopes; I’m very disappointed in you – and there was a time when just hearing one was enough to flood Tanta with euphoria or dismay. It’s one of the ways InTech keeps the CorpWards in line – one of the ways it kept Tanta in line, back when her own programming was operational.


She’s angry at herself – not for the slip of the tongue, but for her indecision of a few minutes before, when she was faced with the unexploded bomb. In situations like that, every second counts, and Tanta wasted precious moments worrying about protocol when she should have been taking action. Greater even than her frustration is her unease. She knows why she hesitated. It’s been months since the Harlow Programme was removed from her head, but its echoes remain, and they’re still trying to tell her what to do, insisting that the chain of command is more important than her colleagues’ lives – and her own.


Another message from Wright cuts across her thoughts. <<Tanta … how the hell did this happen?>>


Tanta doesn’t answer. She’s wondering the same thing.





Chapter 3



Tanta is the last one out of the Needle, forty-five minutes after the evacuation began. She has barely moved a step in all that time, apart from the brief walk from the kitchens to the emergency lifts, but she’s mentally drained, strung out by tension and the after-effects of adrenaline. Her feet crunch on glass as she walks through one of the fire exits. The Needle is still standing, in spite of the explosion that rocked its foundations, but it looks a lot like she feels. There’s an ominous cloud of smoke billowing from its open doors, and the shockwave has shattered windows throughout its ninety-five floors, spraying the surrounding streets with shards of broken glass in a radius around the epicentre of the blast that’s probably half a mile wide.


The first thing Tanta does when she gets outside is check on the rest of her unit. They’re still shaken by Porter’s death, but they’ve recovered well from their initial panic. Wright has assumed command of the team and is doing a decent job of keeping up morale; he has established a security perimeter around the building and has the rest of the guardians supervising the cleaning crews who have arrived to sweep up the debris. The guardians are also holding back an increasingly vocal throng of onlookers. The crowd is fractious, shouting questions at Wright and the team and trying to push past the perimeter they’ve created. Not an ideal situation, but at least it gives her harried colleagues something to focus on besides the explosion. Once she’s sure that Wright has everything under control, Tanta takes herself across the road from the Needle and waits.


She has already notified Kenway of what has happened; she’s expecting a summons to the ICRD for a debrief, so she’s surprised when she sees him shoving his way through the crowd towards her, Harpreet Toor by his side. Toor’s gait is steadier than it was when Tanta saw her last; evidently the shock has sobered her up. She greets Tanta with a curt nod; Kenway only glares at her.


‘Are you Tanta? The Acting Senior Guardian?’ Toor asks.


‘Yes, I’m Tanta. I coordinated the evacuation,’ she replies. She was never supposed to be in charge, and claiming a title that isn’t hers will only give Kenway another excuse to be angry with her.


‘Let’s talk over here,’ Toor says, drawing Tanta and Kenway aside from the crowd. When they’re out of earshot of the onlookers, she addresses Tanta again. ‘You were the one who found the second device, yes? Have you told anyone else about it?’


‘No one in the building,’ Tanta replies. ‘While I was disarming it, I asked for a technical consult from a colleague in the Black Box – Neuroengineer Cole.’ Kenway’s jaw clenches. Toor, who must know nothing about Cole or Tanta’s history with him, nods, satisfied that anyone working in InTech’s most classified R&D lab must have a high enough security clearance to be trustworthy.


‘That’s good,’ Toor says. ‘You shouldn’t mention it to anyone else. The official account is that there was an electrical fire in the server room.’


‘Understood,’ Tanta says.


‘Good job in there,’ Toor adds. ‘I’ll leave your Director to debrief you.’


She walks away, leaving Tanta alone with Kenway and his look of intense dislike.


‘I placed Cole under house arrest for a reason,’ he says. ‘He’s a security risk. Involving him in something like this was a breach of protocol. I’m disappointed in you.’


Tanta flinches, hardly needing to play up the extent to which she feels the sting of the command phrase. She restrains herself from pointing out that her breach of protocol likely saved Kenway’s life. It’s important that she continues to act the part of the obedient CorpWard, meek and submissive. If Kenway – or anyone else in InTech – ever finds out that her Harlow Programming has been removed, she can kiss her newfound mental freedom goodbye. She murmurs an apology, her eyes on the ground.


‘See that it doesn’t happen again,’ he says. ‘Dismissed.’


Is that it? Tanta thinks. She was expecting Kenway to have hundreds of questions for her about the sequence of events. In fact, and despite her dislike of the man, she was looking forward to them. She hasn’t had an ICRD briefing in months, and she misses the intensity, the forensic focus on details, the speculation on players, motives and means. She had already started examining the circumstances of this attack in preparation, arranging them in different configurations in her head to see if one could shed some light on what has happened here. But Kenway is turning away from her.


‘Director?’ she says.


‘What?’ he snaps.


Tanta knows she should leave this alone. It’s not her job to investigate this case, and it won’t help anyone if she tries – least of all her. But although Kenway has kicked her out of the ICRD, he can’t suppress her instincts. An empty delivery crate, rigged with explosives, that somehow made it through all of InTech’s UAV countermeasures: Tanta is drawn in by the mystery of it – it makes her pulse race and her mind whir with possibilities. She can’t help it.


‘Would you like me to examine the drones?’ she asks. ‘Perhaps I could—’


Kenway starts walking before she has even finished her sentence. ‘Go home, Junior Guardian,’ he calls over his shoulder. ‘You’re not needed here.’


Tanta watches him leave, struggling to swallow her anger and dismay. She just disarmed a bomb that was about to blow out the top of the Needle, for god’s sake! Many of InTech’s Directors – perhaps even the board themselves – are only alive because of her intervention. She wasn’t expecting a pat on the back, but a thorough debrief would have been nice. She masters her feelings at last, with difficulty. Exhaustion flows in in their wake. Suddenly, the raw night air is too cold, the shouting of the crowd too loud.


Tanta is turning in the direction of her flat, about to take Kenway’s advice, when a familiar face appears in the crowd. Reet sprints towards her, wrapping her in warm, strong arms that smell of rosewater and cinnamon.


‘Tee!’ she gasps. ‘I’m so glad you’re OK!’


Tanta leans into her lover’s embrace and just for a moment, all the tension and disappointment of the evening drain away. She’s back in the Ward House, Reet holding her close in their shared bunk, sheltered by a blanket fortress that protects them from harm.


The effect lasts as long as Reet’s arms are around her. It is only when her lover releases her that Tanta realises how strange her presence here is. She knows Reet’s schedule like the back of her hand: she should be on shift at The Rotunda, InTech’s premier enhanced hospitality venue, right now, not outside the Needle comforting her.


‘What are you doing here?’ Tanta asks.


Reet colours. ‘I – I heard the explosion,’ she says. ‘I wanted to make sure you were all right.’


Reet has always struggled to keep her feelings hidden, especially from Tanta, and Tanta can tell that the question has embarrassed her. The sight of her lover’s all-too-legible face, an open window onto her thoughts, fills her with a rush of affection. Perhaps Reet is ashamed of having left work early, but Tanta is touched by the gesture. She kisses Reet gently on the lips.


‘Sorry, I’m still in guardian mode. I didn’t mean to interrogate you. It’s really good to see you, Reet.’


Reet’s hazel eyes brighten. ‘You too.’ She takes Tanta’s hand, drawing her away from the shattered building. ‘Shall we get out of here?’


In former days, she and Reet would have gone up to the roof of the Ward House and sat there talking, probably until the sun came up. It’s been two months since the Ward House burnt to the ground, but they’ve yet to find a similar spot. They decide to head to a bar, a luxury that Tanta is still getting used to. Reet is The Rotunda’s Senior Manager now, and her allowance has increased as a result. Suddenly, they can afford to go out for drinks or meals on a regular basis. Tanta knows she should be grateful for these new freedoms and comforts, but she often finds herself thinking wistfully of the Ward House, with its narrow bunks and hard mattresses.


Tanta presses close to Reet as they walk, relishing her warmth. The night is cold but clear; even here, in the centre of the city, they can see the stars. She feels a quiet sense of companionship settle over her, like a dusting of snow – beautiful, but fragile. As they draw closer to the bar, she realises she’s reluctant for the walk to end, for anything to interrupt the sweet silence, the soft weight of Reet’s arm around her shoulders.


‘Do you want to talk about what happened?’ Reet asks her, giving her a squeeze.


Tanta’s heart sinks. She knew that the spun-glass bubble of contentment couldn’t last. The last thing she wants to do is talk to Reet about the frustrations of her evening – it’s a conversation that can only end badly. In the past, when she was feeling low, it was always Reet she would turn to, but that is changing. There are times, like this night walk, or when they’re making love, that Tanta can pretend she and Reet are as in-sync as they always were. She’s ignoring the obvious, though: more and more, sex and silences have become easier than actually speaking to one another. Tanta hesitates before she replies, but she is still so used to their old, easy confidence that keeping her own counsel feels like treachery. After a silent struggle, she blurts out:


‘I was hoping Kenway would debrief me, but he didn’t. He just sent me home.’


‘Because you need to rest,’ Reet replies.


‘No, because he didn’t want my help. He said so himself.’


‘It’s for the best, Tee,’ Reet says instantly. Her tone is gentle, but decisive. ‘If Douglas wants you resting up right now, then you’re exactly where you need to be.’


Tanta experiences a savage stab of self-pity at Reet’s words. She knew she shouldn’t have said anything, and here is her punish­ment. A familiar tangle of emotions constricts her chest. Her lover used to know exactly what to say to make her feel better, but that hasn’t been true for a while now, and she should stop torturing herself by looking for comfort that Reet can’t give her anymore. Of course Reet would defend Kenway; as far as she’s concerned, he’s family. Tanta remembers how she used to feel about InTech and its Directors, the love and loyalty that were the strongest forces in her nature – or in what she had thought was her nature. Reet has the same Harlow Programming in her head as Tanta once did, only hers is still fully operational – and still manipulating her judgement.


Reet kisses her cheek. ‘It won’t be forever,’ she says, anxious to reassure. ‘Next time the ICRD gets busy, I’m sure Director Kenway will want you back on the front lines.’


Tanta nods, the knot in her chest tightening. It would be pointless – even dangerous – to say more. If word gets out that she’s anything less than a model employee, happy to serve her corporation in any form it deems fit, then the brass might start asking questions about Tanta’s own Harlow Programming – questions that wouldn’t lead anywhere good for her. She can’t risk saying anything that would give the game away, even to Reet. She turns the conversation, keen to get off the subject.


‘How did you get to me so fast, anyway?’ she asks. ‘I thought your shift didn’t finish for another hour.’ She’s still curious on this point; it’s not like Reet to leave a shift early, for any reason.


Reet looks away. ‘When I saw what happened on the news, I left Shirin in charge.’


Tanta wasn’t trying to catch Reet in a lie, but she realises with an uneasy start that she has. She slows, looking at her lover’s face. There’s another blush spreading over Reet’s cheeks, and an awkward, furtive expression in her eyes.


‘I thought you said you came because you heard the blast,’ Tanta says.


Reet reddens further, looking wretched. ‘It was both.’


‘Reet? What’s going on?’


‘What do you mean?’


‘Come on. What is it?’ Tanta tilts her lover’s head down so that their eyes meet. ‘You can tell me.’


‘I made it, Tee,’ Reet says, the words tumbling out in a rush. ‘I applied to the ICRD’s agent training programme last month, and I didn’t say anything to you because I didn’t want to jinx it, but I just found out last week and … I got in. I’m going to be an agent!’ A smile breaks across her face, lighting her up like a bulb. It’s gone in an instant, replaced with worry. ‘I was waiting for the right time to tell you. I know you’ve been having a hard time at work and I was hoping I could wait till things got better. I didn’t want you to find out like this,’ she finishes miserably.


Tanta is stunned. She knows that she and Reet are not as close as they were, but she never imagined she’d miss something like this. It does make sense of a few things, at least: Reet’s swift arrival at the scene, and her lack of curiosity about what happened – she probably heard all about it from another agent. And she called Kenway Douglas – they’re already on first-name terms.


‘I know the timing is awful, Tee, and the last thing I wanted to do was make you sad,’ Reet continues. ‘But now that I’m a Probationary Agent, I can finally help you like you helped me! I’ll let you know whenever there’s a good job opening. I’ve already told Douglas about how you helped me with my training, and …’


Tanta reaches for a suitable response to all of this and finds … nothing suitable at all. She stares at Reet, searching for pride and excitement that just aren’t there. She’s jealous, of course, as Reet worried she would be, but she loves Reet too much to begrudge her this success, which she has dreamt of for so long. Reet has worked hard to become an agent, training every morning before work and often staying up late into the night reading the ICRD’s procedural regulations. She has wanted to serve her corp in a higher way than as the manager of The Rotunda for a long time.


But is it really Reet who wants that? Is it Reet who voluntarily sacrificed sleep and leisure to mould herself into a more perfect tool to serve InTech’s needs? Tanta isn’t sure, and it is that uncertainty, rather than envy, that holds her back from happiness. Reet’s not really Reet, she thinks, not for the first time. The joy that lights up her lover’s eyes and animates her smile is not hers, but a cuckoo feeling decoyed into her brain by the Harlow Programme.


But she’s letting her own emotions ruin what ought to be a celebration. Rousing herself, Tanta forces a reply. ‘Reet. It’s OK. I’m happy for you.’ It’s a bridge too far – she realises it as soon as the words are out of her mouth. Reet is the one person who always knows how Tanta is feeling, and she can tell that Tanta is insincere.


Her face crumples like a stepped-on paper cup. ‘I shouldn’t have said anything,’ she says. ‘I knew it wasn’t a good time.’


‘No. I’m the one who should apologise. This is great news. Really. I didn’t mean to spoil it.’


But Tanta can see she’s only making it worse. ‘I – I’m just tired, Reet,’ she says. ‘Really, really tired. I should do like Kenway said and get some sleep. Can we take a rain-check on that drink?’


‘Sure, Tee. Of course. Whatever you need.’


‘Thanks. I’ll talk to you tomorrow.’


Tanta leaves – flees – before her lover can say another word.


She does not go to her flat, despite what she said to Reet. She wanders back to the Needle instead, where the crowds and the cleaning crews have finally dispersed, replaying their conversation in her head as she walks.


It would be easier if she could blame Reet for their growing distance – then she’d at least have somewhere to direct her anger – but she can’t. It’s not Reet’s fault that Tanta has lost her Harlow Programming, or that Reet has kept hers – it’s just a quirk of fate, something over which neither of them had any control. Tanta knows all this, but it doesn’t make it any easier to bear.


The worst part of it is that she understands Reet as well as she ever did – better, even. Tanta’s mind flicks back to her moment of indecision in the Needle, the insidious pull of corporate duty and protocol that haunts her still. She remembers what it was like to have the Harlow Programme in her head, and so she knows exactly how wide the gulf between her and Reet is, and how impossible it is to bridge. She longs to be honest with Reet, to re-establish the closeness and the mutual support that have sustained them both for so long, and at the same time she understands why she can never be open with her again.


Reet’s promotion is an added cruelty because it has come too late. If she had been accepted into the ICRD in the summer, she and Tanta would have been colleagues. They could have shared theories together, even partnered up. Maybe then things would have worked out differently, and Tanta would be tucked away with her lover in a conference room right now, discussing the strange UAVs and their explosive payloads, rather than wandering the streets and pondering her unanswered questions alone.
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