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Part


ONE










Prologue


Outside the city walls, there are animals. They survived whatever happened before, and they’re surviving now. Nobody in the cities really knows about them, or cares. They stay out of the way of people. The animals are terrified. They hide, cower in the scrub. The nomads who live out here don’t hunt them, though. The people who live here want to preserve them. They want to leave them alone; nature is getting on fine without them. But some things can’t do that. Nature seems to be able to replenish itself. But some things? When they’re gone, they’re gone forever.


I’ve seen pictures of what these animals used to look like; I’ve seen a stuffed one in the museum, with its brown speckled fur and soft down. Deer, they’re called. They weren’t for farming. Everything used to be either farmed or wild, and the wild things were the ones that humans left alone. The farmed ones, humans ate or put to work. Horses could be used as transport, or to pull machinery that tilled the soil. People rode them, for pleasure. Cows and sheep and goats would be used for milk, or for their meat. But deer sort of existed outside that. In the wild. Humanity never really tried to tame them. People watched them from afar, and marvelled. How beautiful they were, and how still, how tranquil.


But the deer outside the city walls are something different. They are white. Their fur is completely and utterly white, no spot of colour visible. The insides of their ears are pink, their eyes are red. Everything else is a white so pure it could almost be no colour at all. Clustered in their herds, on the horizon, they are easy to miss when the sun crowns the day and it’s hard to see because of the glare and the ground is scorched to near-white as well. When they stand on the rocks or near the sand of the beach, the place where they cluster to eat seaweed that has washed up on the beach during the night and cooked in the sun, that’s when they’re nearly invisible.


I see some, now. A small cluster of them, heads bowed, jaws working in this pleasingly gentle, rolling motion. I creep towards them and I hold my hand out. They look at me as if I’m the strange one. To them, I’m something to be stared at, quizzical heads tilted to one side.


Who is she?


‘I’m Chan,’ I say. ‘Don’t be scared.’ I have food in my hand – kale, which we grow easily here, because it Thrives in the shade of the wall, growing thick and coarse and bitter – and the deer come to me, their heads tilted. I tilt mine, to echo them. Maybe that will make them feel more comfortable. Do as they do, and they might accept me. ‘Don’t be scared,’ I repeat, as if the words mean anything to them. And they come, slowly, one by one. They don’t know if they can trust me. There’s one at the front, smaller than the rest, but more eager. She – I don’t know for sure, but I suspect she’s a female – has her mouth open, her tongue loose. She licks the air first, missing my hand. Tentative, she wants to know if I’ll meet her halfway. I do, arm outstretched, palm open. And then her tongue is on my skin, hot and wet, and I can smell her breath, and the kale is gone from my hand. She scampers backwards, chewing as she goes.


I wonder if the vegetable tastes the same to them as it does to me. If they can taste how bitter it is, and how it needs boiling down to actually make it palatable. Maybe they simply don’t care. Maybe, to them, kale is like chocolate, a delicious treat. That’s how different we are as species. The others wait while she comes forward again, closer to me, asking for more. I have spinach in my satchel, some cabbage. I took whatever we had that nobody wanted because it was close to rotting. I give it to her. She takes everything. Some of it she tosses over her shoulder, and at first I think she’s discarding the food, but then the others run to it. Too scared to come close to me, but too hungry to pass up what I have to offer.


Then they all trust me. They all stand in place, around me, and they wait as I empty the bag, as I feed them or set the food on the ground in front of them. I step back to stop them nipping at my fingers. That’s how hungry they are, how eager.


‘Can I stroke you?’ I ask the first who came to see me, but of course she can’t answer, so I assume she won’t mind. I run my hand over her head. Her white fur runs softly through my fingers. Like one of Alala’s furs.


It feels the same, in some ways, as Mae’s hair. Young.


I have this feeling inside me: that I still haven’t done as I promised. She’s still not safe. She’s lost, and here I am, feeding deer, finding myself. It’s been a year since we came here, and I can’t stop wondering when she’ll ever –


‘Chan.’ Rex half shouts, half whispers at me, from behind. I turn and see her: crossbow resting on her arm, her finger on the trigger. She raises the weapon. She’s been hunting for birds, training herself, and that’s been fine. But I won’t let her hunt the deer.


‘Stand away,’ she says.


‘Don’t be an idiot,’ I tell her. ‘They haven’t done anything.’


‘Their meat is delicious,’ she says. We found one a few weeks ago. It was already dead, had just died, but not by our hands. It was skin and bones, mostly, but Fiona showed us how to cure the meat, to strip it from the carcass, hang it, dry it, smoke it, to get these thin slices of amazing flavour, stronger than anything we’d ever eaten. We made it last as long as we could, but we ran out. I can almost see Rex salivating at the thought of eating more.


I am, too.


‘Not these,’ I say. ‘We don’t kill these.’ The deer who first approached me comes close again, even with Rex’s weapon pointed at her. She moves her head under my hand, not for food but for the touch, to feel my fingers on her. I rub her ears. She shuts her eyes.


‘They trust us,’ I say. ‘And they’ve not done anything to deserve being killed.’


‘We are hungry.’ Rex says it as if that’s it, the only truth that matters.


‘Not hungry enough,’ I tell her.


In the end she lets the deer go and hunts for vultures instead. When she’s done we walk back to the nomad camp. The fires are being lit for the evening feast. There are so many more of us than when Rex and I first arrived here. We’ve spent the past few months doing runs to the poorer parts of Washington, finding the people who were forced to run when Alala’s reign over the docks came to an end. We’ve brought them here, made the numbers in the camp swell. That means more food, more fires, more tents and shelters.


Rex drags three vultures behind her, their feet tied with rope to her belt, their heads dragging in the sand. Vulture meat is delicious if you cook it for long enough.


She asks me why it’s okay to kill the birds but not the deer. What possible difference is there, aside from the fact that the deer let us pat them?


‘The birds would eat us if we died,’ I say. That’s what Fiona told me. That’s her rule. If it would eat you, were it able to, then it’s fair. ‘The deer, they don’t eat people. They don’t eat other animals.’


‘That just makes them weak,’ Rex says.


I watch our shadows on the ground seeming to join up as one, before they’re swallowed by the dark shade of the city wall.










1


There are things which, the longer I have been down here on this planet, living with these people, living this new life, I have started to forget.


I am forgetting the smell, the stench, coming up from the pit, down in the depths of Australia. It is a smell that I was sure would be with me forever. A pungent, bilious stink, that filled your nose and your throat and your head. If you were unlucky enough to catch a cold or some other virus, once you got beyond the pain in your head, there would be another unexpected benefit: the stench was gone. To have no sense of smell for a few days, no matter how sick you were, was almost a relief.


I am forgetting what it is to fight, to really fight for my life. To think, every day, that there is a chance I am going to die. For the first six months here, not fighting wasn’t an option. I fought for food, for safety. I fought with Alala, with her junkies, with the police. I escaped and I ran, and then I met Hoyle, The Runner, and I got to stop fighting. After I – we – Rex and myself – struck a deal with him, everything became a little bit easier.


In the mirrored fronts of the buildings here, in the reflections of car windows and polished glass, I can see that I am getting a little bit lazier, maybe even complacent. I wait around. I am endlessly waiting. That is what working for the police involves. I exercise, but that’s no replacement for fighting. Maybe that’s okay, I tell myself. Because maybe that next fight, the one I haven’t yet had? Maybe that will be the one to take me out.


And I am starting to forget faces. They slip away in fragments. I have forgotten how my mother smiled. That memory was the first one that I realised I had lost. What has stuck with me instead is her face in the final few days of her life: teeth gritted, jaw clenched, eyes scrunched shut so tight that lines I’d never seen on her brow appeared, trenches running through her skin. I’ve forgotten Jonah’s look of concern for me, never needed but always there. I used to find it reassuring. The first time I saw it again in Pine City, even when I didn’t remember that he was Jonah, that he was somebody from my life, I felt that same comfort. But that memory is gone. And Mae’s face. That’s mostly gone too. I can’t quite make her out any more. She was once so fully formed, so easy for me to conjure up when I closed my eyes, and now all of her features – her eyes, her mouth, the shape of her face – everything is foggy.


It’s as if those memories slip away when I grab for them, and I’m left with an echo of what they were. What I picture isn’t the same. It’s not real.


But I tell myself that I’ll know her when I see her again.


And I will see her.


Everything I’ve forgotten feels a bit like a dream, like a nightmare that I once had. But when I think about it too hard, it vanishes as if it’s scared of me, and doesn’t want to be caught. It doesn’t want me, specifically, to catch it. And sometimes, when I wake up here, lying under my tent on the border of the city, surrounded by the sound of people feeling safer than they have ever felt before, and I’m warm and safe myself, I think that maybe I don’t want to catch a hold of it either. Maybe, I think, Gibson was onto something with his experiments. Maybe it would be better if I forgot everything.


 


We get a message from Hoyle (I can’t get used to calling him The Runner, even if everybody else on his team uses that name like it’s the most natural thing in the world). He sends us messages through the drone-birds, which are homed in on our trackers. They hover above us, waiting for permission to deliver their mail, and when we signal they drop down next to us. They’re odd things. Apparently, way back when, they were designed to look like something called a helicopter, a flying machine thing, like a car with blades above it. The resemblance made it easy for people to understand them. But the more drone-birds there were, the more people got scared of them. They looked unnatural, and people didn’t like having them in the air all the time. After the governments began to rebuild their infrastructures, the companies who made the drones redesigned them. They modelled the new shape on real, live birds. They gave the drones wings; eyes where the cameras were; feet where their scanners were; a glossy sheen to their outsides, like oily tar-black feathers. Their span grew as wide as my arms, spread; their bodies the size of my torso. Their weight is probably about the same as mine. Maybe more.


After the real birds died out in the cities, the drones became a natural replacement. People who had previously been afraid of the mechanical drones didn’t mind them when they looked like birds. They expected to see them in the sky. People wanted to be reminded of the life that they had once had, that they longed for again. They wanted versions of creatures that used to be a part of everyday life, and now existed only outside the cities, in scraggly, distorted versions of what they used to be.


Today, Hoyle’s bird lands, sits and waits until we tell it to deliver its message. It makes no movement. It’s not like a real bird at all, when you’re up close. Real birds twitch. They’re restless. They hop and flutter. They remind me of Rex, with their constant nervous movements.


‘What have you got for us?’ I ask the bird. The eyes flicker, blue light coming from them, projecting a holo of Hoyle.


He’s calling us in. ‘I’ve got something for you,’ he says. ‘Bring Rex. We’ll need her.’ Rex’s ears perk up.


‘What is it?’ she asks, but I don’t have a clue.


‘He has never specifically asked for me before,’ she says. She worries about it all through breakfast, and then as we get ready, dressing and arming ourselves for the city. No crossbows inside the walls. Out here, we dress for comfort: for the heat and the sun, and then the cold at night. In there, we try to fit in.


In the city, survival is all about blending in.


I watch Rex from the corner of my eye as we dress. She folds the arm of her jacket down, over the space where her hand once was, and she pins it rather than lets it hang freely. She likes it better that way. She has boots. I have sneakers. Mine are flimsy. They’re falling apart; they aren’t built for the abuse I give them. Hers are sturdier, but I don’t understand how she can wear them all the time. They’re uncomfortable, thick and too tight. And her feet stink when she takes them off. She’ll go for a swim in the ocean to cool down every night – she’s specifically trying to cool and soothe her feet – but then, every morning, she puts them right back on. I said that we could get her new shoes, but she refused. She likes them; who am I to argue?


Ready for anything, we move into the shadow of the wall and walk towards the gate. Anybody else in our nomad city would use the underwater tunnel if they needed to get inside the walls. We did, the first few times; and then Hoyle asked why we never used the gate. He’d given us passes to get in when we first started to work for him, but we didn’t understand how they worked, not exactly. We didn’t know we were free to come and go as we pleased.


We’d never had that anywhere before.


When we arrive at the gate, the guards raise their strikers and riot shields. They’re afraid of us. It’s nice to know we still look at least a little dangerous. We let them scan us, and we wait while they double check that the information they’ve got is correct, because they can’t quite believe it: that we nomads from outside the wall are allowed to come and go as we please. Our passes don’t have any information about us, not even our names. We discovered that when, one day, Rex put her hands onto the duty guard’s uniform and dragged him over his monitor. Teeth bared, she snarled, ‘Tell us what you know about us.’ He showed us the screen. No information at all, just Permitted Access. And, above that: Redacted. No other information at all, not even pictures.


It’s as if we don’t exist.


There’s always a car waiting for us, just inside the city’s entrance. It’s always the same car. It finds us, wherever we are, whenever we need it. It’s a black marked car, police symbols on the side, no driver, with Gaia greeting us with our names when we step inside. And it always takes us where it’s been told to take us. Ordinarily a car would ask where we want to go. We don’t have any say in the matter.


While we drive, Rex pushes herself close to the window and stares out at the city. I think about myself when I first got here; how amazing I found this place – impossibly tall glass structures, all in the shade of that imposing wall. An impossibly busy city. People like I’d never seen before. New clothes, new hairstyles, new faces; skin dyes and augments and bodymods and tech enhancements. The cars, the birds. It was so jarring, so difficult to take everything in, to understand the rules of this place that had been here long before I existed. The history, the buildings, the people, the way of life.


For me, everything before had been constraint. It had been closed up, boxed in. Darkness. And then, here, there was light.


Sounds like something from Jonah’s testaments.


Rex used to ask me what things were. She wanted orientating, context. She asked the same questions that I’d once asked Ziegler; so I gave her the same answers.


And after a while, the questions stopped. Now she stares in silence out of the windows, just as I do. Now, we both watch, soaking it all up.


Waiting.


 


Hoyle’s accommodation is just the way I remember it being the first time I met him. It never changes. It’s as if it looked exactly like this when he was given it, and now he lives here, and he’s never made a single change. He barely has any possessions, even. I’ve got enough things in my own shelter, outside the walls, that it feels like my own. A painting that Fiona did of Rex and me one day, when we were fishing. A tatty copy of the book that Ziegler wrote about me. Some writing I have done myself, recording my memories. I hope that if I write down everything that I remember, I might stop forgetting it.


But Hoyle’s room doesn’t have any of that. It’s white and clean and clear of anything that could tell you anything about him.


Until today. Today, there’s a pitch-black sheet on the room’s solitary table with something lumpen and bulky underneath it. When we walk in he’s holding the corner of the cloth with one of his gloved hands, eager to pull it away. He’s excited to show it to us, whatever it is. We don’t often see him excited when he calls us in. Nervous, yes. Worried, definitely. Never usually excited.


‘I have been waiting for this,’ he says to Rex. She stands at the back of the room, near the door. That’s where she feels most comfortable. ‘I’ve got a present for you, Rex. Sorry it’s taken so long.’ She doesn’t say anything. She’s nervous, quiet, shifting her body to a position of drawn-back hesitation. She’s not nearly as eager as he is. ‘I’ve been working with the city’s tech people,’ he says. ‘You’re getting the absolute best. This is even more advanced than mine, I think. Stronger, faster reaction times. Took a lot of pulling strings to get hold of it; but then, you’ve done a lot to help us out.’ He pulls the sheet away, and there’s an arm. From just above the elbow down to the hand. It’s so shiny, the fake skin that covers it glossy and smooth, as if it’s been covered in oil or sweat. The colour is the only thing that gives it away as false: it’s as white as the deer.


Rex’s face is frozen. I can’t read her.


‘You like it?’ Hoyle asks.


‘It’s an arm,’ she says. Hoyle nods, smiles this half-laugh of humouring her. He finds the things she does, the way that she reacts – or sometimes doesn’t react – amusing. He says that everybody else is what other people think about them. Rex isn’t. She’s herself, and she couldn’t give a damn if you don’t like her. Hoyle likes that. He says it’s refreshing. He hoists the arm up – I get no sense of how heavy it is, because his own limbs are far stronger than the ones he would have been born with – and he walks to her, holds it up to her.


‘You put your arm in here,’ he says, holding the false skin that covers the arm apart; and Rex rolls up her sleeve and slides her own arm into the hole. She’s tentative, as if she’s reaching in to pull something from a fire. There’s a snapping sound, and she winces for a second.


‘Okay, so there’ll be a tiny bit of pain,’ he says. ‘It’s got to hook in to your nerves. It’s going to feel like getting an injection. You okay with that?’


‘Yes,’ she says. She tries to act as if pain doesn’t faze her. But I know different. She braces, and Hoyle squeezes the arm just above the wrist, and there’s a slight hiss from the mechanism inside the arm. Rex shudders as it pulls tighter to her body, hooking up to her.


Then it’s done, and the new limb drops limply to her side.


‘It doesn’t work,’ she says. I can sense her frustration.


‘Just wait,’ he says, ‘it’s calibrating. Patience in all things,’ and he looks at me, and he smiles. Then we watch as the new limb’s fingers tremble and twitch; as the false skin changes colour, shifting to match Rex’s own skin tone; as the arm itself tightens and adjusts around her skin, pulling itself even closer.


And then, she lifts her new arm, holds it to the light, moves the fingers, one by one. There’s a twitch on her lips: not quite a smile, but definitely not the stoic freeze that was there moments ago.


‘Comfortable?’ Hoyle asks.


‘Yes,’ she says. She sounds assured about it.


‘You got the first one of these in the world.’ He grins. ‘Newest tech on the market. I’m not even getting these firmware upgrades until next month.’ When he smiles, the scars on his face seem to fade away to nothing. People here seem too concerned with what they look like. Hoyle doesn’t care about the scars. He wears them like badges of pride, just as I do, just as everybody on Australia did. And when he talks about them, I can tell that their permanence means something to him. ‘Look, don’t think of it as a replacement for what you’ve lost: think of it like you’ve found something that’s even better. This arm isn’t a replacement, it’s an advantage.’


‘How strong is it?’ she asks. There’s a glint in her eye.


‘Strong. The old hydraulic ones were stronger, but they sacrificed control. This one, you have total control over.’ He steps back. ‘Give yourself some time to practise with it, and once you’re good it’ll crush pretty much anything. Lifting things will still be a function of the strength in the rest of your body, but your grip will be unbeatable. Yeah, it’s pretty powerful.’


‘I could crush a bird,’ she says. Her voice is casual, matter of fact.


‘Absolutely.’


‘And your skull.’ She looks at him seriously, eyes calculating. As if she’s trying to work out the logistics of such a deed.


‘She’s joking,’ I say, quickly, because I think that sometimes I have to stress these things. People don’t realise when she’s joking and when she isn’t. Sometimes, even I’m not sure. In those cases, I assume she is. Easier that way.


‘I know,’ Hoyle says, and rubs my arm reassuringly. ‘It’s okay,’ he adds. ‘Rex and I are good. I know when she’s screwing around with me. Right?’ She smiles. It’s still an unnatural movement for her. Like it’s taking all of her willpower to move the muscles in her face into the proper position.


‘I’m very funny,’ Rex says.


‘And those jokes about crushing my skull will never get old.’


‘You’re welcome,’ Rex says. We’ve been working on politeness.


‘Just pleased I could do something to help,’ Hoyle says. And he means it, I can tell. The way he says it, the slight nod when he smiles, that’s how you know. ‘There’s something I need from you, though.’


‘Of course.’ Rex understands bartering. She gets a new arm, Hoyle gets us to do something for him. ‘You need somebody captured.’


Hoyle smiles again. It’s a different smile from before. There’s a sadness there, a realisation that we’re not just visiting him for fun. That this arm is to help Rex do what Rex does. Rex will do the things for Hoyle that he and his people don’t want to – or can’t do. Things that even I won’t do. But Rex? She doesn’t think about it quite as hard as I do. She doesn’t worry about it, and they don’t worry about her.


‘We don’t need them captured,’ Hoyle says.


He doesn’t say it outright, but it’s clear to us all; he wants somebody killed.


 


After Alala died, we gave all of her files to Hoyle and his team. She had been holding information on old-school physical burner drives – ignoring Gaia’s cloud, which is what most criminals do, we’ve been told. She had stuff on hundreds of people in the city, stuff that the police didn’t have a clue about. Terrorism, murder, drug smuggling. Outside the city, people can do pretty much anything they want. If they can stay away from the law, then they can get away with it. But the bad things that happen outside the city, Hoyle has explained, seep through the walls eventually. He’s not talking about nomads like us: he’s talking about the tribes, the gangs who live in abandoned places, who make drugs, who traffic in people. It’s all the things the inhabitants of the cities never actually see, never get exposed to. Hoyle explained it once. You can’t impose a system that will make everybody happy. It’s impossible. And sometimes, the unhappy people end up doing whatever they can to make the others suffer. Bitterness or regret or rage, they’re fuel to do bad things. On Australia, it was violence; it was death. But here, it’s drugs, and it’s terrorism. It’s the way people have always been, Hoyle said. Since forever.


His team spent weeks poring over Alala’s files, weeks that we were forced to spend living in an apartment in the same building, just a few doors down from him. The police – the people who run the city, really – own the building. It’s not just where Hoyle and people like him live; it’s also where they keep witnesses, people who have information or that need protection. Usually, Hoyle told us, it’s better protected than when I broke in there.


Hoyle lives here because he’s the leader of his police unit. Ten years older than I am, and he’s got all these people, a whole team, working for him, trusting him; like Rex did with the Lows, but without the same sort of control, without the violence. He doesn’t need violence. The Lows didn’t trust Rex, but Hoyle’s people trust him.


The day they finished decrypting Alala’s information, he asked us if we wanted to help the police out with something else. And in return, they’d help us ‘acclimate’ to the city a little better. I had to look the word up: they would help us to fit in.


I already knew that fitting in here was the only way to survive.


Rex said that we’d do it. She didn’t even give me a chance to think about it.


I’m not sure I’d have said any different; especially not when Hoyle showed me the photograph of Mae that he’d found in Alala’s files.


 


‘Your target is Cair Mooney. She’s British.’ Rex nods as if she knows what that means. ‘Only arrived in Washington a few months ago, but she’s being tracked in New York and Seattle for quite a while now. She didn’t come in through the gates, she made her own way in. She’s got some false ID set up, messes with the scanners. It’s been hard to pinpoint her, but we know she’s here. She’s not a good person.’


That’s one of the rules in this new world: your past will always find you. Doesn’t matter if you’ve done bad things and then tried to make up for them. Rex and I are rare evidence to the contrary.


‘She came to the US three years ago, and we don’t actually even know how she made it out of the holding pens.’ They keep the people who come to the cities, looking for new homes – travelling either from other countries, or from just outside the cities – in prisons outside the walls. Policed and locked down tight. But people break out, sneak through the walls somehow: they find cracks in the wall, places they can tunnel through, swim through, fight or bribe their way in. There have been groups that pushed their way through, on occasion. You get enough people together and they can force their way anywhere. The authorities are pretty naïve about how much people will fight to do something they really want to do.


Hoyle brings a picture of Mooney up in a holo. No smiling now; he’s all professionalism when he’s giving us a mission. She doesn’t look like a criminal, though I don’t know what they’re meant to look like. Mooney is pretty. Dark hair, really bright eyes, like they’re almost lit from behind. It’s probably an augment, but maybe not. I’ve been here long enough to know that some people are just born lucky.


‘Do you know where she is?’ I ask.


‘We don’t have a clue. That’s part of the problem. We know she’s in the city, but that’s it. None of the usual informants are talking, so . . .’


‘So you want us to find her.’


‘Yeah. Officially, we want you to subdue her, bring her in. But, you know, if you can’t, sometimes it’s safer when people are just gone. It’s better that way.’


‘But you’d prefer if she’s alive?’ I ask. I need to check these things. I get nervous about getting something wrong, balls of tension in my stomach.


‘The important thing is that she’s taken out of the picture,’ he says.


He doesn’t look at me as he says it. Eyes firmly on Rex, and she stares back.


‘What did she do?’ I have to know. I always have to know. It helps, I think. Rex doesn’t care. She’ll do what she’s going to do regardless.


‘Watch,’ he says. He taps something on his wrist, like he’s writing on the skin itself. It’s not a watch. Everything is built in to him, all the attachments, all the augments. He joked once that he’s like one of those knives you get in antique shops – Swiss army man, he called himself. I didn’t understand it, but I’ve learned now that it’s easier – and faster – to laugh as if I do. Otherwise people just explain the joke, and explanations are never as funny. They’re always disappointed when they have to tell you why they said the thing they said.


A holo plays on his command. A city, as seen from above: we’re watching footage recorded by birds as they swoop and swirl. It’s disorientating, following them as they fly. This isn’t Washington. The streets aren’t as well laid out. It’s sloppier, somehow, less structured. On the ground, the people are as small as the fishes that swim around my feet as I cool them in the shallow waters of the shoreline.


The birds hover around a building. We can see police down below, trucks full of them. Uniformed officers rush out of the trucks, their shields up to protect themselves. They move to surround the building entirely.


‘That’s a services facility,’ Hoyle says. ‘It’s a rehabilitation centre.’ Rehabilitation is what the people here call what they did to Rex and me in Pine City. As if we were broken and needed to be fixed.


It’s a prison.


‘This particular facility is in Seattle,’ Hoyle says.


There’s an explosion. The windows go first, glass shattering in all directions as flames spew into the air. I see people run out of the building. They’re confused, disorientated. They flee down the streets. The fire continues.


‘Mooney and her people blew up the staff facilities. Took out guards, police. Set the prisoners—’ He stops talking and looks at me for a second, to see how I’m going to react.


‘We know that’s what they are,’ I say.


So he nods, and carries on. ‘They set them free. But the important thing to remember is that innocent people lost their lives in this explosion. People who were just doing their jobs, trying to make the world a better place. Doctors, workers from the Services. It’s murder, pure and simple. And Mooney has to be punished for it.’


‘Why did she do it?’


‘She said that she was saving them. She doesn’t think the way our government treats criminals is right – says that we’re not giving them a chance to fix things, to own what they’ve done, to pay their dues and rejoin society. It’s ironic. When we catch her, she’ll say that she wants that too. Even though we know she can’t be changed. She won’t see the error in her ways.’ He clears his throat. There’s a mechanical sound to it when he swallows. It’s strange, the moments where I remember that he’s not entirely organic, that there’s something different between him and me.


‘Alala’s files pointed us to Mooney and the people that she’s been working with. They bought the explosives from some gang we’ve already taken care of. When we catch her, we can find out who else she’s working with. We start with her, she’ll break. We can make her break. The whole thing’ll unravel after that. We got this –’ another video, of Mooney outside one of the malls in the north-east of the city – ‘a few days ago. Only caught her on the high range birds, and then we lost her. Hasn’t popped up on the radar since. But she’s in Washington, we know that much. Hasn’t left yet.’


‘Why is she here?’


‘We believe she’s looking for Alala.’


‘Alala will be hard to find, I think,’ Rex says. I think that’s a Rex joke. The equivalent of it. Alala’s been dead a while, and we all know it.


‘That she will,’ Hoyle says, almost laughing. ‘But Mooney doesn’t know that, not yet. We’ve managed to bury enough of what happened the day Alala died, and we’ve been dropping hints she’s alive. We’ve spread word among some of the junkies that she’s squirreled away somewhere, waiting to make her grand re-entrance into society. Doesn’t help anybody to think she’s dead, because her contacts will move on. We want them looking for her. Just like Mooney here. She’s not as smart as she thinks she is. So you’re going to put out that you know Alala, that you know where she is and how to contact her. Then? You’ll wait for Mooney to find you.’ He shrugs. He pulls something – a bag of dried fruit – from his pocket and pops a piece into his mouth. As he chews, there are flashes of the metal deep inside his mouth, where his jaw was rebuilt. ‘Start around the docks,’ he says. ‘That’s as good a place as any.’


Rex reaches out with her new arm. She’s made it into a fist. ‘We will go now,’ she says, never one to waste time when it could be spent doing something.


‘I’ve put some credit onto your chips, for food, any supplies you might need,’ Hoyle says. ‘Dress warm. Gets cold in the docks.’


‘I know,’ I say.


‘Of course you do,’ he replies.


Rex walks into the hall. I hear her talking to the officer stationed there. They’re getting to know us well by now. This building is filled with older police who’ve been injured in some way and want to stay useful, but out of the firing line. They’re glorified watchdogs, but we like them, and they seem to like us. The one Rex is talking to, Crofts, is about as entertained by Rex as Hoyle is. He always shares his pastry with her, just to get her reaction. Gives her different kinds, to see her responses, which ones she prefers. I listen as he gives her something called a cinnamon bun – ‘I got the recipe from my cousin, she’s Swedish, or she was!’ he says – and as she murmurs her pleasure.


‘You’re alright?’ Hoyle asks me. I don’t reply. Instead, I grab his shirt and I pull him close to me and I kiss him. I feel the heat of his lips on mine, the pressure of his mouth. My hand goes to the back of his head and I can feel the cold there, where the bone gives way to metal underneath his skin. That part of him is never warm. I find it quite reassuring, how constant the temperature is.


‘I’m fine,’ I say as I push him away; but only far enough that I can still feel his breath on me, the faint scent of the dried peach that he was eating. ‘Have you got any news about Mae?’


‘You think I wouldn’t start with that if I did?’


‘I know you would.’


‘You have to stop asking. I’ll start to worry it’s all you’re interested in me for.’


‘Shut up.’ Another kiss. Harder, this time. I pull him closer. I can hear the sound of his jaw as it opens against my mouth, feel the cold of his head beneath my palm. I slip my hand through the hole in the top of his t-shirt, and feel his skin there, my fingers tracing the line where his skin becomes false flesh, where the bone becomes metal.


‘I am getting tired of waiting,’ Rex shouts from the hallway. Hoyle smirks his way out of the kiss.


‘Another time,’ he says. And then, as I’m going to the door, he grabs my hand. ‘I’m working on the Mae thing,’ he says, ‘pulling as many favours as I can.’


‘Thank you,’ I say.


He smiles. I can tell he’s satisfied that he’s doing enough.


I’m not sure that he is, though.


 


Rex and I take the stairs down to street level. There are tourists outside the buildings. Slightly off the beaten track, they’re probably lost. A family. Two parents, and a child who must be adopted; she doesn’t look the least bit like either of them. Hoyle’s told us that it’s tough to adopt. It means you’ve got power or money. There are so few children permitted in the cities – because there’s no space – so as soon as one is found abandoned, or taken from parents that the government feels can’t look after them, they’re snatched up by people who’ve been on a waiting list for months, or even years.


They look at us. The father’s got an augment in his eye. I can see it spinning as he scans us. I wonder if he’s more than he appears. Skin leathered by the sun. I have learned that it’s so hot in some parts of the country that it’s even harder to cool the cities down than it is here. In Texas, they couldn’t do it at all, so they abandoned the idea of coolant entirely. I like to imagine a fully functional city in this hot land that no one lives in. The father’s clothes give him away – bright shirt, tasteless patterns, slightly too much flesh showing for how cold Washington manages to keep. He’s rich. His wife’s dressed nicely as well. Her sparkling necklace looks old. Old things tend to cost. And the kid’s got augments of her own. Some sort of game thing. I can tell because her eyes are twitching, left to right. She’s seeing things on the streets, fighting them off in her peripheral vision. She’s barely even here.


‘I wonder,’ the man says, approaching us. He walks with something of a limp. It could be an old injury, or it’s affected, because it doesn’t look quite right. People use limps to make themselves look harmless. That’s something I haven’t forgotten from Australia.


I’m constantly on my guard. Even now.


‘I wonder if you can help us. We’re looking for –’ He turns to his wife. I notice the big ring on her finger. I can see it sparkle, even in the shade of the buildings. ‘What was it?’


‘Ford’s theatre.’


‘Ford’s theatre, that’s right. It’s somewhere near here?’


‘I don’t know,’ I say. I stay back from them. Rex stares. I wouldn’t like to be on the end of her gaze, unblinking and fixed. Her shoulders shift backwards, getting herself ready. Putting tension into them, in case she needs to react. I see her flexing her new hand. Open, closed. Ready.


‘Can I show you my map?’ He steps forward.


Open.


‘We’re not from around here,’ I say. Understatement.


Closed.


‘Oh, sure. Okay.’ I wonder why they don’t use Gaia. Just ask her. Every device here is on her network, so they must be logged in. I see the wife’s got augments in her ears, something – a thin strip – running along the base of her skull. They’re all augmented, the whole family.


Then we freeze, all of us, and we stare at each other.


Hold still, I think at Rex. She glances at me, on my wavelength. I can’t tell if the tourists are dangerous or stupid. Or both. We wait, tensed, as they size us up – either to push for information, or because there’s something else going on – and then the man shrugs.


‘We’ll be moving on, then,’ he says. And they walk off. The wife pushes the kid by the head, guides her back onto the main road. The man keeps looking back at us. I watch them ask other people for directions the way they asked us. They don’t just look like they don’t belong here; they act like they don’t belong here. I can see it now. I watch them till they’re out of sight. And then we turn away.


It’s only when Rex and I are back at the car that I think about that we. That Rex and I are both becoming more used to this city; more comfortable by the minute. It’s not just me. It’s us.


 


The docks haven’t changed. I rarely come back because it’s hard to see this place and feel the memories it dredges up. Not that they’re bad memories, not entirely, it’s just that they’re different. They’re a different version of me, from when I was at my most terrified. Back then I was scared, living in a hovel, subsisting on whatever I could find or whatever Ziegler gave me. I had nothing. Now I can bury those memories, mostly. Those feelings. I’ve got something that feels like control over my life these days. I have a place in this city. A job. A role. A purpose.


And so does Rex.


It doesn’t matter that our job is doing what they don’t want others to do, or what the others won’t. It’s still ours.


It’s cold out, today, the wind biting. I forget how cold it can be in the city, given how hot it is outside the walls; the air feels like somebody blowing hard on my face, a sharp chill. The ground is slippery with iced-over patches of water. Black ice that you can’t even see, and then suddenly your feet are giving way and you’re desperately trying to rebalance yourself. Rex doesn’t have that issue. Her boots are better on ice than my sneakers. They’re better when she kicks somebody, too. She grabs the back of my jacket when I slip, to keep me upright.


‘Where do we begin?’ she asks. She must be as cold as I am, but she doesn’t show it; she doesn’t pull her jacket tighter or wrap her arms around herself. She clenches her jaw to stop it from quivering. That’s the extent of it: the rigidity in her face.


‘Start with the junkies.’ Mooney will have come to see them, knowing full well what Alala provided them with.


‘They will know Alala died.’


‘The ones who were here died with her. The others would have heard whispers, but maybe Hoyle’s whispers have gotten to them as well.’ I think about Zoe, the girl that Alala had working for her before she met me. I wonder where Zoe came from. Was she born in the docks? What situation had she got into, that meant she gave herself up, got addicted, found herself at Alala’s mercy? A cycle she was never going to break out of.


It doesn’t take long to find the addicts. Those who have cleaned themselves up ended up outside the city; we introduced them to the nomads, welcomed them into our community. The ones that are still here are stuck fast, too far gone to want to change. They’re queued up outside a shanty even more derelict than Alala’s was. Everything about it is temporary. The addicts are wrapped up in clothes that barely keep them warm. Through the holes in their shoes, their flesh looks sore, tinted blue from the cold. Some of them appear in worse shape than others. You can see the puncture marks on their arms and legs where the needles go in, where the skin’s begun to rot itself away.


At the end of the queue there’s a boy. Hair long, unwashed. He’s younger than I am, with something like a moustache on his face, almost comical it’s so thin. He’s already ruined by his sickness, being here.


‘Are you muted?’ I ask him. He stares at me, eyes weeping from the cold. He shakes his head that he’s not, but he still doesn’t actually say anything. ‘Good,’ I tell him. ‘I need to ask you some questions.’ I can feel my own teeth chattering in between the words. I’m so cold it’s hard to even think properly. I swear it’s gotten colder than when I lived here. Or maybe I just feel it more, now that I’m no longer used to it.


‘What about?’ His accent’s not from around here. Another stranger to this place: like the tourists, like me. His voice is clipped and hard. He sounds much older than he looks.


‘Have you seen this woman?’ I bring up the holo image of Mooney.


‘Pay me,’ he says. It’s not forceful, the way he says it, but desperate.


‘If you’ve seen her, then I’m sure we can come to some—’


He shuts down. I know he won’t talk unless I give him some incentive. I reach into my pocket. I have a few cash notes, for occasions like this. I pick a low value one and hold it out. He snatches it from my hand without looking.


‘Not enough,’ he says.


‘It absolutely was,’ I say. I move to put the rest into my pocket.


His hand darts to grab the notes. The fingers of his other hand stab into my throat, closing in on my windpipe.


I wasn’t expecting the attack and I stagger back, cough, sputter, choke. My eyes blear as he tears off, as I see him running amongst the shanties.


Rex takes off after him. She’s faster than he is, of course. She’s ridiculously fit. Over the past six months, she’s devoted herself to becoming as strong and as agile as possible, lifting rocks as weights, running for miles every single morning, even in the midday sun. She works out until her skin stretches taut over her muscles, until you can see the veins in her limbs, the sweat on her chest pooling on her puckered, scarred skin, running down like trickles of water on the bed of a drying-up river.
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