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			Chapter 1

			Leila’s brother Dieter was dying. Lying in his cheap hospital bed, metastasised technologies writhing beneath his skin, he’d joked that at least she’d have their flat to herself for a few months. 

			‘The pizza delivery guy’s heartbroken. Doesn’t know what to do with himself,’ Leila replied, determined to put a brave face on it all. She went to rest her hand on his. Her virtual fingers passed through his flesh ones, her defences protecting her by refusing to simulate any physical contact between them. Two nights ago, an ancient wooden cube had buried itself in Dieter’s chest and started to devour his body. She imagined its ghost tendrils touching her and flinched back, catching his eye as she did so. His sadness and guilt pierced her.

			‘I’m so sorry,’ he began. ‘So careless…’

			She shushed him. ‘We’ll get you fixed up. And even if you do kick the bucket – well, six months and you’ll be back again. Good as new. A fetch, just like me.’

			‘But we’ll lose the flat. You’ll have to go back to the Coffin Drives.’

			A deep, instinctive fear lanced through her. She did her best to suppress it. ‘If it comes to that, I’ll cope. But it won’t. I’ll talk to Junky Fi, work out exactly what she sent you.’ She forced confidence into her voice. ‘She’ll know how to kill that box. And if she can’t help, Ambrose will.’

			Dieter saw straight through her. ‘They haven’t returned your calls.’

			‘It’s only been a day or so. Maybe Fi hasn’t checked her messages. All this is down to her, she has to get in touch. And Ambrose is probably out on a binge. Or sleeping one off. It’s an emergency, he has to help us.’ A pause. ‘One of them will.’

			‘Yeah,’ replied Dieter, sinking back into the bed. The wires wrapped round the inside of his throat gave his voice a soft, buzzing quality. He didn’t sound convinced. 

			Looking to distract her brother, Leila set him talking about the past. He perked up as he tossed out favourite anecdotes from Station’s seven-hundred-year history, Leila laughing along with him. They almost managed to forget where they were. But at last visiting time ended and she had to leave. 

			‘I’ll be back tomorrow,’ she said. ‘After work.’ Under the rules of the isolation room, only family could visit him – and she was the only family he had. ‘Your antivirals have slowed the infection right down. Maybe the doctors will come up with something. And we’ll hear from Ambrose or Fi.’

			‘Yes,’ replied Dieter. ‘We will.’ He was being brave for her, wearing a mask that mirrored her own. 

			‘You saved me after the Blood and Flesh plague,’ she told him. ‘No one thought you’d be able to, but you did. You’ll get out of this.’ 

			In the corridor she let the sadness take her, one more powerless relative wishing for a remade world. Then home, sleep, and another day to get through before she could see Dieter again.

			

			The hours crawled by. The day’s last appointment took her out of the office. She had to show a middle-aged couple around a small block of flats in the newly fashionable Prayer Heights district of Docklands. They were looking for a good investment. She called up the building’s management systems, confirmed her visit, and then set out across town on foot. 

			For a few moments, her home distracted her. Docklands arced up to her left and right, a city of tens of thousands clinging to the inside surface of a kilometres-long cylinder. Ahead of her the cylinder ended in the vast round wall of the Wart, the hollowed-out asteroid that bound Docklands to its more prosperous twin, Homelands. And behind her there was a flat disc of darkness, where Docklands opened on to the void of space, pierced by the Spine and the docking pylons that ran off it. The abandoned Earth drifted lost somewhere beneath them, shaken by endless, unstoppable storms of post-human brutality. It had died long ago and – unlike Leila – it would never be reborn. 

			In fact, Leila had been resurrected twice. Six months after her death she was reborn as a fetch, an entirely virtual entity constructed from the digital memories she’d amassed while alive. Her avatar simulated her living self, aging slowly as post-mortem time passed. At first she’d been happy to live in the Coffin Drives, the home of the Fetch Communion, but then the Blood and Flesh plague broke her memory and all but destroyed her. After Dieter helped her through her second rebirth, she’d moved back to share their old flat in Docklands. The casual fetch hatred she’d run into had depressed her so much she’d asked him to make her fetch identity tags invisible. Passing acquaintances usually assumed she was one of the living. Now Dieter was probably approaching a rebirth of his own. 

			As she walked, she checked her messages again. Nothing from Ambrose or Junky Fi. She could understand Ambrose’s silence – but Fi’s was starting to annoy her. She left another message for her, letting her irritation show. ‘You owe him,’ she ended it. ‘You owe us both. Fucking call me. NOW.’ 

			Then there was nothing to distract her. Memories of the night of Dieter’s infection forced themselves on her. He’d been so excited. A courier had bought a piece of the deep past, an artefact of uncertain provenance and function. It looked to Leila like an old, square, wooden box. 

			Perched on the sofa, Dieter peered at it through various digital and physical aids. ‘Chi branding!’ he enthused, weave screens and keyboards drifting in the air around him. ‘She was one of the twelve original Pantheon gods. The first to be taken over.’ He shifted, reaching for a magnifying glass. ‘She fell just like Kingdom did. Because she was corrupt. I wonder if he remembered her when he was dying.’ He knocked a pizza box off the sofa. A couple of slices spilled out on to the floor. He didn’t notice. ‘If this is something she built – gods, it’s as old as Station. Older. From precursor times, maybe! It might even get Ambrose’s attention. He’s the only one that’d appreciate this, now Cormac’s gone.’

			‘Seven hundred years old,’ she said. ‘Incompatible with anything the five gods we’ve got left will ever produce.’ She bent over and took a closer look. ‘I’m sure it’ll thrill him.’ 

			‘Philistine.’ There was a smile in his voice too. ‘Anyway, it’s not just about the history. Junky Fi put a note in with it. She wants me to take it to pieces, check it out for her. She says there’s good money in it.’ He revolved it in his right hand. ‘Ouch! Fuck.’

			‘Are you OK?’

			‘Bloody splinter.’

			Dieter put the dead god’s artefact down on the coffee table and peered at his hand. Leila was able to get her first proper look at the box. It was about the size of a large coffee mug. Each of its six sides was criss-crossed with raised strips of wood and dusted with light golden patterns. Scuffed weave sigils repeated themselves across each one. Leila didn’t recognise any of them. One side of the box was cracked open. Thickets of wires clumped with a soft, organic-looking red gel oozed through jagged cracks.

			‘She’s paying you to assess that?’ 

			Dieter nodded.

			‘Wow.’

			He reached for the box again, held it up to eye level and gazed at it. 

			‘Beautiful…’ he breathed. 

			Leila thought she saw the wires and gel shift faintly. ‘It’s secure?’ she asked. ‘I don’t want to have my memory eaten. And you’re not spending the rest of time ghosting out like Cormac did.’

			Dieter sighed, the past shivering through him. ‘Amen to that. And yes. Fi says she’s checked it out, she’s always pretty reliable. But I’ll give it a once over before I dive in properly.’

			The box’s spilled guts were definitely moving, pulsing softly in time with his voice. Leila wondered what invasive bonds it had already formed with him. ‘It looks like you’re already in pretty deep.’

			Dieter chuckled. ‘Superficial stuff. Maybe I should call Ambrose. Just to see what he thinks.’ He turned to her, his face alive with enthusiasm. ‘He always loved this sort of thing.’

			‘No, Dieter.’ 

			Ambrose was her boss’ lawyer. He’d found her job for her. She chatted with him a couple of times a week. These days, she knew him far better than her brother did. ‘He won’t want to hear,’ she warned Dieter. He looked crestfallen. ‘Look, if you really have to – well, just don’t go rushing in. And don’t expect too much.’

			‘I really could use his help on this. It’s a pearl.’ He smiled wolfishly. ‘A rent-paying pearl…’

			Leila’s response was instant. ‘You don’t need to worry about that.’

			Dieter looked away from her. His income was at best variable. Without Leila’s job, he’d have been evicted from the apartment long ago. At the moment, his funds were scarce, something he felt as a deep humiliation. ‘Without you, we couldn’t keep this flat,’ Leila told him. Fetches weren’t allowed to rent or own property. Had she been alone, she’d have been back in the Coffin Drives, living in the place where her second, final death had so nearly overwhelmed her, where the fact of that agony still made her feel so completely insecure. ‘And I still owe you for helping me rebuild myself.’

			Dieter grunted. Leila hoped that she’d reassured him. His attention was back on the artefact. He turned it over and over in his hands, lost in it. 

			‘Well, I’m not going to watch you playing with that thing all night. Everyone’s meeting up at Ushi’s.’ 

			Dieter grunted again. Leila let the weave rise up fully around her, curious about the wooden box’s virtual presence. An adsprite drifted up from the pizza box, a mozzarella-coloured little man with curly hair and a big moustache singing jauntily about pepperoni. The flat’s spam filters snapped him out of existence. 

			Seen through the weave, the artefact looked a little less broken, a little more solid. Its edges glowed light gold. As she peered more closely at it, querying its deeper self-presentation systems, she felt code made alien by the passage of time thrust back at her. A warning pulsed in her mind – ‘UNREADABLE’. 

			It was much more legible to Dieter. His weaveware made shining talons of his fingers. As he played with the artefact they bit into it then snapped back, probing and reprobing for safe passage into its secrets. He looked so sure of himself. As the moment played out again, she wished she could step back and shake him out of it. Instead, that younger her, who now seemed so unreachably far away, just said: ‘At least make sure it doesn’t bring InSec down on us.’

			‘Oh, they’ll never spot this,’ Dieter replied, not even looking up. ‘The flat’s far too well defended.’

			Later, when she returned home from the bar, there was an ambulance waiting outside the block’s front door. A man in an InSec-branded containment suit stopped her from going in. ‘I’m sorry,’ he told her when she identified herself. ‘There’s very little we can do.’ 

			They wheeled Dieter out on a gurney that sparkled with cageware. ‘Stupid bastard,’ one of them grunted, as they lifted him over the front door step. A few neighbours peered out of doors and windows. When they saw Dieter, they turned away. The artefact had burrowed into the hollow at the base of his sternum, sinking into it like a boat half-lost in water. Part of his T-shirt was eaten away. He looked thinner. His grey skin implied exhaustion. Leila let all weave overlay drop away for a moment. The changes remained. 

			‘Leila,’ he called out, his voice cracking, then: ‘I’m so sorry.’ Those few words exhausted him and his eyes closed.

			‘We’re taking him to the Arigato charity hospital,’ one of the containment workers told her. 

			‘But he has medical cover – it’s basic, but it’s all up to date.’

			‘Illegal tech. It’s not covered.’ 

			‘Oh no.’

			‘I’m sorry. But at least it hasn’t reached his weaveself. There won’t be any problems with his fetch. And we’ve swept the apartment, it’s clean. The box is a one-shot mechanism. Now it’s in him it’s not going to hurt anyone else.’ 

			The containment workers’ visors were mirrored. As they left with Dieter, Leila realised that she’d seen nothing at all of their faces. 

			She reached the block she was meant to be showing, and snapped herself out of the past. Its reasonably freshly painted exterior loomed over her. For most of the last decade it had been a burnt-out ruin, a void site projecting images of the terror-killed dead out into Station. Then, it had served as a reminder of why the Soft War against the rebellious AIs of the Totality was so necessary. With the discovery that Kingdom himself had been behind the terror attacks, blaming them on the Totality so as to ignite and expand a vastly profitable war, it had become an embarrassment. When he’d fallen, the block had passed into his conquerors’ hands. The Totality had rebuilt it and – having let it out as living units for a couple of years – were now putting it up for sale. 

			The potential buyers were already there. They’d travelled over from Homelands for the viewing. ‘You have to see property in person,’ the wife had said. ‘It’s the only way.’ Now they stood in a Docklands backstreet beneath dimming spinelights. The husband looked a little nervous. As Leila approached them, she heard him say something about their personal security systems. 

			‘Well, for the amount we pay the Rose every month I’d expect a little collateral damage,’ his wife replied. ‘Not that I’ve seen anyone who’d have the balls to attack us.’ 

			They were certainly very happy about displaying their wealth. The weave overlaid them with a dense tapestry of up-to-the-minute fashions, chosen to show off as many different designers as possible rather than create any sort of satisfying, coherent look. Together, they blared out a visual dissonance that was almost avant-garde.

			They followed Leila into the three-storey building. Its systems recognised her, opening and closing doors as she moved through them, summoning the lift when it looked like she’d need it. All three flats were empty. Late afternoon spinelight shone into pristine emptinesses of bare walls and cream carpets. The smell of fresh paint hung in the air. The tour viewing ended in the top flat. 

			The wife nodded approvingly. ‘We’ll do it up a bit. Flashy but cheap. They like that over here.’ She turned to Leila. ‘Many viewings?’ It was the first time she’d directly addressed her.

			Leila nodded. ‘There’s a lot of demand for properties like this.’

			‘I think we might be interested. But we need to see it off-weave.’

			‘Are you sure, dear?’ The husband blanched.

			‘Don’t be so spineless, Gerald. We both know how much these people,’ gesturing towards Leila, ‘can hide when they’re trying to sell something.’

			‘The surveyor can handle that.’

			The wife ignored him. ‘Miss… whatever your name is, take us off-weave.’ 

			Leila blanched. 

			‘Well, go on then.’ The wife peered at her, her tightly-styled, blue-rinsed hair a curt halo around her sharp face. ‘What are you waiting for? Something to hide, dearie?’

			‘Just meshing with the block’s weave server,’ Leila replied. She’d try and bluff them. She wasn’t in the mood for a confrontation. 

			‘I’m sure.’ The wife turned to her husband. ‘We’ll smell damp. Or there’ll be rot.’

			Leila called up the weave server. It hummed with vast, underused power. As a void site core system, it had had to serve thousands, maybe even tens of thousands, of viewers simultaneously. It was the most highly specced block weave system she’d ever seen. She told it to shut down all weave content except for fetch manifestations. A moment passed, then the room changed.

			The previous tenants had left the sink full of dirty washing and the wastebin full of scraps. There was a sour reek of rotted food. An open cupboard was full of tins. The wallpaper was torn and dirty. Stains rippled across the scruffy carpet. Leila swore to herself. It wasn’t the first time her boss had done this to her.

			‘I told you so, Gerald,’ crowed the wife. Now that the weave was down, her high-fashion costume had disappeared. She wore a white jumpsuit scattered across with designer weave sigils. 

			Gerald wore dark trousers and a t-shirt. He looked very pale. ‘We’ve seen what we need to see, dear.’ Sweat beaded his forehead. 

			‘And who knows what else you’re hiding,’ the wife told Leila. ‘Really, did you think you could get away with this?’

			‘Can we bring the weave back up, dear?’ Gerald was leaning against the wall. He looked ready to slump to the floor. ‘You know how much I hate this.’

			‘Wait,’ his wife said. ‘We’re not fully offweave yet.’ Gerald groaned. ‘There’s still something.’ She rounded on Leila. ‘What are you trying to hide from us?’ Then she paused, eyes flicking backwards and forwards as she read a virtual display. ‘Oh,’ she said slowly. ‘You’re a fetch.’

			Leila sighed to herself. ‘Yes,’ she replied.

			‘Well, no wonder we’re getting lied to. You don’t know what truth is because you aren’t even real. I’ll be complaining about you, you shouldn’t be doing a job like this.’

			Leila felt fury rise up. Be professional, she reminded herself. Then she spoke. ‘Under the terms of the post-rebirth settlement, I’m as human as you are. I have every right to earn a living.’

			The woman snorted. ‘Nonsense. Gods!’ She turned to her husband, who now had fallen all the way to the floor. He was panting with stress. ‘Why am I even arguing with a piece of software? Oh, and do stop being so pathetic.’ She turned back to Leila and snapped: ‘Bring the weave back up.’

			Leila did so, ripostes burning through her. She imagined how each would play out. They all ended in complaints to her boss, perhaps in dismissal. She was better off just ignoring it all. 

			She said nothing else as she led the buyers out of the building. She imagined setting up a fictional counter-buyer to bid against them. ‘Tell your manager we’ll call with an offer tomorrow,’ the woman said. ‘And a complaint.’ 

			Leila barely heard her. There was a message, but it wasn’t from Ambrose or Fi. The hospital had called. ‘You’d better get over here as soon as you can,’ a nurse said, her voice taut with stress. ‘Your brother’s insurance pay-out has come through…’

			What insurance? Leila wondered.

			‘…but he’s totally lost it,’ continued the nurse. ‘He’s turned all his antivirals off and is refusing any medical help. The infection’s eating him alive.’ 

			In the background, Dieter’s voice rose in a strange, croaking howl: ‘DON’T ANY OF YOU TOUCH ME! I’M A FUCKING LOADED NOW, THAT MEANS I GET MY FUCKING WAY. I HAVE TO DIE AS SOON AS POSSIBLE AND NONE OF YOU WILL STOP ME!’

			

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 2

			Leila decided to jump straight to the charity hospital, leaping several kilometres in an instant. It was something she hardly ever did, because it reminded her that she was only virtual. And the dislocation that came with jumping always sickened her. 

			She prepared herself as well as she could. She looked to her left and right, following the cluttered streets of Docklands as they rolled up and away, disappearing behind the Spine to meet far above her head. She glanced down the tube of Docklands and out into space. She looked behind her and saw the entrance to the Wart. She thought of the brilliant lights of Homelands beyond it. She imagined that she was looking at Station from outside, inspecting the twin battered skins of Docklands and Homelands, the Wart between them like a bulbous fist clenching a thick, round rod. Then she pulled her consciousness back to the little street she was in. Jumping to the hospital was such a short journey. Little more than a footstep. She closed her eyes, thought of Dieter, sent out the appropriate command codes and leapt to its atrium.

			The sudden shift was as excruciating as ever – the leap from cold evening chill to lightly overheated hospital air, from fading spinelight to hard, clinical fluorescence. She rushed for the restroom, cutting through a small crowd. Camera nests hovered over it. It looked like some kind of media event. She retched when she was safely in a cubicle, vomit splashing into the water. Dieter had made sure that her fetchware precisely replicated a physical human’s experience of life. 

			‘Are you sure you want the bad stuff too?’ he’d asked. 

			‘Of course,’ she replied. 

			He told her she was nuts, but he did it anyway.

			When she’d recovered herself, she started back towards her brother’s room, pushing through the media event. A minor pop star was holding forth on a small podium. He was running some of East’s more potent celebrityware. It snatched her attention. She shook her head, freeing herself, and kept moving. Moving through the crowd, she suddenly found herself standing next to a white, man-shaped silhouette. That did stop her. 

			She hadn’t seen an empty avatar for years. Its weave sigils must be completely out of date, linking to fashion and appearance content that no longer existed. A high, sweet smell assaulted her. A moment, then her weave systems registered the absence and sent out a call to generic open source image banks. Out-of-copyright content washed across the avatar. 

			The silhouette vanished and a man stood in front of her. He had a sharp, intelligent face, framed by carefully styled, bushy hair. Two thick sideburns lanced down like inverted horns. A caustic aftershave reek replaced the strange, sweet smell. He wore a close-fitting pastel blue suit over a pale grey shirt. Wide lapels and flared trousers gave him a larger than life look. He raised a hand to adjust a white cravat. Jewellery glittered on his fingers. The cut of the suit and the style of the shirt were about a quarter of a century out of date. They sent Leila back into her earliest years, reminding her of the first grown-ups she’d known, vast, powerful entities whose authority over her world had always seemed so absolute. For an instant, she felt like a child. 

			The man smiled at Leila. ‘I’m very sorry for your loss,’ he said, but there was no empathy in his soft, buzzing voice. 

			‘What?’ she replied, pulling herself back to the present.

			He loomed over her. ‘I am very sorry for your loss,’ he repeated. ‘But you have so much to remember him by.’ 

			‘You’ve mistaken me for someone else.’ It took an effort of will to push past him. Weirdo, she thought, a little unsettled by the impact he’d had on her. 

			As she rushed down corridors, adsprites leapt out at her. The hospital was partially advertising funded, so her spam filters were barred from blocking them. She did her best to ignore their buzzing little sales pitches, letting her financial status flash up so they could see how little she had to spend. They gave up on her long before she reached Dieter’s room.

			There was a nurse waiting outside it. ‘What’s going on?’ gasped Leila. ‘Is he all right?’

			‘Much quieter now. But he still won’t let them touch him.’

			‘Your doctors?’ 

			‘No. The Twins sent specialists as soon as the insurance money reached his account. But they can’t force treatment on him without next of kin permission.’

			‘They’ve got it,’ said Leila, rushing to the door. Then a thought hit her. She turned back to the nurse. ‘But his insurance crapped out on him,’ 

			The nurse shrugged. ‘The money’s there. Otherwise the specialists wouldn’t be. They’ve been with him for a couple of hours, I dread to think how much that’s cost.’

			‘Oh, hell…’ Leila’s heart sank. Dieter must have somehow cracked the isolation unit’s security and artificially inflated his bank balance.

			‘Your brother’s very rich indeed. He could buy this place, if he wanted to.’

			‘What? That’s impossible.’

			‘The money’s real. The Twins did a deep dive on his finances before they sent in the pay-per-hour people.’ She nodded towards the door. ‘Those two aren’t cheap.’ 

			Dieter was tied to the bed, held down with padded straps. The specialists chatted by the window, their isolation armour gleaming in the late afternoon spinelight. They didn’t notice Leila come in. 

			‘This dump is just a sodding fetch farm,’ grumbled the female one. ‘They haven’t even tried to crash the infection.’ Treatment engines hung beside them like a shoal of carbon-fibre jellyfish, medical weapons yearning for billable deployment, their real and virtual features impossible to tell apart. ‘No bonus on this one. He’s a goner.’ 

			Leila moved to the side of the bed. Dieter’s eyes were closed. The infection had shrivelled him. He looked so fragile. The doctors still hadn’t noticed her, but her brother saw her straight away and turned his head towards her. His face had a starved sharpness to it. The artefact had sunk deeper into his chest and was now almost completely embedded. Only one square face was visible. 

			‘Hello, sis,’ he slurred. ‘I’m in the money! Pretty fucking cool, eh?’

			‘Dieter,’ Leila replied. ‘What does this mean? Why didn’t you tell me about it? And – how?’

			The doctors turned towards her, surprised. ‘Oh,’ the man said. ‘You’re the fetch. The nurse told us about you.’ He turned back to his colleague. ‘It can stay?’ he asked. 

			‘Yeah, no probs,’ the other doctor replied. ‘No flesh, no infection risk.’

			‘Happened very quickly,’ Dieter wheezed. ‘Met some high pressure salesman. Pressure men. Did a deal with them. You wouldn’t believe who they represent! Hardly believe it myself.’ He coughed. ‘Proper old school. Too much cologne. Terrible dress sense.’ 

			‘I think I met one. Creepy sod.’

			‘Oh, they’re pukka.’ Dieter coughed again. A bloody spatter of nanogel and wires dribbled out of his mouth. ‘Turned out all right, eh?’

			‘I don’t like this, Dieter.’

			He ignored her. ‘It’s just an advance payment. Proof of concept. The rest is coming directly to you.’ He had to force each word out. ‘You’ll be rich enough to keep the flat. Live wherever you want. All taken care of.’ He nodded towards the doctors. ‘We don’t need those guys. Waste of cash. I have to die.’ A weak smile. ‘The pressure men’ll take me away. Part of the deal. But I’ll be back.’ He winked. ‘Shouldn’t even tell you this much. But you’ve got to know. Don’t want you worrying.’

			The female doctor noticed the nanogel, reached for a tissue to wipe it up, examined it closely then showed it to her colleague.

			‘Shit.’

			‘Yeah, faster than we thought,’ she replied. ‘No wonder he’s raving. No next of kin, no one to authorise treatment, nothing we can do.’

			‘I’m next of kin,’ said Leila.

			‘You’re a fetch. I don’t know if you count.’

			‘He’s dying,’ said Leila. ‘Pretty soon there won’t be anything left of him to work on.’ The doctor nodded. ‘And you want your bonus?’ She nodded again. ‘Then assume I can authorise it. Do whatever you need to. Looks like we can afford it.’ 

			‘No!’ coughed Dieter weakly. ‘Let me die! Let the pressure men have me!’

			The doctor thought for a moment, then leapt into action, suddenly all professionalism. ‘Take him right down,’ she told her colleague. He nodded at one of the machines. It drifted over towards Dieter, dropping a tendril which wrapped itself around his mouth and became a dark mask. Gas hissed. 

			Dieter sighed, then spoke. ‘I’m going with the pressure men,’ he gasped, the mask muffling his voice. ‘These idiots won’t stop it. Such wonderful things to see…’ 

			Then the anaesthetic took him and his eyes closed. 

			‘Earn that money,’ Leila said. ‘Bring him back.’

			Leila watched, feeling increasingly useless. When the Blood and Flesh plague shattered the deep structures of her memory, completely disordering her sense of herself, Dieter had helped her rebuild. He’d taken her out of the Coffin Drives’ convalescence unit and back to his weavespace. Then he’d opened up his own memories of her life to her. They became a template, guiding her as she remade the structures of her past. He’d helped her heal when even the Fetch Counsellor had given up on her. 

			Now he needed her just as much as she’d needed him. And she could only watch. She moved to the window and tried to let the world distract her. Flies buzzed within broken double glazing, spinelight reflecting off them in metallic glints. Beyond, there was Docklands, curving up into the sky. And above it all, the five gods of Station and the soft purple orb of the Totality looked down, careless of the affairs of humanity. Habit had her checking her messages again. Miwa had called. There was nothing else.

			Hours passed. As it turned out, Dieter was right. The doctors could do nothing. In fact, they did worse than that. The Twins’ medical technologies triggered a defence reaction. 

			‘Remind you of anything?’ asked the female doctor as Dieter’s flesh melted away, his body reducing itself to skin, sinew and bone. Her colleague shook his head. ‘It’s mimicking Sweat addiction impacts. Only very highly accelerated.’

			‘Fuck…’

			Pain and anger snapped at Leila. ‘What have you done to him?’

			‘This kind of infection is always unpredictable,’ said the doctor. ‘There’s always a risk of adverse reaction. It’s covered in the terms and conditions.’

			‘Nobody ever reads the bloody things,’ her colleague complained. 

			That was only the start of it. The artefact started to convert living flesh into dead clots of metal and plastic, wrapping them tight around his internal organs. Black decay wrote itself like code across his skin. The doctors wanted to stop fighting at three in the morning, but Leila forced them to continue. 

			‘If he’s paying,’ she told them, ‘you want him to live. And if he dies and I am, you want me to see you doing every single fucking thing you can for him.’ 

			They kept him alive until just before dawn. The infection expired a few minutes after he did, having left itself with nothing to feed off. The artefact’s dark empty face stared up at the ceiling like a broken window. A sweet, rotten smell drifted up from it. Dieter’s bones tented his pale skin. An ear and a couple of fingers had dropped off. The right shoulder had fallen in. The sheets beneath him were a reeking mess, darkly sodden with nano-waste. 

			‘Well, that’s next month’s rent paid,’ one of the doctors said, as he stripped off his gloves. ‘Think I’ll hit Bahariya Hub for a bit of a break.’ 

			Leila hoped he wasn’t as off-hand with his living clients. Exhaustion and a kind of sad resignation trumped rage. ‘What happens now?’ she asked wearily. 

			‘The crematorium,’ the female doctor replied. ‘You’ll get the ashes once they’ve been declared clear of infection. And if he chooses rebirth, he’ll be back in six months’ time. Just like you were.’

			The other doctor squatted down and opened up a matt black briefcase. The medical equipment drifted towards it. One by one each instrument dropped down to nestle into the case’s dark lining. ‘You’ll be getting a fairly hefty bill in a day or so,’ he said. ‘Prompt payment appreciated. If you think it’s too much, remember you ignored us when we advised ceasing treatment.’ 

			Then they were gone. Leila was left alone in the room with the shell of skin, bone and broken matter that had once been her brother. Sadness filled her. At least his weaveself’s still out there, she reassured herself. She barely noticed when more containment workers came to take the body away. When the room was empty, she moved to the window. The gods were still out there. The flies were too. A couple had drifted into the room. Awful hygiene. She made a mental note to mention them to the nurse. Habit grabbed her and, without thinking, she slapped at one. It dodged her hand, lifting itself up beyond her reach, its metallic chitin glittering in the room’s harsh light. It saw me coming, she thought, surprised. 

			It must be fetch aware; must have picked up her virtual action, read it as something real and acted accordingly. She wondered who’d bother putting insects onweave. Some Docklands hacker, throwing their energies into a project at once totally futile and deeply personally satisfying. Someone a bit like Dieter. 

			Loss turned in her heart like a blade. He’ll be back soon. But tears still pricked at her. She nerved herself. An empty flat had to be faced. Six months suddenly seemed a very long time.

			She walked home very slowly and stood outside the flat for quarter of an hour before letting herself in.

			When she woke up next morning, there were three new messages waiting for her. The first was from her boss, offering a few days off. He seemed awkward. She wondered how many others would find it difficult to empathise with a fetch about a death. The next was from a Totality lawyer, calling ‘with regards to the matter of your brother’s estate’. His smooth, purple, featureless face glowed out at her, giving nothing away. The final message was from another Totality mind. She identified herself as Cassiel. She, too, requested a meeting, without saying what it would be about. 

			Leila ran a weave search. Dieter had fine-tuned her search engines, merging them with some discreetly powerful hacking tools. It only took a minute or so to uncover her true background. She seemed to be a highly experienced fraud investigator, working across the Totality on a freelance basis.

			‘Oh, Dieter,’ she said again. She’d been expecting a call like that, but not so quickly. She thought about the pressure men, wondering who they represented and what they’d want in return for their money. ‘What have you done?’

			

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 3

			Leila finally managed to reach Ambrose that afternoon. ‘I’m so sorry I’ve been out of touch,’ he told Leila. ‘You know how things are. Business.’ He sounded embarrassed. He probably hadn’t wanted to relive the agony of Cormac’s fall. Perhaps he’d been moving through a series of ever more broken Docklands dives, trying and failing to drink away the problem of his life. ‘You must come and see me as soon as possible.’ Now that he was calling, there was so much concern in his voice. 

			Leila went straight to his office. Out of the window, the streets of Docklands rolled upwards until they were lost behind the Spine. Ambrose leaned back in his chair. 

			‘So Dieter’s definitely going to choose rebirth?’ he asked. 

			His accent was purest Homelands, his suit was impeccably tailored, his chair and desk were overlaid with tasteful, detailed simulations of mahogany and leather and his walls were lined with a virtual library that presented as a dense array of traditionally bound legal textbooks. And yet there was still something ever-so-slightly skewed about him. Perhaps, Leila speculated, it was the contrast between the clubbable splendour of his workspace and the tiny Docklands backstreet he’d squeezed his legal practice into. It felt like he was living in a memory. He smiled his sad, apologetic smile. If she was meeting him for the first time, she wasn’t sure how impressed she’d be – but she’d seen him go into action on behalf of her boss, and knew just how sharp his mind was. When, of course, he was sober.

			‘Oh, you know Dieter,’ she replied. ‘He loved the idea of being a fetch. He won’t opt out. He always used to go on about how Cormac Redonda had wasted his afterlife. And then there was Mum.’ She couldn’t keep the sadness out of her voice.

			‘Indeed,’ replied Ambrose. ‘Distressing cases, both. Cormac in particular.’ His voice was strained. ‘I wish we could have done more for him.’ He paused for a moment, then said: ‘You’ll understand – I don’t want to talk about the box. About how it happened. It’s too late to do anything about that now.’ Grief shadowed his face. He looked away for a moment. Then he looked back, forcing a determined cheerfulness into his voice. ‘But I can help you with what comes next.’ 

			Leila nodded. ‘Yes,’ she told him. ‘I understand.’

			Ambrose looked profoundly relieved. ‘So,’ he said, ‘You’re in the money?’

			Leila too was happy to move away from a subject that caused him so much pain. ‘I saw Dieter’s lawyer this morning. There’s a payment coming to me from a corporate entity called Deodatus. Apparently Dieter had critical illness cover and held Totality investment bonds. Of course as a fetch there are limits on the amount of money I can hold, so the lawyer’s set up some sort of Totality trust fund to manage it on my behalf. I can draw cash out of it whenever I feel like. Dieter’s money will go into it too.’

			‘Dieter had a lawyer?’ Ambrose smiled at the thought. ‘That is a surprise. He was never very good at organizing that sort of thing.’

			Leila’s defence surprised her with its strength. ‘He could be pretty together, when he needed to be.’ 

			Memory flared in her. For a moment, she was thirteen again, and their mother had been dead for a week and a half. Dieter was pulling on the suit he’d bought for the funeral. ‘I’m going to get a job,’ he told Leila. And he did. He stuck with it until she left college and no longer needed his financial support, walking out on the day of her graduation ceremony. He even hacked his medical records so he wouldn’t get drafted to fight in the Soft War. ‘I’ll not have you ending up in some shitty Twins orphanage,’ he told her. Of course, the hacking created its own problems.

			‘So what’s the problem?’ asked Ambrose, pulling Leila back into the present.

			‘This Deodatus insurance policy. I know how much money he had. I know what he spent it on. Nothing like this, there’s no way he could have afforded it. And – critical illness cover! Totality investment bonds! He just wasn’t – isn’t – that kind of person.’

			‘Maybe he was pretty together about that, too.’

			‘No. In the hospital he told me that he’d made some sort of deal with someone. It didn’t sound like an insurance company. He called their representatives the pressure men. I think I met one of them. He was a little strange. Dieter said they’re going to take him away for a bit. And I’ve had a message from a Totality fraud investigator.’

			‘Ah.’

			‘I need to know what he’s got himself into and how to get him out of it.’

			‘You don’t want to go to InSec?’

			‘Gods no. Not them. Not till I’ve got a better idea of what’s going on.’

			Ambrose thought for a moment. ‘I can’t promise all the answers. But I’ll do what I can. Look, I’m free for the rest of the afternoon – why don’t you go and sit in a café somewhere? I’ll go through any paperwork you’ve had, dig around a bit. Give me a couple of hours and I’ll be much more clued up.’

			‘Thanks, Ambrose. I appreciate that.’

			‘My pleasure.’ He stood to see her to the door. ‘Before you go – there’s something I have to say. You’re a very wealthy woman now. Despite all this’ – he waved to indicate the office – ‘I’m just a little backstreet Docklands lawyer, an exile from a much bigger firm. If you’d rather work with a slightly more upscale practice, I’d completely understand.’

			Leila laughed. ‘Ambrose, I know you and I trust you. That’s what’s most important. Especially now I’m actually worth ripping off.’

			Ambrose looked touched. ‘Thank you,’ he replied. He coughed in an embarrassed way. ‘I’ll let you know once I’m up to speed. Oh, and one more thing…’

			‘What?’

			‘I’ve got to call your boss about another matter. Should I let him know you’re resigning?’

			She smiled. ‘I’d like to. But I’m not sure if I should until I know where this money’s come from.’

			‘I’ll see if I can persuade him to extend your compassionate leave.’ He tapped his nose. ‘Grey’s emotional trauma legislation. Very useful in moments like this.’

			As Leila walked to the café, she remembered Dieter’s lawyer, a mind called Xavier. He’d been scrupulously professional as he’d explained how easily Leila could get round the laws limiting fetch financial activities. ‘Your trust will be administered on your behalf by a small group of Totality financial intelligences. They’re barely conscious. In effect, they’re a thin veneer of quasi-intelligence overlaid on an entirely standard investment account.’

			‘And all this is legal?’

			‘Entirely so. Standard practice for the wealthy dead.’ 

			‘I thought you couldn’t be wealthy and dead. That it all had to be passed on to your heirs.’

			Xavier chuckled. ‘Your life has – or rather, is about to – change very considerably,’ he told her. ‘Your good fortune will open up a world that works very differently from the one you’re used to.’

			‘Isn’t that a bit dodgy for the Totality?’ Leila asked. 

			‘My dear,’ Xavier replied, leaning forwards. ‘The market demands, and we deliver. How could anyone possibly object to that? And we’re far more stringent than the gods of the Pantheon. I understand that you can buy almost anything from them. East offers celebrity, Sandal offers citizenship and the Rose will even let you buy her out of criminal investigations.’

			He knew very little about Deodatus: ‘I received a message asking me to manage a substantial personal insurance payout on your behalf. I hope I’ve done so to your satisfaction. And no, I’ve had no other contact with Deodatus. Hadn’t even heard of it until now. And I certainly don’t know what a pressure man is.’

			Leila reached the café and pulled herself back to the moment. It was a basic Twins joint. As a waiter dressed in jeans and a T-shirt cleared the last customer’s detritus from the table, Leila thought about trying Junky Fi again. But now the crisis had passed the box was an irrelevance. All Leila really wanted to do was yell at her for being so bloody careless, and that wouldn’t get either of them anywhere. She decided to let things be. 

			Looking around for something to distract her from her anger, she found herself wondering how her new-found wealth would change the details of her world. The weave overlaid her surroundings with content appropriate to her status. As a low-earning fetch, she could afford few frills. So she usually experienced a smattering of outdated freebies and ad-funded aesthetic tweaking. Now she was wealthy, that would no doubt change. She opened herself to any local weave systems, and let their outputs rise up around her.

			There was a light tickle in the back of her mind as the café’s branding engines queried the basic details of her social and financial status. Then there was the digital equivalent of an exclamation mark and everything started to shift. Mirrors shimmered into being on the walls, reflecting a suddenly more elegant clientele. The little zinc bar top at the back of the room became marble. The susurrus of late afternoon conversation was overlaid with the gentle tones of a moodcore turntablist quartet. When the waiter passed by her again, the jeans and T-shirt had gone. He was wearing black trousers, a white shirt and dark bow tie, and a crisply-pressed apron. The bushy moustache was new, too. He caught her eye. ‘Your order, ma’am?’ She asked for a coffee, being sure to specify that her order was virtual only. He scurried off to prepare it, ignoring his other customers. She was probably paying much more than them for her drink. 

			She glanced out into the street, but for the moment it seemed that not too much had changed out there. Docklands was as scruffy as ever. As she watched, a little unit of gun kiddies took up a defensive position over the road from the café, exotic weapons scanning backwards and forwards. The kiddies were overlaid with grey-green battle armour, their faces hidden behind gold visors. Underneath, Leila imagined intent, scrappily dressed teenagers. East had taken to writing their live-action combats across the streets of Station. She remembered Dieter grumbling about them. ‘They should be coding their own games, not buying up content from East. No creativity in it.’ Grief rose up within her. For a moment, she considered muting it. But that seemed to be a step away from humanity. She let it surge through her. ‘Six months,’ she said to herself. ‘He’ll be back in six months.’ Loss settled back and became bearable again.

			She decided to distract herself with a little media, and sent a call to one of East’s main current affairs channels. As it spun up, Leila felt East’s subscription systems probe her. She wondered how the content served to her would change. But when it started to play there didn’t seem to be anything new. Perhaps trashy, excitable current affairs programming was something that even the rich couldn’t escape. 

			An anchorman drifted over the table, introducing a series of thirty-second news reports. The Twins were preparing themselves for their annual Taste Refresh Festival, flooding Station with seafood imagery. East had brought out a small Totality media hub for vast sums of cash. ‘It’s a whole new way of thinking about content,’ a very young man enthused. ‘It’s so exciting that the gods understand that.’ Another gravity quake had hit Docklands, this time shaking Prayer Heights. There had been some panic, but little damage. Most of the buildings affected were under the protection of Sandal, housing his dock workers. He’d complained to the Totality, who had inherited responsibility for Station’s gravity engines from Kingdom. A Totality mind appeared, its featureless face glowing softly purple as promises came that soon all gravity upgrade works would be complete.

			The coffee arrived. Leila sipped it once without really thinking, then again, surprised. It tasted better than any cup she’d ever had before. If she was paying over the odds for it, she was at least getting value for money. She savoured a little more, inexplicably feeling a little guilty, then turned back to the news. The next report had begun. There was footage of a Blood and Flesh march down ‘ti Bon Ange Street. The camera closed in on the angry faces, shouting their hateful slogans. Leila thought about flicking channels, but that would have felt like cowardice. At least their militant wing was no longer active. Apparently one of their own memory weapons, a planned sequel to the Blood and Flesh plague, had activated prematurely and neutralised the more hardcore elements of their organisation. 

			Leila had been hugely relieved when she found out, and had even briefly considered visiting the Coffin Drives. But fear had still filled her at the thought of returning to them. That fear was with her now, but she realised that she had to face up to it. For the moment she was wealthy enough to live where she wanted, but if her newfound riches were illegally acquired they could well just vanish. She might yet end up having to go back and to live in the Drives. And even if that didn’t happen, Dieter could well move to them after his rebirth. She’d have to go and visit him if she wanted to see him on anything like a regular basis. She could no longer avoid the past. She sat back and remembered.

			

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 4

			Two and a half years before, fetches were still coming to terms with their newly sentient status. Jack Forster, Hugo Fist and Andrea Hui had worked with the Totality to release the dead from semi-sentient slavery. But the Rebirth was just the start of a longer coming of age. It was one thing for ten thousand weaveselves to be reborn as fully self-aware continuations of ended lives – quite another for them to come to terms with that new start, both as individuals and as a group, and understand what to do with it. When Leila stepped out of the sea and into her new, post-mortal life, she became part of that conversation. It was a profoundly confusing time, because every single fetch had a different sense of what the afterlife should be. And the Coffin Drives was an entirely virtual and thus immensely malleable environment. Each of its inhabitants could project their opinions on to it, in ways that ranged from the subtle and elegant to the madly grandiose.

			The root geography of the Coffin Drives was – mercifully – unrewriteable. The fetches lived on a circular island, tens of miles across. The ocean that encircled it was a visual manifestation of humanity’s shared data, a digital subconscious for an entire culture. Newly created fetches were born out of it, the deep tides taking six months to knit the strands of a weaveself together into personhood. Each newborn fetch walked out of the waves and on to a long, wide beach, o-shaped and therefore infinite. Leila remembered her own walk up the beach. The cold breeze had tugged at her wet clothes while the endless sea roared behind her. As she remembered, fear sparked in her and she shifted uncomfortably. There had never been anything troubling there on the seashore, she told herself, only the Fetch Counsellor waiting to introduce her to her new life. She was relieved to feel the fear settling. 

			Then she moved on to the city at the heart of the Coffin Drives. Before the rebirth there had been a prison at its heart, embedded in a lake made of lost, fragmented memories. Afterwards, the lake and the prison had been remade as a memorial. The Coffin Drives’ occupants surprised themselves with their near-unanimous agreement that it should remain a stable, unchanging space. But every other part of the city was chaos. And the emotional geography of the city had been as variable as its street plan. Individual fetches experienced their rebirth in many different ways. The luckiest were heartily welcomed by their families and friends, immediately and unquestioningly understood to be a direct continuation of the lives that had so recently ended. The unluckiest were rejected completely. Most experienced something between the two. 

			East and the Totality came together to launch a vast transmedia campaign, designed to convince the humans of the Solar System to treat the returned dead with kindness. But they were pushing against deep emotions. East in particular was shocked to find that her audience was not its reliably malleable self. The dead found that they often had to fight very hard to win back the lives their living selves had once occupied. Many failed. Some chose true death, letting themselves dissolve back into the memory seas. Some retreated into perpetual hedonism. Others sought to escape their loss through mysticisms of one kind or another. Some just moved bitterly on. And the worst of the living started to push back, creating the Blood and Flesh group. And the Blood and Flesh group created the plague that had nearly destroyed the Fetch Communion. At the thought of that, Leila decided to drop out of memory and back into the present. 

			Her media stream had moved on from the news. An episode of Hugo Fist’s chat show was just beginning, its unmistakable theme tune ringing out as the camera closed in on the little ventriloquist’s dummy and his guests. Leila smiled as she turned him off. She’d happily watch him for the rest of the afternoon, but then she’d get nothing done. The agonies of the past – agonies that, with Dieter’s help, she’d overcome – made the present that little bit easier to deal with. She pulled up her mailbox and started going through her messages. Most were condolences. Those from her own friends expressed careful sympathy. A couple hoped that she wouldn’t have too much trouble finding somewhere new to live. Dieter’s friends were much less guarded. After a clichéd platitude or two they usually expressed deep excitement about his future. ‘He’s such a tech head,’ one enthused, ‘he lives and breathes that shit, he’s going to love being a fetch.’ 

			She dealt with some of the more important messages then dropped her attention back into the café, wondering about another coffee. But, glancing round for the waiter, an alien presence caught her eye and she froze. There, at the other end of the room, sitting discreetly at a corner table, was a man she didn’t know but did recognise. She blinked, realising that it wasn’t his face that looked familiar – it was his sense of style. He was dressed just like the strange man with the soft, buzzing voice she’d met in the hospital. A pressure man, she thought. The tasteful colours of his suit blended perfectly with his surroundings, but its antique cut stood out a mile. He saw that he’d been spotted and stood up, then started rapidly towards the door.

			‘Stop!’ Leila shouted, standing herself. ‘We need to talk.’

			The buzz of conversation died and all eyes were on her. The waiter materialised at her elbow. ‘Mademoiselle…’ The pressure man was almost at the door. She went to follow him. A firm grip held her back. ‘The bill…’ A white slip appeared on the table. She glanced at it then waved distractedly, feeling an amount of money she could live off for a week vanish from her account. When she looked back the door was closing.

			‘Shit.’ She pushed through the café as quickly as she could.

			Reaching the street outside, she sprinted to catch up with him. They were on a small quiet road, leading up to a busier main thoroughfare. ‘Stop,’ she called, but he ignored her. ‘Please.’ 

			The gun kiddies watched her go by, pretend weapons swivelling to track her. She wondered if she was somehow integrated into their game world. For a moment, she worried that all she was really doing was embarrassing herself by chasing down a complete stranger with a taste for retro fashion. But then she caught up with him and saw his face, his cold good looks a perfect rhyme with those of the man in the hospital, and smelt the same powerful perfume again.

			‘Please stop,’ she said, stepping in front of him. He looked down at her, his expression so frozen that he could be a mannequin, saying nothing. ‘You work for Deodatus,’ said Leila. ‘You’ve done business with my brother.’ There was no response. ‘I need to know what’s going on.’

			The man’s silence was unnerving. 

			‘I mean – all this money. I need to know where it came from. What it really means. What you want from him in return.’ 

			Her target stepped past her and set off again. Leila sighed. Perhaps she was just embarrassing herself. But he hadn’t denied anything. And he was such a perfect match with the man from the hospital. A moment and she caught him again, just as he was about to turn a corner into a main street, taking his arm as firmly as the waiter had taken hers. He was fully weave-enabled, and so he felt her grip and turned to face her.

			‘I’m a fetch. I can follow you anywhere. If I have to, I’ll jump to keep up with you.’ She hoped he wouldn’t call her bluff. ‘I won’t let you just walk away. Please, talk to me.’

			The antique cut of his suit triggered memories. She’d flicked through entire catalogues of clothes like that when she was little, fascinated by the adult sophistication they projected. Remembering that made her feel awkward, like a child lost in an adult world. 

			She decided to go on the offensive. 

			‘You were watching me in the café. And when you saw that I’d spotted you, you fled. If you’re following me like that – well, something’s up.’ Adrenaline coursed through her. She felt her skull face shift in the back of her mind, a weapon woken by her excitement and worry. ‘I need to know what Deodatus is. What my brother’s got us into.’

			He leant forward and opened his mouth. His lips moved, but there was barely any sound – just a soft, distant buzzing. 

			‘Oh gods,’ she thought to herself. Perhaps he was handicapped. What if he really had nothing to do with it all? She leant forward, straining to hear him. Maybe she was the one who needed to apologise. His lips were still moving. A little closer and there would be words. She thought of the buzzing voice of the pressure man she’d talked to in the hospital. This man reeked of scent too. She took a step towards him, then another. His mouth shaped sounds she could almost understand.

			‘Who are you?’ she asked.

			And then the pressure man started forwards and walked straight through her. 

			‘What the fuck?’ she gasped. 

			Now she was really annoyed. Station society might not hold fetches in very high regard, but one very important taboo was generally respected. You never knowingly passed through the dead. 

			Leila turned after him. ‘How dare you…’ she began, her voice raised, so outraged that she didn’t care who overheard her. But he’d disappeared round the corner into the main street. She followed him, expecting to catch up with him right away, not quite sure what she’d do when she did. 

			And then she rounded the corner and stopped dead.

			‘Oh,’ she breathed. 

			The street reached out into the afternoon, bustling with people. 

			The pressure man was nowhere to be seen. 

			There was a busker summoning images and music from some sort of keytar. A couple of children danced in front of him. A shopkeeper stood outside his crashed window display, swearing at it as it pulsed out error messages. A Totality mind stepped round him, moving purposefully up the street. There was nobody else. And there were no doors near enough to vanish through, or side alleys to disappear down.

			‘Where have you gone?’

			She moved up the street, looking for him, but he’d completely disappeared. He couldn’t have masked himself – the Rose forbade that kind of software. But there was no sign of him. She was still feeling rather puzzled when an urgent contact request from Ambrose pinged into her mind. She accepted and all of a sudden there he was, a virtual presence floating right next to her. His eyes were full of care. 

			‘I’m afraid I have some very bad news,’ he told her. ‘Could you jump back to my office?’

			‘It’s the insurance? I knew it was all fake.’ She shook her head. ‘I’ve just had the strangest experience. I think I met another pressure man.’

			‘You can tell me about that later. And the insurance isn’t fake. Dieter signed up to something very real. That’s the problem. Please, come back to my office.’

			‘You know I don’t like jumping, Ambrose.’

			‘We need to talk. In private. As soon as possible.’

			Fear gripped Leila. ‘Just tell me.’

			Ambrose swallowed. ‘I’ve been going through the terms and conditions of the policy. The small print. I’m not sure Dieter even read it. It’s very bad news.’

			‘If I can’t keep the money, I can’t keep the money.’ Leila thought of the Coffin Drives. Perhaps life there would bearable.

			‘The money’s not the problem. It’s what Dieter promised Deodatus in return for it.’ Ambrose couldn’t meet her eyes. ‘He signed over his weaveself, Leila. All the memory blocks that would go to build his fetch. Deodatus owns them all, for ever. They’ve all already been stripped. And Deodatus has taken a lot of other content too. The software tools Dieter built. His research content. Everything important. His legacy.’

			Leila was profoundly shocked. ‘He said he was going away. But just for a bit. Nothing like this. Gods, I thought he was raving.’

			‘Deodatus owns him and has taken him.’

			‘No.’ The world spun. ‘Where is he now?’

			‘I don’t know,’ replied Ambrose, his voice soft and sad. 

			‘I’ll pay the money back. Then they’ll return him.’

			‘I’m afraid the deal’s irrevocable. Dieter’s gone, Leila. Gone for good.’

			

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 5

			Cassiel apologised as she showed Leila into her office. ‘Apparently it’s the only spare space we have.’ She was dressed in a black trouser suit, cut in a business-like but elegant style. She moved with deft economy, her manner giving a sense of brisk confidence. Her oval, featureless face and smooth, elegant hands glowed a soft purple. ‘It’s not ideal, but one makes do.’

			The narrow, high-ceilinged office felt like a repurposed storage room. A single window, half covered with a slatted blind, let slanting lines of spinelight through to fall against the rear wall. A fan hung from the ceiling. Two wireframe chairs sat by a battered desk. Leila imagined showing it to a property client. It would be a difficult sell. If this was where the Totality had put Cassiel, she couldn’t have much clout. Dead insects speckled the floor. Their tiny wings glistened as Cassiel kicked them out of sight. ‘They told me they’d send a cleaner in,’ she told Leila. ‘We’re normally much more efficient than this.’ She gestured towards a chair. ‘That’s clean, at least.’

			As Leila settled into her seat, touching the pendant at her neck for luck, the office’s virtual elements activated. A calendar drifted above the table. A clock hung on the wall. A false window opened on to a view of Mars. That was it. But then, they were in a building that had once been one of Kingdom’s main Docklands temples but was now a Totality work and living space. Such simplicity was to be expected.

			‘We’re very low-weave,’ said Cassiel. ‘I hope that’s not upsetting.’

			‘It’s how I prefer it.’

			‘Unusual. But admirable.’

			‘I do this myself, you know.’

			‘What do you mean?’

			‘I find ways of praising clients. When I’m showing them round a property, trying to sell them something. To soften them up.’

			‘Oh.’ Cassiel leant forward across the desk, palms pressed together, the tips of her fingers almost touching her face. Her whole posture projected focus. ‘Very sharp. And why do you think I might be doing that?’

			‘You want to ask about my brother. You want to know what I know.’

			‘That’s why we’re here.’

			‘No. I’m here because I need information from you.’

			Cassiel laughed. ‘Oh, do you?’ she asked. ‘You’re rather turning the tables, aren’t you?’

			‘I need you to tell me what my brother’s mixed up in.’

			‘You’ve just come into quite a bit of money.’ Cassiel’s tone was archly amused. ‘I’ve found that, within the narrow confines of their personal interests, the rich are very demanding. It usually takes a little longer to kick in, though.’

			‘I have to find out where my brother’s gone. And then I’m going to bring him back.’

			Leila was desperate. She felt exhausted. She’d spent the whole of the night before searching for any trace of her brother’s weaveself. But Deodatus had done a remarkably thorough job. Her own memories of her brother remained. His friends would remember him too. But that was it. There was nothing more substantial left, nothing that could cohere into a new fetch. 

			Leila had wept. By the time she recovered herself, dawn’s merciless light was breaking in. She called up the flat’s weave systems and had them show her the jagged, three-dimensional hole that the removal of Dieter’s weaveself had left behind. ‘Fill it with black,’ she commanded. The hole became a mould, shaping a frozen bolt of dark lightning. She shrank the lightning bolt down so that it was the size of her little finger, called a black chain into being, attached the bolt to it and hung it round her neck as a pendant. Then she left the empty flat and came out to meet Cassiel, the shape of her brother’s past hanging hard against her chest. Along the way, she looked out for more pressure men. But there were none to be seen.

			‘And why do you think I’d be able to help with that?’ asked Cassiel.

			‘You’re a Totality fraud investigator. You think there’s something dodgy here too. Why else would you travel all the way here from Totality space?’

			‘I wouldn’t quite say I was a fraud investigator. But I am trying to understand why Dieter’s worth so much to Deodatus. And I share your interest in discovering where it’s taken him.’

			‘I won’t be able to tell you anything helpful.’

			‘I’ll be the judge of that. Answer my questions, then I’ll see about helping you with yours.’ 

			‘I don’t know anything. And you clearly do. Tell me what you know.’

			Cassiel looked directly at Leila. ‘Without reciprocity, we can’t proceed.’

			A silence hung between them, lasting for far longer than was comfortable. Cassiel could have been a statue. Loss ached in Leila. She imagined life without Dieter. At last she said: ‘Fine. Ask your questions.’

			‘How you spend your money is your own concern,’ Cassiel told her. ‘But I’d recommend a charm school.’

			Then the interrogation began. The mind had Leila describe the events leading up to Dieter’s death, his time in the hospital, the pressure men, the artefact that had first infected him. That led to his interest in dead technology. 

			‘Archaeology obsessed him,’ said Leila. ‘Ambrose and Cormac too. They met on the Perdu chat boards, but they dug a lot deeper than anyone else. They were fascinated by Station’s past. With exploring on- and offweave sites, understanding them, bringing it all back to life. They called themselves the Lazarus Crew. Until Cormac’s accident.’

			‘What happened?’

			‘It was all over the news. I think East wanted it to be a warning. “Don’t look back, only look forwards.” It made Cormac look like such an idiot.’ She sighed, remembering. ‘He was never that. Just overconfident.’ Then impatience overwhelmed her. ‘All this is public record. You could look it up onweave in a couple of seconds.’

			‘I want to hear your version of it.’

			‘This is a waste of time.’

			Cassiel gestured toward the door. ‘You’re free to leave whenever you want.’

			‘Gods.’ Leila was exasperated. 

			‘We’re here to share,’ Cassiel told her. ‘Answer my questions, then I’ll answer yours.’

			The mind left Leila feeling she had no choice, which she hated. ‘Cormac found some shitty old piece of tech somewhere in the tunnels under the Wart. Bought it home, thought he’d neutralised it. Then it woke up, decided it was under attack and lashed out.’ She paused for a moment, remembering grief. ‘Couldn’t get through his defences. But it crawled into his wife and son through their weave links.’ It was so hard to say the words. ‘And wiped every memory they had.’ 

			Leila expected a dismissive comment. But Cassiel’s voice was gentle. ‘That must have been hard. Our pasts make us who we are.’ She paused. ‘I’m very sorry.’

			Remembered grief filled Leila. ‘I don’t need your sympathy,’ she said, snapping a little harder than she meant to as she pushed the pain back down. ‘Just your help. I don’t want to lose my brother too.’

			‘Then help me,’ Cassiel replied, once again briskly professional. ‘What happened to Cormac after that?’ A silence. ‘Leila, I need to know. There’s far more at stake here than your brother’s life, important though that is.’

			Leila nerved herself. ‘He killed himself. I thought he’d choose a true death. But he came back as a fetch. Told Dieter and Ambrose he was going to go back to his family’s favourite place, loop himself inside their happiest moment, and stay there for ever. Nobody knows where that was, so nobody knows where he is. I hope he’s happy.’

			‘He’s chosen his eternity,’ said Cassiel thoughtfully. ‘Very few people can.’ She waited while Leila gathered herself. ‘And what about your brother and Ambrose? Did they keep exploring?’ 

			‘Oh, they still went out. But it was never quite the same. Ambrose got pretty phobic about it all. Dieter was still keen, but InSec started keeping a very close eye on him. And then the Blood and Flesh plague landed, and he had me to look after.’ 

			‘But he still retained his interest in the past?’

			Leila nodded.

			‘That’s very unusual. Pantheon subjects usually equate the historic with the obsolete.’

			‘Says the mind from the ten-year-old culture. Look, I’ve answered all your questions. When are you going to help me?’

			‘You should have more respect, Leila. Our culture is at least three times older than yours.’ 

			Leila snorted. ‘It’s not my culture.’

			‘And your brother’s interest in the past is one of the things that makes him unique,’ the mind continued. ‘Perhaps that’s what Deodatus was after?’

			‘I really don’t think Dieter’s interest in all that dusty old crap is worth millions.’

			‘Then you’re not thinking very clearly. Now, one last request. Please show me the artefact that attacked him.’

			‘Gods. That bloody thing.’

			‘Once we’ve inspected it, I will tell you what I can about Deodatus.’

			Leila sighed and summoned the memory. A three-dimensional image of the box hung in the air between them, radiating malignity. 

			Cassiel leant forwards, shoulders hunched, her soft, empty face hanging before it. ‘Remarkable,’ she whispered, then reached out and set it slowly spinning. The wires spilling from it drifted forwards and backwards. Ruby gel bulged from casing cracks, glowing with a soft, inborn light. ‘Dead technology,’ she said, brushing a hand across it. ‘Let’s see what it looked like when it was alive.’ The artefact shimmered and began to change. 

			‘What are you doing to it?’ asked Leila.

			‘Dynamic image filters. They’re analysing how it’s degraded, looking to see how it might knit back together. Seeing what it might have been.’

			The artefact moved backwards through time, becoming a more complete version of itself. Ruby gel oozed back into it and vanished. Wires retracted. The cracks healed themselves, jaggedness knitting together and vanishing. Grain emerged as the wood lightened. Gold poured itself across the strips of wood that divided each face. The image shook slightly. Graphics wrote themselves across the cube.

			‘Truly fascinating,’ said Cassiel. ‘It doesn’t match anything in my immediate memory.’

			Despite herself, Leila was intrigued. ‘Dieter said there was Chi branding on it,’ she told the mind.

			‘Specialised knowledge. I’ll request access to the relevant data cores.’

			The device shuddered in and out of focus, with every leap back into definition looking more complete. One more shimmer and there were jewels. Green, red and blue shone brilliantly out at them. ‘Well, it’s still a box,’ said Leila. ‘Just a much nicer one.’ 
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