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  LABRATS




  13 October 2096


  The Armoured Saint Pub, Edinburgh




  It began on the day when Kendrick Gallmon’s heart stopped beating for ever.




  The pain crashed down on him suddenly and he sagged, unable to prevent his legs crumpling at the knees. He looked down at the stained interior curve of a toilet bowl and gripped its cool ceramic

  sides with shaking hands, his ears full of the sound of his own laboured gasping. He vomited noisily, bright agony rushing through his every nerve ending, like wildfire surging through a tinder-dry

  forest. He watched his knuckles turn white where they gripped the porcelain, and he wondered if he was going to die.




  And then, mercifully, the pain began to ease off, leaving him gasping and shivering in the chilly cubicle. He could feel his knees turning damp through his thin cotton jeans. His mouth tasted

  acid and foul.




  Reaching inside his shirt with a couple of fingers, Kendrick touched the bare skin of his chest. It felt cold and smooth, like a marble statue. Next he applied them to his wrist and tried to

  find a pulse. Finding nothing there, the knowledge sent a chill sweeping through him, so intense that it made his teeth chatter. He moaned in horror, convinced he must have somehow got it

  wrong.




  But he knew the truth. Something had changed inside him, for ever.




  Kendrick stumbled to his feet, triggering a series of vivid, dizzying flashes behind his eyes: until it passed, he had to lean with one shoulder against the cubicle’s graffiti-stained

  door. He sucked in air through his nostrils, calming himself steadily.




  As suddenly as it had come, the pain washed away, like some Pacific storm leaving a devastated village in its wake. Random, disassociated thoughts tumbled through his mind like flotsam. He

  glanced down into the toilet and grimaced, before hitting the flusher.




  Two long months without a seizure, and now this.




  He turned and pushed the cubicle door open. In front of him stood a row of washbasins, under a dirt-streaked mirror mounted on the wall above. The door opened suddenly, admitting loud music

  mixed with the sound of booze-filled conversation. A man stepped in, letting the door swing shut again, reducing the noise to a low murmur mingled with the muffled thump of bass.




  There was something familiar about the other man’s face; he looked about late forties, with a black beard turning grey. Kendrick noted the bags under his eyes, which were a pale, watery

  brown, and how he wore a long woollen coat still damp from the snow.




  Those somehow familiar eyes settled on Kendrick, still leaning uncertainly against the cubicle’s door frame.




  Kendrick experienced a brief bout of dizziness, convinced that there was something important he needed to remember.




  “Ken, what the fuck happened to you?”




  Peter? Peter McCowan. How could he have forgotten? His thoughts felt muffled, obscured, as if a veil had been hastily drawn over his memories.




  Kendrick could see his own reflection in the mirror and realized he looked like shit. He stepped past McCowan and ran water into a washbasin. He splashed some across his cheeks, but it

  didn’t make him feel any better.




  “Bad seizure,” he replied shakily. He didn’t feel up to elaborating.




  “How bad?”




  “Very bad.” Kendrick coughed. “Don’t use that name,” he added.




  “So, what name should I be using?”




  “Never my real name, for a start.” He leant over and sluiced a jet of water around his tongue, trying to get rid of the lingering taste of acid. He spat the water back into the sink

  and pulled himself upright, again catching sight of himself in the mirror.




  Short-cropped head, narrow face: the same gaunt, fleshless aspect of so many Labrats. Still, he had coped a lot better than most of them, given that most of the Labrats were dead.




  In the mirror he could see McCowan behind him, gently shaking his head. “Malky’s still out there in the bar, wondering what’s happened to you.”




  “I’ll get back to him.” Kendrick noticed that his hands still shook slightly. Perhaps that was only nerves and not, as he suspected, indicative of augment-related nerve damage.

  “It’s just something I have to be prepared to deal with,” he added over his shoulder.




  He glanced up again at McCowan’s reflection in the mirror. What is it that feels so wrong here? The longer he paused, the more he was filled with a tremendous sense of unease.




  Kendrick closed his eyes against a fresh twinge of nausea. He should just make his excuses, go home, sort something out with Malky another time.




  “I’ll be frank, you look in bad shape. I don’t think Hardenbrooke’s treatments have been doing you any good.”




  Kendrick turned slowly, studying the other man’s face. Bright coruscations slid across Kendrick’s line of vision, followed by another wash of dislocation. With it a snatch of

  knowledge: a memory suddenly revealed, as if it had been temporarily locked away in some dark closet of his mind, only now returning with all the subtlety and grace of a drunken punch.




  As he almost lost his balance, McCowan stepped forward as if to help. Kendrick backed up against the washbasin and put out a warning hand that stopped him.




  “I’ll take it you’re not okay,” said McCowan.




  “Something’s happening to me.” It was starting – he was losing his mind at last. Any notion of finding a cure for what was inside him suddenly seemed far-fetched,

  laughable. How could he have fooled himself for so long?




  “You’re going to have to tell me what’s wrong,” the other man insisted.




  Dead man, dead man – the words kept spinning through Kendrick’s mind like a mantra.




  Peter McCowan, staring up with vacant eyes at the dark ceiling of a lightless storage area, as if that gaze could penetrate the many levels of the Maze to see the sun beyond . . .




  McCowan had moved further away from the door leading back into the bar area. Kendrick lurched past him and gripped the handle, began turning it.




  The familiar sound of the bar beyond increased slightly. He paused with the door fractionally open.




  “You’re not here,” he murmured, turning to see if the dead man was still there. McCowan still gazed back at him with calm eyes.




  “It was a long time ago.”




  “I’m sorry.”




  McCowan cocked his head. “What for?”




  “For letting you die.”




  The other shook his head. “They were never going to let both of us out of there – you know that for a fact. We both knew your family might still be alive out there somewhere. But

  there was no one who needed me, so I looked like the obvious choice.”




  This was too much. Over the years he’d imagined what it would be like, to be able to talk to Peter one last time, to find a way to understand what had happened between them. Now it

  appeared that he had the opportunity, and suddenly he didn’t want it. He wasn’t ready for it.




  It came to Kendrick that he must be caught up in some particularly vivid form of hallucination generated by his augmentations: fantasies that imposed themselves on the real world. How much

  longer did he have left, then, before he could no longer distinguish the imagined from the real? Was this what it was like for other Labrats when they got close to the end, when their augs consumed

  first their nervous systems and then their bodies, from the inside out? Did they imagine their pasts literally coming back to haunt them?




  If that was the case, then perhaps he would be better off dead.




  “I’m here to tell you something. I need to go soon, so are you listening to me?”




  Kendrick stared down at the door handle. Sanity lay on the other side of it. “All right, I’m listening.”




  “Don’t trust Hardenbrooke. He’s a dangerous bastard. Do you hear me? He’s dangerous.”




  Kendrick pulled the door open. Before he could step through, he sensed the ghost of Peter McCowan coming up close behind him. He saw its shadow darken the inside panel of the door, and felt as

  if his blood was about to freeze over.




  “One last thing before you go.” Kendrick could even feel the ghost’s warm, beery breath on the back of his neck. “So that you know I’m here to help you. The leather

  suitcase sitting near the front of the bar – look inside it.”




  “I don’t understand.”




  “Near the entrance.”




  The shadow shifted, and Kendrick imagined a pallid hand reaching out to pull him back. He stepped through quickly and slammed the door shut behind him, loud enough to attract one or two stares

  from some of the Saint’s other clientele. He ignored them, turning back to the door he had just stepped through. He reached out and gently pushed it open again.




  Nobody was there.




  But there never had been, had there? He was sure of that.




  The Armoured Saint pub was long and narrow, with wide windows facing out onto the street at one end and a bar extending from near the entrance all the way to the dark alcoves

  in the rear. Kendrick now turned left, towards the front section.




  Between the bar itself and the tall windows looking out over the street, Kendrick could see a raised area of floor with a few tables and chairs on it. Business was quiet this early in the

  evening so it was currently deserted. A leather suitcase rested on the floor by a table next to the windows. A half-finished drink stood on the table as if someone had left in enough of a hurry to

  forget about their luggage.




  This is crazy. Suffering an unpleasant delusion was bad enough, but paying this much attention to it was a step beyond. Kendrick turned away from both the table and the suitcase and

  found his way back to Malky, who was at the very rear of the bar. The air there was hot and thick with the stench of smoke and booze, in pleasant contrast to the bitter cold outside.




  He found Malky staring vaguely into space, his arms folded over his stomach so that his checked shirt was rucked up over his pale rotund belly, exposing the elaborate design on his cowboy belt

  buckle. This buckle was something that Malky treasured and one of the bioware dealer’s favourite stories revolved around his first and last visit to Los Angeles, only days before that city

  abruptly ceased to exist. Small and round, with his thinning blond hair brushed into an untidy side-parting, Malky was hardly the image of a frontiersman.




  He raised his eyebrows as Kendrick sat down beside him. Malky smiled. “Well, I was beginning to think you’d gone home.”




  “Please, Malky, I feel bad. Really bad.” He’d surely only imagined that his heart had stopped beating. A ridiculous notion: if it had, he’d be dead. He subconsciously

  reached up again and touched fingers delicately to his chest. Malky again raised his eyebrows questioningly, and Kendrick shook his head.




  “Don’t ask.” He ducked his head a little, resting his elbows on the table top, briefly massaging his temples with his fingertips. He glanced back up at Malky and managed a

  faint grin. “I think I’m starting to hallucinate.”




  Malky sat up a little straighter, and Kendrick was pleased to see a look of genuine concern sweep over the little man’s face. “What happened? Have you had another seizure?”




  “Yeah – now I’m seeing ghosts.” Kendrick leaned his head back against the nicotine-stained wallpaper and shrugged amiably, as if to say that it really wasn’t any

  big deal.




  Malky looked even more alarmed. “You need to see Hardenbrooke now. This is serious.”




  “It’s not like I’m in the final stages or anything,” he replied. “Look.” Kendrick pulled down the collar of his T-shirt and leaned closer, eyeing the people

  around them. But nobody was looking.




  The lines and ridges marking the flesh over his ribcage were visible, but only barely. There was no sign of the overwhelming striation that indicated a Labrat in the final, terminal stages of

  rogue augmentation growth. “Okay? So take it easy.”




  Malky glared at him, while Kendrick let his own gaze pass over the bar’s other inhabitants. Most of the accents around them were, unsurprisingly, American. When he’d first come here

  to Scotland it had been easier to keep track of faces, but in recent years that had become impossible, as even more refugees escaped from the US and its civil war.




  “What do you mean, ‘seeing ghosts’?”




  “Just what I said.” Kendrick remembered his malt whisky and picked it up. He fingered the thimble-sized glass, wishing he could find a more satisfactory way to numb the memories that

  the ghost – no, he reminded himself, the hallucination – had dredged up.




  Malky shook his head. “I’m telling you, we shouldn’t just be sitting around talking like this. You need medical treatment.” He reached out and touched Kendrick’s

  hand as he lifted the whisky to his mouth. “And no more of that stuff might not be a bad idea while we’re at it.”




  “I still need those papers,” muttered Kendrick. “That’s why I’m here.”




  The “papers” in question would give him the identity of a lawyer who had died in the LA firestorm and so was therefore not in a position to complain about this misappropriation of

  his life.




  “Don’t worry, that’s all sorted out.”




  “Thanks.”




  “My pleasure, really.” Malky shot him a pitying look.




  Kendrick drained the last of his whisky, a comfortable heat settling in the pit of his stomach. “Look, I’m seeing Hardenbrooke tomorrow anyway, so it’s not going to make any

  difference if I see him now or then.”




  “Fine, I admit defeat. So . . . whose ghost did you see?”




  Kendrick made an exasperated noise. “Malky, I didn’t see anything. I imagined I saw something.” He could feel the alcohol softening the edge of his thoughts.

  Nonetheless, he realized that he was on the verge of a serious panic attack. Perhaps talking about his recent experience would objectify it, help put it outside himself.




  “I imagined I was talking to someone who died back in the Maze. When I turned around, there he was, like I’m speaking to you now.” Kendrick winced. “Trouble is, it felt

  real enough.”




  Malky put a hand to his mouth as if appropriately appalled. “Fuck, I’m sorry. That can’t have been easy.”




  “It was a long time ago,” replied Kendrick, echoing the ghost’s own words.




  Delusions, seizures . . . what else could they be but the precursor to a long-drawn-out death for him?




  As he closed his eyes, the hubbub of the bar became abruptly muted, distant. In this artificial hush he searched for the sound of his own heartbeat.




  He could hear nothing.




  Yet, on opening his eyes again, here he was, still breathing, thinking, patently alive. Another hallucination, then; imagining that he was dead, hollow, silent on the inside.




  Barely a moment had passed, and the world flooded back in on him. Delusion or not, Malky was right: he should go and see Hardenbrooke immediately.




  So why didn’t he? Why would he trust the word of a dead man, a phantom?




  He suddenly remembered the suitcase sitting unattended at the far end of the bar.




  “. . . Won’t say anything more about it, then,” Malky was saying as Kendrick stood up. Malky looked up at him with a perplexed expression. “Where are you off to

  now?”




  “I’ll just be a second.” This is stupid, thought Kendrick. Even so, he hurried to the far end of the bar, making a casual study of the people around him. Faces

  he’d seen a hundred times before but had never spoken to.




  The unfinished drink was still sitting on the table. The suitcase still sat next to it on the floor. It couldn’t have been there for long before he located it, or Lucia or one of the other

  bar staff would have noticed it by now.




  Kendrick sat down on a seat nearby and glanced around him. What if the owner of the suitcase came back and found him poking through its contents?




  The suitcase looked expensive, its leather soft and creamy, the silver clasp glowing brightly under the overhead lights. Feeling like a thief, he leaned down and opened it.




  Kendrick found himself gazing down into a jumble of wires and electronic paraphernalia, all bunched around several lumps of putty-like explosive. That this might itself be part of some extended

  hallucinatory episode crossed his mind.




  The best thing to do was to see what someone else thought they saw. He stood up and stepped over to the bar.




  “Lucia.”




  She glanced over at Kendrick from behind the bar with a nodded greeting. Then she frowned, as if noticing something in his expression. She finished serving her customer, then stepped out from

  behind the bar. Lucia was tall, imposing; in a previous life she’d been a military engineer, adrift in Cuba with the UN peacekeeper forces there while the unrest back in the US spiralled into

  civil war. After that some chain of circumstance had brought her here, to the Armoured Saint. Apart from her work as the bar manager she helped Todd take care of any security requirements on behalf

  of the Saint’s owner – who, it so happened, was Malky.




  She looked down at Kendrick. “What’s up?” she asked, in a voice deep enough to be baritone.




  “I need you to tell me if I’m imagining things.” He gestured at the open suitcase.




  Lucia stepped over and glanced inside. Her eyes grew large, almost saucer-like, and her dark Hispanic skin visibly paled. She headed back behind the bar and flipped a switch to shut down the

  sound system. Customers stopped in mid-conversation as the lights came up.




  “Bar’s closed,” she yelled. “Everybody out – now!”




  Some regulars merely grinned at her, as if some great jest was being played. Other customers just looked confused. Kendrick glanced down the entire length of the Saint and saw Malky jerk

  upright, confusion and anger chasing each other across his features.




  “Out. Now. Everybody,” she bellowed again, clapping her hands thunderously above her head. Kendrick eyed the open case nervously. He could hear Malky yelling something similar, a

  look of panic on his face as he slammed open the fire doors at the rear.




  Malky hurried over to join Kendrick while Lucia chased the rest of the bar staff outside, along with their customers. Grumbling and questioning, they went wandering out into the icy night.




  “In the bag.” Kendrick pointed.




  Malky stepped up to the table and sat down heavily on a stool. Leaning forward, he looked as if he was about to push his head right inside the case. His angry frown turned to a gasp of

  horror.




  “Oh shit,” he whispered, “we’re going to have to call the cops.” He looked back up at Lucia, who rejoined them. After her efforts the Saint was silent and

  empty.




  “Come on,” said Malky, leading Kendrick away by the arm. “If I’m calling the cops, you sure as hell can’t afford to stick around.”




  “But my ID—”




  “—Will be safe against most police checks. But there’s no reason to tempt fate, is there?” said Malky. “Once we’re out of here I’m phoning the cops so

  somebody can come round and defuse that thing before it blows my livelihood to bits.”




  “If I’m even so much as questioned—”




  “I just said, I know. We’ll go out the back way. Lucia, get upstairs and check if anyone’s there. Get them out into the street if they are.”




  Kendrick still had his Euro Citizenship card, of course, but that had been illegally altered to disguise his Labrat past. Otherwise his movements would become severely restricted. Carrying this

  card wasn’t even mandatory; in fact, citizens of the European Legislate were not obliged to carry them at all. But in the right circumstances – like a bomb scare – background

  checks might go a lot deeper than normal. Even if he’d possessed the LA ID that Malky had been promising him, there were no guarantees that it would survive the full scrutiny of some

  Legislate investigative committee determined to root out terrorist activity.




  As they reached the empty rear of the bar, Malky leaned over the counter-top and grabbed a long broomstick from its mounting on the wall. A hook was attached to one end of the implement. Next he

  pushed a table and a couple of chairs to one side, till Kendrick could see that there was a trapdoor set in the floor. Malky spun the pole around to insert the hook neatly into an iron ring fitted

  to one edge of the trapdoor, then, with a clatter, pulled it up and to one side.




  “What about cameras?” persisted Kendrick. “Is there anything the police might be able to use against me?”




  “There are, and there is. But as soon as you’re out of here I’m going to have Todd alter the security system’s memory pronto. Believe it or not, he works fast when he

  needs to.” The open trapdoor revealed a ladder leading down into darkness.




  Malky climbed down rapidly, Kendrick following without hesitation.




  They stepped off onto a cellar floor several feet below. Although it was dark here, Kendrick’s surroundings instantly became clearer to him as his Labrat-augmented senses

  compensated. He saw roughly plastered walls, bare floorboards underfoot, and large metal casks piled up against the walls. The smell of stale hops assaulted his senses as Malky unlocked a door at

  the far end of the cellar.




  “Through here.” The pub’s owner stepped through, into darkness. Kendrick followed him, traversing a floor that was sticky with rivulets of beer. He passed through the door to

  find himself in an unkempt garden backing onto a narrow alleyway glistening with frost.




  A chill wind sliced at Kendrick’s face. Since the Gulf Stream had been cut off a few decades ago the summer in Scotland barely lasted six weeks; global warming had altered the flow of air

  currents over the tropics so that they no longer carried equatorial warmth towards Northern Europe. Temperatures in the higher northern latitudes had plummeted, and there were people muttering

  about whether or not they were sliding into a new Ice Age.




  Malky stood waiting for him. “Tell me what just happened there,” he asked, his expression agitated.




  “There was a bomb in the bar.”




  “How did you know? You didn’t put it there yourself, did you?”




  “Oh, come on, I . . .” But what could he possibly tell him? Certainly not the truth. Malky would assume it was a lie, and Kendrick would be the last to blame him.




  “I knew the same way any Labrat would,” Kendrick improvised. It was, after all, an entirely valid explanation.




  Malky gaped at him with an incredulous expression. “You’re telling me you sensed it – right from the other end of the bar? C’mon, Kendrick, not even a Labrat could do

  that. Someone must have warned you, yeah?”




  “Look, I don’t have the time for this. I’m going to get myself out of here before anyone arrives. Okay? Let me know what happens.” Kendrick raised a hand in farewell and

  hurried away, Malky’s suspicious gaze burning between his shoulder blades.




  Kendrick didn’t see a figure peel away from the shadows near the parked cars, but he knew immediately that he was being followed. He turned a corner at the end of the

  block and waited there till, a second later, his pursuer appeared. Kendrick grabbed him by the shoulder and spun him around.




  “Easy!” said the other man, his accent making it clear that he was an American. “Easy, I just want to talk to you.”




  “What about? Did you leave that bomb in the bar?”




  The stranger stared at him, bug-eyed. “Is that what it was? Christ, I wondered what was going on.”




  “You were in there too?”




  “Yes, trying to find you. Then everyone got thrown out.” He smiled. “You don’t remember me, do you?”




  “No, I don’t.” Which was a lie. There was something familiar about the man’s face. But it wasn’t like seeing the ghost back in the bar – this time there was

  no nausea, no sense of impending dread; none of the symptoms that usually preceded a seizure. Whoever he was, he was no apparition.




  “The Maze, y’know? Though it’s been a long time.”




  “I’m afraid I don’t recall.”




  The other man laughed. “Well, we never actually spoke before. My name’s Erik Whitsett.”




  “But you were—”




  “In a coma, yes. Well, I recovered about a year after they brought me out of the Maze. When you didn’t appear outside in the street, I figured you must have headed out the back

  somewhere, so here I am.”




  Kendrick shook his head. “Mr Whitsett, I’m sorry I didn’t recognize you. It’s just that—”




  “It’s been such a long time. Yeah, I know. Look, I haven’t been spying on you or anything. It’s just that I really need to talk to you.”




  The sound of sirens drifted through the night air, a few streets distant and coming closer.




  “I think we should take a walk first, Erik.”




  They crossed the street and kept moving, Kendrick leading the way, Erik hurrying beside him. Kendrick cut diagonally across Parliament Square and stopped Whitsett with a palm

  against his chest once they were on the other side.




  “Erik, I don’t know why you’re here or what you want from me, but you should know I’m not happy at being discovered.” He kept his voice low as people wandered past

  them on all sides, slipping in and out of brightly coloured 3D air projections that reached out from shop windows to dance and shimmer for their attention. The air was filled with the gentle

  cacophony of sales jingles just barely on the edge of perception.




  Whitsett shook his head. “I’m not here to blackmail you. I’m just hoping I can help you. Buddy sent me, and I don’t think you’ve forgotten him.”




  “All right, you’ve got my attention. What do you want?”




  “Have you heard about the deaths? All the deaths of Labrats?”




  Kendrick opened his mouth, then closed it. There had been some news reports about the deaths of one or two who had testified many years before against the Wilber Regime, particularly against

  Anton Sieracki, although that trial had been posthumous.




  “I heard something about Adams and Gallagher, that they were murdered. Nobody knows who by, right?”




  “That’s true, but there are others you might not have heard about: Perez, Sachs, Hauptmann, Stillwell – all dead.”




  Kendrick studied Whitsett as he spoke. Small, rotund, with a full beard. He’d been little more than an inanimate shape in Kendrick’s memories, the next best thing to dead himself.

  But here he was, alive and well, which gave Kendrick a sense of hope. If Whitsett could get better, then perhaps so could any of them.




  “I remember them,” said Kendrick slowly, “but I hadn’t heard from any of them in years. Are you saying that somebody’s killed them?”




  “That’s exactly what I’m saying. But they’re not targeting all Labrats, just those from the same experimental programme you and I were placed in. Something’s

  definitely happening.”




  “You’re saying somebody planted that bomb in order to kill me?”




  “I can’t see any other explanation, can you? So if you’ve been trying to lead an incognito life, maybe somebody’s noticed.”




  “That doesn’t explain how you knew where to find me, Erik.”




  “You’re still using the same contact details from the last time you saw Buddy, yeah?”




  “So he told you where to find me.” Whitsett nodded. “But you should know that I haven’t seen Buddy for a few years. We don’t really keep in touch that much

  any more.”




  The sirens sounded very close now. The two men weren’t yet far enough from the Saint. By some unspoken agreement, they began walking again, side by side.




  They cut down another alley and crossed over a wide street beyond, always moving in the general direction of the city centre. Kendrick had noted how Whitsett kept the collar of

  his jacket pulled up high, a scarf wrapped tightly about his neck. It was a colder night than usual, but Kendrick suspected that Whitsett had other reasons for covering himself up so carefully.




  “You and Buddy were both in Ward Seventeen, the same time as me. I barely remember any of it, so I guess that makes me one of the lucky ones.”




  “The lucky ones were the ones that weren’t there at all. If you or Buddy think you know who would want to plant a bomb, it would be nice if you could tell me just who.”




  “It’s— Ah, shit.” Lights flashed at the far end of the street and they watched as an unmanned police car cruised slowly past, its low upper surface bristling with lenses

  and sensors. They kept to the shadows and moved on, quickly turning a corner and getting out of sight of the robot vehicle.




  “What’s more important right now,” Whitsett continued, “is knowing you’re not the only one who’s been seeing strange things.”




  “How do you—?” Whitsett stopped in a darkened doorway and unwrapped his scarf. Kendrick saw now the dozens of dark ridges reaching up from under the man’s shirt, like

  shadowy branches converging towards the base of his skull. His chin and cheeks looked swollen, distorted.




  How long Whitsett still had to live Kendrick couldn’t guess, but by the looks of things probably less than a year.




  “Look, I’m sorry for what’s happened to you,” Kendrick said, the words coming not at all easily. “My augmentations have turned rogue too. I sympathize.”




  Whitsett laughed with a low, throaty chuckle that shook his small frame. “I’ve made you uncomfortable. I’m sorry about that. I’ve had a long time to come to terms with

  what happened to me – as we all have. What comes, comes. Look, maybe this isn’t the best place, so is there anywhere else we can buy ourselves a drink? There’s a lot we need to

  talk about.”




  “Maybe you can answer my question first. If you know – have any idea – who planted that bomb, then you need to tell me.”




  Whitsett glanced around and shook his head. “All right. It’s almost certainly Los Muertos, but don’t take that as a definite.”




  Kendrick laughed. “This far from the Maze? Why on Earth would they want—?”




  “Look, perhaps this isn’t the best time and place to be discussing such things. Let’s say we arrange to meet some other time – and soon. How about tomorrow?”




  “Maybe.”




  “Just maybe?”




  “I don’t understand why Buddy couldn’t come and speak to me in person.”




  Whitsett sighed, and produced his wand. “Look, before anything else I’d like to make sure we can get in touch, before any more of those cop cars come rolling by.”




  Kendrick hesitated, then shrugged and produced his own wand. They keyed the devices, allowing them to link to each other and share communication details.




  Whitsett was smiling, but his expression had become more guarded. He buttoned his coat back up, after carefully wrapping the scarf tightly around his neck. “I’m glad it’s cold,

  or this would be a lot more difficult to hide. In answer to your question, Buddy’s got a lot on his mind, arranging . . .” He hesitated. “Things. I think it’s more a case of

  . . . he’s surprised he hasn’t heard from you.”




  Whitsett paused for a moment, then continued. “What did you see – in your visions?”




  Kendrick paused, forming his reply. “I’m sorry, I’m just not ready to talk about that yet. I saw something. What does it matter?”




  Whitsett persisted. “A green place, then? A winged—”




  “Please. I’ll be happy to discuss it with you some other time, but not now.”




  Kendrick wondered if the fear showed on his face. Whitsett studied him with calm eyes, making him feel like he was being judged in some way. After a moment Kendrick turned away.




  “I’ll speak to you soon,” he said to Whitsett, the words sounding more abrupt than he intended. “Goodbye.”




  Whitsett nodded. “I’ll be in touch.”




  Kendrick walked rapidly away, not wanting to turn back and see there was nobody there.




  Going back to his own place wasn’t an option – at least, not for tonight. If Malky and Todd failed to wipe him from the Saint’s visual records, if somebody knew who he was and

  wanted to kill him for some obscure reason, then simply heading home really wasn’t going to be a good idea. Kendrick slowed, realizing he had nowhere else to go.




  After a moment, some instinct made him head for Caroline’s place. She might not be happy to see him, but where else was there? Besides, he now wanted someone familiar, someone who’d

  been through the same experiences that he had.




  After only half a block, he turned around and saw that Whitsett was gone. He studied the spot where they’d last spoken together, his fingers flexing unconsciously. He’s

  real, he decided. He’s real.




  It took Kendrick thirty-five minutes to make his way by foot through the city centre, heading for Stockbridge. The brisk pace and the cold air helped to sharpen senses that

  until now had been dulled by barely faded nausea. He palmed his wand and stepped up to the entrance of a refurbished tenement building in which Caroline Vincenzo owned a flat, on the top floor. The

  entrance stairwell visible beyond the reinforced glass was brightly lit. He carefully, steadfastly ignored the voices in his mind, yelling out all the reasons why he shouldn’t be here.




  He could use Caroline’s cryptkey – still stored, even after so long, in his wand’s memory – to gain access, but he didn’t think she’d react well to that.

  Instead he touched the wand to his ear and waited for her to answer.




  Pain flickered brightly in the back of Kendrick’s skull, sending him reeling and collapsing against the vestibule side-wall.




  Not again, he thought. Not twice in one night.




  He started to hyperventilate, on the verge of panic, letting himself slide down until his back pressed against the door. Bright flashes now strobed and flickered at the edge of his vision as he

  settled his buttocks onto cold concrete. Bile forcing its way to the back of his throat, he gagged.




  Kendrick looked down at the wand nestling in the palm of his hand as it pinged faintly. Come on, he thought. Perhaps she simply wasn’t at home. Perhaps—




  A tsunami of agony bore down on him and he yielded to it as the street around him disappeared from sight. Then the strangest thing happened . . . the pain was gone, in an instant.




  He was somewhere else, a soft, warm wind buffeting his head. The air around him was as thick and sweet as honey. It was the same as before: a figure, born of some inner recess of his mind,

  floating there in the breeze on wings that shone and glistened under golden light.




  Its wings sprouted impossibly from the shoulders of a tiny homunculus figure, perhaps a hand-span in height. The wings were wide, shimmering things whose surfaces seemed to drift and flow as if

  caught in some invisible current. Its blank face – so disturbingly human – gazed back at him with an expression of amused contempt.




  Kendrick felt as if he had been reduced to a point of simple awareness, somehow suspended in the air as though his thoughts were trapped in some dense, liquid amber. The boy with the gossamer

  wings suddenly appeared to grow bored – then darted away from him with shocking speed. Kendrick’s non-existent eyes stared after the tiny figure as it flew across a landscape born of

  dreams.




  He was now in some kind of garden that surrounded a group of low, office-like buildings whose pale walls glowed as if they radiated some inner light. Beyond and surrounding this garden were tall

  trees. Above his head, on either side, the ground curved upwards to meet itself far overhead, so that he appeared to be trapped on the inside of a vast cylinder.




  He had been here before, always in the throes of a violent seizure that tore at his body and his nerves, always leaving him feeling ruined, sick and distraught. He had seen the same

  gossamer-winged boy before . . . and this strange garden, and the building it surrounded.




  Kendrick could see the boy-creature, wings flapping lazily to carry it above the long untended grass.




  He looked up, studying the walls encompassing his world, wondering why he would dream of this place of all places . . .




  And then he was back in Edinburgh, the breath ragged in his throat, staring up into Caroline’s face, realizing in an instant that she must have dragged him inside from the vestibule to

  where he now lay at the bottom of the stairs. Worry and anger warred with each other across her face as he closed his eyes, waiting for the pain to go away.




  13 October 2096


  Caroline Vincenzo’s flat, Edinburgh




  Kendrick pulled the T-shirt over his head and studied his bare chest in Caroline’s bathroom mirror, noting the lines that traversed his hips, curving across his

  ribcage, continuing under his left arm and around his back, and culminating near the base of his skull before burrowing even deeper into his flesh. They had been there since his days in the Maze

  but, now that his augments had turned against him, there would soon be more – it was only a matter of time. The lines felt hard under his fingertips, as if steel cables criss-crossed beneath

  his skin.




  Next he touched two fingers to his wrist and found a pulse but, instead of the familiar rhythm he had known all his life, there was a steady throb more like that of a machine.




  He leant closer to the mirror, studying the fine flush of red in his cheeks – he could see with far greater detail than any unaugmented human. Something was keeping his body going, keeping

  the blood pumping through his arteries. But it wasn’t his heart. Not any more.




  “Kendrick?” Caroline’s voice from outside the bathroom door. “Are you okay in there?”




  “I’m fine.”




  He pulled his T-shirt back on and walked into her living room. Not so long ago, it had been their living room, but that had all ended several months before. He watched as she rolled a

  cigarette, an act of folly since her augs would sweep the active agent from her bloodstream before it got anywhere near her cortex. But for Caroline it was a carefully crafted eccentricity. She

  told people she liked the taste.




  Thick dark hair spilled in heavy curls down the back of her shirt. Kendrick noticed that she was still wearing a suit, and the eepsheets and papers scattered around the floor in wild abandon

  suggested that she’d only just returned from meeting clients, and had been busy in locating suddenly necessary notes and reference materials.




  “Thanks for letting me in,” he said.




  Caroline shrugged lightly, an expression of cool distance on her face. She reached out with one foot that was still clad in an expensive low-heeled shoe, and hooked an ashtray lying near her on

  the floor. Then she tapped ash into it. The cigarette was still her shield, its smoke a mask over her thoughts.




  “I could have left you there, Kendrick, but you know how my neighbours are.” She sighed heavily. “What happened to you tonight?”




  “I had another seizure.”




  She shook her head. “So you came to me? What am I supposed to do?”




  “It’s not that.” He then told her about the earlier events in the Armoured Saint.




  “Christ,” Caroline muttered once he’d finished. “Did you have to speak to the police?”




  “I left before they arrived.”




  Kendrick sat down across from her and smiled halfheartedly. “The seizure only hit once I actually got here. It was the second one today, and the first hit a couple of hours ago.”




  “Two seizures in one day?”




  He nodded.




  “I’m sorry, Kendrick.” She looked confused. “I had no idea. I . . .” She trailed off, her features wreathed in blue smoke. He studied the faint, raised lines in her

  flesh just barely visible where the top buttons of her shirt had been left undone. When she was out in public, habit made her keep the shirt buttoned up. Behind her, he could see the city’s

  rooftops under a moonlit sky.




  He could almost read Caroline’s thoughts. They were both of them Labrats, and what was happening to him could happen to her too, any time. She was probably scared because there was every

  chance she would end up the same.




  Going to a regular hospital for medical treatment was out of the question, and they both knew it. What they carried within their bodies was, by definition, unpredictable. That was a good enough

  reason for many of the Labrats to be locked away without trial for the rest of their short lives, as soon as their augs showed signs of turning rogue. If you went to the wrong country and they

  found out you were a Labrat, they just shot you and burned your corpse.




  Caroline appeared to make up her mind about something. She stubbed out the remains of her cigarette and stood. “You can stay here tonight on the couch,” she said briskly.

  “I’ll get some stuff for you.” She disappeared into the bedroom and returned with a couple of blankets and a pillow.




  As she went back into the bedroom, Kendrick stared morosely after her. Then he turned to the window, not wanting to get absorbed in some maudlin reflection about something that was long

  finished. He stared out over the slate rooftops of the city. Beyond them the vague bulk of the Castle loomed high over everything else. The tarmac far below was grey and shiny in the freezing rain

  that had begun to slant down.




  Tomorrow he would have to go back to Hardenbrooke’s Clinic. He had no choice, really, as Hardenbrooke was the only one who might help him.




  Kendrick spoke quietly into the air to find if Caroline had changed the voice-access code on her window-screen software. Then he stepped back as the sheet of glass became opaque, the Edinburgh

  skyline disappearing behind a corporate logo that rushed towards him on a swell of electronic music.




  He heard her step back into the room behind him.




  “That logo . . .”




  “The TransAfrica Corporation,” she replied. “I’m sure you remember.”




  “So you’ve been doing all right?”




  She arched one eyebrow, reading between the lines: Without you, you mean? “Better than okay. You know how much time I spent on this stuff.” Kendrick switched his attention

  back to the screen, where an image of a spinning globe had now replaced the logo.




  Caroline had won the design contract for the TransAfrica project only a few months before she had abruptly ended their relationship, without explanation, a few months after his seizures had

  first manifested. Feeling abruptly uncomfortable, Kendrick sat down on the couch. So she was doing better than okay? He watched the show, glad for the distraction from everything that had happened

  so far in a single evening.




  The animated globe resolved itself into a recognizable image of the Earth as seen from near-orbit space, this viewpoint spinning rapidly downwards, through dense clouds until the continent of

  Africa became visible below. As this viewpoint now shifted, the southern tip of the Iberian Peninsula became visible above the North African coast. Then a thin, glistening line connecting both

  continents appeared, zooming in yet closer until this line resolved itself into a huge bridge.




  The main part of its span consisted of four great pylons, the middle two bedded in the watery depths of the Straits of Gibraltar. The sea around the pylons became suddenly transparent, like

  blue-tinted glass, and a voice-over began to explain the engineering difficulties of trying to construct something so huge. All that was impossible, of course, without the lessons learned from the

  construction of the Archimedes Orbital.




  He turned to Caroline.




  “What do you think?” she asked him.




  “I’m impressed. You’ve done good work. I’m really impressed.” He turned back to the images unfolding on the screen.




  The Archimedes Orbital – Max Draeger’s great white elephant, his downfall – still up there somewhere, far above the Earth. Kendrick stared at the images, his thoughts

  far away.




  Caroline left Kendrick alone to make up his bed on her couch. He was trying to ignore the misery washing over him now that he was back in a place he’d never thought

  he’d see again. He hadn’t even told her about Peter McCowan, or his meeting with Whitsett.




  She had a right to know, but in some way he wasn’t ready to talk. He still couldn’t quite believe he was in any kind of real danger. Perhaps Whitsett was just some lone crank who had

  constructed this fable on the spur of the moment, inspired by the events in the Saint an hour or so before.




  Kendrick switched off the light, but sleep wouldn’t come easily. There was just too much to think about. It wasn’t only that he’d spoken to a ghost, but that this ghost, this

  hallucination, had told him something that he would never have found out otherwise.




  That was too much to think about. He spoke quietly into the air again, reactivating the windowscreen, but kept the sound off this time, aware of Caroline sleeping in the next room.




  The presentation she had long worked on doubled as an interactive environment so that, once the logo had faded away, he was able to cause the viewpoint to zoom away from Earth and out into

  space. It didn’t take long for him to locate the Archimedes. It had been there all the time, but now, seeing the enormous space station there on the screen, Kendrick remembered

  something.




  As the great cylinder of the Archimedes hove into view, studded with lights that twinkled in a touch that had more to do with artistic flourish than reality, a half-formed idea began

  tingling in the back of his mind.




  He directed the windowscreen to zoom in closer to the computer-generated image, and recalled all the stories, all the speculation. A lot had happened up there.




  Although it was only reasonable to assume that Caroline would have spent some time on programming the Archimedes into its environment, Kendrick could not fail to notice the remarkable

  attention to detail. Perhaps this was purely down to her professionalism, but Kendrick found himself wondering. After all, although undoubtedly Draeger’s greatest engineering achievement, it

  was far better known as a catastrophic failure. And although it clearly contributed to the project Caroline was now peripherally involved in, why would she spend so much time getting the

  Archimedes so correct in every detail?




  Exhaustion began to overcome curiosity, however, and Kendrick felt sleep finally overtaking him. As he lay in the dark, he grew aware that he was frightened to close his eyes; frightened he

  might wake up to find his body changed in some less-than-subtle manner – thick ropes of half-sentient machinery, with its own unfathomable desires, burrowing under his flesh like eels.




  Anything was possible, and Kendrick had long since discovered that there was nothing so terrifying as the unknown, the unpredictable.




  10 October 2096


  Angkor Wat




  The heat seemed even more unforgiving than usual as Marlin Smeby ascended a short flight of ancient stone steps before stepping, with considerable gratitude, into the

  air-conditioned reception area. He stopped to savour the chill before moving on. After a nod to the security guard sitting at the main desk, he continued onwards to Max Draeger’s private

  elevator.




  Less than a minute later he entered Draeger’s office, registering the vast stone-built mural that took up most of one wall. His gaze then moved on to the teeming jungle visible through the

  panoramic windows that formed the wall opposite. Draeger was standing there, hands in his pockets, staring out across the jungle and beyond. With his bleached hair and leathery copper skin, he

  looked the perfect image of the tanned Californian billionaire.




  An air projector displayed an image above the smooth expanse of Draeger’s desk, and Marlin recognized it instantly as the Archimedes, a dull grey tube that belied the reality of

  the space habitat’s enormous size.




  “Marlin, welcome. I hope your journey was comfortable.” Draeger followed Smeby’s gaze to the image of the Archimedes.




  “The journey was fine, sir.” Smeby took a seat by the long obsidian desk, removing an eepsheet from his jacket pocket and placing it on the polished surface between them.




  “This is everything I’ve been able to find out about the inmates of Ward Seventeen.” Draeger removed one hand from a pocket and placed it, fingertips down, on the desk. As

  Smeby scooted the eepsheet across the slick desktop, Draeger halted its progress. His fingers danced briefly across the document and reams of information scrolled rapidly under his hand.




  Draeger nodded as if satisfied, and tapped at a coloured panel. The edges of the sheet strobed red in response, indicating that its contents were currently being uploaded to a data bank

  contained within the databand bracelet that Draeger wore.




  “Very interesting, this. Los Muertos have clearly established the link between the surviving Labrats and the Archimedes.” Smeby waited in silence as Draeger’s fingers

  thoughtfully tapped out a light rhythm on the desk. “Interesting, but not quite as satisfying as I had hoped.”




  “There have been difficulties.”




  “I’m already aware of those.” Draeger took his seat across from Smeby and studied him, one hand half-covering his mouth. “How are your treatments progressing?”




  That could have been an innocuous question but, in the several months since he had entered Draeger’s employ – or, rather, since Draeger had paid the bribes necessary to extricate

  Smeby from the Chinese jail in which he had been languishing – Smeby had learned to sense the inherent threat in every such discussion they had. Smeby nodded carefully, keeping his features

  deliberately neutral as he framed his reply.




  “The spurts of growth in my augmentations appear to have been stopped, but it may be too early to decide if this is permanent.” He swallowed. “I’ll need further

  treatments, further observation, and Dr Xian thinks it’ll be a while before they’ll know for sure if I’m in the clear.”




  Draeger nodded. Smeby had fully expected to die in that Chinese jail. He’d had his augmentations surgically implanted only a few years before, in a Bangkok clinic that took only cash

  – anything but US dollars. For some reason it had felt like a good idea at the time. It had been getting harder, a lot harder, to find mercenary work without possessing that extra edge. And

  if you didn’t take that one vital step further, maybe you’d find yourself caught in a mountain pass while some guy who could see in the dark, and with reflexes three times as fast as

  your own, crept up behind you with a knife. With odds like that, the surgery had seemed a reasonable gamble – for a while.




  Draeger nodded towards the Archimedes image, still hanging in the air. “Tell me, Marlin, what you know about the station.”




  “Only what I’ve read up on it over the past several days, sir.”




  Draeger waved a hand. “So tell me what you’ve found out.”




  “The original project was handled by three of your subsidiary orbital development firms, working in tandem with the United States government – while there still was a United

  States.” Smeby shrugged briefly. “The work on it started in the early 2080s, and it was intended to demonstrate the scientific superiority of the United States at a time when it was

  coming under almost constant attack by unknown forces utilizing biological or genetic weapons. This was at the same time that President Wilber instituted the Emergency Government, suspending the

  Constitution. And discontinuing the electoral process.”




  “But there were other reasons too for building the station, Marlin?”




  Smeby cast him an appraising look before continuing. “Yes, there were. I am a religious man, Mr Draeger, and I think Wilber was wrong. He believed that he could reach out to God by using

  the Archimedes – a sin of pride. God sundered the United States and scattered its people with plagues and fire. That was our punishment for our hubris. Now the Archimedes

  itself is inaccessible.”




  Draeger’s expression remained serene. While Smeby was speaking, he had been staring again out over the treetops rising beyond the ancient temples. “You were there, weren’t you,

  Marlin? At the end?”




  “Excuse me, sir?”




  Draeger turned back to him. “During Wilber’s flight, you were one of his . . . they called you the God Squad, didn’t they?” Smeby could feel his face redden. The term

  that Draeger had used was uncomplimentary at best. “You were there, trying to smuggle him out of the White House before the Senate could have him arrested.” Draeger touched his data

  bracelet and the edges of the eepsheet flashed again. Smeby could see new information displayed there now, and didn’t need to look too close to know what it would be.




  Draeger turned the eepsheet around and slid it back over to Smeby, who ignored it. “Don’t you remember your old name?” asked Draeger. “Or does that stir up too many bad

  memories?”




  “Lots of bad memories, sir. But what’s the point of this? You’ve already got me working for you.”




  “I want you to understand how much is at stake here . . . your plastic surgery is excellent, by the way. What I’m about to tell you is intended for only a few people’s ears, so

  you should feel privileged that I’ve decided to share it with you. I’m sure you’ll appreciate the risks otherwise.”




  Oh, I do, Smeby thought to himself sourly.




  Draeger continued: “Much of the research carried out on board the Archimedes primarily involved molecular engineering. The station itself is partly a result of nanotech, using

  materials farmed from robot lunar mining operations. Some of that research, particularly into developing bio-organic technologies that could fuse with living bodies, was later developed still

  further through covert military experimentation.” Draeger smiled, but Smeby could see no humour in the other man’s eyes. “Research which included experimenting on members of the

  American public.”




  Smeby shrugged. “Dissidents, enemies of the state – the kind of people who welcomed our worst enemies inside our borders with open arms.”




  Draeger cocked his head to one side. “You approve, then?”




  “That’s beside the point. What’s the purpose of all this, sir?”




  “What if I told you that Wilber was right to think that he could find God through the Archimedes?”




  Smeby was silent for several seconds as he sought an appropriate reply.




  Instead, Draeger pre-empted him. “Let me fill in the rest of the details, then. There was a containment breach on board the Archimedes before it was even half completed.

  Self-organizing molecular machinery invaded the substance of the station, and the Archimedes was subsequently abandoned, under World Court jurisdiction.” Draeger smiled, crookedly.

  “Do you know precisely what went wrong?”




  For some reason that he couldn’t quite fathom, Smeby’s throat had become very dry. “No, I don’t, sir.”




  “Your beloved President wanted to find God. He interpreted my theories in such a way that he believed I could help him in that. The heart of the Archimedes consists of

  self-learning, self-motivating artificial-intelligence routines embedded in nanite machinery designed to function in cooperative colonies. Hardwired to specific tasks such as decoding the structure

  of space” – Draeger smiled more broadly – “or finding God.”




  “You’re crazy.”




  “Quite possibly, yes, but my definition of God is not quite the same as Wilber’s was. If there is a God, Mr Smeby, he’s not Jehovah or any other of an endless pantheon of crude

  tribal deities that are still worshipped even today. God is . . . intelligence seeking to sustain itself. If that intelligence exists it would leave traces, in the structure of our universe itself.

  The cooperative intelligences on board the Archimedes were designed to find those traces, the evidence.”




  “And have they?”




  “Oh no, Mr Smeby. They’ve done much, much more than that.”




  21 April 2093


  Venezuela




  Kendrick woke again a little while before darkness fell, his mind still half-full of scattered dream-images, to feel a hand brush against his shoulder like the caress of a

  ghost.




  “Jesus!” he yelled, jumping up, suddenly wide awake. Dull red lines of text glowed faintly on his databand, a weather feed detailing the hurricane skirting St Lucia and

  moving south-west, scattering fishing boats across the northern coast of South America and tearing through villages as it went.




  Finding a secure landing spot before the winds really hit hadn’t been easy. Then came a lot of waiting, and a growing certainty that João wasn’t ever going to appear, that

  they were on some kind of a wild-goose chase that just might get them killed if they weren’t careful.




  “Sssh, it’s me, João.” He crouched at the entrance to the tent, favouring Kendrick with a wide grin.




  Kendrick pulled himself upright and groaned, “Where’s Buddy? Have you spoken to him yet?”




  “He’s outside.”




  Kendrick stumbled out of the tent and blinked himself awake while fading sunlight skimmed the treetops around them. The skin of Buddy’s helicopter flickered with a constantly shifting

  mirror image of the surrounding trees and bushes, providing it with an effective camouflage.




  Kendrick heard the distant sound of monkeys shrieking in the jungle. Maybe it was more romantic this way, he thought; more like how a movie director would portray the life of an investigative

  journalist – hiding out in the jungle, trying to avoid satellite detection while hunting down a remnant of the old US Army.




  But that wasn’t how it felt, far from it. They were risking their lives, and if anything bad happened to them it was unlikely that anyone would ever know about it. They were within a

  hundred miles or so of the Maze, and the very knowledge that it was so close left Kendrick with a permanent vague feeling of unease and dread.




  This was as close to returning to the Maze as he ever wanted to get.




  Buddy was leaning against the ’copter’s shrouded carapace, talking quietly with a boy who couldn’t have been more than twelve or thirteen, whom Kendrick realized must have come

  with João. The boy’s English was heavily accented and occasionally fractured.




  A thirteen-year-old with an automatic rifle and a bandanna, Kendrick noted. He wondered what this boy might have grown up to be in other circumstances, in some other place. An image of his own

  young daughter rose unbidden in his mind. She’d have been just a little younger than—




  No, don’t think about that. He forced the mental image away. The boy here had to be one of Mayor Sobrino’s mercenary army, and it was debatable if they or Los Muertos were

  the worse. Supposedly they protected the townships in this part of the country against Los Muertos’ incursions, but with the amount of drug trafficking that went on in the area it was more

  likely a half-hearted cover for making themselves a lot of money.




  “This is Louie,” Buddy announced on his approach. He glanced back down at the boy. “Louie, this is my friend Kendrick. He’s the one who wants to find out about the Los

  Muertos guy.”




  Old man’s eyes gazed out at Kendrick from a child’s face. He flinched, despite himself, under that appraising gaze.




  “You brought it?” the boy asked.




  Kendrick looked back up at Buddy, and their stares met knowingly. This was something they’d talked about: what if the kid hadn’t come alone? What if he had compatriots hiding out in

  the jungle somewhere, ready to jump them? Out of sight of Louie, Buddy shook his head from side to side, slowly and carefully. Everything’s okay. He emphasized his point by giving

  Kendrick a discreet thumbs-up. Buddy would have already had his instruments scanning the surrounding hills in case Louie had brought unwanted company.




  Kendrick studied João out of the corner of his eye. It was he who had made the initial contact with the boy-mercenary. Kendrick could not rid himself of the idea that João was

  digging himself deep into something he might not be able to get out of. Buddy appeared to have faith in him, however.




  Maybe that was good enough, and everything would be fine, but of course there were never guarantees.




  “Sure, Louie. We’ve got it.”




  Still gripping his rifle firmly, the boy nodded. “Show me first, then we talk.”




  Kendrick climbed on board the helicopter. He emerged several seconds later carrying a suitcase. With his free hand, Louie made an imperious gesture towards the ground. Buddy glanced at Kendrick,

  and shrugged. João looked on, from the edge of the clearing, his expression one of fascination.




  Buddy put the case down and opened it. Tightly wrapped bundles of yen flapped in a sudden breeze that was warm and heavy against the approaching chill of the night. Louie put his rifle down and

  leant over the case, leafing rapidly through the banknotes. Kendrick could just make out the boy’s voice as he talked under his breath while counting the money. When Louie looked up, his face

  was filled with ugly greed.




  “Okay, I’ll show you.”




  A long time ago, Los Muertos – meaning “the dead” in Spanish – had been a part of the United States Army. Then the famines had come, and then the LA

  Nuke, and things had really started to fall apart. A couple of divisions of soldiers judged to be absolutely loyal to Wilber had been posted at the Maze before things went to pieces in Washington.

  When the end came for Wilber himself, some of those soldiers had started to head for home. But there were others who believed more deeply in Wilber’s messianic visions, who believed the

  Endtime was upon them. Out here, lost in the jungle and leader-less, they had transformed themselves into Los Muertos. If Wilber remained their Arthur, then the old United States had been their

  Camelot, now lost for ever.




  “Just tell me you really know what the hell you’re doing,” Kendrick whispered to Buddy as they walked. João and Louie were a little ways ahead of them, dark shapes in

  the night-time jungle. There was no way they could fly their ’copter any closer to where Louie was leading them: too much chance that either Los Muertos or one of Sobrino’s wandering

  patrols of mercenaries would take them out with a ground-to-air missile, on a general principle of shoot first and worry later.




  “I really know what the hell I’m doing,” Buddy replied, as Louie led them on a long and circuitous path through the jungle, back to the road that he and João had taken

  to meet them.




  “That’s reassuring.”




  “No, listen to me, I set things up myself. I put out some feelers, I found you a story.”




  “Buddy, it’s not about getting just any story. What I want is to find the people who put us in that place.” Kendrick didn’t need to say which place.




  “Yeah, I know that. But if even a fraction of what I’ve been hearing is true, this is going to be worth it.”




  They walked on, frequently passing through wide patches where the jungle had been burned away, presumably during firefights. Their nostrils were filled with the lingering, oil-tinged scent of

  destruction.




  “Exactly how dangerous is this?” Kendrick demanded. “What happens if we run into a Los Muertos patrol?”




  “What happens is, we run. Besides, we’re only skirting their territory here. They don’t normally bother with small groups like us.” Buddy saw Kendrick’s alarm and

  shrugged. “Look, sometimes people do get kidnapped for their ransom value, but that isn’t really their style. If they want supplies, they raid a town, or hijack a couple of trucks off

  the highway. They’re mainly trying to take over the black-market operations south of Mexico. That’s why Sobrino uses kids like Louie, says they help him maintain his profit

  margin.”




  “Buddy, that kid gives me the creeps.”




  “Me too, me too,” Buddy muttered. “What’re you looking at me like that for?”




  “He’s just a kid. Don’t you care what happens to him?”




  “He’s not a kid any more, Kendrick. Life is very hard around these parts. I told you that. Now c’mon.”




  Buddy called after João and Louie, who waited while the other two caught up again. They were moving down a slope now, the black strip of the road visible just a few metres ahead.




  João grinned at Kendrick, his teeth gleaming in the depths of the night. “Hey, João,” said Buddy, “tell Kendrick here what you know. About the

  soldiers.”




  João shrugged. “They glow in the dark.”




  Kendrick frowned. “How?”




  “Some of them, they eat the flesh of the old gods out in the jungle, and in return the gods fill ’em with light.”




  “But not literally glowing, right?”




  João nodded emphatically. “I heard this, they glow. Dance and yell about eating God, all kinds of crazy shit. For real.” He shook his head now. “Nobody lie to

  me. Took this job ’cause wanted to see it myself, maybe.”




  “You are shitting me,” said Kendrick to Buddy.




  “I’ve heard this story so many times,” Buddy replied. “Has to be something in it.”




  Kendrick kept his gaze fixed on Buddy. “So just exactly where is it, then, that this kid is taking us?”




  “Two kilometres,” said Louie, his eyes bright and sharp. He gestured forwards along the road they had just reached. “Two more kilometres, and I’ll show you.”




  “Two kilometres? And show us what?”




  “Patience, Kendrick,” Buddy reassured him. “Let’s just go look and see.”




  They made far better progress now that they had the road to walk on. Kendrick had imagined they would have to keep leaping back into the jungle if anyone drove by, but

  he’d underestimated the vastness of the landscape through which he now wandered. They were alone there, absolutely alone. It was easy to imagine that this road could go on for ever, never

  varying, always perfectly straight.




  Within an hour of walking further, they arrived at the perimeter of another burned-out clearing. An irregular shape in the centre resolved itself into a tank pushed over on its side. At first

  Kendrick thought it must have been destroyed during the recent months of fighting, but as they got closer his augmented vision picked up its shattered carapace in more detail. It was crumbling and

  rusted enough to have been there for some time.




  Kendrick became aware of a faint flickering to one side of the tank, perhaps a campfire. He stopped, gripped by a sudden fear that they had stumbled across an encampment of Los Muertos, but

  Louie beckoned them all forward with a casual wave. Buddy stepped forward but, judging by the grim expression on his face, Kendrick wondered if he was finally having his own doubts about how much

  they could trust this boy.




  Kendrick watched as Buddy drew out his gun, the action casual, holding it close by his side as he stepped closer to the burned-out tank. He then kept his fist wrapped around it, concealing it

  from Louie. As Kendrick came forward, the faint light they had seen resolved itself into a figure.




  The man was dressed in the ragtag uniform of Los Muertos, and some instinct told Kendrick that the soldier was dying. Fine threads of something criss-crossed his skin and his flesh hung loosely

  from his skeletal form. The threads glowed with an uncanny luminescence that sent a deep chill running down Kendrick’s spine.




  It was impossible to gauge the soldier’s age: he might have been thirty, he might have been sixty. His lips moved in a constant soundless litany, and he showed no awareness of their

  presence.




  “What happened to him?” Kendrick breathed.




  “Ate God, now he’s got God all inside him,” muttered Louie by way of explanation. “God is in those things you see on his skin.”




  Kendrick caught Buddy’s eye, but Buddy just grinned back. Kendrick next glanced over at João, who just gaped with an appalled expression at the emaciated figure in front of them.

  João, he saw, was unconsciously fingering a tiny cross hanging around his neck. Kendrick clearly saw his lips form the words “Madre de Dios”.




  Kendrick looked back at the Los Muertos soldier. “Buddy, what the hell’s happening to him?”




  “He’s a walking nanite factory, is what’s happening to him. Don’t get too close.”




  The Maze? “He must have gone down into the Maze,” said Kendrick.




  “That’s what I figure. Crazy fuckers really think Wilber had a way to talk to God, so they go down in there, get themselves infected with this stuff, speak in tongues or whatever,

  then they die. But while they’re still alive, they’re like holy men to the rest of ’em.”




  Kendrick shook his head. “In some way this is the same kind of thing that’s inside us, isn’t it?”




  “And they’re dying for their efforts, just like most of us did. It’s a kind of justice, I suppose.”




  “João, that light in him – what the hell is that?”




  João shrugged without ever looking away from the slumped form before them.




  “Maybe the nanite threads absorb sunlight for energy, then release it at night.” Kendrick cast a sceptical look at him, but Buddy just grinned in return. “It’d be

  interesting to know just what’s happening inside his head. But no way I’m getting near enough to find out.”




  It was growing lighter, and Kendrick knew that they’d have to find their way back soon. Unintelligible phrases, perhaps visions of angels and demons, perhaps something far stranger,

  continued to spill from the dying man’s lips.




  14 October 2096


  Edinburgh




  Kendrick barely slept. He woke deep in the night, a sweat-soaked sheet twisted around his body despite the cold of the night outside. Visions of his former life chased

  around the inside of his skull, along with fragments of a half-forgotten nightmare.




  Dreams of the Maze, and how he’d arrived there, were wearily familiar territory for Kendrick; dark dreams that streaked across the landscape of his unconscious mind like brooding

  thunderstorms. He closed his eyes again before finally waking to faint splashes of dawn visible through the window. He mumbled into the air and the windowscreen became opaque, rooftops fading and

  the room again becoming dark.
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