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The most merciful thing in the world, I think, is the inability of the human mind to correlate all its contents. We live on a placid island of ignorance in the midst of black seas of infinity, and it was not meant that we should voyage far.


H.P. Lovecraft, The Call of Cthulhu









Part 1


A virus begins to spread in the waters of the River, a strange duo embarks on an investigation, a potential saviour begins to discover her potential, and God shuffles his feet.









Prologue


The car zipped through the raindrops, fifty feet in the air, seeming to wait till the last microsecond before swerving to avoid the assorted billboards and rooftops that reached up towards it. The autopilot didn’t need to see the obstacles to know they were there. Kane let it do the driving, it had far better reactions than he did anyway. Besides, he was lost in his own world, with its own distractions.


He sat in the driver’s seat; the cable leading from just behind his ear to the car input. The data port. Some still called them radios, but they were so much more. On the other side of the port Kane was sitting around a campfire with friends on a warm summer night, drinking cold beer and smoking good weed. Looking up at the stars. There wasn’t a cloud in the sky in his world.


In reality he sat in the car seat with a slack, dazed expression on his face. His eyes were open and glazed over. He was fifteen minutes away from where she’d last been seen, and it was best to spend what time he could relaxing.


Besides, what was there to look at out there? Darkness and rain, the usual story outside the Grid. And if he dared get close enough to street level a lot of other, nastier things might flicker across his headlights. The car knew not to get too low though. It would stay out of range of the hookers.


Why had she come out here? Outside of the safety of the central hub that was the Grid? What had driven her to run into the dark, to float away on the River, away from everything they had, everything everyone who wasn’t completely crazy had. What had he done that was so wrong?


Music began to leak out of the radio and slowly increased in volume as if trying to make itself noticed. It was a simple tune, something easily remembered. Something that would stay with you.


Kane was lying back on the sand when one of his friends started to hum softly. Then another. When he sat up everyone around the campfire was humming along, staring at him with blank eyes. Then they all disappeared.


He shook his head to clear the last of the images from his mind and found himself back in the car. The fucking port was playing up. Oh well, he could have it looked at later, he wasn’t far away now.


He yanked the cable out from behind his ear and peered out the windows to see if he could recognise anything. It took him a couple of seconds to realise the song was still in the air.


At first, he simply couldn’t understand what was happening. He’d pulled out the jack, where was this sound coming from if not from there? The car didn’t have speakers, there was no need when every passenger could simply jack straight into their skull. What the fuck was going on?


Kane stared down at the dashboard and punched the radio’s face. The song only seemed to get louder. It brushed the back of his neck and made the hairs stand on end.


The blood in his face drained away and he began to feel ill. It was as if the music itself was sucking it out of him, pumping it back up into his brain, overloading it. He felt something tickle his ankle and looked down at the car floor.


Bugs. It was crawling with bugs. Cockroaches, caterpillars, spiders, swarming all over the floor, all over his feet, crawling up his legs. Kane yanked his feet up to the seat with a yelp, but the moving blanket seemed to rise with them.


They slithered over his lap, over his hands and chest. He shook uncontrollably and tried to pull himself up out of the safety belt. He could feel tiny legs tickling his throat.


He lost control and kicked and writhed in utter panic. The car dipped dramatically as he knocked the autopilot off, then began a lazy dive into the closest building. By the time the bugs were inside him the car had hit.


An explosion cracked across the area as the machine disintegrated in a pyre of flame. It drowned out every other sound, even the song which slowly faded out and wandered away.


There’s no problem a drink can’t fix. That’s why he was here, in the same seat, in the same bar. This bar was his home now. An island between two worlds, it was the one place where everything was still possible. It was his place to dream.


Adlai looked around, scanning the room. There were two others slumped over their drinks in the corner and a lone bartender needlessly polishing glasses. Otherwise, the joint was empty.


Of course it was.


He motioned with his finger. The bartender reached under the bar and came back up with a straight bourbon in an old-fashioned glass. He slid it across with a nod.


Adlai took his drink and stared up at the small black window in front of him. As he sipped the burn ran down his throat and turned into a heat that spread through his cells, making his whole body tingle. That wasn’t a good sign. When your body starts crying out for its hit like that it means something.


Means it’s time for another drink.


He looked up but there was already another full one sitting in front of him.


Outside it was streaming rain, a steady downpour through the darkness. Just like yesterday and the day before that. Just like tomorrow would be.


He looked down at his drink again and moved his hand towards it. An inch from the glass he stopped and switched his brain on for the first time in days, weeks perhaps. The glass slid across the bar into his palm as if drawn by a magnet. No one else noticed, but it brought a small smile to his lips.


As he sat back and got on with drinking, he stared out the window and tried to recall if he’d ended up here because he was trying to remember or trying to forget. He could never be sure anymore. Not with all he had done, all that he knew.


He was riddled with rich seams of guilt. He was there to sink down into the mine and dredge them up, polish them into hard, shining jewels.


He stared out the window and began to dream.
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Cass hunched down behind the broken chimney and waited for the familiar hum of the car to come into range. She didn’t hear it; she didn’t hear anything anymore, but she could feel it, track its vibration in her stomach. This was the first target they’d seen off-Grid in months. They couldn’t afford to let it get away.


She closed her eyes and focused her mind. The outside world shut down to a sheet of black, a tiny pin prick of white light in the centre. Just worry about the shot. Make it straight, make it true, make it clean.


Across the alley on the opposite rooftop the rest of the gang waited for her signal. They knew from experience to trust her tuned instincts, follow her lead. How much things had changed from that moment, months ago now, when they’d first found her wandering alone through the dark laneways. When he’d first saved her.


Cass smiled to herself and felt the rain drip down off her curved lips. Quarters had grabbed her from behind and held her quiet and close to save her life. She’d like to see him try that now.


The hum was closer now. She fingered her crossbow and arranged the plan in her mind. As the car passed over the top of them, flying too low of course, not expecting anything this far off-Grid, they would each stand, take aim and fire. They’d fix their ends to the chimneys and solid walls around them as the hooks looped over the top of the craft, then stand back and wait for the slack to be taken up. Then, with a high-pitched twang Cass could only feel, the cables would pull taut, knocking the car off its plane and dragging it down into their web. Once it was on the ground there was no escape.


Quarters and the others weren’t the only ones to wander this far off-Grid. They had to be fast to make sure they got what they needed before the competition came. Some they could discourage. Others though, especially the hunter gangs, were far too dangerous to argue with. It was best for everyone if they avoided any confrontations.


Focus. It comes.


She opened her eyes and stared at the chimney in front of her. It would do. There were deep cable gouges in its cement already, but it could take a few more. Just get the shot right.


Cass slowly stood up and peered over the lip. There it was. Headlights weaving back and forth in the murk, obviously lost. Flying lower than usual in order to find some sort of landmark to navigate by. All the better.


She whistled and the others stood as one. Everything was ready. They wouldn’t miss.


Just then Cass felt a strange twinge in the back of her neck. Something about the car was wrong. Its movement, its feel, its sound, perhaps. She glanced across the rooftops and saw Quarters aiming his bow. He obviously didn’t hear anything. She put her bow to her shoulder and forced the growing tightness back down into her belly. Ignore all distractions. Don’t fuck this up.


The car was over them then; the fuzziness emanating from inside it, washing over her. She felt rather than saw the hooks release and fly over the craft. Five cables, all on target, their glowing lines shining like thin fingers pulling into a fist around their prey. Just as they began to squeeze, however, the car jerked abruptly to the right and dipped away, down into the buildings.


Cass sucked in her breath. No way the driver could have seen them and reacted like that. And no autopilot programme took that kind of risk. She watched the car try to right itself again and slide sideways, clipping its tail on the roof of another broken-down, deserted house. The fucker’s going to crash anyway. Still, they could have done without the extra noise.


She looked across at Quarters, who shrugged his shoulders elaborately and flashed a grin at her. The next moment he was sliding down the gutter to the street below. Why question good fortune? Just react. Even if it crashed, they’d manage to salvage something.


Cass dropped the bow and slid down the tiled rooftop on her back. As her heels clipped the gutter she twisted and flipped in midair, turning her body to the wall and grabbing the pipe with one hand. Then it was just a straight slide down the three storeys to the street below.


Already she was faster than the others. She crouched down and waited for them to move in front as she’d been instructed. Her reflexes were sharper than theirs now. She was quicker, more agile, but she was still a newbie. She had to wait her turn.


As she waited for the signal she tried to grasp what it was she’d felt as the car had approached. Something had been off, yet familiar. Something that didn’t belong here. The puddles of water at her feet flashed back her reflection and she almost glimpsed it, another face through the water, reaching out to her.


She felt the pull in her gut and started to run. Forget it. It was time to feed.


Her heels rang down the alley, bouncing off the sheer walls surrounding her. Cass could feel the hum, the disturbance in the air. She couldn’t hear it as such, but it was there to be read all the same.


She reached her senses out to the surrounding area. There was nothing yet, but it was only a matter of time. This far off-Grid stayed pretty empty most of the time, but those who wandered these lanes were best avoided altogether. They needed to get in and out of the crash site quickly, strip the car of what they needed and go before there were any ugly confrontations.


Cass could handle herself, they all could. As long as they didn’t run into any professionals.


The others had already reached the car, she could feel their eagerness, almost smell it. She rounded the corner and stopped as the flames from the crash lit up the wall in front of her.


Deep breath.


Cass closed her eyes and forced her breathing back down. She sent her senses shooting out around them, searching for trouble. The night was stretched out around her like a calm pool of water, no disturbances, no ripples in the skin. Just the crash site itself and…


Cass focused harder as the wave washed across her. There was something.


She tried to pin it down and found herself turning on the spot. Towards the flames, towards the heat and steam. She opened her eyes and stared straight down the lane at the burning wreck. That was it. Something off, the same familiar dread she’d felt when the car had approached them. Part fear, part something else. Danger.


She trotted down the middle of the road towards the site, more carefully now, following the path the others had taken. The feeling was definitely getting stronger. Part of her wanted to sprint after them, after him, make sure he was okay, but the wiser animal side of her protested. Go slow. Know your enemy.


Her belly tightened as she got closer to the corner. She gritted her teeth and forced her feet, which no longer wanted to move, further forwards. Five more steps and she was around it.


The road opened into a large square, in the middle of which was the wreckage of the car. Orange flames were still licking across it, but most of the fuel seemed to have burnt off already. It didn’t look dangerous. Pieces of metal from the craft and rubble from the buildings were strewn behind it where it had skidded down on its belly. Where was Quarters?


He was there somewhere, she could feel him, though only faintly.


A dark shadow flitted across the wreckage and Cass automatically crouched down. What was that? She crept forwards on her haunches, keeping an eye on the burning light of the wreck.


There it was again. Hunched over, rocking back and forth, as if searching for something. Then it stopped and raised its head. It was Quarters.


Cass began to stand but suddenly froze in place. Her legs wouldn’t let her be seen. There was something very wrong here. It was Quarters, but not him. His eyes were blank, completely empty and lifeless. Glazed over and alien. She sank back down into the shadows and watched.


Where could the others be? There was no sign of them at all, just Quarters and emptiness and…


Cass sank even lower as the light from the flames threw up another shadow, off to the side of the wreck. A single figure, standing tall and very still. A woman. She was watching Quarters too.


He was on all fours now, crawling back and forth in place, faster than before, almost panicked. Finally, he turned towards the other figure and crawled directly towards her.


Cass wanted to cry out, to reach out and stop him, but couldn’t. The feeling in the pit of her stomach was all consuming now, rushing up her spine and over her mind, stopping all action. All she could do was watch as the figure opened its arms and Quarters disappeared into them.


Then it was gone, all of it. Like somebody had flipped a switch, the feeling emptied out of her and she found herself on her feet, facing the empty, burning wreckage. Quarters was gone. The figure was gone. Everyone was gone.
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“We’ve had frequent complaints about you from both your fellow officers and the clients we serve, Poe, as I’m sure you know. Subtlety is not your strong point.”


That morning, in the captain’s office, Detective Poe was receiving his new assignment. “I merely endeavour to uncover the simple…”


“Yes, yes, Poe. Uncover the simple truths behind the act to better illuminate the crime. That’s the point man, not all truths are simple, in fact most aren’t. They’re always wrapped up in consequence. I’m more concerned, however, with the complaints from within the force.”


“They disapprove of my methods.”


“You’re damn right they do. Disapprove of being constantly made fun of as well. Why do you feel the need to intimidate them with your little notepad? Surely the standard recorders are just as effective. More so.”


“Captain, as I’ve mentioned to you in the past the very act of forming my observations into words allows me to clarify and arrange my ideas. I find things easier to compute.”


“And that’s exactly what you are, Poe, a computer, a fact you should never allow to stray too far from your mind. Computers process data and come back with the answer expected of them. They do not have sudden flashes of intuition. This is what makes the other detectives nervous. How you do it is beyond me, and frankly I don’t care. Just know that there will come a time when others do care. People do not trust what they do not understand. They may suffer it while it serves their purpose, but once it ceases to do so they will turn on it with something very close to glee. There should not be a ghost in the machine.”


Poe grinned to himself now at the memory. Ghost in the machine. He liked it.


Back in the present, Detective Poe stood off to one side of the smouldering crash site and silently doodled in his notepad. The other detectives were scanning the area, tablets in their hands plugged into the ports behind their ears, soaking up sense data from their assigned six-by-six squares of the crash grid. Poe preferred his notepad. It helped him think, and it annoyed the other detectives, which was always a bonus.


Well now, we should make the most of things while we can then, shouldn’t we?


He flipped his notepad closed and strode over to the flaming wreck. Steam from the constant rain was curling around the feet of the nearest other detective. Gantry was his name. Useless fellow. “Hullo there, Gantry! Any luck?”


Gantry’s eyes flicked up from where they had been scouring the ground and formed themselves into a set of displeasure. “Poe.”


He acknowledged him with a nod and tried to get back to his work.


“Any discoveries?”


The fact was that apart from his notepad the one thing that helped Poe get his thoughts in order was bothering other people. Especially other detectives. They were easy targets.


Gantry raised his head again. “Nothing to report so far. Why don’t you access the Grid and download the full report yourself? You’ll sense everything I am.”


“Including me?”


Poe grinned insolently into his face.


“It is doubtful your presence is an important factor for this crime scene, Poe, so no. Now if you will excuse me I…”


“Ah, but how do we know that, Gantry? Who makes this decision as to what is and is not important information? For all we know I’m the most important part of this crime scene, we just don’t see it yet.”


Gantry didn’t bother with a reply, just wandered off to another section of ground and started scanning.


“What did I tell you, Adlai? Useless to a man.” Poe whispered to his ever-present intellectual companion. “May as well be working with a bunch of robots.”
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Adlai had always considered himself too lucky to be religious. His parents had tried, Catholic schools from ages five to eighteen, church on Sundays from birth. But when there’s nothing to ask God for but a new bike, what is the point?


His father had noticed Adlai’s fading interest and tried to revive it by taking him along to a different church. Charismatics. Lots of people dancing around singing in tongues, having visions, being touched by the Spirit. All very exciting for an impressionable twelve-year-old, you would have thought.


Unfortunately, all Adlai saw were ugly, handicapped and poor people. It made him realise consciously what had been running around in the back of his mind for some time now. Religion was for those less fortunate than him. Like government care. It would be greedy of him to try to take a share when he so clearly didn’t need it.


Yes, government care was a good comparison. He could do without it, so he should. In fact, to stretch the point a little further, he should start investing in his own religion. Private health cover if you will.


So he started skipping Sunday mass, disappearing instead to the park with a good book. Happily shivering away in the cold, squinting in the fading light of the afternoon, immersed in other worlds. He made the decision to give up on organised religion altogether.


Of course, he didn’t tell his parents that. His mother had started out with such high hopes for her son. Born near the start of a new millennium, the whole world open to him. Religion was a duty; it was part of life. You just did it, no questions asked.


The household itself wasn’t particularly devout. They were as secular as the next modern family when it came to entertainment, no censorship came into play. Adlai was free to read, watch and do what he wanted, within reason, and like all teenagers he soon discovered that what his parents didn’t know couldn’t hurt them. And when it came to the modern plaything of choice, the computer, his parents didn’t know very much at all.


Books were all well and good, but when it came to religious experiences something that engaged all of your senses, not just your imagination, had a distinct advantage. Handheld consoles replaced his book in the park each Sunday. By the time he hit sixteen and virtual reality finally became a real possibility, there was no going back.


Back then you couldn’t just jack in to the nearest port and go. You needed a powerful computer to run the latest software, nothing portable, and ports were right at the bleeding edge. Adlai finally had to bite the bullet and face up to his parents about his Sunday activities. He was sixteen and could make his own decisions, there would be no more sneaking off to the park. They’d tried their best, raised him well, but a large part of good parenting is knowing when to let your children go, and it was time to let go of the reins and give him his head.


They didn’t buy a word of it, but Adlai didn’t care, so long as they bought the computer. Every Sunday when his mother went to church to pray for his ungrateful soul, Adlai wandered up to his room and plugged himself in to a different kind of religion.


After all, who needed God when you had VR?
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Cass was huddled down in the cold of an abandoned third-storey storeroom, watching the last embers of the fire blink out. She’d skipped out of the crash site as soon as Quarters had disappeared. That strange feeling had left, only to be replaced by another, more familiar one. Cops were on their way.


The car must have had an important passenger for the cops to bother coming this far off-Grid at all, let alone so quickly. Maybe there was something valuable in the mess of the wreckage, maybe she should have had a better look. She hadn’t been thinking particularly clearly at the time.


She remembered Quarters’s face in the flickering firelight and shivered. No, she’d left at just the right time. Cass shivered and hunched her shoulders together, squeezing her eyes shut to block out the memories.


When she’d first wandered off-Grid, who knows how long ago it was now, it had been a night just like this. It was always wet and cold, but this emptiness, this loneliness was exactly how she remembered. She’d been thrilled at first to have made it at all. There was no point where she’d reached a boundary and crossed it, she’d just followed the directions, kept travelling along the River and eventually noticed the constant neon glow of the Grid had faded, the clatter and noise from the corporate attractions and their patrons sank away. She looked around and saw dark streets leading away in every direction. It began to rain.


The Grid was miles behind her, impossibly distant and out of reach. Even if she’d wanted to, she couldn’t re-enter it. Now it was a mere glow on the horizon, getting further away with every step you took towards it. There was no way back.


There had to have been a transition point, a border between life on and off-Grid, but if so, she’d missed it. Like every other major decision in life, she’d taken it without realising it. It was the best way to be. This way she only had to worry about the consequences.


The rain felt good. Cool on her shoulders, real. She could feel herself becoming more alert, more awake, more alive.


There was something coming.


Instinct made her step into a darkened doorway. It was probably nothing, but she knew she had to trust her first choice. She’d heard the stories of what could happen to you out here. Best to watch and wait for now.


Her spine tensed as the figure came closer. She suddenly felt very exposed in the doorway and squeezed further back into the shadows. It was only when she began to feel dizzy that she realised she was holding her breath.


As the figure walked past the doorway, she let it out and smiled. It was only a kid.


Barely ten years old, scruffily dressed but smiling. Shaggy blonde hair and a mischievous grin fixed to his face. Cass felt an immediate fellowship as his eyes passed over her hiding place. This was lucky. Her first contact might explain some things. She leant forward to step out into the street.


A thin, strong arm wrapped around her torso, holding her in place, its hand clamped down over her mouth. She tensed to fight as a hot breath whispered into her ear. “Be silent. Quiet as a mouse.”


A male voice. Cass could feel the words, feel them through the tips of his fingers, through the pressure of his chest on her back. She didn’t need to hear them. His arms were warm around her. She waited.


The figure in the street turned towards their doorway and raised its head, sniffing the wind. It peered directly at them, and for the first time Cass noticed the strange glint in its eyes. It was unnatural, steely, hungry. She held her breath and felt the hand around her mouth drop away.


The boy in the street sniffed again, sensing something. His lips curled back to reveal sharpened teeth. Then another noise off to the side caused him to spin away. A muffled oath and the slap of footsteps running away. The figure in the street – more animal than boy now – crouched down and sprang into the alley, scuttling after the retreating footsteps. Cass noticed her tension dripping away as it left.


The arm was still wrapped around her, no longer holding her in place but lingering nonetheless. “A feeder, hunting for new blood. Almost got some too. Don’t worry, Simps’ll get rid of it.”


Cass stepped forward slowly and turned, letting the arm drop away. It followed her out of the shadows, leading its owner, a thin, dark-haired man. Man or boy? She couldn’t tell. He grinned back at her and raised his hand again, this time to clasp hers in a handshake. “Hi. I’m Quarters. I just saved your life.”


Cass felt the grin on her face and snapped her eyes open. Her arms were wrapped around her legs, remembering the warmth that had seeped away now. Taken away just like Quarters had been.


It wasn’t just that he’d disappeared either, she could sense his absence completely. He was gone, wiped out of existence. He hadn’t just been taken somewhere; he’d been entirely removed.


Like the body of whoever had been driving that car.
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The air was wet and dirty as Poe strode down the lane. He liked the feel of the rain on his face. It woke him up. It felt real. “All of this, Adlai, all these ruins, this poverty and emptiness, it’s all real. It’s exciting, don’t you think? I haven’t felt this way since I was your age, just a young graduate. Since the last time I was out here actually.”


“Have you been assigned out here before, sir?”


“Oh yes, every now and then there’s real work to be done, real investigations to be had. Real problems to solve. It all happens off-Grid. Those robots we left earlier are no good out here. Can’t think for themselves you see. No natural ability.”


Poe tried to soak all the sensations in. He had to begin to understand the area again. “This is what real detective work is, my young man. Get into the role. Understand the environment to the point that you notice the small imperfections, the differences that point you in the right direction. Then you pick up the clues.”


He placed his hands behind his back and strolled casually down the centre of the road. No danger of cars out here. The victim’s must have been the first in years. The victim. Kane Sanderson. Musician. Well off, single, no known complications in his life. What the hell was he doing off-Grid?


If he had certain tastes which couldn’t be serviced privately at home – though those were getting few and far between these days – he could still have found something closer in. Money wasn’t a problem. Besides, that wouldn’t explain the crash. No, that wasn’t the way to be thinking.


The question is not why, it is where. Where was he going?


Poe stopped in the middle of the street. “You know, Adlai, I think we need to spend some real time out here. If I can trust my instincts, and I think that I can, then this is one of those cases where we need to let the clues come to us. We need to throw caution to the wind as it were, jump in the deep end, all that stuff.”


“Get into some trouble, sir?”


“Quite right, Adlai! Quite right. But first I suppose I should follow the correct procedures. You don’t mind, of course, it’s just that the captain frowns on me bringing others in with me when I make my reports.”


Poe reached into his coat and brought out a small plug which he inserted into the port just behind his ear.


Immediately, he found himself in a small waiting room outside a large oak door. It was bare except for a lone, uncomfortable-looking chair and a small desk complete with a secretary. She was a bit too attractive to be real.


“The captain will see you in just a moment.”


She spoke the words without looking up from the ancient typewriter she was clattering away on. Why the captain felt the need to indulge in such a dated answering machine was beyond him.


Just then the large doors swung open and the secretary spoke again. “The captain will see you now.”


He almost said thanks, but remembered he was talking to a machine. A machine with great calves, but a machine, nonetheless. He enjoyed the view as he wandered past her into the dark of the captain’s office. Maybe he did have a point.


“That’s enough of that, Poe.”


The gruff voice reached out and pulled him into the room. Poe found himself standing straighter, a reaction which always annoyed him but one he could do little about.


The captain was, as always, sitting behind an enormous slab of oak, completely bare except for a single electric lamp with a dark green shade. It gave off almost no light, but then it probably wasn’t meant to. It was there to create menacing shadows.


“You need to learn to watch those thoughts of yours, son, especially when you’ve invited someone in to share them with you.”


The captain motioned to the lone chair opposite, but Poe shook his head and continued to stand. It always made him uncomfortable to be sitting in VR while his body was standing out there. Made him feel slightly queasy.


“Anything to report?”


“Nothing so far, Captain, that’s why I’m here. I’d like to request some extended time off-Grid.”


That brought a reaction, if only a slight shift of weight as the captain leaned forward. “Any particular reason?”


“I think it would help with the case, sir. Basically, I think we’re looking at this the wrong way. We need to find the wheres and whys, the motive behind the events. Besides, there are enough other detectives around to do the drudge work.”


The captain rewarded this with a long stare. “You know something, Poe? You think entirely too much to still be a detective. I’m sure I’ve mentioned this before.”


Poe kept his mind blank and waited. No use getting into trouble.


“Approved. But I want full and regular reports, from you alone, you understand? The less I know about your peculiar habits the better. Dismissed.”


The captain dropped his head back down and Poe turned to leave. “And Poe? Leave my secretary alone on the way out, will you?”


Poe pulled himself back into reality and pocketed the plug. He took a deep breath and looked around. He was at an intersection, all four streets looked exactly the same. One was as good as any other.


“Come along, Adlai, let’s see what kind of trouble we can get into.”
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Adlai was in trouble. He ducked back down behind the thick concrete pylon as the bullets zipped by overhead. They were still coming. He’d been stuck here for hours now, trying to fight his way back to the lines, back to his group, but he wasn’t making any headway.


He poked his eyes back around the corner and waited for the dust to settle. There. A slight movement, not thirty metres from where he lay. A black metal helmet bobbing in the dirt.


He slid his rifle out from underneath his body and took aim. There was no use waiting anymore, his team had obviously given him up for dead. May as well cause some trouble while he still could.


He took aim and concentrated on the sights. The crosshairs slid across the target as his muscles tensed. Concentrate on your breathing. Let your finger squeeze the trigger.


The helmet disintegrated in a shower of red and black pieces as the bullet ripped through it. Adlai smiled to himself, then sprang to his feet and ran, leaving the rifle where it lay. It couldn’t help him now.


Angry cries flew out from the trenches behind him as he ran. They must be able to see him by now, he wasn’t that quick, not yet. Moments later the first shots thudded into the dirt around him as he skipped through the rubble. Not that fast, but fast enough.


His gang had driven into the territory in a rough wedge, then fallen apart as they were surrounded and scattered. They’d become overconfident again, pushed too far, always trying to dance along that edge, where the real thrills lay. They were all still too young to know better.


Another bullet cracked into the concrete beside his head as he zipped past another broken building. They were getting closer, probably trying to drive him into some sort of trap. He had to be smarter than they were. Smarter and faster.


He concentrated his will and focused. There was a six-foot-high wall ahead of him, coming closer every step. He could do this.


More cries sounded behind him. This was the one chance left. Time seemed to slow as he approached the wall, his senses taking everything in. Three more steps, then a leap, simple as that. He could picture what was going to happen. He was there.


The bullet blew through his knee and crippled him in an instant, his forward momentum bringing him sliding through the dirt to tumble to rest against the base of the wall. It would have been funny if it wasn’t so painful. He raised his head up and could just make out the figures striding towards him through the dust. A gun pointing towards him, then the fire of the port burning him back into reality.


Back in the bar, Adlai reached behind his ear and scratched the scar where his data port used to be. It often tingled when he thought about it. They’d been a big step at the time, at least for some. The kids had embraced it, the removal of another obstacle between themselves and the ultimate VR experience. Soon it became unusual not to have one.


The older generation, like his parents, had declined. He suspected they still saw VR as a circus, an amusing sideshow, definitely not worth cracking your head open for. He’d tried convincing them that age was no longer an excuse, that they could be whatever age they wanted to be in the expanding universes inside the ports, what they came to name the River, but they no longer wanted to change. They’d stepped out of time.


They died together and he imagined they were happier for it. He spent his mourning period lost in other people’s multiplying realities.


Multiply they did. He wasn’t the only misfit to find the possibilities of VR intriguing. As it grew, as more designers and tinkers came on board, each pulling in a different direction, the outside world began to take control. It had happened with every other medium in human history, the River was no different. Endless possibilities were far too dangerous to be left in the hands of just anyone. Better they were centrally controlled. That was where the Grid began.


The River relied on hardware, so those who owned the hardware banded together to take control. The Grid became the main gathering place, more and more power sucking into it, dimming other areas in comparison. The casual user never stepped outside of its boundaries. Pretty soon for most people it was VR. Every port led into it.


For Adlai and the other hardcore users, the Grid was anathema, the exact opposite of what VR was supposed to be all about. They found themselves pushed out into the dark corners of the River, scrambling for power and space, fighting among themselves, games turning into real battles for supremacy. The golden age was over.


Adlai took a drink and stared at the line of bottles behind the bar. They’re a corporation too. You don’t seem to mind being under their control.


He gripped his glass tighter but took another drink just the same.


So he wasn’t as principled as he once was, so what? It’s called growing up. You get more jaded and accepting until one day you look around and realise you’re an adult and it’s too late to pull yourself out. He couldn’t be bothered getting angry anymore.


What was the problem anyway? So the powers are distant and faceless – remind you of anyone? Who was it that said you could never take a picture of God?


The worshippers didn’t seem to mind. The Grid grew and grew until you had… until you had this.


Adlai looked out the window at the darkness and the greasy rain. A pale glow hovered on the horizon. The Grid. Sucking energy into it, leaving the rest of the universe of the River in cold darkness. It was self-perpetuating. The uglier the real world got, the more time you spent online escaping it, which led to the real world just getting uglier.


He rubbed his scar again. He’d cut that umbilical cord. Spirituality, escape wasn’t controlled by anyone else but him, not anymore. God was no longer in a cage.


Now he was in a bottle.
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Dark shadows lurked on both sides of the street as Poe wandered further off-Grid. He walked down the centre of the lane, head down, hands thrust into pockets, eyes narrowed into slits, lost in his own world. After a while, he began to whistle.


Nothing conscious, just a simple tune that was stuck in his head. A few notes, round and round, never reaching an obvious end. Stretching themselves one into the other.


A loud clatter to his left stopped him, and he turned in time to see an old metal garbage can roll across the gutter. “Looks like we may have some company. Don’t let it bother you now, Adlai. Whoever it is, if they particularly want to see me, they’ll get out here eventually. Just keep the old eyes open.”


Poe liked to encourage a passive outlook on life, particularly when it came to his own safety. It made things more interesting.


Fifty metres further on he heard a light foot skip across the road behind him but fought the urge to turn around. Not long now. “Have I told you before about the natives out here, Adlai? Unpleasant folk, most of them. Dangerous. Have to keep your eyes open and your hand close to your wallet. Not to mention your gun. Still, let’s see if we can’t tempt this one out with a little bait?”


He swung his coat out and over his hip, revealing a heavy looking pouch hanging from his belt. “This one’s no real threat, otherwise we would have been hit by now. My guess is a pickpocket, a street urchin. Gets by on what he can steal. Don’t let appearances fool you, though, my boy, some of them can be particularly nasty.”


There was a whisper of movement and Poe spun sharply to his left and grabbed a young wrist just before it cut the belt on his hip. At the same time, he stepped out and away from the other arm and caught it as it swung in a wide, lazy hook. Sure enough, a kid. “Well, hello there, my boy. Looking for something?”


Poe squeezed the thin wrist and a clatter told him the blade in the boy’s hand was no longer a danger. He pulled the would-be pickpocket closer to get a good look at his face. He was young, probably only ten or so, underneath what looked like fifteen years of dirt.


The boy struggled but got nowhere. Poe held on patiently and waited for him to tire. If there was one thing he’d learnt in his years on the force, it was that nothing occurred by accident. Everything led to an answer, you just had to be open enough to see it.


“Lemme go!”


“Ah, he speaks!”


He looked down at the road and saw the curved blade the boy had swung gleaming back at him. One of those River Blades, as they’d come to be known. Nasty things. A quick kick and the evil looking weapon bounced off into the darkness of the nearest alleyway. “Now, what would a young man like yourself be doing with a thing like that? Trying to cut my belt, obviously. Hopefully not trying to cut anything else.”


The boy had been straining for the blade, but now that it was gone the madness seemed to leave him and he stopped struggling. The blade hadn’t had a hold of him completely. He must have only found it recently for its effect to pass so quickly.


“Please, sir, I just need money for my father. He’s sick, sir. I’m sorry, sir.”


“Enough with the ‘sirs’. Sick you say? What’s the matter with him?”


“We don’t know, sir, I mean, he just lies there, like he’s asleep.”


Poe let his wrists go and the boy sprang back and away. Three steps further and he was pulled off his feet, ending up on the ground, staring up at the sky, wondering what had just happened. The thin wire lasso wrapped around one wrist glinted in the streetlights. “Incredibly useful things those cuffs. Police issue, don’t you know. You won’t be able to get too far unless I run out the line a little.”


He pulled back his coat to reveal the source of the line in a small spool on his hip. “Besides, I thought you wanted me to help someone?”


Seeing he was stuck, the young pickpocket relaxed again. “Yes, sir, my uncle.”


“Your uncle now, is it? Regular epidemic running through your family isn’t there?”


It was obvious the kid was lying, but there was something behind it. Probably just wanted to lure him off into the dark somewhere, into some sort of trap, somewhere he and his friends could clean him out and disappear. No, certainly wouldn’t be a good idea to go with him. “Still, when did good ideas get you anywhere, hmm?”


“Sir?”


“Come on, son, get up. I need you to lead the way.”


The boy’s eyes positively lit up and he sprang to his feet. Probably couldn’t believe his luck. He’d have to work on his poker face if he was going to last long out here. Not all his victims would be so cavalier.
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She’d watched the cops scan the area, pacing back and forth, sucking up every last bit of sense data. Cops never did get it. You couldn’t trust facts out here. This was the jungle, you had to rely on instinct. It told her the body of the driver was gone, long before they cleaned up the wreck and discovered it for themselves.
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