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	The Run


Day One

Brennan Holt had been told the cameras would die at 03:14, and at 03:13 he caught himself hoping they wouldn’t.

It was a stupid thing to hope. The money had landed three days ago, and money didn’t care what you hoped once it was spent. Half of it had gone to the arrears on his mother’s lung pump, which Vitalis had throttled to forty percent six weeks ago, the week he missed a payment for the second time this year. Forty percent meant his mother sleeping upright in her chair with the window cracked, breathing like someone climbing stairs that never ran out. The other half was on a cash card taped under his kitchen drawer, where he’d read you should keep running money, until it occurred to him that everyone had read that.

So the cameras would die. That was the deal. He had taken the deal.

The northern corridor ran six kilometres out of the industrial zone on concrete pylons, a freight-only lane poured back when Helix owned half of Carvath and wanted trucks off its streets. Helix was gone now. The lane wasn’t. Rain came sideways off the river and smeared the windshield faster than the wipers could clear it. Off to the south the Tangle burned through the weather, twelve tiers of pink and acid green and the cold blue of clinic signage, so bright on the lower levels that the clouds above it looked lit from underneath.

Behind him, in the box, forty-eight plasma rifles rode in foam-cut crates, two to a crate.

Holt had loaded them himself that afternoon, while the shop’s owner stood in the bay with their arms folded and watched every lift as if each one cost them blood. He’d seen the rifles when the first crate came open for inspection. Matte black, heavier than they looked, with a bulge along the top of each barrel where someone had grafted on a targeting array. The array wasn’t factory. You could tell by the welds, which were perfect. Factory welds were never perfect. Somebody had spent real money making forty-eight weapons hit exactly what they were pointed at.

He’d filled in the manifest too. Copied the weight off the template, the way he always did, because nobody at Tusk Transit had put a crate on a scale in three years. Maren trusted him with the paperwork. She trusted him with the night runs and the call-ins and the cab codes. That was the part he kept stepping around in his head, the way you step around a soft spot in a floor.

The dash clock rolled over.

03:14.

Ahead, the first camera mast went dark.

There was no drama to it. Each mast carried a small green status bead at the top, and Holt had driven past ten thousand of them without once seeing one. Now he saw the first because it wasn’t there. Then the next, two hundred metres on. Then the next. A line of tiny deaths walked away from him up the corridor, faster than the truck, as if someone up ahead were pinching out candles.

“Okay,” Holt told the cab. “Okay. Okay.”

The instructions had come on a voice channel with no number attached. A woman’s voice, or a man’s run through something to sand the edges off; he’d never been sure. It had been very calm. It had talked to him the way his old union rep used to talk him through a grievance, as if the whole thing were a form with boxes and all he had to do was tick them.

Sometime after the cameras go, there’ll be a vehicle across the lane. You stop. You keep your hands where they can be seen. Nobody gets hurt. At 03:40 you call in clean, like any other night. In the morning you tell Maren Tusk you were robbed, which will be true.

A quiet diversion, the voice had called it. The buyer would be made whole. These things were insured. Nobody lost anything that mattered.

He’d decided to believe that. It had been easy. The pump at forty percent had made it easy.

Kilometre four. The lane swung east around the old Helix transfer tower, a black stump with its logo burned off the face, and the headlights found a maintenance hauler parked crossways over both lanes. No lights on it. A city vehicle, the kind that hauled barrier panels, its yellow paint gone grey under the rain.

The collision assist shrieked. Holt was already braking. The truck came down hard on its suspension, forty-eight rifles shifting in their foam with a sound like a held breath, and stopped five metres short.

For a second there was only the rain on the roof and the tick of the cooling drive.

Then a man walked out of the dark.

Holt didn’t know what he’d expected. A crew, maybe. Masks. Somebody young and shouting, waving a gun, the way it went in the streams. What came toward him was one man in a grey work coat, bareheaded in the downpour, hands empty and loose at his sides. He walked like he had all the time in the world and knew exactly how much of it he was going to use. His eyes moved the whole way. Lane, cab, mirrors, roof. Holt, last.

He knocked on the window with one knuckle.

Holt lowered it. Rain blew in across his arm.

“Engine off,” the man said.

Holt killed it.

“Cab code.”

Holt gave it to him. His voice came out higher than he wanted. The man nodded once, as if Holt had passed a small test, and stepped back from the door.

“Out. Stand by the barrier where I can see you.”

Holt climbed down. The rain found the back of his collar immediately and ran down his spine. He went to the barrier and stood with his hands half-raised, not sure if he was meant to raise them all the way, feeling stupid either way.

The man was already at the rear doors. He had the box open in under ten seconds. Holt hadn’t heard the lock argue at all.

A second vehicle came out of the dark behind the hauler: a flatbed with a crane arm folded on its back, running dark like the hauler. Holt couldn’t see a driver. Maybe it didn’t have one. It reversed up to the truck with a soft electric whine, and the crane unfolded, and the man in the grey coat began moving crates.

He didn’t hurry. He didn’t waste anything either. Hook, lift, swing, set. Hook, lift, swing, set. Two crates a lift because two fit, twenty-four lifts in all. Holt counted them because counting was something to do with his head besides think.

On the ninth lift the man turned his face up toward the crane, and the hauler’s work lamp caught the back of his neck, and Holt saw the port.

Everybody over a certain age knew what one looked like. A coin-sized ridge at the base of the skull where Helix had seated its compliance hardware, back when you couldn’t work a Helix contract without one. Most people who’d had them paid to have them dug out after the collapse. The ones who couldn’t afford it capped them with flesh-tone plugs and grew their hair long. This man kept his hair short. The plug sat there in plain view, a shade paler than the skin around it, like a scar he’d decided not to apologise for.

Holt looked away fast. In Carvath you didn’t stare at another man’s chrome. Not anymore. You didn’t ask what it had been for.

Fifteen lifts. Eighteen. The flatbed sank on its springs.

“What happens to me,” Holt said.

The man set the next pair of crates down before he answered. “You call in clean at 03:40.”

“And then.”

“Then you go home. You don’t open your door to anyone you don’t know.”

Something in the way he said it went through Holt colder than the rain.

“They said—” Holt’s mouth was dry, which was ridiculous, standing in a downpour. “The voice. They said it would look like a robbery. Aren’t you going to... I don’t know. Tie me up? Hit me? So it holds?”

The man looked at him then. Properly, for the first time. His eyes were pale and very tired, and there was nothing cruel in them, which was somehow worse.

“It is a robbery,” he said. “And nobody’s going to believe you either way.”

He went back to the crane.

Twenty-two. Twenty-three. Twenty-four.

The man swung down from the flatbed and walked the length of the empty box once with a hand light, checking the corners like a man checking a hotel room before he leaves it. He dropped the cab code on the driver’s seat on a slip of paper. Holt hadn’t seen him write it down.

“03:40,” the man said.

Then he climbed into the hauler, and the hauler backed out of the lane, and the flatbed followed it down the eastern off-ramp toward the freight district, both of them dark, both of them gone inside a minute. The rain closed over the place where they’d been.

Holt stood at the barrier with his hands still half-raised.

The dash clock, when he climbed back into the cab, said 03:31.

He sat with the door open and the rain blowing in and the empty box behind him, and he made himself breathe the way the clinic nurse had taught his mother. In for four. Hold for four. Out for four. It didn’t help her much either.

Nobody gets hurt. The buyer is made whole. These things are insured.

At 03:40 he keyed the Tusk Transit night line. The automated log picked up on the first tone.

“Holt,” he said. “Mark four. All nominal.”

His own voice sounded fine. That was the strange part. It sounded exactly like every other night.

The log chimed and closed, and Holt sat looking at the dash tablet, where the manifest was still open because he’d never closed it. Carrier: Tusk Transit. Cargo: forty-eight units, security hardware, weight copied off a template.

Consignee: Redline Security Solutions. Bonded Depot Nine.

He read the word three times before it meant anything.

Redline.

He’d made the Depot Nine run four times in the last year. He knew the guards on the Redline gate: big men and women in charcoal armour with the red slash on the shoulder, who scanned your manifest without looking at your face and looked at your face without finding anything they needed. He knew what people in the Tangle said about Redline, which was mostly nothing, said quickly, followed by a change of subject.

The voice on the channel had never said it was Redline. He’d assumed. Buyer made whole, insured, a quiet diversion: it had sounded like a company scam, one end of the deal robbing the other for the payout. He’d assumed the voice was Redline cooking its own books.

But the man in the grey coat had a Helix port on the back of his neck and hands that had done this before, and he hadn’t looked like a man stealing for an insurance claim. He’d looked like a man taking something away from someone.

So the voice wasn’t Redline.

So Redline didn’t know.

So in a few hours Redline was going to find out that forty-eight rifles with custom targeting arrays had vanished from a corridor where the cameras died on schedule. They were going to look at the route, and at who knew the route, and at whose account had taken eight thousand credits three days before the run.

Holt’s hands had started to shake. He watched them do it with a kind of distant interest, as if they belonged to the truck.

You don’t open your door to anyone you don’t know.

The man hadn’t been threatening him. He’d been warning him.

Holt got out of the cab. He didn’t take the tablet. He left the door open and the empty box open and walked to the maintenance ladder bolted to the nearest pylon, and climbed down it into the dark, forty metres of wet rungs, his boots slipping twice, his heart going so hard he could hear it over the rain.

At the bottom the industrial zone was asleep: shuttered bays, a stray dog nosing through a recycler, the distant thump of a freight train on the elevated line. To the south the Tangle kept burning, pink and green and clinic blue, the way it burned every night whether anyone needed it or not.

The cash card was under the kitchen drawer. His mother was asleep in her chair with the window cracked. Both of those things were on the far side of a door he could no longer go through.

Above him, up on the corridor, the camera masts began to come back. Green bead after green bead, walking home along the lane, each one looking down at the empty truck.

They would find it by morning.

By morning, Brennan Holt needed to be somebody else.

He started walking toward the light.
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	Bastion Arms


Day One

The knock came at 05:12, and it was the wrong kind.

Sonnie Martinez knew knocks the way other people knew voices. Referrals knocked twice and were already apologising. Cops used the flat of a hand. People in real trouble didn’t knock at all; they leaned on the street buzzer until she came down to make it stop. This was three quick raps, a pause, then three more. Someone who had decided on the stairs exactly how they were going to knock and was now carrying out the plan, because a plan was all they had left.

She was already awake. She usually was at this hour, standing at the window with the first coffee going cold in her hand, watching the freight interchange two blocks east swap its night crews for its day ones. The practice was one room on the fourth floor of a converted print works at the ragged edge of the Tangle. A desk. Two chairs that didn’t match. A cot she called a couch when clients asked. And the wall.

The wall was a map of Carvath, printed on six sheets of paper and pinned edge to edge, its districts crowded with her handwriting, coloured pins and lengths of thread. Clients looked at it the way they’d look at a typewriter: charming, a little sad. She let them. Paper didn’t update itself overnight. Nobody had ever pushed a patch to a pin, or remote-wiped a length of red thread.

She set the coffee down and went to the door. It had a mechanical deadbolt, solid steel, which she’d fitted herself the week she signed the lease. The building’s smart lock still hung beside it, disconnected, one small dead eye.

She opened the door on the chain.

The person on the landing was about forty and soaked through at the shoulders of a coat that had cost more than Sonnie’s rent. Long black locs tied back with a strip of leather. Rain on their glasses. A dealer’s licence clipped to the lapel, the way people in the arms trade wore them so nobody had to ask. Their hands were holding each other at the waist, thumb working at a knuckle.

“Ms. Martinez? I’m Jules Okafor. I own Bastion Arms.” A breath. “I need to hire you before anyone else finds out I’ve lost forty-eight rifles.”

* * *
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Okafor didn’t sit. Sonnie offered the better of the two chairs and they looked at it as if it might be a trap, then went and stood at the wall instead, examining the map with their back half to her. People who stood when they could sit wanted to be able to leave. People who turned their back to a stranger wanted to be looked at less. Sonnie filed neither of those things anywhere; she just noticed them, the way she noticed weather.

“Start with the cargo,” she said.

“Forty-eight plasma rifles. Military pattern, civilian licence. Contracted through a private security firm for depot defence.” Okafor recited it like a line from a form, which it probably was. “They left my bay yesterday afternoon on a Tusk Transit truck. Night run, northern corridor, delivery to the buyer’s bonded depot by four.”

“Who’s the buyer?”

The thumb paused on the knuckle. “Redline.”

That explained the coat getting wet. Nobody walked to her door at five in the morning in the rain unless something was standing in their own doorway.

“When did you find out?”

“Four-oh-five. The depot pinged me: no arrival. Tusk’s night log says the driver called in clean at three-forty. Everything nominal.” Okafor turned from the map. Behind the rain-spotted lenses their eyes were red at the rims. “At four-thirty, two people from Redline came to my shop. They were very polite. They asked to see my copy of the route. They asked who on my staff had access to it. They asked if I’d heard from the driver, and when I said no, one of them wrote that down as if it were interesting.”

“And the truck?”

“They said the vehicle has been located.” Okafor’s mouth twisted. “That’s all. Located. They wouldn’t say where, or what was in it.”

Sonnie sat on the edge of the desk. “What does your contract say about loss in transit?”

“That it’s mine until it’s signed for at the depot gate.” A small laugh with no air in it. “Forty-eight units. You don’t want to know the number.”

“I do, actually.”

Okafor told her. It was a large number. It was, Sonnie thought, about three times larger than forty-eight depot rifles should be worth, and she let the silence after it go on long enough that Okafor heard the same thing.

“They were modified,” Okafor said. “Post-manufacture. Precision targeting arrays. It’s all in the contract. Redline specified it.”

“For depot defence.”

“I don’t ask my clients how they plan to use what they buy, Ms. Martinez. That’s the first thing you learn in my business.”

“Who did the modification?”

“A licensed specialist.”

“Name?”

The thumb stopped completely. It was a small thing. Most people wouldn’t have seen it. Okafor’s hands had been moving since the landing, worrying at each other the whole time, and now, for the space of a breath, they went perfectly still, the way an animal goes still when it hears something in the grass.

“Is that relevant?”

“Everything’s relevant until it isn’t.”

“Then I’ll find out if I’m permitted to share it.” The hands started moving again. “Some of my suppliers value discretion.”

Sonnie let it go. Not because it didn’t matter. Because it did, and a question pressed too hard on the first morning closed doors she’d want open on the third.

Without meaning to, she’d lifted her left hand to her face. Her fingers found the brand: three pale, hard strokes on her left cheek, one long line from cheekbone toward jaw and two short ones meeting it, the shape of a letter laid there on purpose. She touched it when she was thinking. She’d stopped trying to break the habit years ago. Okafor’s eyes went to it and came away fast, the way everyone’s did, and Sonnie lowered her hand.

“Why me?” she asked. “You’ve got insurers. You’ve got lawyers. You’ve got Redline, who are clearly already looking.”

“That’s why.” Okafor came away from the wall at last and sat, finally, on the very front of the better chair. “The insurers will take eight months and decide it’s my fault. The lawyers will bill me for the eight months. And Redline—” They stopped. Started again, more quietly. “Redline asked who else knew the route. They asked it twice. I’ve been in this trade for nineteen years, Ms. Martinez. I know what it means when a client like Redline asks you the same question twice.”

“It means they think the answer might be you.”

“It means I need someone to find out what actually happened before they decide it was me.” Okafor took a card from inside the wet coat and set it on the desk. A retainer, already loaded. Generous. Frightened people overpaid; it was one of the few reliable things about them. “Mira Castell at the licensing office said you were good, and that you didn’t talk.”

“Mira exaggerates.”

“About which part?”

“Only the first.”

That got something close to a smile out of them, quick and tired. Sonnie picked up the card and turned it over in her fingers, though she’d already decided. She’d decided at the number. Forty-eight rifles built to hit exactly what they were aimed at, sold to a security firm that wanted them for a depot, at three times the price a depot needed. It could be something duller: an arms contract was a good way to move money that needed moving, and an inflated price was the oldest trick in that book. But nobody laundering money paid for perfect welds. Somebody, somewhere in this, had a target in mind.

“I’ll need the contract,” she said. “Your copy of the route. The manifest. Every message between you and Tusk Transit for the last three years. And the driver’s name.”

“Holt. Brennan Holt.” Okafor stood. At the door they hesitated with a hand on the frame. “Should I tell Redline I’ve hired someone?”

“Not yet.”

“And if they come back?”

“Be polite. Answer what they ask. Don’t answer anything they don’t.” She held the door. “And Jules—go home by a different route than the one you came.”

Okafor looked at her for a long second, and she watched them understand that she meant it. Then they were gone down the stairs, and she slid the steel bolt home behind them, and the room was hers again.

* * *
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She sent Rax two lines.

northern corridor. km 4. first light.

bring your eyes.

The reply came nine seconds later. He was awake too. He was always awake.

two coffees?

She looked at the cold one on the windowsill.

yes.

* * *
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By the time she’d climbed the maintenance stair to the elevated lane, the rain had thinned to a mist that hung over the industrial zone like something exhaled. The first day-shift freights were already running, big autonomous haulers rolling past at speed in a slipstream that tugged at her coat. Below, the zone was waking up in sodium yellow and flat grey. To the south the Tangle had dimmed with the dawn, its neon washed out to the colour of old bruises.

Rax was already there.

He was leaning on the barrier at the kilometre-four marker with a coffee in each hand, collar up, looking at the lane the way other people looked at a page of text. Forty-seven, broad through the shoulders, silver-grey hair cut in a flat top that was a habit from a life he didn’t talk about, and grey in the stubble along his jaw. A big man who had learned to take up less room than he could. The long coat hid most of the arm. It didn’t hide the hand: dark gunmetal plating, thin seams of pale light at the knuckles, the fingers jointed fine as a watch movement, resting on the wet rail.

His left eye was lit. Not much. A faint ring of pale light around a darker iris, there and gone as he turned his head. It meant he’d been reading the lane for a while.

He held out a coffee as she reached him. With his right hand. Always the right. She’d noticed that early on, and never said so.

“How long have you been here?”

“Twenty minutes.” His voice was low and rough, a voice that didn’t get used much before noon. “Truck’s gone.”

She looked up the lane. No truck. No cordon, no tape, no city patrol. Only the haulers streaming past and the camera masts standing at their intervals, every one of them crowned with its little green bead, innocent as anything.

“Gone where?”

“Somewhere with a tow hitch.” He tipped his head toward the eastern off-ramp. “Fresh drag scuffs on the slip. Somebody hauled it off before the day traffic started.”

“Redline told the owner it had been located.”

“Then Redline located it.” He drank his coffee. “And moved it somewhere the city wouldn’t.”

She stood beside him at the barrier. He shifted half a step without seeming to think about it, so that his body was between her and the open edge of the lane, where the haulers’ slipstream was strongest. He did that every time.

Eighteen months ago she’d found him in a third-floor flat in the eastern district with the blinds down and a rebuilt arm he wouldn’t look at. She’d needed someone who could read a scene the way she read people. He had needed—she had never finished that sentence, not even to herself. They had built the rest of it one case at a time: the walking order, the short texts, the coffee. A whole working language that neither of them had ever had to explain.

“The cameras,” she said.

“Dead from three-fourteen to three-thirty-one. All of them, this whole stretch. Back on like nothing happened.”

“Jammed?”

“Jamming leaves noise. There’s no noise.” The ring of light in his eye brightened and faded. “Somebody turned them off.”

The nearest mast stood ten metres up the lane. Its base was a squat steel cabinet with the city crest stamped on the door and an honest mechanical latch, the old kind, from before the city put a chip in everything. Sonnie crouched in front of it and took the slim wallet of picks from her inside pocket.

Rax watched. He never offered to do this part. Locks were hers.

The latch gave on the second rake. Inside, under a film of dust and condensation, was the mast’s local log module: a grey box with a small e-ink display and two physical buttons, left over from the days when maintenance crews read logs by hand. Nobody bothered to wipe the local logs. Nobody remembered they were there.

She pressed the button and scrolled back through the night. Routine pings, every sixty seconds, all the way down. Then, at 03:14, a single entry that wasn’t a ping.

SCHEDULED MAINTENANCE WINDOW — 03:14–03:31

AUTH: REGISTRY ARCH / TIER 7

She read it twice. Then she shifted aside so Rax could see, and felt rather than saw the light in his eye sharpen as he read it too.

No street crew had tier-seven registry credentials. No street crew knew the camera masts could be put into a maintenance window at all. That kind of access lived inside the city’s architecture: in the people who’d built it, or the people who’d once worked inside systems that had.

The mist moved over the lane. A hauler went by close enough to rock the cabinet door on its hinges.

“This wasn’t a street crew,” Sonnie said.

Rax was quiet for a moment. Then he looked down the long empty lane toward the off-ramp, where somebody had already been and gone before either of them got here.

“No,” he said. “And whoever it was, we’re not the first ones looking.”
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	Located


Day One

The drag scuffs ran down the eastern off-ramp in two parallel smears, black on wet grey, and Rax followed them the way he had once followed blood.

He didn’t say that out loud. He’d learned that most of the things he compared other things to were not things people wanted to hear before breakfast.

He let the eye work instead. It took the scuffs and laid them out for him in thin pale lines over the real world: width, depth, the small repeating stutter where a tow hitch had bounced across the ramp’s expansion joints. Short wheelbase. Heavy load. Driven by someone in a hurry who still knew how to take a downhill curve with a dead truck on the back. The eye made guesses about all of it. Over the years he’d learned which of its guesses to trust.

It was recording, too. It was always recording unless he told it not to. Every surface, every plate, every face. Every look he’d taken at Sonnie Martinez since she’d come up the maintenance stair with the mist on her hair, hair so dark a blue it read as black until the light caught it, cropped close above her left ear where the small silver rings ran up the edge.

He didn’t switch it off. Evidence, he told himself. That was the reason. It was a good reason, and it was true, and it was not the whole truth, and he walked a little faster down the ramp so he wouldn’t have to look at the difference.

She walked beside him and slightly ahead, coffee in hand, saying nothing. She was good at saying nothing. It was one of the first things he’d noticed about her, eighteen months ago, standing in his doorway in the eastern district while he sat in the dark: that she could let a silence stand there between two people without needing to fill it, the way most people would rush to pick up something they’d dropped.

He took his place at her left shoulder, one step back. He didn’t think about it anymore. His left side was the side that could take a hit.

* * *
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He remembered this ramp when it was new.

That was the thing about being forty-seven in Carvath. Half the city was younger than you, and the other half you’d watched them build. He remembered the concrete still pale, the Helix blue on the signage, crews in clean overalls standing around the first trucks to use the lane as if they were watching a launch. He’d been younger than the concrete then. He’d had two arms that belonged to him and two eyes that only saw what was in front of them.

Now the signage was stripped, and the concrete had gone the colour of old teeth, and the left arm hanging at his side was titanium and composite and a woven bundle of nerve-thread that went
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