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    ONE


    Two hours past midnight. Rain pounded the windows, smearing the neon lights of the city into a jagged kaleidoscope, and almost drowning out the thumping bass of the nu-electronica I was listening to. The music was a recommendation from Niobe, who always had her finger on the pulse of aural fashion – and if she didn’t, I didn’t know any better. I’d just listened to enough to know I didn’t like it.


    I swallowed the last of my coffee, grimacing at the bitter dregs. Late 2087, in the headquarters of the biggest, wealthiest technology corporation in the world, and this was the crap that came out of their coffee machines. I was starting to think I should be a snob like Valen and bring my own.


    I stood, swiping off the holowall I’d been using to display the last of my reports. They were all due in the morning, several thousand words of write-ups and analysis of my most recent missions – all of it a colossal waste of time. Everything we did on-mission was recorded by either ourselves or a flotilla of drones, ready to be picked over in excruciating detail by everyone from our boss to our technicians. Had we followed mission parameters? Were our artificial bodies running at optimum capacity? And sometimes: were there witnesses?


    The reports were a formality; no-one cared how we felt when a mission was done. I’d left mine to the last minute, though. Even I wasn’t usually here at 02:17 when I wasn’t scheduled for a shift.


    In the last half second before the holowall went blank, something else flashed up.


    Cyber Nation? It was impossible not to think of them, when said group of cyborg rights activist-vigilantes had hacked just about every screen in the city three months ago. Cyber Nation’s leader, Kett, was in a Quantum rehabilitation centre, though, recovering from nearly full-body cyberisation. Lee, maybe? Cray? It didn’t seem likely. They were still running Cyber Nation, but Proposition 320 had failed and their desire for a separate cyborg nation had been shelved. I couldn’t see them pulling any more stunts.


    I checked my reports, but they were intact. I tapped into the holowall, bringing up its system log in my retinal display. It wasn’t showing any errors, but…


    But the last three minutes had been wiped. I’d been using the wall until 02:17 – I’d checked the time as I stood up. The log showed my use until 02:14, then cut out. Everything after that was missing.


    Everything after that had been deleted.


    My sensors were already on full alert, telling me the main floor of Eidolon Division was empty. No sound, no movement, not even anyone accessing the net.


    I wasn’t used to silence, not on the eighty-seventh floor. There were twenty-six cyborg Eidolons, most of them still on active duty. There were also countless technicians and admin staff assigned to us; it was never this quiet, not even in the middle of the night. The same instinct that had made me scan the building prompted me to check the staff rotas. No active missions. No scheduled repair work, diagnostics or building maintenance. Even Lillian West had her out-of-office icon turned on in the company directory. Everyone in Eidolon Division had gone home.


    Except me. It looked like I’d missed the memo.


    I wasn’t armed, which made me instantly twitchy. My whole body was both weapon and defence, though, heavy enough to pin a grown man and mostly bulletproof, even if Owen kept telling me not to test that. I’d feel better with a pistol in my hands, but if this was a hack or a raid, I could manage without one.


    I was already moving by the time I connected to the building’s security system. I did a rapid circuit of the floor, checking for breaches – there weren’t any – whilst also scrolling through the security alerts. Within the division, they were common and mostly small, usually in-house developers who’d accidentally opened something they shouldn’t, or outside idiots trying to get closer to the fabled Eidolons. There hadn’t been a company-wide security alert in all the time I’d been at Quantum – and I knew that was what I’d seen flash up on the holowall.


    Someone was in the building, and though they were covering their tracks, they clearly thought there was no-one here to disturb them tonight. I could even trace their commands to a terminal on the ninety-fifth floor.


    Which meant it was time for me to move.


    The building’s main stairwell was deserted. I accessed more central systems, making sure the automatic lighting stayed off as I climbed. Every security and combat android was offline, too, but that wasn’t my doing. It looked like our intruder wasn’t a complete amateur, but I knew that already. To have got this far… They had to be pretty fucking good.


    I reached the landing for the ninety-fifth floor and did another sweep of my sensors. Nothing. Internal security cameras weren’t much use – I pulled them up in my retinal display, but a glance at the time signatures told me they’d been looped.


    I didn’t know this part of the building well. Close to the stairwell, there were offices, and an open-plan area of desks. The other side of the building was all labs – and I suddenly knew what I was dealing with. The cybernetics R&D division was up here. What else was precious enough for a thief to risk breaking into the building to get at, apart from Eidolon research data?


    I ghosted across the open-plan office, and my sensors finally picked something up. No lights and no movement, but there was sound, the tiniest flicker of it. Someone typing.


    I was at the end of the aisle when I saw a flash of movement, the top of someone’s head rising above a partition. There was a last flurry of tapping – they were using a virtual keyboard, but their fingers were hitting an empty desk – and then I was in front of them.


    “Looking for something?” I asked, swinging my fist before I finished speaking.


    And missing.


    I didn’t overbalance, but the thief was quick enough to take me by surprise. They dropped and rolled backwards, almost soundless against the plush carpet. I aimed a sharper punch as they came upright, but they deflected it off a forearm and jumped away. I caught a flash of my own face weirdly reflected in their bug-eyed night vision goggles before I lunged.


    We went down in a heap. The thief’s fist connected with my jaw, not quite hard enough to break their own knuckles. They swore, though, and tried to wriggle backwards. Too late. I had my knees over their chest, my weight pinning them down. They were quick, and they were smart, but it had taken them too long to realise I wasn’t a skin.


    They struggled, or tried to. There wasn’t a chance they were getting out from under me. I closed one hand around their upper arm, the other going for their throat.


    The thief made a strangled noise and ripped off their goggles in a panic. I had no intention of hurting them – I didn’t need to. They didn’t know that, though.


    It was a young woman, with frizzy brown curls and dark eyes. “Rosa Andersen-Vasquez,” she said in a rush. “I’m supposed to be here. I was hired.”


    “By whom?”


    She blinked, some of the panic draining out of her. “By your company, of course. By QuanCorp.”


    ***


    Our ‘thief’ was a white-hat hacker. They were pretty common in Polity, paid to break into corporate servers – and, occasionally, into physical premises – to test their security. I’d never come across Quantum using one, though. I’d always thought our security guys were too proud.


    I handed back the security pass Rosa had given me. It showed her photo and occupation, but more importantly, it had an embedded chip with credentials that gave her high-level security clearance - higher than mine, in fact. There was no way it was fake.


    “You should be careful what you do with that,” I said. “Wouldn’t want it to fall into the wrong hands.”


    Rosa huffed at me. “I know what I’m doing, okay? I’m not a fucking amateur.”


    That made me smile. I was trying to smile more, on Dessa’s insistence. Rosa took a step back.


    “Whose idea was this?” I said. Who’d given her that kind of clearance, in other words.


    “As if I’m going to tell you that,” she said, tucking the pass inside her jacket. I took that to mean she’d been hired – and cleared – by someone in QuanCorp far, far above my head.


    “We don’t see many of your kind around,” I said, leaning back on a desk. It creaked under my weight.


    “QuanCorp’s too far up its own arse, you mean.”


    “I meant hackers who make physical break-ins,” I said, though she was right.


    “‘Cos there aren’t many real thieves who’ll try it, these days,” Rosa said, pointedly straightening her jacket and picking up her goggles. “Not in Polity, anyway. Too many combat androids and sentry turrets–”


    “And corporate self-defence takes precedence over the rights of the thief,” I said.


    Rosa nodded, though I could see she looked uncomfortable. Still, she was the one testing those same security systems for a living, not me.


    She had a packet of gum in her hands. After shoving a stick in her mouth, she held it out to me. “Want one?”


    “No.”


    Rosa shifted, chewing more aggressively on her gum. “I’m trying to quit. Smoking, I mean. Never done anything so fucking difficult in my life.”


    “Including breaking into Quantum?” I asked. She shrugged again, and that was when I realised she was stalling.


    “What did you upload?” I asked. I was already deep in the digital, zipping along networked pathways at the speed of thought, searching for anything that shouldn’t be there. Running anti-virals and anti-malware and a half-finished search crawler I was coding on the fly.


    “Nothing,” Rosa said. She looked like she wanted to spit, but refrained at the last second. “Well, maybe a couple of my beefier malware packages. Didn’t do shit, though. Your systems went haywire and chewed them right up.”


    ‘Your’ systems, as in Quantum’s. That explained the company-wide security alert that Rosa had swiftly disabled.


    “I would have found something that worked, eventually. No system’s infallible. People are the part that’s hardest to predict. Usually they’re the weak link, too, but not always.” She shot me a half irritated, half admiring look, then added, “Took me weeks to change your rotas, though. I won’t be doing that again in a hurry.”


    She wouldn’t be doing any of this, I thought. Rosa had failed – I’d made sure of that – and she wasn’t likely to get hired by Quantum again.


    “What were you looking for?” I asked.


    Rosa was silent, apart from the sound of her jaw working. I ran over the options myself. She’d changed our rotas, but only ours – a quick search told me other staff were still in the building. So she’d been after something about the Eidolons, something that had turned out not to be on the eighty-seventh floor, but up here in the labs.


    “Are they working on something new?” I asked.


    Rosa looked suddenly shifty. “How would I know?”


    “Whoever hired you is trying to protect something specific. They wanted to know whether it could be hacked.” I looked round the empty offices, deciding whether it was worth digging into, or whether I should just go home and go to bed.


    I was halfway across the room before Rosa noticed I’d gone. She scrambled after me. “Aren’t you going to hand me in? Claim your reward?”


    “There won’t be a reward. You were paid to be here. I’ll call security if you want – assuming you haven’t jammed all their network traffic.”


    “Not all of it,” Rosa said. I could tell she was still stalling, still trying to distract me.


    I turned back to her. “Why do you care?”


    “Hey, don’t go all defensive on me. I’m just trying to do you a favour.” Rosa wrapped her arms around herself. She was constantly fidgeting, I’d noticed. She didn’t seem to know how to stand still. “I was paid a hell of a lot of money to do this job, so whatever your bosses are up to, it’s important to them. You sure you want to get involved?”


    “Does it look like this area is off-limits to me?”


    “No…”


    “So I’m going for a walk.”


    I’d crossed the entire office, to a corridor leading to the labs, when I realised Rosa was coming with me.


    ***


    The door at the end of the corridor was locked. I swiped my palm over it and got a beep of denial. Rather than hacking it, I stepped aside. Rosa rolled her eyes at me, then pulled the pass from her jacket.


    “If this gets me in trouble, I’m telling them I was coerced. By you, obviously.”


    “Tell them whatever you want.”


    The door opened to a combination of Rosa’s pass, a retinal scan and – according to her – an authentication check of her neural implant’s signature. Someone had been thorough, adding her into Quantum’s system like that – thorough enough to mimic someone important coming down here. The real point of this exercise, I guessed, had been to find out what else an executive would be able to gain access to, beyond their official security clearance – but I was more interested in what was behind the door.


    The corridor on the other side was glass-walled and dimly lit. The door swished shut behind us and I tuned my sensors into the hum of running lab and medical machinery. And footsteps.


    “There are still staff in here,” I murmured to Rosa.


    “I didn’t know I needed to be up here until it was too late to change the rota,” she hissed back, but I was already moving.


    We slid silently down the corridor. I had every sensor on, read-outs scrolling down the side of my vision. There were two people in an office to our left, behind frosted glass; I could hear the low buzz of their conversation. I went past without stopping, Rosa a couple of paces behind.


    After the offices, we came to the labs. Picture windows looked into each one, but the views were all of empty beds and silent machinery. I’d been here before, even if I didn’t remember much of it. The last few weeks of an Eidolon’s recuperation took place on the eighty-seventh floor, but this was where I’d been made.


    There was light at the end of the corridor, spilling from another window. One of the medical bays was in use – and someone was coming out.


    I flicked on my optical camouflage before the footsteps reached the corridor. Rosa made the tiniest noise of surprise, quickly bitten off, before the lab door opened and a woman in a white coat stepped out. She pulled down her surgical mask with one hand, the other holding a tablet with the screen lit up. She frowned and turned it off before I could get a proper look.


    I could feel Rosa’s tension behind me, but I already knew we were in the clear. The doctor had her head down, her posture relaxed; she crossed into another corridor without looking up.


    “That’s all of them,” I murmured, switching off my camo before Rosa walked into me.


    “What if she comes back?”


    “I’ll know before she gets to us.”


    The picture window at the end of the corridor had gone dim, the lights inside switched to evening mode. It was still bright enough to see the figure stretched out in the bed, covered by a stiff white sheet.


    Cyborg. I knew it without getting closer. He looked perfectly human, right down to his imperfections: one eyebrow arched more than the other, a mole just under his jaw, probably a crooked smile. Quantum were getting good at making us pass as skins.


    “Is he awake?” Rosa asked, visibly uncomfortable.


    I checked the read-outs floating around the bed. “No,” I said, and went inside.


    A security scan swept over me, then over Rosa behind me. Luckily, I wasn’t armed, and it didn’t look like Rosa was either. I guessed that wasn’t allowed by her contract.


    “Is he…?” Rosa asked.


    “Alive? Yeah.” His chest wasn’t moving, though; that must have been what Rosa had noticed. Full-body cyborg, then – he didn’t need to breathe any more than I did. People didn’t notice when you were walking and talking and behaving like any normal skin. Silent and sleeping like this, though, and even I had to admit it was eerie.


    I looked over the read-outs again, but they didn’t tell me anything I didn’t already know. Full cyborg body, heavily shielded brain. Caucasian, maybe in his mid-thirties. I wasn’t in the mood to dig through his medical records to find out anything more.


    I moved to the foot of the bed, to the standard patient data. Age, blood type – and name. Adam.


    Here was the confirmation I’d been looking for. I was Zen, the end of the Eidolon alphabet. He was Adam – which meant Quantum had started again, with another twenty-six Eidolons who’d roll off the production line after me. I’d never been naive enough to think I’d be the last, but pride… I had just enough of that to hope I might be.


    “He’s a cyborg,” Rosa breathed, as though she’d only just figured it out.


    I gave him one last look, then said, “That doctor’s coming back.”


    It was a lie. There was no sound or movement anywhere nearby. I’d had enough of digging into Rosa’s job, though. I’d had enough of Adam. Even dormant like this, he felt too much like my replacement.

  


  
    



    TWO


    I snatched a few hours of sleep on a couch in one of the eighty-seventh floor’s lounges, and when I woke, the place was abuzz. There was a chatter of conversation across the whole floor and I counted eighteen of the division’s twenty-six cyborgs gathered around the holowall. That, thanks to Niobe, was tuned to some feed that seemed to show nothing but memes. I didn’t know my original birthdate, and as a cyborg I was younger than everyone else present, but I still felt too old for that.


    I found Dessa at the back of the group, towering over the rest with her arms folded. Things had sometimes been awkward in the division since a small group of us had teamed up with Cyber Nation and a) saved the heart of Polity from a series of bombs, and b) broken just about every Eidolon rule to do it.


    Dessa, though, had made an almost full recovery from the memory damaging virus, Lethe, the one that Quantum had developed to start Eidolons from scratch. She’d been through a whole range of intensive therapies, beginning with neural reconditioning and proceeding from there. She’d lost, in the end, a few weeks of memories, scattered throughout her life, but Lethe was now gone and her personality remained intact. It was a relief to find her so stalwart and unchanging – predictable, she called herself, as though that was an insult.


    “There you are,” she greeted me. “Did you miss Lillian’s message?”


    I’d turned off all my notifications before I slept, which meant I had. I opened it now, finding only a brief summons to a group meeting. I was a few minutes late, but so was Lillian.


    Would this be about last night’s hack? I’d let Rosa go; she could report back to the top brass however she liked. Technically, I’d proved Quantum’s security to be up-to-scratch, but I had no problem with Rosa making out otherwise. Catching her had been, above all, a fluke.


    Which meant she really was fucking good, even if she couldn’t beat me in a fight. I respected that.


    “Any idea what this is about?” I asked Dessa.


    “New rotas, maybe,” Dessa replied, but she was grasping at straws. We were hardly ever called together like this unless something big was on the cards.


    As Lillian appeared on the other side of the floor, I suddenly knew what.


    Upright and awake, Adam looked bigger. He was nearly as tall as Dessa, but otherwise perfectly human – on the outside. I could imagine more than one of the division swooning over those broad shoulders, that chiselled jaw. Our cyborg faces were supposed to have been recreated from our human ones, but looking around the division – and especially looking at Adam – sometimes I wondered about the truth of that.


    “Good morning, Eidolons.” Lillian was sharply suited, stiletto heels as razor-edged as her sleek bob. “I’d like you all to meet Adam. As of today, he’s this division’s newest colleague, and on active duty.”


    That was it: no preamble, no warning. I could feel the stunned silence settling over everyone. Every Eidolon that I was aware of, including myself, had spent weeks adjusting to their new body on this very floor, after the cyberisation process was carried out upstairs. It gave us a chance to get used to our new selves, physically and mentally, amongst other cyborgs who’d been through the same. To run tests and diagnostics, to do training exercises, even to make friends in the division.


    But here was Adam, so brand-new he was practically gleaming – on active duty. Somehow, he’d skipped the initiation process, or Quantum had found a way to drastically accelerate it up on the ninety-fifth floor. By the looks on the faces around me, no-one had even known we had another Eidolon on the way.


    “Please keep an eye on your briefings over the course of the day,” Lillian went on. “There are a number of missions due to be scheduled. Thank you.”


    For just a second, before she walked away, I caught something that wasn’t steely indifference on Lillian’s face. She looked furious.


    As she left, Adam in tow, someone to my left gave a low whistle. “I wouldn’t like to be on the receiving end of that.”


    That was Quinn, who’d come back in from one of Quantum’s international offices just a couple of days before. They were the only Eidolon I knew who’d changed gender when they were cyberised; they often seemed more comfortable in their new skin than the rest of us.


    Quinn clapped Dessa on the arm. “Good to see you again. How are the upgrades coming along?”


    Upgrades? Dessa’s face looked flushed. “Ah, they’re, uh, still a work in progress.”


    “No harm in that,” Quinn said. “I kinda like being a ‘work in progress’ myself. You let me know if you need a second opinion, though. Don’t let them fob you off with any second-rate parts.”


    As if anything in Eidolon Division was ‘second-rate’. Still, Dessa hadn’t told me anything about wanting upgrades. I would have gone over the options myself if I’d known.


    Quinn gestured to the corridor Lillian had left by. “So, did I miss something? I mean, Adam? Who?”


    “All of us did,” I said. “He came out of nowhere.”


    Quinn leaned past Dessa’s bulk to get a better look at me. “You didn’t look surprised, Zen.”


    “That’d require ya sister to pull a facial expression, yeah?” Niobe called, from where she was sprawled over the nearest couch.


    I ignored her. “I’ve seen him before. Last night. I caught a security alert when I was working late. Went upstairs to investigate and ran into a white-hat hacker. She’d been paid to check the security around our new boy.”


    I didn’t add the rest of it – that whoever had hired Rosa had been specifically interested in whether someone inside Quantum, and someone high level, could successfully get to Adam. There was no point starting rumours.


    “What state was he in?” Quinn asked.


    “Out cold. I would have said he hadn’t even run any ambulation tests. Guess I was wrong.”


    “You’re hardly ever wrong,” Dessa grumbled, which made us all go quiet. Was it physically possible for a new cyborg to go from sedated to active duty overnight? I would have said not, until Adam.


    “Wonder what he can do,” Quinn mused, then nudged Dessa. “You think he’s a combat model? If he is, you’re gonna be on the same missions. You’d better bring back all the juicy details.”


    I didn’t blame Quinn for their curiosity, or anyone else now gossiping around the holowall. A new Eidolon was always cause for excitement – or I supposed it would be, if I’d ever experienced it – and Adam was unprecedented.


    Quinn’s words had got me thinking, though. Dessa was frequently assigned to combat missions – and so was I. Maybe I’d get to see Adam put through his paces before anyone else.


    I wasn’t sure why that possibility filled me with so much dread.


    ***


    I got Quinn’s wish sooner than anyone in the division would have believed possible. Only two days later, I had a briefing for a new mission: to take down an organised criminal gang that had stolen proprietary Quantum assets and data. Not unusual work; sometimes Quantum sent the police after targets like that, but sometimes the ‘clean-up’ came from in-house, and I was often involved. As long as the operation was quick, efficient, and didn’t make too much mess, the authorities turned a blind eye. In Polity, corporate interests were usually above the law.


    The team’s composition was unusual, though. Myself, Dessa and Mantis were a standard complement: a hacker, a heavy combat operative, a sniper. There were two others, though: Adam and Yuki.


    In some ways, Yuki was the more interesting. Every new Eidolon was more advanced than the last; maybe Adam was just combat-ready because of some new tech, or because he’d done his rehabilitation upstairs. Yuki, though… She was my direct predecessor and every bit as skilled in a fight, but she hadn’t been out in the field in years. Her choice had been to become Lillian’s second-in-command, possibly one day her successor, and she’d never shown any sign of regretting that decision.


    Which made me think she was here as Adam’s babysitter. Rather her than me.


    The armoured van dropped us on a street corner in Cobalt District at 01:00. Yuki had ridden in the passenger seat, which left the rest of us to stare at Adam during the ride. Mantis had tried making conversation, but didn’t get a response other than a quizzical look. I hadn’t yet heard Adam say a single word.


    We were silent as we gathered on the curb, almost invisible in our black fatigues and masks. Yuki was the only one with hers pulled down to her chin.


    “You’ve all checked the map,” she said, which wasn’t a question.


    We all nodded. I’d got it memorised: a warren of storerooms behind a drone repair place, leading to a reinforced warehouse that didn’t have exterior access. Defensible, sturdy, impossible to find if you didn’t already know it was there. I could see why the gang had picked it.


    “Zen takes point,” Yuki said. “Mantis, you’re up top. Dessa will follow Zen. Adam and I will come in last. Questions?”


    There weren’t any. I glanced once at Adam. If he wasn’t up for this, we might all be in trouble.


    “I’ll keep an eye on him.” Dessa’s synthesised voice came over comms, on a channel for me alone. She always did know what I was thinking.


    I made for the dark alley between two shops. The drone repair place was shuttered, but I snapped the lock on the back door and hauled up the blinds with a squeal. It didn’t take a cyborg’s senses to hear that. I had to move fast.


    I didn’t stop to think about my route inside. The storerooms were a jumble, the corridors a maze, but I’d already mapped a route; I didn’t even need to overlay it over my vision.


    I paused only when I reached the open door leading from the corridors into the warehouse. This was unknown territory; I streamed my shoulder-mounted video feed to the others, showing the wide hangar with two forklifts parked to one side, a mountain of crates on the other. If this was all stolen from Quantum, someone in the corp had seriously fucked up.


    Mantis’ video feed joined mine. He’d come in over the roofs and was now up on a mezzanine above my head, the muzzle of his sniper rifle protruding into the feed. I rewound his footage half a minute, seeing him drop through a hatch in the roof and silently take out the seedy looking man hunched over a terminal in one of the offices up there.


    I felt the tremor of the concrete beneath my feet. Dessa was coming up behind me. I double-checked both my sensor readings and Mantis’, picking out eleven men at the far end of the warehouse. With optical camouflage, I’d be on them before they even noticed they’d been invaded. Dessa’s weight settled behind me, and I heard the almost inaudible beep that signalled her combat AI kicking in. Time to go.


    I’d taken out three men before anyone knew what was happening. There were panicked shouts, a spray of gunfire, and a blast of something that fizzed across my vision and knocked out my optical camouflage. Some kind of EMP, most likely. Dangerous – my neural implant was shielded, but I saw one of the heavies go down in a heap, convulsing. Not every back-alley surgeon was as careful as Quantum with their neural upgrades.


    Dessa stormed into the room in a haze of gunfire. Her eyes were glassy and distant, her combat AI taking over. Bullets pinged off her armoured body and she swatted the nearest goon away with the back of her hand. Two more heavies rushed me, but there was the dull thump of Mantis’ rifle and one went down with a hole in his head. The other, seeing a woman half his size, tried to tackle me and got a solid punch in the jaw. I hadn’t even drawn my weapon.


    Yuki’s entrance was subtler than Dessa’s. She had a combat knife in one hand, a pistol in the other; anyone who got too close for the gun was rapidly taken out by the blade. She was every bit as graceful as I’d imagined. The fact that she spent all her time pushing paperwork in HQ was practically a crime.


    A hulking figure lurched out of the shadows towards me. I grabbed my pistol, firing three quick shots into the man’s thick chest. Two pinged off, the third thudding into something soft. He didn’t even flinch, which meant his pain receptors had been cut off. That made two of us.


    I holstered my pistol and jumped, high enough that I could get a hard kick into the underside of his jaw. His head snapped back, but it wasn’t enough to stop him lumbering towards me. I hit the ground and spun, two strides taking me to the warehouse wall, two more taking me up its uneven surface. I launched myself off, then slammed my palms into his shoulders, pitching us both to the floor.


    He went down hard, reinforced skull cracking the concrete. He got up nearly as fast – except I flipped over and rolled back to my feet, quick enough to spin and plant a bullet in the cracked back of his skull.


    No time to watch him fall. Two more heavies were on me, both nearly as armoured as the one I’d just taken down. I shot one in the side of the neck, neatly through the artery. He went down with a grunt, spraying both of them with blood.


    And then Adam was there.


    He came up behind the second heavy as silently as a shadow, closing both hands around the man’s skull – and twisting. There was a wet pop as the man’s spine broke, before he slid to the floor. I stared at Adam, who stared back. He was almost smiling, and I realised he never seemed to blink. Was I that fucking reptilian, too?


    There was a shout from across the room, where Yuki and Mantis were restraining the remaining heavies with zip ties. Yuki was the one who’d shouted, at Dessa – who wasn’t listening, because she had the last man pinned against the wall and was slowly squeezing the life out of him.


    I was at her side in seconds. I shouldered my way in between her bulk and the suffocating man, both palms pressed to her chest. Right up in her face. She blinked, three times, and suddenly released her grip.


    “Hey. Dessa.” The man slumped to the floor but I didn’t move. “You with me?”


    Dessa grimaced, her expression her own again. She stepped back, looking at the fallen man with distaste. As long as she didn’t review the combat footage, she’d never know how many of these goons she’d taken out personally – and I wasn’t the only one in Eidolon who went out of my way to make sure she never saw it.


    “I’m here,” Dessa said, swinging away. “Are we clear?”


    “We’re clear,” Yuki said. She stood a few metres away, watching Dessa curiously. Watching me. “Dessa, go with Mantis. There’s a transport squad on the way for the cargo, but I want an inventory before they arrive.”


    Dessa nodded and stomped off. Yuki was still watching me.


    “Hack the terminal?” I said. It wasn’t really a question.


    I didn’t wait for Yuki’s nod of assent. A dozen preformed plastic steps led up to the mezzanine, where a grimy window looked into an office. Mantis’ first target was sprawled on the floor behind the desk, blood a dark, oily spill around him. I nudged him out of the way with one foot and turned off my olfactory sensors for good measure.


    The desk terminal was twenty years out-of-date, but it was networked, and the EMP had been so localised that it hadn’t been knocked out. I did an automatic check of my firewalls and defences, then switched to VR and dived into the gang’s system.


    A glittering city lay before me, surrounded by dark seas. This was the Internet, or at least the bit of it administered from Polity; its corporate servers and its public data centres were represented by those buildings. The gang’s network was a tangled web of connections in a warehouse on the edge of the island – difficult to hack, mostly because it had been put together over many years, by many hands, mostly by people who didn’t know what they were doing.


    When I slid past the firewall, Quantum’s data became visible. It lay on the floor of the warehouse like a shining box, still padlocked. The gang had stolen it, but they hadn’t cracked it open – because they couldn’t, or they didn’t want to?


    Not my question to answer. I packaged the data back up, moving it into my own private file storage with a thought. That provoked a warning chime about low memory, so I shunted it onto a Quantum server. Someone back there could look at it, decide whether the gang had tampered with the files or left anything of their own behind.


    I was about to jump out of VR when I saw something else.


    There was a symbol on the floor, where the box had been. This section of the gang’s storage had been partitioned, and the automated software that had done the work had left a calling card behind. I would have said that was some sloppy work, except…


    I recognised the symbol. It was the logo for Vespa Tech, one of Quantum’s competitors.


    Not so sloppy, maybe. Vespa was small as Polity’s corps went, but it was smart and hungry. If they’d left their calling card here, it was because they wanted Quantum to know they’d been involved.


    I dropped a scrambler virus into the gang’s network – there wouldn’t be any readable files left once it had done its work – and left VR.


    Out on the mezzanine, I got a good look at the warehouse. Dessa and Mantis had finished their work with the crates and were watching over eight restrained gang members. A ninth sat a little way apart, presumably the ringleader. Adam stood over him – with his hand on his holstered pistol.


    It wasn’t just the weapon that caught my eye. Adam had the look of someone listening to a message or an incoming call. He might have been watching a video on a social feed, but something about his expression said not. This was more important.


    Before I could even pull up my comms to send a private message to Yuki, Adam moved. His pistol was in his hand, his arm outstretched, the muzzle against the ringleader’s temple.


    The shot rang through the silence, making everyone else flinch. The ringleader slumped sideways without a sound as Adam slid his pistol back into its holster.


    “What was that?” Yuki’s words came from between clenched teeth. I realised I’d been the only one looking Adam’s way; everyone else had their backs to him until the shot.


    “He was about to break free,” Adam said.


    His voice surprised me. It was softer than I’d imagined, higher pitched. I had to turn up my auditory sensors to hear him properly.


    There was silence as we all stared down at the body, only broken by one of the other heavies whimpering. The body, that had clearly been kneeling when it was shot, with its hands still bound.


    I reached the bottom of the mezzanine steps. “He hadn’t moved.”


    Yuki didn’t take her eyes off Adam. “What?”


    I was close enough now to see the whites of Adam’s eyes. “The one he shot. He wasn’t going anywhere – he hadn’t even twitched.”


    Finally, Yuki looked at me. I could see her assessing what I’d said. I was pretty sure she’d take my word over Adam’s, but she wouldn’t pick a fight with him if she didn’t have to.


    “You’re mistaken, Zen.” There was something in Adam’s voice I didn’t like. He almost sounded like he was laughing. “This man was trying to break free – but perhaps your judgement isn’t what it used to be. It can’t be easy finding out you’re not the best any more. Not the… zenith.”


    No-one seemed to know what to say to that. I didn’t care about the insult. Something struck me, though. Not even Yuki seemed ready to challenge Adam – and he knew it. Whatever the reason, and wherever he’d come from, Adam believed himself untouchable.


    What did it mean if he was right?


    ***


    Yuki pulled me aside as soon as we left the warehouse. A line of Quantum’s grunt androids were already carrying out the recovered goods, overseen by Dessa. I still hadn’t seen what was in the boxes.


    I wasn’t sure I cared. Not about the boxes, not about Vespa Tech, not about the gang members being bundled into one of Quantum’s security vans. I wasn’t in the mood for a conversation, either, but Yuki didn’t give me a choice.


    “Lillian suggested I talk to you,” she said, lights from the security vans strobing over her face. “Would you rather do this over comms?”


    I gauged the distance to the other Eidolons, Adam especially, without turning my head. “If Lillian has something to say–”


    “She doesn’t. This is coming from me.” Yuki was watching the clean-up operation. I had the feeling she didn’t want to look at me. “Everyone in the division has been through this. We know what it’s like to be the best and brightest one day, and then the next…”


    Someone better and brighter comes along. For Yuki, I’d been that new arrival. The one to supplant her.


    Except I hadn’t. Yuki had already been Lillian’s second when I joined the Eidolons, and that was a choice she’d made for herself. I was just a field agent, a grunt, compared to her. I couldn’t touch her position and I’d never wanted to.


    I still didn’t. I knew my job in Quantum. It suited me better than corporate politics ever would.


    Yuki seemed to be searching for words. “I saw you in there, with Dessa. Do you do that every time she’s activated?”


    “Not every time,” I said. Most of them, though. If Dessa needed me, I was there.


    Finally, Yuki looked at me. One corner of her mouth was lifted. “They underestimate you, Zen. Everyone in the division, Lillian included. Not as a soldier, but… Everything else.”


    I didn’t know what to say to that. I wasn’t sure it was a compliment.


    “I don’t feel threatened by Adam,” I said. I even meant it. “I saw him in there. He was receiving orders from someone else.”


    Yuki looked almost relieved that the conversation had turned back to business. “Are you sure?”


    “Yes. Right before he shot that thug, he was listening to something. An incoming call, maybe.”


    “It could have been anything,” Yuki said, but she was frowning and I didn’t think she believed it.


    “So he’s got a jingle he plays before he shoots unarmed civilians? That man wasn’t about to get free. He wasn’t even struggling.”


    Meaning whichever way you looked at this, the options were unsettling. Adam had either received covert instructions – or he was a sadistic killer in one of the most advanced artificial bodies in the world.


    Yuki looked like she was trying to decide which was worse. “Thank you for your report, Zen. I’ll handle this,” she said.


    She gestured to one of the clean-up crew and walked away. Clearly, I was supposed to forget this had ever happened, or at least let someone else worry about it. How reassuring.


    I was almost reassured, though. Yuki had believed me and that was what mattered. The more people keeping an eye on Adam, the better.

  


  
    



    THREE


    Rosa Andersen-Vasquez wouldn’t answer my calls. That wasn’t surprising, when I’d blown her job inside Quantum HQ before she could complete it. She would have been paid anyway, but we all had our professional pride and I’d severely dented hers.


    Her details were neatly stored inside Quantum’s records, though. She had a combined office and apartment on the edge of Cobalt, a dingy place above a garage. When she unlocked the reinforced door at the bottom of the steps the next morning, I was already waiting.


    “Shit.” She glared at me. “What are you doing here?”


    “You ignored my messages.”


    “Because I don’t want anything else to do with your fucking corp. Get out of here.”


    I wedged a foot in the door before she could close it. “I’m not here for Quantum. I just want to talk.”


    Rosa hesitated. I thought she was probably trying to decide if there was any way she could move my foot. Instead, a timer popped into the side of my vision – with a steadily increasing dollar amount below it. “You’re on the clock,” Rosa growled, but she opened the door.


    Upstairs, she threw herself into the chair behind the desk. The office was a mess of electronics and other components, cheap and high-end jumbled together on the shelves and in scattered crates. Rosa shrugged as I studied them.


    “It’s all junk. Most of the corps who hire me like to see this kind of stuff, though. Makes me look like a real hacker, y’know?”


    I did know. Rosa reminded me of Niobe, and other hackers I knew. The kind who lived in squalor, to make it clear how little they cared about how good they were. Giving a shit was too much like being a corporate slave.


    And Rosa was definitely good. I’d read the report she’d submitted at her debriefing, even if I wasn’t supposed to have: she’d cleared the staff from half of Quantum HQ and got deep into the files of the R&D department. I guessed she would have headed into the labs alone if I hadn’t caught her. The report hadn’t mentioned Adam once, though. There had instead been references to ‘ED’, which I guessed was code for Eidolon Division – except Rosa hadn’t had any interest in the eighty-seventh floor.


    I eased myself into the chair opposite Rosa’s, feeling the hard plastic creak. Rosa scowled at me. “You break it–”


    “I’ll buy you a new one.”


    She leaned back, hands crossed over her stomach. “Let’s get this over with.”


    “You’re the one charging by the hour.”


    “Yeah, and I already said I don’t want anything else from you, not even your money. What do you want?”


    I saw it, then. Rosa’s skin was ashen with lack of sleep, her hair unbrushed. She was also breathing heavily, her heart rate elevated. Sweat slicked her forehead. She was either drugged up to the eyeballs… Or she was scared.


    “Tell me what you were looking for inside Quantum.” I could read all the reports I wanted, but those could be too easily falsified. I wanted to hear it straight from Rosa.


    She stared at me. “If you don’t know that already, I’m not about to tell you. How many waivers and NDAs do you think I signed before I went in?”


    “I’m part of Quantum.” And anything related to Eidolon Division was my business. I chose to make it so.


    “A tiny cog in a huge machine, yeah. If they didn’t tell you what I was doing, I’m sure as hell not going to.”


    My hands tightened around the arms of the plastic chair, making them buckle. “Adam was the only thing of interest on the ninety-fifth floor. If you were there for him, you know what I can do.”


    Rosa gave a brittle laugh. “Yeah, cos you’re another big-ass cyborg – one who’s on a corporate leash. How do I know this isn’t a test to make sure I can keep my mouth shut? I don’t need it. I know what talking gets me.”


    Something worse than a cyborg breaking all her bones? I had no intention of doing it and maybe Rosa knew that… But I didn’t think so. She was genuinely more scared of someone else inside Quantum than she was of me, right here in front of her.


    And it wasn’t difficult to guess why. Whoever had hired Rosa knew that even a white-hat hacker – someone whose livelihood depended on knowing how to keep their mouth shut – could be persuaded to talk for the right price. I guessed they’d had second thoughts about how much she knew and whether she could be trusted.


    So what had Rosa been exposed to that was so important?


    Suddenly, she leaned forwards, eyes glittering. “Let’s say this isn’t a test. Let’s say you really don’t know what Echo Division is. Why should I be the one to tell you?”


    “I can pay,” I said automatically – but even as I spoke, I realised what Rosa was giving me. Echo Division. The name was unfamiliar to me, but it meant Rosa hadn’t been hired to test the security of the Eidolons after all. This was about some new, secretive division, one that Adam was part of.


    “I don’t want your money – and if you have any sense, you’ll stay the hell away from this mess,” Rosa said, still with that intent expression. It was one that urged me to dig deeper, though maybe at a safe distance from her.


    I stood, pushing the plastic chair back against the wall. I dropped a healthy tip into Rosa’s payment window, then pushed it out of my vision. “Thank you for your cooperation, Ms. Andersen-Vasquez. Your adherence to QuanCorp’s confidentiality guidelines has been noted.”


    Rosa nodded, a tiny movement. The look in her eyes belied the casual irritation in her words. “Sure, whatever. Now get out of my office.”


    ***


    By the time I left Rosa’s office, I’d already formulated a theory about Echo Division. Adam was a new cyborg and he would have been created at great expense. Echo, therefore, had to be either a new version of Eidolon Division – or a replacement.


    I didn’t get chance to run even the most basic search on the name, though. Before I reached the end of the street, I received a meeting request from Lillian’s AI assistant. She wanted to see me. Now.


    I knew as soon as I stepped into Lillian’s office that something was wrong. The Terrier – to use the nickname common amongst the Eidolons – was a work-obsessed ice queen, who gave at least the appearance of being completely in control of her domain. Except today. Today, she was pacing.


    I stood to attention in front of Lillian’s desk.


    There was no greeting. “Do you make a habit of pestering our outside contractors, Zen?” she asked. She was still pacing, not looking at me.


    “Only when they know something relevant to the survival of this division,” I replied.


    Lillian’s gaze snapped to me. “What’s that supposed to mean?”


    “I don’t know. What’s Echo Division?”


    She came to a stop, bracing herself against the glass desk with one hand. “Not my idea,” she breathed. Her voice rose, getting to the official bit. “Echo Division is none of your concern.”


    “It is if you’re replacing the Eidolons.”


    “I’m doing no such thing.” Lillian paused, taking a deep breath. She was fuming – I’d known that since I stepped into her office. Finally, though, I realised she wasn’t angry at me. “Echo Division will be a separate unit with separate parameters. No-one has any intention of removing the Eidolons. You know I’d fight it if they did.”


    Fight it, yes, but would that be enough? Lillian had already admitted to me, in the wake of the demolition of Prop 320 and the virus Lethe, that she wasn’t the one who made all the decisions for the Eidolons. She was almost as much of a puppet as we were.


    I’d just never been able to work out who the puppeteer was.


    “So what’s Echo Division for?” I asked. What was Adam for, and how many more of him would there be?


    Finally, Lillian took a seat, her anger smoothed away as easily as she smoothed her skirt over her knees. “As I said: none of your concern.”


    “Except we have to work with Adam.”


    “Temporarily,” Lillian conceded. “Until Echo Division can be fully staffed.”


    “And he’s taking orders from outside.”


    Lillian looked at me for so long, in silence, that I almost started a timer. “I know what your curiosity is like, Zen,” she said finally, “but consider this a piece of friendly advice. Stay away from Rosa Andersen-Vasquez. Stay away from Echo Division. Stay away from Adam, if that’s the only way you can stop yourself prying. We’ll all be a lot better off.”


    There was no pleading in Lillian’s face the way there’d been in Rosa’s. She was giving me the same warning, but without any hidden meaning.


    And damn, that warning had come quickly. Lillian was usually pretty good at giving me free rein, but this time, a simple visit to Rosa had been enough to get me into trouble. Was that up to Lillian – or was I in danger of pissing off someone a lot more important than her?


    She looked away, reaching for the tablet perfectly aligned with the corner of her desk. “Yuki was pleased with your participation in last night’s mission.”


    “It was a pleasure to work with her.”


    Lillian’s gaze shot up, as though searching for the sarcasm. There wasn’t any. I liked Yuki, even if I didn’t understand her choices. Slowly, Lillian nodded. “You’re due some leave time. I’ll have to keep you on-call, but I could reduce your scheduled duties. I’m sure five days would suffice.”


    I didn’t argue. If Lillian thought she was keeping me out of trouble, she was going to be disappointed. Time was exactly what I needed to dig into Echo Division.


    I was almost to the door when Lillian spoke again. “Be careful out there, Zen.”


    I stepped out, closing the door behind me. Out of all the warnings Lillian had ever given me – including the time she’d physically removed my control of my own body – that chilled me the most.


    ***


    I hadn’t seen Lee in the three months since Prop 320 had been quashed. I knew she was running Cyber Nation now and I knew she’d visited Kett in hospital, but our paths hadn’t crossed.


    She’d tried, though. A couple of times, she’d sent friendly messages I couldn’t quite interpret, and once, a direct request to meet. Not to ask for help, though, or because she wanted anything on Cyber Nation’s behalf. Just coffee.


    “I know you drink it,” she’d said. “In fact, I bet you’re a proper connoisseur. There’s a great new place on the edge of Carmine. Even has human staff. Just hit me up if you want to go. I wanna celebrate finishing my latest round of digestive maintenance. Nothing sexier than working guts, yeah?”


    I hadn’t replied. I hadn’t known how to. I’d almost showed the message to Dessa, but pride had stopped me. I didn’t usually have a problem reading social cues; I was a cyborg, not a robot. Something about Lee threw me off, though. I didn’t know what she wanted with me – or, worse, what I wanted with her.


    I knew what Dessa would say, too. I was a loner with plenty of colleagues but not many friends; only Dessa herself really fell into that category. She’d be more than enthusiastic for me to expand it.


    Lee didn’t show any outward surprise when I called her; maybe she thought that would scare me off. Her eyes lit up on the video feed, though, and I felt a flicker of relief that even ignoring her for three months hadn’t been enough to kill her enthusiasm.


    I met Lee outside the cafe she’d suggested, a hipster place painted in floor-to-ceiling white. The usual clientèle of Carmine, the hackers and drug pushers and illegal body modders, looked grubby and disconcerted against its backdrop. I had a feeling I looked the same.


    “Classy, yeah?” Lee said, gesturing to the etched window glass and the carved wooden board over the door. No neon here. There weren’t even any augmented reality signs or banners or menus plastered over the place.


    “Too classy for Carmine,” I said.


    “I don’t know about that.” Lee pushed open the door, which tinkled with an actual bell. “Carmine’s supposed to be on the up. But you’d know. You live near here, right?”


    My apartment was on the other side of Carmine, well away from anything as trendy as this place. I didn’t think Lee was fishing for its location, though, just making polite conversation.


    We went inside, ordered, chose a scrubbed wooden table with two sturdy metal chairs. As we waited for the drinks to arrive, I could feel Lee’s eyes on me.


    “Looking as good as ever, girl. Kett, um, told me what happened in the stock exchange.”


    As in, to protect Polity, I’d taken the brunt of an exploding bomb on my front and had to be fitted with a new face. At least my technician, Owen, had done a good job. Now that the synthetic skin had melded, you couldn’t even see the joins.


    “Have you seen Kett lately?” I asked. This was the main reason I’d called Lee: to get an update on Kett, and to hear whatever city gossip hadn’t already been passed round the Eidolons a hundred times. That was what I told myself, anyway. The longer I spent sitting across from Lee, the more I wondered if my motives had been a whole lot more selfish. Maybe Dessa was right. Even I, the eternal lone wolf, needed someone to talk to.


    There was a pause as the barista slid two espressos onto our table, shooting me a curious look. As an Eidolon, I was pretty recognisable, and that was before I’d become so heavily involved with Cyber Nation. This repaired face of mine had been all over the feeds in recent weeks.


    “Three days ago,” Lee said, as the barista retreated. She leaned back, flicking waist-length dark hair over her shoulder. “She seems to be adjusting pretty well.”


    The same bomb that had savaged me had almost killed Kett. Her new cyborg body was Quantum-made, the hospital she was staying in Quantum-owned. There was no better path to recovery in all Polity, and I’d even bargained so that Kett didn’t have to sell her soul to the corp that owned mine. That didn’t mean anyone was pleased with her getting so entwined with Quantum, Kett most of all.


    “I’ve been thinking of getting a few upgrades myself,” Lee said, flexing one hand. “Think you could hook me up?”


    I knew it was a joke, but it was hard to find much humour in Quantum. “You don’t want anything they’re offering,” I said.


    Lee’s smile faded. “Guess not.”


    Damn. I was so fucking good at killing the mood.


    Lee circled a fingertip through some spilt sugar. “You know, I don’t think we’ve ever had a conversation without Kett’s name in it.”


    “We wouldn’t have met without Cyber Nation,” I said cautiously. I couldn’t read Lee’s expression. She looked almost disappointed.


    “Oh, I don’t know. I guess you make it to a few dive bars and hacker clubs on a Friday night, yeah? We might have run into one another.”


    “We might. Do you live in Carmine?”


    Lee’s head came up, with the ghost of a smile. “Emerald. Doesn’t fit, does it?” She gestured to her own face, the half-shaved head, the dark eyeliner. She had a new piercing at the top of her right ear, I noticed. “My mum got in early with one of the housing consortia and bought an apartment before they stopped selling them. She passed it on to me.”


    Which meant I’d just reminded Lee that she was dead. I really was fucking terrible at conversation.


    Lee leaned forwards, elbows on the table. “I could sell it and make a fortune. I always wondered about living in Carmine. What’s it like?”


    “It’s a dump,” I said – and then, before I caught any more disappointment in Lee’s eyes, “and the Cabinet keeps talking about pushing it into the sea. It’s more… real than the rest of Polity, though. The people who live here don’t hide themselves. They become who they want to be and the rest of the world can go to hell.”


    “Like you.” A smile twisted Lee’s lips. “You never hide anything. I like that about you.”


    “I don’t have anything to hide.”


    Lee still had that strange little smile. “We’ve all got something. You just wear your secrets on the outside.”


    If I had secrets, they were as hidden to me as everyone else. My life before the Eidolons was a blank. Sometimes, I regretted that. Most of the time, I thought it was probably better that way.


    “I don’t know about Carmine, though,” Lee said, sitting back. I sipped my coffee. She hadn’t lied. It was good. “I’ve been hearing rumours I don’t like.”


    “Like what?” This sounded more like business. I was good at that.


    “There have been a shit-ton more drones going up recently, for one. Surveillance ones. I know someone who tried shooting one down, but the damn thing was bulletproof.”


    “Was that Cray?”


    Lee grinned at me. “How did you guess? He does live in Carmine, though, and he’s not happy. He says there’s been a lot of outside interference in Carmine’s private networks recently. Someone’s watching, or they’re trying to.”


    “The police?” I asked.


    “He said it didn’t feel like them, but that might just be Cray being paranoid.”


    “No-one but the police would be interested in what Carmine’s up to.” Which was true, except… Cray didn’t strike me as the type to overreact.


    Lee shrugged. “If the rumours are right, it’s going to be about either money or control. What else is there in this city?”


    In any city, I thought, but maybe Polity was worse than most.


    “Do you want me to look into it?” I asked. These rumours of Lee’s were incredibly vague – so vague I hadn’t paid any attention to them on the feeds – and yet here I was, offering to help.


    “Hey, Carmine’s not my district.” Lee glanced around the cafe. “Though I suppose you could say these are my people. Carmine is the closest thing this city has to a cyborg community, and Cyber Nation ain’t dead yet.”


    Rather than say something scathing – the ‘cyborgs’ of Carmine barely merited the name – I said, “What’s it like leading Cyber Nation?”


    Lee grimaced. “We back to Kett again? I can’t replace her and I wouldn’t want to. Thing is, I’m not sure I’m really leading anything. We’re more fractured than we were. More motives, more methods.”


    “Maybe that’s a good thing.”


    “Yeah, maybe. At least we’re unlikely to all be rounded up and arrested in one go. But I can still care. I can still fight for Carmine.” Lee grinned. “Hey, here’s a more important question: if we’re investigating the same thing, does that mean I’ll see you in the flesh more often?”


    “‘In the flesh’ might be the wrong phrase.”


    “If you think that’s ever bothered me, girl, you need to learn to read me better.”


    That was an assessment I was starting to share.


    Lee placed both palms on the table, not quite meeting my eye. “I’ll call you, yeah? We’ll meet back here as soon as we have anything to tell.”


    “And if neither of us find anything?”


    “Maybe I’ll call you anyway.”


    Lee wasn’t an Eidolon groupie, or a cyborg fetishist, or a body modder. I didn’t know what she saw in me, but it truly was me she was seeing. Flattering, I supposed. It wasn’t something I was used to.


    She studied my face. “Great. It’s a date.”


    “Fine.” I resisted the urge to shake her hand as though we’d just concluded a business meeting. “It’s a date.”


    ***


    There were always rumours in Carmine. The hackers and criminals and lowlives who walked its streets were some of the most connected in Polity, but they were also the most superstitious. Living on the edge did that to you – you were always looking for the sting in every new piece of legislation, the threat behind every politician’s speech. The shift that took you from citizen to waste of space, no longer worthy of rights.


    Been there, done that. Proposition 320 had threatened to turn Polity’s cyborgs into property, and we’d defeated it. Sort of. I had no doubt there’d been a last-minute surge in votes against the proposition, but I also had no doubt our master hacker friend, Hades, had ultimately rigged it. It hardly mattered. No-one else knew, and that was a secret I intended to take to the grave – if I ever had one.


    Slouched on my couch, Searle warm and purring on my chest, I scrolled through the latest public votes. There was nothing specifically related to Carmine; if there had been an increase in surveillance, it hadn’t been passed by the voting net. Presumably the Cabinet had granted the cops special powers, or the cops hadn’t needed permission – or this was nothing to do with the cops.


    I nudged Searle onto the floor. He gave a chirp of protest and retreated to his favourite spot on the windowsill to lick his paws in affront. I grabbed a protein bar and left the apartment, heading for the roof.


    I liked getting up high to get a more personal view of the city than cameras could provide – Dessa like to tease me for it – but I still didn’t spend much time up here. The roof was littered with drug paraphernalia and snack wrappers. Any camera could be unreliable, though. I needed to see this with my own eyes.


    The air above Carmine swarmed with drones. Every part of Polity did, but maybe Cray was right. Maybe there were more than usual. One buzzed low overhead, strobing with blue lights as it stopped to scan my face. That was a cop drone, though; their AI was basic and stupid, and if Cray had wanted to shoot one down, he would have had no problem. I was looking for something else.


    It took me a few minutes to see them. They flew higher than the rest and weren’t lit up like Christmas trees. Even with my enhanced vision, at night there wasn’t much to see apart from a faint heat signature. I dived into the net, picking them up by their connection to one another. They formed a discrete network, communicating via encrypted data packets and sending their surveillance footage…


    Somewhere. I didn’t bother to trace the network. If these drones were off-the-books, it would take hours or days to work out where they were sending their footage. Besides, I only had Lee’s word that there was anything sinister about them. For all I knew, they were tracking weather patterns.


    I dropped out of VR, bringing up the latest Carmine social feeds along the side of my vision. I saw instantly that I should have been paying more attention. There was a lot of chatter about the drones and what they were up to, but there were also the persistent rumours that the Cabinet wanted to cut Carmine off from the rest of Polity. There were some that went the other way, though, and those were the ones that worried me. There was talk of someone – the Cabinet, Quantum, various other corps – wanting to control and monetise Carmine in a host of ways.


    And when it came to control in Carmine, there was always talk of resistance.


    I couldn’t blame the Cabinet. Carmine had erupted into riots during Cyber Nation’s campaign; even if those riots had been orchestrated by Libertas, they showed how volatile the area was.


    But I couldn’t blame Carmine, either. I’d been at the bottom of the heap. I’d seen how illusory my control over my own life was, how easily it could be taken away. I’d fought back and I’d won – why wouldn’t Carmine do the same?


    And if it came to that… I knew whose side I’d be on.

  


  
    



    FOUR


    I was back at work at dawn the next morning. Dessa greeted me with crossed arms, looking as immovable as a tank. “I thought you were supposed to be on holiday.”


    “To do what?”


    “I don’t know. Go to the beach.”


    There were no beaches in Polity, and even the least augmented cyborgs maxed out the weight limit for commercial flying. That left journeys by land or sea, which weren’t impossible, but still… Where would I go?


    Dessa sighed. “You need a hobby.”


    I had a hobby, didn’t I? Cyber Nation, and all the other illicit jobs I’d never get paid for. The longer I looked at Dessa’s exasperated expression, though, the more I suspected that wouldn’t count.


    “I saw Lee yesterday,” I said.


    Dessa brightened, as I’d known she would. “I’m glad. Did you go for a drink?”


    “Coffee.”


    Dessa’s sigh was somewhat wistful; unlike me, she didn’t have a working digestive system. “You two look so cute together.”


    And here I’d thought she was sighing over the caffeine.


    “It wasn’t a date,” I said. “She wanted me to look into what’s happening in Carmine.”


    Dessa gave me a dubious look, as if to say she knew Lee better than I did. Maybe she did. All she said was, “I don’t think it’s Carmine you should be worrying about.”


    My gaze skipped over the handful of Eidolons scattered around the main floor. No sign of Adam. Good.


    “Lillian told me to stay away from him,” I said, waiting for Dessa’s snort. It arrived right on cue.


    “When have you ever done what Lillian tells you?”


    “I’m good at following orders,” I said, which was true – to a point. I was an excellent Eidolon, but I’d never exactly been ordered to get involved with Cyber Nation. That definitely made them a hobby.


    “Castor has been complaining about him,” Dessa said, voice low. “Says everywhere he goes, Adam is there first.”


    Poking his nose where it didn’t belong, in other words. Castor was an armoured combat cyborg, like Dessa, and in charge of Eidolon Division security. There wasn’t much that happened on the eighty-seventh floor without his knowledge.


    “I’ll talk to him,” I said – and when Dessa gave me a look, “I mean Castor. I wasn’t lying about staying away from Adam.”


    As long as he didn’t come for me first, that was.


    I called Castor as soon as I left Dessa. We weren’t friends; I had a habit of pushing the boundaries of the very security he was responsible for. He’d helped after Lillian removed my autonomy, though. He’d been there with Dessa and Niobe, Mantis and Valen, making sure I escaped. I still wasn’t sure what I’d done to inspire such loyalty, but I had the feeling Castor didn’t want thanks any more than I wanted to shower him in
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