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Prologue










My name is George 4/7


I don’t know if I’m the last survivor


The war, I believe it’s over


There’s nothing left


I’ve gathered all the remnants and broken fragments of
information that I could find


Everything is contained within this disc


This will be my last transmission before I seal myself
into this unit


This is what really happened.
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I


‘Hey, I didn’t say I believed it. I’m just telling you what
I heard.’


‘Who from? Some drogado who can’t
tell the difference between a space port and some hole in the ground.’


Artur kept his head down, pushed
his notebook out of sight, and half closed his eyes as the two youths swaggered
into the Redline Metro car. They dumped themselves on the bench seat next to
him. The familiar musk of maconha resin filled the air. Their tattoos and masks
told him they were from Colina, the shanty town west of the projects where he
lived, so he knew well enough to seem blind and deaf to their presence. Even if
their proximity meant he couldn’t help hearing.


‘I tell you, Dingo and his brother
broke into—’


‘Keep your voice down, cara. People
listening.’


‘This train?’ A snort. ‘People
sleeping.’


There was a pause. Artur assumed
they were having a quick look round just to be certain.


‘Well? Dingo and Hiena…’


‘Yeah. They broke into that site
out at Escarpa do Céu last weekend.’


Artur stopped thinking his own
thoughts about work and paid full attention. He’d have to phone his sister
about this when he got to his bench.


‘What they want to go out there
for?’


‘Looking for stuff to sell. Computers
out of the office, that kind of thing. Or looking for treasure to sell back to
the CPI. I don’t know. Anyway, that doesn’t matter. They got in. And they saw
stuff. And they ran. Dingo, cara. Dingo ran.’


‘So? He ain’t no fool. There must
have been guards. The Port Authority owns the land. They set off an alarm or
something. They got out. So what?’


‘No. You missing the point.’


‘Well get to it, I gotta get off
at Rosario.’


‘They saw things.’


‘Seriously? What things? Ghosts
you saying?’


‘No. Not like that. I dunno. I got
all this from Hiena’s cousin, Agueda. Hiena’s in hospital. Broke his leg. Told
Dingo to disappear.’


‘You ain’t make no sense. How come
Hiena’s not been touched?’


‘He has. It’s prison hospital.
Agueda was allowed to visit him there.’


‘This true?’


‘Honra do clã, cara.’


‘OK. OK. Go on.’


‘The rest doesn’t make a lot of
sense.’


‘Like it already did. You hear
this from Agueda?’


‘Sure.’


‘She’s a good kid. Head on
straight. You walking out?’


‘Louco. Agueda? She wouldn’t give
me ten pesos toward my own funeral.’


‘You can be such a dumb shit at
times. She told you all this, didn’t she. Trusted you. Think about it. Later.
Tell me what she said Hiena told her.’


‘Hey I never thought of it like
that.’


‘Come on. Rosario, remember?’


‘Sure. Sorry. She said Hiena
seemed confused, probably painkillers and stuff from when they set his leg.
Anyway, he said there was a long shed full of stuff. Weird stuff that shouldn’t
be there. Or anywhere. And drawings, charts. He began rambling on. Didn’t make
a lot of sense.’


‘Yeah, well, from what you said
earlier it sounds like a bunch of junk from a crash they’d hushed up. You know,
from when they first started launching again with all that crap they bought
cheap from the Chinese.’


‘Hiena would surely have known all
that for what it was. He grew up like the rest of us watching the launchings
and the landings. And the explosions.’


‘Maybe. But those boys are big
drogados. Who knows what they’d taken to make them think it was good idea to
break into an archaeological site all that way out of the city.’


‘Maybe. But you think the PA or
the Three Families would have let those eggheads dig in that valley if they’d
buried some mistake there? Anyway, they only had about a minute in the shed
before the Guarda Nacional turn up armed to the teeth.’


‘Told you that’s why they ran. You
would of as well.’


‘Verdade. But that kind of proves
my point. Would the GN turn up for someone stealing a few old bits of pottery?
Anyway, that’s when Hiena took a fall down into a gully and shattered his leg,
told Dingo to run. First thing anyone knows about it back home is when the GN,
Policia Federal, and tough guys in suits tear their way through south end of
Colina looking for Dingo and any other Clã de Cachorro. Locals don’t like that.
So next thing you got is riots.’


‘All the way down here now.’


‘Yeah, well, what did they expect,
tearing down people’s homes just cos of some old ruins or whatever.’


‘Ruins? So what was all this shit
you gave me about spaceships? We got plenty of those.’


‘Yeah but this one… This one was
different. Hiena said he saw...’


The Metro car shuddered sideways
as the train crossed a series of points where the Redline spur joined the main
system and the lights dimmed for a fraction of a second. The two next to Artur
stood and staggered to the door still talking. As the lights came back up the
train coasted into Rosario Station, somewhere beneath the park.


Artur raised his head, watched the
two as the smart ink of their tattoos morphed and other shapes appeared briefly
as they passed through the UV filter screen in the now open doorway. As they
pushed their way through the crowds that were waiting to get on, their masks
flickered as the holo images struggled with the bright platform lights.


He began to breathe properly
again, the sweet earthy scent of maconha fading and unmasking the familiar
blend of sweat, alcohol, fast food, cheap scent, cheaper disinfectant, and
over-heated air that was the normal odour of the Redline. You were never far
from the smell of poverty and despair.


By the time the train began to
move again, whining and rattling into the tunnel, the two youths had
disappeared into the crowds. Artur was left wondering just what they had seen
on the archaeological site. As far as he knew from talks with his sister, there
had been little of value found up there as they cleared the way for the first
of a series of launch rails.


Two Metro cops sauntered past,
swaying with the motion of the train as it took the curve and slowed into South
 Rosario station. More people pushed their way on and between the press of
bodies; Artur could see yet more cops on the platform. All that talk of riots.
He’s heard nothing, but he’d spent the weekend on the fortieth floor of the
Árvores de Pêssego Block celebrating with Catarina. The world could have ended
for all he would have cared.


 


II


Drawn along by the crowds, heading upward into the open air,
he was surrounded by noise and confusion. When he reached the street level
entrance it was all suddenly drowned by the crackling roar of a heavy lifter
clawing its way toward space. The sound echoed along the busy street, bouncing
from the plate glass façades of the towering buildings and filling the plaza.
Instinctively he gazed upward, saw the thick column of exhaust building the
ever taller pillar on which the lifter was perched. Windows rattled and alarms
began to whoop as he put his hands to his ears.


Once it was through the high
cloud, the sound faded. It was only then he began to realize the noises from
the broad street were different to normal and that the crowds were denser. He
was so used to the usual pattern of traffic noise and morning commuters
emerging from the Metro that he was left disoriented.


A fine spray hit his face, shouts,
running feet, popping, screams. Pushing back into the cover of the entrance to
the Metro, backed into the corner by the news stand, he craned his neck to see
what was happening. More spray from a distant water cannon shooting from a side
street. A surge of black clad protestors, their faces masked and distorted by
flickering holo images, a tumbling gas canister arcing through the air to be
met by a baseball bat that sent it back from whence it came, knots of commuters
trying to get to their places of work whilst keeping clear of the trouble.


Artur turned to the old woman in
the kiosk.


‘This been going on long?’


‘All weekend. You not see the
news?’


He shook his head and went back to
surveying the street. He needed to get to work. No one there knew he was a son
of one of the Three Families, albeit disinherited. He had no leverage and
needed to be on time. Especially now.


Fighting back through the crowds
still emerging from under ground, he crossed to a different exit. It was still
crowded outside, but there didn’t seem to be any fighting and the only Guarda
and Policia were lined up off to his left. He could see a way to the edge of Gorodischer
 Plaza, could even see the front of the Presságiobra building where he worked.


After making sure his notebook was
safely tucked away, he crossed the broad thoroughfare and turned into a side
street that cut behind an up-market apartment store. Even here there were
groups of people, and the goods entrance to the store was firmly closed with
several security guards standing on duty. He walked past them, conscious of
their aggressive stares. Beyond was a maze of back streets which serviced other
buildings, including the car park and employee entrance of the Presságiobra
building.


As he approached the entrance to
another side street, a sudden surge of protestors blocked his way. They were
running, blowing whistles, banging pots with spoons, waving wooden rattles. Riot
as carnival. Until the gas canisters began cascading through the air. The crowd
broke up and Artur found himself carried along. He held his breath as best he
could, pushing his way between back-packed protestors.


Spun around by the mob it took
seconds to orientate himself through the clouds of gas that stung his eyes. He
felt his nose begin the run at the vinegary smell. For a moment he thought he
was going to be carried away from where he was going. Through his watering
eyes, he could see the heavily guarded barrier to the Presságiobra entrance,
saw police surge toward him, felt himself slammed against a wall right beside
the company’s security post.


Then, all he could see was the
dark shape of a Guarda in full smart body armour looming over him, face hidden
by a gas mask. Over the background noise of riot, he heard the man yelling at
him to produce his identity. Artur turned to the security post in the hope of
catching the Presságiobra guard’s eye as he fumbled in his pockets for his ID.


His hand was shaking so badly, he
had trouble grabbing hold of the plaque. The Guarda snatched it from him and
ran it across the sensor on his chest. Artur’s heart sank as the Guarda kept
repeating the action.


‘This a fake?’ yelled the Guarda.


‘No. No. I work here,’ said Artur,
turning to the armoured booth beside him. ‘The security will know me.’


‘Yeah. Right’


As Artur turned in desperation, he
caught sight of Cesar Castanho, his department manager.


‘Senhor Castanho!’ he called.


The man in his expensive suit had
just climbed from a chauffeur driven car. He turned, a frown on his face. Artur
waved and immediately had his wrist grabbed.


‘Turn around,’ said the Guarda.


‘Senhor Castanho!’ Artur called
again, much louder, taking in a mouthful of gas.


As he began to cough, Castanho
stepped to the barrier, one of the company’s security men joining him. Artur
managed to turn.


‘Could you vouch?’ he managed to
splutter through snot and tears.


It seemed to take for ever. He had
reached up and pulled down his face mask. Castanho, a handkerchief held to the
lower part of his face, eventually nodded. Artur couldn’t tell from his
half-hidden expression whether his boss was annoyed or had caught a whiff of
the gas.


‘Get your plaque re-registered,’
growled the Guarda through his gas mask who then watched with suspicion as
Artur staggered to the turnstile and was let in to the safety of the
Presságiobra compound. 


 


III


‘I normally cut straight across the Plaza,’ Artur explained.


‘But not today,’ said the nurse.


Her placid manner seemed at odds
with events outside. Even on the fifth floor they could hear the rioting
through the staff clinic’s closed windows. Artur was aware of the doctor moving
just as calmly in and out of an adjoining room, of the nurse beside him preparing
something on a trolley. He sat sideways on the treatment bed and waited.


After a murmured conversation with
the doctor in the doorway, the nurse asked: ‘Is the tablet working?’


Artur nodded. ‘Yes. Thank you.’


He’d been sent straight up to the
company clinic by his line manager and the nurse had given him a tablet as soon
as he had explained what had happened. 


‘A decongestant. Sounds
counter-intuitive. But it works.’


It had. His nose was no longer
streaming although he held on to the wad of tissues he’d been given.


‘Now. Lie flat on the bed. Good.
Try to keep your eyes open. Not easy, I know, but we need to get this eyewash
in there.’


Her slow way of working and
treating him like he was seven irritated Artur. Catalina was brisk, explaining
everything as she worked in simple language without ever condescending. In the
projects there were always long queues of frightened, poor, and poorly educated
people to keep calm and keep moving. It’s why he loved her.


The drops of liquid hurt as much
as the tear gas when they first went in, but the pain soon eased. Holding yet
more tissues, he was guided from the bed to a chair by the window and told to
sit quietly. Through the blur of tears, he gazed down at the mayhem in the
plaza. All he could see at first was a mass that surged back and forth to the
accompaniment of a symphony of harsh noise and loud music. Other than the dark
clothing and whirling trails of smoke it could easily have been carnival.


As the tears stopped flowing and
Artur’s vision returned he began to make out details. The PF had blocked off
the main routes with adapted motorised fences backed up by water cannon. This
had trapped a large number of protestors in the plaza. GN snatch squads were
working at the edges, pulling people out and dragging them away, using batons
and pepper spray to subdue any who resisted. He could see members of the press
and televiso offering their ID plaques and getting arrested as well. That
wouldn’t play well on the evening newscasts. The media had long supported the
current regime, but they did not like it when their own freedoms were trampled
on. Which was just so much hypocrisy as far as Artur was concerned.


It did, however, make him wonder.
He began searching for his own card. Before he could pull it from its secure
pocket, a drone took up station outside the clinic window. The familiar,
featureless black disc the size of a dinner plate hovered motionless giving no
indication of which direction its cameras, microphones, and other sensors were
pointing. Ideas began to tick over in Artur’s head. Time to get to his work
station. He almost missed the shot that took out the drone.


One instant it was hovering, the
next, shards of casing erupted from a hole punctured right through the machine.
It wobbled, angled away from the building and swung round at full speed,
smacking into the window with a bang that elicited a shriek from the nurse who
had been working at her desk and not seen it arrive.


Artur hoped no one was directly
beneath. Sky Eyes weren’t that heavy, but falling from a height could cause
serious injury. Things outside had escalated.


*


Before descending to the basement computer laboratories
where he worked, Artur made his way to the Personnel section on the second
floor. He noticed a number of guards in the lobby watching the lifts and
stairways. They were no more heavily armed than normal, but there were a lot
more of them. Artur eyed them warily as he pushed his way through the doors to
the busy front office.


He went through the time consuming
ritual of confirming his identity with retinal scans, which kept failing
because of what his eyes had been through earlier. When it eventually accepted
him, he was grudgingly passed on to the person who would check and update his
ID plaque. This person complained he smelled of gas and made him sit across the
room whilst the plaque was entered into the reader. This, too, seemed to take
forever.


‘Nothing wrong with it,’ was the
eventual response. ‘The information is not corrupted and the chip was updated
last Friday. I’ve deleted the GN flag.’


Artur took back the proffered
plaque. ‘Thank you.’


He frowned all the way down to the
third sub-level where the electronics section was housed. One or two people
looked up from their work stations as he made his way to his own cubicle. His
line manager joined him as he sat down and switched on his work terminal.


‘No need to make up the lost time.
Not your fault. Mayhem out there. Eyes all right?’


‘Still a bit sore, but I can
work.’


‘OK, but make sure you take
regular screen breaks.’


Artur settled and when he was sure
he was alone, he pulled a phone out from its hidey hole under his desk. It was
an old model, something he had modified a long time ago. Checking the date
against a string of numbers in his notebook and making a swift conversion in his
head, he sent two encrypted texts. One to his sister, brief as usual, in their
own childhood code. The other was to Marco Seta, someone he had been at
university with in Porto Sul.


Then he set to work on his current
project, running through lines of code for the control system of the mineral
sensors being designed for a new, unmanned, asteroid mining explorer. It was
tedious work as he had already been through it twice.


When his phone trilled he was
grateful for the break.


‘Artur Sozinho,’ he said into the
mouthpiece of his headset.


‘Hey, Artur. It’s Marco.’


Marco was one of the few who he
trusted and who knew his real name, knew who he was now. And why.


‘Hey, Marco. Hope I didn’t
interrupt anything.’


‘Nothing special. Glad of a break.
What’s up?’


‘You alone?’


‘Yes.’ The cheeriness faded a
fraction.


‘Didn’t want to drop you in
anything. You worked on the ID sensors for the GN, didn’t you?’


‘The software, yes. Not something
I boast about.’


‘I know. It’s why I asked if you
were alone.’


‘So what’s your interest?’ He
still sounded wary.


‘The hardware. Could tear gas fuck
it up?’


There was a silence. ‘This work
related?’


Artur shrugged. ‘Sort of. I got
gassed this morning on my way to work and my ID plaque wouldn’t register on the
Guarda’s suit. A lot of people out there seem to be the same.’


‘It’s not likely. The hardware is
basic but robust. Tear gas isn’t likely to erode it and they test those suits
on a regular basis. The software took tear gas into account and is probably
updated regularly.’


‘OK. Just a thought. I guess it’s
cos gas detection and erosion is part of our current project.’


‘Today’s riot in Gorodischer?’


‘Yeah.’


‘Only seen the headlines. How
serious is it?’


‘Someone shot a drone down.’


‘Seriously?! Man, I better take a
different route home. Velho vindo. See you.’


‘Bye.’


Artur cut the connection, gave it
ten minutes and then checked his hidden phone. Sure enough, as his final
comment had hinted, Marco had sent a cryptic looking text. Artur ran it through
his own machine and found it was the formula for an aerosol that would fog gas
mask visors. Someone in Colina or one of the other shanty towns, it seemed, had
been cooking up a bit of riot protection. He didn’t bother to speculate just
how Marco knew.


 


IV


Because Mondays were always crazy busy at the clinic where
Catarina worked and they invariably ran over after closing time, Artur always
made the evening meal. He was in the tiny cupboard that was their kitchen
draining rice when she came in. She dropped her bag on the floor, twisted the
lock on the deadbolt, and made her way through the clouds of dispersing steam
to kiss Artur.


He grinned and then frowned as
Catarina held his shoulders and looked at his eyes. With practised ease she
surveyed his face, ran her hands downs his arms and grabbed his hands, turning
them both ways.


‘What happened?’ she finally
asked, still in nurse mode.


‘You not seen the news?’ She shook
her head, a worried expression drawing itself onto her tired face. ‘It’s OK,
querida. There was a riot. They kettled everyone in Gorodischer. I skirted it
but still got a whiff of gas.’


‘They sort you at work?’


‘Sure. Some decongestant and then
a series of eyewashes.’


She sighed. ‘That gonna cost.’


‘Company’s paying.’


‘What?’


‘Senhor Castanho saw what
happened, sanctioned the treatment.’


‘He out rioting, was he?’


Artur laughed, but Catarina didn’t
join in. She was suspicious.


‘I had just got to the staff
entrance. You know? Round the back.’


‘That big guard post?’


‘Sure. That’s it. Foot traffic one
side, cars the other. He’d just got out of his car and was heading for the
staff lobby. I was just outside. Some Guarda in full gear had stopped me and
asked for my ID. For some reason his reader wasn’t working properly. I
panicked, saw Castanho, called out.’


‘And he helped?’


‘Why not?’


Artur washed the rice and Catarina
went to their equally small bathroom for a quick shower while he fried up some
soja, adding a hot sauce. The meal reached the table just as Catarina
reappeared in a long towelling gown.


‘You thank him?’ she asked.


‘You my mother?’


‘I’m serious, Artur. Man’s a boss.
Always best to be on their good side, no matter how you feel about them.’


‘I will, puma.’


She narrowed her eyes and then
smiled.


With the meal finished and Artur
putting the last of the dishes away, Catarina spent a few moments at the
window. They were on the fortieth floor, even had a tiny balcony which neither
used as they both felt uncomfortable, despite the fact the drop was simply down
to the next balcony. The block was a vast pyramid. At lower levels there were
apartments that had no windows at all, except the ones behind steel grilles
that looked out onto internal corridors.


The ground floor was a great mall
of shops with a market in the centre. The floor above contained the block’s
admin offices, schools, security provided by two overweight guys who spent all
day watching the televiso or following pretty girls round the shops. The free
clinic was also down there where, every day, folk gathered in patient lines
with cuts, burns, bruises and the hope of some miracle cure for the diseases
they couldn’t afford to get treated in hospital.


Catarina rarely left the block, so
she always treasured her few moments at the window, gazing down over Santa
  Barbara to the sea beyond. A view of the outside world. A view of the sky.
She had been born in the block and grown up there. College had been difficult,
leaving Pêssego for three years. These days, going outside was something she
only ever did in company with Artur. Outside scared her.


The thin scream of a launch
rattled the windows and she stepped away. They could not see the launches from
their side of Pêssego, but they could feel them, like everyone else out in the
projects and up in the shanties. At least, these days, very little exploded or
crashed.


When the noise faded, they settled
side-by-side on their chairs. Catarina’s faced the tevo screen and she put in
her ear buds to watch one of her favourite pieces of classical movie without
disturbing Artur. His chair faced the other way. They could be shoulder to
shoulder, touching, yet he could get on with his own work without distractions.


‘What were they rioting about,
anyway?’ she asked before switching on the vid bank.


Artur looked up from his notebook
where he had been putting down some thoughts, a logic tree, a few lines of code,
in his fine spidery handwriting. ‘Well, if what I overheard on the Redline this
morning is true, some Cachorros tried to break into the office up at the
archaeological dig in the valley behind Escarpa do Céu, above the spaceport.
Next thing they know, Feds are tearing up Colina looking for them.’


‘That don’t make sense.’


‘What does? You relax. Watch your
old movie.’


‘Once you’ve told me what’s up
with your leg. And don’t look at me like that. I’m a nurse. I notice.’


‘There’s nothing wrong. But I
swear there are days, like today, that I can feel those pins in my femur. Is
that what they call a phantom pain?’


‘No. That’s pain felt in a limb
that’s been amputated. You were—’


‘I know. Lucky. Lucky to have
survived. Lucky I had parents wealthy enough to pay for all the surgery to mend
what I had so carelessly shattered. I was a brat and then some.’


‘You changed.’


She kissed his ear and settled
down to watch. He also settled, a faint smile on his face. He’d once asked her
why she watched all those twentieth century movies.


‘They’re several hundred years
old. What’s the attraction?’


‘Just that. A different world.
From before everything went to shit and left us in the toilet to start cleaning
up the dirt. They’re relaxing. I love the dancing. Can forget the day. Better
this to help me sleep than drink or drugs.’


He’d bought her the vid bank the
next day, stocked with musicals and dance movies.


‘That’s why I married you,’ she’d
joked, but he sometimes wondered if there was an element of truth in there. Who
cares? He kissed her back and carried on noting down something the day’s events
had prompted. He was still working when Catarina went to bed, transferring
stuff that related to work onto his e-pad.


 


V


Early as it was, the store was open. Artur had slipped away
whilst Catarina was still emerging from sleep. He wanted to avoid any crowds in
the city as there was likely to be more trouble, he had said; wanted to make up
some of the time he had lost yesterday. She only half believed him, but knew
that whatever he was up to he was not seeing another woman, he was not running
with the clans or dealing drugs. Having been raised on the Block and seen the
lives of so many others blighted by a losing fight to crawl out of poverty, she
was content with that.


Artur had taken the same seat in
the same car on the Redline as he did every work day. This time, though, there
were fewer workers and more police. Metro guards rode in threes in the trains;
the platforms seemed filled with black uniforms.


Although he didn’t want to get
caught up in trouble again, he risked getting off at Rosario South. Local
police lined the platform watching everyone who left the train. At one end a
group of them were harassing a couple of Buddhist monks, throwing food out of a
trolley, shouting questions at the bemused men. Artur gave them a glance and
then kept his eyes firmly on the platform as he headed for the exit.


He took the escalator up to the
ticket hall and emerged on the edge of the park. People were already gathering
despite the truckloads of National Guard parked on the pavement. Three
protestors had been shot dead overnight. It would not go unanswered. The whole
city was looking over its shoulder as it went about its business.


Crossing the Estrada da Lua, he
headed toward the Mercado Central. Beneath the vast canopy of the great market
hall, wholesale traders were already on their lunch break whilst everyone else
was thinking about breakfast. He wove between the traders haggling over the
price of crates of beans and potatoes, through the fish market where they were
already washing down the great marble slabs and shutting up for the day.


On the far side, he left the
market through one of the loading bays, dodging round the heavy electric trucks
and then getting shouted at by an old man with a broom as he accidentally
kicked through a pile of refuse. Making a placatory gesture he skipped round
the corner and into a network of narrower streets.


This was the old part of the city,
the original Santa Barbara when it had been a hot sleepy town no one had ever
heard of. At its heart, some of the buildings were many hundreds of years old,
dating back to the eighteenth century and earlier. Around the edges, many had
been thrown up in a hurry in the early twenty-first century to accommodate the
wealthier refugees who fled south from civil war and rampant disease in the United
  States. Somewhere in this warren was where his family, the Pineiros, had
first settled after fleeing from Europe. The building was long gone, pulled
down by his great-grandfather to make way for a road to service the original
Mercado Central.


It wasn’t family history he was
looking for on the hot, Tuesday morning with the distant sounds of whistles and
pots and pans reaching into the narrow streets. It was a market of a different
kind, and after several more turns into narrower and stuffier streets where the
suspicious eyes belonged to the locals rather than the police, he found the
building he was looking for.


It was ancient, and in places held
up with a makeshift grid of steel girders that had probably vanished from a
building site somewhere else in the city. Whenever he saw it, it made him
smile. Given how much control his family had over construction, they would have
been stolen from one of his father’s companies.


Originally it had been a car park,
built when most people thought the planet could afford for them to have
private, polluting transport. The multi-level concrete structure had long since
been lost in its surroundings, with other buildings expanding into parts of its
structure to save on costs with the rest being colonized first by the homeless
and later by small, often illicit, enterprises, creating a back street mercado
where you could find all sorts of things it would be difficult to find
elsewhere. Like in the chop shop Artur now entered.


You had to know it was there
otherwise you’d never find it, tucked in at one dark end of an upper floor,
wrapping round the stairwell and lift shaft. And you’d never be told it was
there unless you were trusted. Because everything on the shelves had been
stolen. The chances of any one item being traced back to its owner were
infinitesimally small. They were components, stripped out of stolen
electronics, cleaned, put in boxes, stacked on shelves from floor to ceiling,
creating a gloomy maze that seemed to go on forever.


At a workbench by the door, the
owner sat, peering through a powerful magnifying lens. She looked up when Artur
came in, looked back down. He waited patiently as she finished detaching a
delicate ceramic wafer from its housing. The ink on her shoulder cycled through
a series of barely visible subtle shades that created the illusion of a snow
lotus opening its petals before each one fell and faded, leaving a bud that
opened and so on. It was a real work of art and must have cost a fortune. It
was also the only name by which anyone had ever known her, except maybe
Catarina who had been at school with her.


‘Rei. Long time.’


Artur nodded. Nobody here used
their real names. ‘Neve. Keeping well?’


She gave a sideways nod that Artur
had never been able interpret.


‘What you after?’ she asked.


‘A DRT 91120. 50TB, if you’ve got
it.’


Neve turned her chair and looked
up at him. It was a glare that would have frozen most people on the spot, and
rightly so. She might have lifeless legs, but she had been known to fell big
guys, and her partner Flor was always on hand to drag the unconscious idiot
away. Artur, however, just grinned.


‘Gecko been in already?’ he asked,
not pushing his luck too far. He knew Marco would come to the same conclusions
he had. It was just a surprise he had beaten Artur to the chop shop.


‘You two working together or
against?’


‘Neither. We just came to the same
answer to separate problems.’


Neve didn’t bother glaring this time,
she simply ran her chair over his foot on purpose as she disappeared into the
gloom. From the corner of his eye he saw her monkey up the shelving, grab
something from a box and drop it into a pouch. She was back at her bench in an
instant.


‘Crystal memory don’t come cheap.
‘Specially when something’s cooking. Which it is, no matter what you both say
different.’


From an inside pocket, Artur
lifted a slim box and set it down on the work bench. Neve scooped it up and
opened it carefully, her eyes flicking back and forth over the contents.


‘If you need more…’ Artur let the
offer hang.


‘You’re good,’ replied Neve,
snapping the box shut.


‘See you,’ he said as he made to
leave the shop, the crystal stowed safely in a carrier.


He hadn’t gone two steps when Neve
called him back. Turning in the doorway, he saw Neve beckoning.


‘Anyone out there?’


Artur wondered at the pantomime,
but went to the end of the dark entrance and peered out onto the main walkway.
Apart from stall owners opening up, the place was deserted. He went back inside
and said so.


‘No strangers.’


Neve nodded and with a sleight of
hand that impressed Artur she produced a small object and placed it beneath the
powerful lens on her workbench.


‘You work research. You ever see
anything like this, Rei?’


It took a few moments to adjust to
the magnification and work out what he was looking at. A flat, dark, oblong
encrusted with dirt through which could be seen a reflective black surface.


‘An ancient phone? Early
twenty-first century? Museum might pay a few hundred pesos for it.’


A sudden blur as Neve’s hand flipped
the object over. There was no rear casing and he had no idea what he was
looking at. Although it reminded him of something, it certainly wasn’t anything
he’d ever seen in his history of electronics tutorials.


‘Hey.’ It came to him. ‘Is that… Can’t
be.’


‘That’s what I thought,’ said
Neve.


‘You got a probe there?’


‘I wouldn’t try.’ She waved her
right hand at him and he saw recent burns on her fingers.


‘It’s holding a charge? How can
that be?’


Neve shrugged. ‘No idea.’


‘But it’s ancient. It wouldn’t—’


Artur broke off as they heard
someone approach. The object disappeared from beneath the lens. A chippy
looking youth came in holding a bag.


‘Wait in back with Flor,’ said
Neve, annoyed by the interruption.


The youth faded into the deep
shadow and they both watched until they heard him talking with Flor.


‘Give it some thought. Would be
interested.’


‘Will do,’ said Artur and headed
for the door.


‘Don’t get caught.’


 


VI


Gorodischer Plaza was filled with police and GN, but no one
else had come to the riot. The party was elsewhere, somewhere over toward the
embassy district by the sound of it. The truckloads of armour clad police were
probably in reserve for later in the day if things got really out of hand. Both
sides had it down to a fine art.


Just before he slipped down the
side of the Presságiobra building to make for the staff entrance, he stopped
and gazed upward. Sure enough, a black drone was hunting. It wouldn’t find
anything flying. The Bandeira Preta now had chameleon drones that would attach
themselves to buildings, switch on the camouflage, and watch from there. He
suspected Marco had a hand in their design.


When he reached his work station
he requested an internal number and spoke to the secretary of Senhor Castanho.


‘I’m not sure he’ll see you Senhor
Sozinho. You really should talk with your line manager.’


‘I have,’ lied Artur. And he
would, the moment he came in. ‘I just need five minutes to formally thank
Senhor Castanho for the help he gave me yesterday.’


A muffled conversation filled the
earpiece and then the secretary said: ‘12:55 sharp. Five minutes.’


‘Thank you. Both.’


And now he needed to get to work
as he had a presentation paper to write by lunch time. Digging out his
notebook, he flipped to the pages he had been working on the previous evening, plugged
in his e-pad, and set to work.


*


The twentieth floor where executive department heads spent
their days was not what Artur had expected. Not that he’d given it much
thought, but he had assumed it would be a quiet place, tidy, calm. The décor
was a bit fancier, but the main difference between his section and this was the
view. When Artur looked up from his workstation all he saw was other
workstations and a concrete wall covered in notice boards. Up here, there were
windows. Otherwise it was the same hum of hard work, soft conversation, a
little bit of laughter, the hiss of a tap as someone refilled their water
bottle.


For a moment, he wasn’t sure where
to go. There was a reception
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