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      [Your life is a lie.]

      The backlit characters surged in Cal’s memory, as vivid as the first time they sprang into existence on his laptop monitor. Chasing those words had led him to this interrogation room as sure as an addict hunted their next fix.

      A thin rivulet of water ran from a rusted pipe, leaving a trail on the wall the colour of blood. The white paint on the brick looked as tired as the detective who’d read Cal his rights, beaten by time and ready for retirement. Light blazed from a bulb in the ceiling, bright enough to be called violent. Cal wrinkled his nose at the harsh tang of disinfectant wafting from the table, the undertones of sour vomit prompting him to keep both hands clasped in his lap. The hard plastic of the chair bit into his ass, forcing him to shift every few minutes to seek a comfort he suspected didn’t exist.

      How many had sat where he was now, stewing in their anxiety, waiting for the cops to decide their nerves were ready for ripping? Jin had told him to be patient while she prepared his escape, but he hadn’t listened. How could he, when the world bled with bullshit?

      Sitting there, the interrogation room didn’t feel like a lie. It felt like a threat. The walls tightened around him with each passing second, like a garbage compactor preparing to crush his entire life. Perhaps he should have listened to Jin, but if this was a lie, what danger could there be?

      The door yawned open without warning, hinges whimpering. A black-garbed man strode inside, eyeballing Cal with the superior disapproval of someone used to snuffing out their subordinates. Cal’s heart stopped at the sight of him—not because he wasn’t the detective who’d arrested him, or because he scrutinised Cal like a surgeon deciding where to make the first incision. No, it was because the stranger was a White.

      Pure white hair had been sculpted to the man’s scalp with enough definition to forensically match the comb responsible. There was one rule about the Whites: stay the fuck away. Everyone in Vescor knew those spotted in the company of Whites were never seen again.

      This one appeared to be around thirty, though Cal had never been good at telling people’s ages. Some said the Whites never aged, but he wasn’t sure he believed it. The stranger wore a flowing leather coat with oversized lapels, a black shirt underneath. Lean as an athlete, he sported an impressive nose reminiscent of a vulture’s beak.

      As the man grabbed the chair opposite Cal and slid it back, the rubber stoppers screamed in panic. Those unforgiving eyes locked onto him like missile guidance systems. Could the Whites know about Jin, and Cal’s imminent escape?

      “Calvin Henderson.” The man’s calm baritone held a tenor of distaste. “You . . . are an aberration.”

      Cal started at the unexpected statement. “What are you⁠—”

      “An anomaly.” He cut Cal off, clean as a scalpel. “We know everything.”

      The statement prompted those glowing letters to hover before Cal. Your life is a lie. They filled him with sudden, irrational confidence.

      “You don’t know shit.”

      As soon as the words left his lips, he wanted to claw them back, his courage bleeding away with every second of uninterrupted quiet. All he could hear was his own laboured breathing, like a jet engine in his ears.

      The stranger’s expression remained flat. He leaned forwards on his elbows, apparently unperturbed by the smell emanating from the table. “Tell me what happened on the 23rd of October.”

      Wednesday. Two days ago.

      Cal forced himself not to react. That had been the day the first message from Jin lit up on his laptop screen, appearing from nowhere. He still didn’t know how she’d hacked her way inside and assumed control of the machine. How much did they know? He willed himself to stillness as he absorbed the question, frantically reaching for a response.

      He decided to play dumb, offering a shrug. “Nothing happened.”

      Across the table, the man’s pupils focused like precision lasers. “You’re lying.”

      “You’re the fucking lie,” Cal spat back.

      Cursing his lack of self-control, he fought to remain expressionless, as though his reply was reasoned and intentional. Get through this, and Jin would come. Then he could flee Vescor and finally be free of the lies.

      The White drummed the fingers of his right hand on the table in a rolling wave. Five times. Then he stopped. “You did not attend work two days later on the 25th of October. Instead, you chose to walk. You crossed block after block after block, barely stopping even for traffic.”

      Cal remembered. The further he’d gone, the more his heart had pounded, and not from the exercise. After a while, the city blocks had drained of all life, as empty as if it were the early hours of the morning, except the sun had still been high in the sky, beating down and drenching him in sweat. He’d raced through deserted streets, past vacant buildings, until finally, night had fallen and he’d been forced to stop and rest from sheer exhaustion. He’d hunkered down in the alcove of an empty pharmacy and fallen asleep.

      When he awoke, he was back in bed—his own bed, in his apartment, with no knowledge of how he’d returned. Had they been watching him the whole time?

      Fingers drummed the table once more, though the White remained cool and impassive. “Where were you going, Mr Henderson? What did you hope to find?”

      Cal mustered a smile, infecting it with as much insolence as he could manage. “I needed the exercise.”

      “We know everything. We know the Scorched infiltrated our systems. It would be . . . prudent . . . to tell the truth.”

      Cal tried to hold the smile, but it felt false now. The Scorched? Did he mean Jin?

      “Tell me,” the man continued, “when did the Scorched first make contact?”

      “If you know everything, why ask questions?”

      The stranger leaned back and swiped at his shirt with splayed fingers, dusting off lint Cal couldn’t see. White hair glistened under the pounding lights. “I have other ways of extracting information. Other, less subtle methods. You would not survive the experience.” He clasped his hands together on the tabletop. “But I abhor waste, Mr Henderson. Perhaps you do not understand what is at stake?”

      They sat in silence, staring at each other. The faint buzz of the bulb overhead bled into the swollen breach. Cal’s mouth dried out, moisture fleeing before the onslaught. After what felt like an age, he swallowed, the sound of his saliva betraying his lack of calm.

      The door opened again, carving through the quiet, and an incandescent figure drifted into the room. A figure in the shape of a person, pulsing with pure light. It was humanoid: arms, legs, head, torso—the whole deal. But it had no face, no features. Nothing at all. Smoothness dominated where definition should have been.

      Cal’s control combusted to ash. He shot to his feet and kicked back his chair, stumbling away from the glowing aberration. “What the fuck is that?”

      The form weaved around the table, and Cal realised why it moved with such strangeness. Its toeless feet hovered above the floor, the creature floating like a ghostly apparition.

      It couldn’t be real . . . could it? Menace emanated from it in waves, and somehow Cal knew Death followed in its wake. A preternatural sense pinged inside him, like an overloaded alarm system. Wiry tendrils of terror pierced every pore, each one infecting him with peril.

      Cal clenched his jaw, heart punching his ribcage like a prizefighter. His gaze flitted between the stranger and the door and the demon. He weighed his odds of vaulting the table and making it outside before they nabbed him again. Close to naught.

      “Jin,” Cal whispered, desperation squeezing his vocal cords. “Help me.” The plea escaped his lips unintended, as though someone else had assumed control.

      A black-sleeved arm sliced up to a hard stop, commanding the phantom to halt its procession. It bobbed on the spot to a mechanical rhythm.

      “What did you say?” The man stood and stepped closer. “How do you know that name?”

      Cal clamped his mouth shut, breathing heavily through his nose. He shook his head once, hard, glaring across the table.

      The man scowled. “I will have your secrets.” He gestured at the monster. “Contemplate your doom.”

      He slammed the door on his way out, leaving Cal standing there, hands trembling with surplus adrenaline, alone with the shining figure looming in the corner. Even the hum of the thing couldn’t compete with the hammering of Cal’s heart. He studied his hands, looking anywhere but at the hovering abomination.

      A fresh howl of door hinges spurred Cal further from the table. He backed away, expecting to see the White return and the sinister figure moving in to finish the deed. Instead, a Chinese woman entered, her smooth features somehow grim. A muted grey gown cloaked her in overlapping folds, a style Cal hadn’t seen before. She eased the door shut behind her, the lock clicking closed with a snick of finality. Like the man’s, her shoulder-length hair held no colour.

      Another White. Cal’s chest tightened.

      “I told you to be careful.” The emphasis decried the woman’s displeasure. She ignored the glowing apparition. “To stick to your routine, draw no attention.”

      Cal frowned at the sound of her voice. She seemed familiar. “Jin?”

      She nodded, crossing around the table to stand before him. “We have someone to meet, but the hounds already nip at our heels, and danger is close. Uttering my name saved both our lives with the distraction, but salvation will not come cheap.”

      Cal barely heard her words. “You’re . . . a White?”

      “Is that really your most pertinent question right now?”

      He swallowed, her acerbic reply turning his attention towards the towering aberration hovering in the corner. “What is that thing?”

      Jin examined the lustrous monstrosity. “A tracer. A tool the Trinity use to search and destroy. A mere touch would erase you from existence.”

      “Aren’t you in danger from it, coming in here like this?”

      She shook her head. “I am concealed for the moment. You are not.”

      Cal glanced at the door, rubbing his arm at a sudden shiver, imagining the hawk-nosed man entering once more.

      “He will return soon.” Jin spoke like she’d heard his thoughts. “You were more than he expected to find.”

      “Who is he?”

      “Your captor, and we must pave the way for you to escape his prison. There is someone you must meet.”

      “Who?”

      The hint of a smile played at the corners of her mouth. “They once said patience was the greatest virtue, but when you have lived as long as I, you realise that patience is the refuge of the coward.” Before Cal could respond, she thrust out her right hand, palm up. “Come. He will not wait long.”

      He was tempted to ask again whom they were meeting, but Jin’s delicate fingers ushered him forwards. He reached out, then paused. “Where⁠—”

      Her hand closed on his own. The interrogation room warped like a flushing toilet, his awareness flung into the bowl like soiled paper. Around he spun in a smeared whirlpool, a tinny whine rising in his ears.

      Then, a sharp pop. A new world formed from the muddy stain. Cal reeled on his feet, clutching hard at Jin’s hand, the only lifebuoy in a tumultuous sea. Bright colours weaved and danced in front of him, streaking in the air like swipes of neon paint.

      He was standing atop glass panels the colour of smoke. They stretched out in every direction, curving down towards the earth until they disappeared, the distant horizon waiting beyond. An enormous dome, he realised. Massive buildings speared through it, towering into the heavens as if reaching for the stars above, but it was the world below the dark panes that captured Cal’s attention. Coloured lights of every hue illuminated buildings and streets, an imprisoned city huddling underneath the translucent boundary.

      “Welcome to Nova,” Jin whispered in his ear, and Cal rolled the name on his tongue. “This is where you must go.”

      He was supposed to go down there? Ringing footsteps from their left drew his attention away from the captive city.

      “I didn’t think you’d come.” The voice, rough as gravel, was accompanied by a vague silhouette.

      “Don’t be afraid.” Jin’s voice sounded calm. At first, Cal thought she was speaking to the stranger, but when the newcomer’s features resolved, he knew she’d meant it for him.

      The dim light revealed a face crafted from nightmares. The stranger’s skin gave the impression of melted candle wax, wrapped around a skull too big to fit the flesh comfortably. Bulging eyes protruded from lidless sockets, the whites shining like spotlights. Despite himself, Cal squeezed Jin’s hand.

      She amplified her voice. “We are here, Scorched, as promised.”

      “They might burn me a second time for meeting you tonight, so you might as well use my name.”

      “Very well.” Jin tilted her head. “Ors.”

      The man’s brutal regard shifted to Cal, and he felt himself shrinking under the stare. Standing up straighter, he pushed out his chest, unwilling to be cowed.

      “You promised me Vescor, yet you bring him instead.” Ors peered at him more closely. “Why?”

      Vescor? She had promised this creature the city of lies Cal was desperate to escape?

      Jin’s hand released its grip on his, and he felt it move to his back, nudging him forwards. “He is the key. Through him, you will find your answers.”

      A sound like tearing fabric ripped from the burned man’s mouth in staccato bursts. It took Cal a moment to realise Ors was chuckling. A fine string of spit lurched from his mouth, catapulting out to wrap around his chin. He appeared to not notice, but Cal couldn’t help but gawk.

      “What thrall could be so important?” Ors glided forwards, clasping his hands behind his back. It had the unfortunate effect of pulling his neck muscles taut, highlighting the lack of flesh there. Shadows flowed over his warped skin as he moved.

      Even though Ors was shorter than Cal by a handspan, the scrutiny from the burned man was hard to bear. Cal clenched his fists, meeting the searching eyes with defiance. This creature was supposed to help him escape?

      “He is far more than a mere thrall,” Jin replied. “In him lies the capacity to remake Nova. Enough to topple the Trinity themselves. Enough even”—she smiled a catlike smile—“to heal your wounds.”

      “My wounds are immaterial.”

      Cal couldn’t have said how, but he read scepticism in Ors’ expressionless face, though it was nothing compared to the surprise he felt himself. He shot a glance at Jin, but her impassive demeanour offered no further insight.

      “What are you talking about?” Cal asked her. “I just want to be free.”

      “Hush.” She raised a finger to her mouth.

      Ors walked up to him, gait awkward. He came so close Cal could smell his wheezing breath. A muscle spasmed in the man’s face, and his scarred hand shot out, grasping Cal’s cheeks and squeezing them together. His fingertips felt like dry leather.

      “Get off me!” Cal jerked back, swiping at the arm, but it was hard as stone.

      Ors let go a moment later anyway, apparently unconcerned, but anger infected his tone. “You think to impress me with a construct? If I desired one, I could write it myself. Have you endangered me to simply waste my time?”

      Jin’s lip curled in the faint moonlight. “Run your diagnostics. Then preach to me of time wasted.”

      Silence descended onto the night, a swelling bubble encapsulating the three of them. Ors stared at Jin, and she stared back, neither speaking. Cal felt his own heartbeat rise in the intervening space, drumming so loud he felt sure they could both hear it.

      Finally, Ors muttered, “Zero, I’m going to need your help after all.”

      A column of brilliant light erupted beside him, spearing the glass plates like a shaft of solid sunlight. A figure loomed within the radiance. Cal’s heart seized, and for a moment, he believed the tracer had returned to claim him. Then the light faded away to reveal another man, this one with a lean, feminine frame, his smooth jaw coated in stylish stubble. His bearing held a softness that was markedly absent from his summoner.

      First a ghost, and now people emerging from blasts of light? The sight of the newcomer made Cal step back, shooting a searching look at Jin, but she appeared unconcerned. Her words returned to him as though she were speaking in his ear. Your life is a lie. In a world of lies, the impossible became pedestrian.

      The thin figure uttered only a single word. “Yes?”

      Ors nodded in Cal’s direction. “Zero, scan him for an exit stream.”

      Without moving, the figure replied in a monotone voice, “Encrypted, but present. His data stream is . . . atypical.”

      Slowly, Ors’ melted face turned to Cal. This time, Cal was sure he read astonishment. “You’re positive he’s not a construct?” The question emerged as a whisper.

      “One hundred percent certain.”

      Ors’ next words were little more than a dry rasp. “It’s not possible.”

      “The bounds of possibility are much greater than you imagine.” Jin stepped up beside Cal and laid a hand on his shoulder. “I’m sure you understand—Calvin’s safety is paramount.”

      The scarred man’s tongue flicked out to moisten the remnants of his lips. “I can’t protect him. No one can.”

      “Not even for Vescor?”

      Ors’ bulging eyes became hungry, flashing to Cal. “Tell me what it is, and I’ll do what I can.”

      “I cannot.” Jin shook her head. “Listeners are everywhere.”

      “I have masked this location.” Ors took a step towards her. “For the moment, we are alone.”

      She waved her hand. “Your assurances are worthless. Offer sanctuary to the boy, and Vescor will be yours.”

      It was Cal’s turn to be surprised. He rounded on Jin. “You want me to go with him? You promised me the truth!”

      Her expression was unperturbed. “Truth is like death, boy. Once you’ve tasted it, there’s no going back. Your truth lies with the Scorched.”

      Ors’ dour tone dropped into their conversation. “I’ll do it.”

      Jin turned to him. “You understand the risks?”

      He nodded. “Bring him to me, and I’ll see it done.”

      “He will come alone. I cannot guide him.”

      “You can’t be serious.” Ors’ voice leapt from bass to baritone. “He’ll never make it!”

      Cal grabbed at Jin. “What do you mean, I’ll go alone?”

      She eased her arm from his grip. “He shall be hidden from prying eyes—the dangers will be few.”

      “Hidden? What do⁠—”

      Zero’s lean figure stepped forwards. “The Trinity have become aware of our presence.”

      Ors spun to look at him. “How?” He waved a hand. “Never mind. What’s done is done. We’re out of time.”

      Cal followed Jin’s gaze, which was fixed on a point to their left. A pulsing line of white light stretched across the glassy dome, rising into view over the curve. It took him a moment to realise it wasn’t a single solid line. They were people. Glowing people, like in the interrogation room. Tracers. Cal could hear a faint buzzing noise coming from their direction, like a thousand furious bees assembling for battle. His heart jumpstarted into overdrive.

      Jin’s head swung in the other direction, and Cal heard her curse. On that side too, another line of radiant figures rose into view, drawing closer. So many.

      She grabbed Cal by the arm. “Time to go.”

      “Wait!” Ors reached out a hand. “What do you expect me to do with the boy?”

      Jin’s grip crushed Cal’s forearm. “Remember these words, Scorched, and don’t forget them. Our future hangs on your memory.” The buzzing sound grew so loud it began drowning out her voice. “The ghost of Prisma is the key to Vescor.”

      “What the fuck does that mean?”

      “Remember it!” Jin shouted over the din. “The ghost of Prisma is the key to Vescor!”

      Ors and Zero shared a glance, then winked out of view, disappearing as quickly as they’d appeared. Cal was still trying to comprehend their departure when Jin grabbed his shirt sleeve.

      “Cal, it’s time.”

      “Now?” He pointed at the glowing figures. “What about them?”

      She shrugged like the tracers were of no consequence, her stare coring his innards with uncompromising fervour. “This won’t be easy.”

      He took a deep breath, supported by her strength, and his muscles charged. “I’m ready. What do I need to do?”

      Jin took a step back, drawing something from the folds of her unusual gown and pressing it to his forehead, the metal cold against his skin. He went cross-eyed tracking its shape and the glint of chrome from the barrel.

      A revolver. He recognised it the instant she replied. “You need to die.”

      “Jin . . .” He stopped breathing. “What the fuck?”

      “Remember the words, Cal. They’re everything now.” Her voice dropped to an octave so low it seemed to reverberate inside his skull. “The ghost of Prisma is the key to Vescor.”

      Cal didn’t feel the bullet tear through his skull, nor punch into his grey matter. The irrational thought that entered his brain had nothing to do with his imminent death. It was about the words Jin had said, one question overriding all others.

      The last thought he had before the world went dark was: Who the fuck was Prisma?
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      They were close now, so close Prisma could almost taste them. The dank warehouse smelled of dried mould, like old cheese so long past its use-by date it would’ve given fungus pause. Not like the rich smells outside, wafting from the kitchens dotting the warehouse district of Nova. The clanking sound of echoing footsteps faded into the back, the bearer apparently tiring of their endless trudge. Prisma crouched behind the final row of tall shelves, waiting for her moment. The last thing she needed was for the guard to return and spy a bald Korean girl slinking between the shelves.

      “Hurry up, sister.” Eo’s voice sighed at the back of Prisma’s mind. “This is fucking boring.”

      Prisma ignored her. If something wasn’t broken or bleeding, Eo found it dull.

      “Are they really worth all this fuss?”

      Eo didn’t get it, and Prisma wouldn’t explain it to her. How could you explain what it was like to brush against a past you couldn’t remember, if only for a moment? To feel like you were on the edge of an abyss, and if you could only push a little further, a door would swing open and the world beyond would finally reveal itself? Even though they shared a mind, this was something Eo would never understand.

      “Quit your whining.” Prisma gave her a mental shove. “Just go to sleep or something, would you? You’re giving me a headache.”

      Eo glowered from the shadows of Prisma’s awareness, projecting the impression of a stuck-out tongue.

      Prisma darted down the aisle, running in a low crouch. Tins and packets of every size and shape lined the shelves, stark black-and-white labels declaring their contents. Dried cranberries on one side, truffles and beans on the other. Delicacies of all sorts, every one denied to the common folk, stored here so that the Trinity and their cronies could taste the old world when they so desired. Everything except for synthetic meat, of course. Only the elite of the elite got to eat that. Not that Prisma cared. Her quarry was far more precious.

      She slid to a stop by the end of the shelf, a walkway shearing through the centre of the warehouse. Her ears pricked, searching for potential danger. The background noise of the factory district met her scrutiny: muffled clanging from the sloid fabrication plants, the occasional high-pitched whine of a forklift, and the rolling rush of a rare car. Nothing from within the building itself—at least that she could discern. The lone sloid guard appeared to have lost interest in patrolling the warehouse floor, ascending the stairs to the office level.

      As she prepared to swing around the corner, a noise made her freeze. A few light scuffs from behind her, back where she’d come from. They sounded almost like . . .

      “Steps.” Eo’s focus sharpened to a pinpoint. “Someone is back there, sister.”

      Prisma scanned the aisle for movement. Her night vision easily penetrated the murk. A sheen of smoky silver overlaid the shadows cast by the scant light from the tubes in the ceiling far overhead.

      Nothing moved. Not a hint of what had made the noise, or its source. The shelves sat so still, Prisma wondered whether it had just been her imagination.

      “Not your imagination. Go investigate. If it’s anything dangerous”—Eo’s tone lightened considerably—“I’m happy to take over.”

      Prisma held back a snort. “Fat chance.”

      Any time Eo took the driver’s seat, things tended to get . . . bloody. Styx had warned her to avoid causing trouble, but Eo and self-control mixed about as well as cadavers and cocktail parties.

      Prisma remained huddled for a long minute, waiting for the source of the mystery noise to unveil itself. The stacked shelves stayed still, and she convinced herself they were both flinching at shadows.

      “I never flinch.”

      Turning back, Prisma crept across the aisle, sneaking to the first row, where her prize waited. On the third shelf, she spied them—a neat stack of plastic-wrapped parcels. She grabbed the packet on top and tore it open, ripping out a cookie and shoving it into her mouth. An explosion of glory erupted in her mouth, the white chocolate and raspberry blending across her tastebuds like tiny bursts of heaven. She sighed, chewing contentedly.

      “Happy?”

      “Don’t be jealous.”

      Eo scoffed. “If you were having some of Wen’s noodles, I might be envious. But cookies? That sweet stuff is gross.”

      Prisma shook her head, grabbing a few more packets and cramming them into the pockets of her black hoodie. She wasn’t the only one with a sweet tooth; Styx loved them too. Before heading out, she slid another one from the open pack and took a great bite out of it.

      One of her fangs bit into her lower lip, making her squeak in surprise. The ashen flavour of blood filled her mouth, mixing with the chewed cookie. Prisma swallowed, the taste ruined. With her tongue, she probed the puncture, which was already healing over.

      “Can we go now?” Eo tapped invisible fingers inside Prisma’s skull.

      “We can⁠—”

      The crinkle of plastic wrap cut Prisma off midsentence. She froze solid, not breathing. That definitely hadn’t been her imagination. Someone else was here.

      “Told you.”

      Prisma scanned the packed shelves across the aisle, her heart lodged in the back of her gullet, beating away with abandon. She caught a movement, accompanied by the scuffing sound from before. Eo wasn’t wrong. Someone else was definitely here.

      “Not a sloid.”

      No, Prisma silently agreed, not a guard. Whoever it was, they were trying to keep quiet, just like her. Possibilities flitted through her thoughts, each one more terrible than the next. A slake user, chasing her for chits, hungry for their next fix. Or a Steelneck gang member, annoyed at having her in their territory. Or . . . Prisma swallowed. It could be one of the fleshmad, and she didn’t want to think about that.

      “A skinner wouldn’t skulk in the shadows, sister.”

      True enough. But if none of those, then who?

      She crept forwards on the tips of her sneakers, quiet as she could be—and that was awful quiet. Since Styx had pulled her from the Black a year ago, she’d grown skilled at going where she wasn’t supposed to be, at home in the deepest shadows, as though she’d taken some of the Black with her.

      Another crinkle, and a faint tap tap tap on metal. Whoever was here, sneaking was not their forte. Prisma reached the end row, where the noise had come from, and eased her head around the corner.

      A lanky, bald youth sat hunched over a low shelf. She let out a breath. Not a skinner. Just another vire, like her, scrounging for goodies. Except his thin fingers struggled with a packet, and even from her vantage point, Prisma could see [Seaweed] clearly labelled on the side. Apart from that, two things struck her.

      First, he was wearing an Anuthuma soldier’s uniform that was about two sizes too big. It was garish crimson with white cuffs and a high collar, the hem of his pants dragging on the floor. Why would an Anuthuma grunt be raiding their own warehouse? And for seaweed?

      Second, he was plugged. Small, metallic ports dotted the vire’s scalp like marks from some disease. It was strange enough that he was out in the flesh, but stranger still, those ports marked him as a heavy slip user, and those types didn’t conduct their business in the bleed. Everything about him positively reeked.

      Dropping the packet of seaweed back on the shelf, the young vire tried to sidestep along the aisle, but tripped on his oversized pants and fell flat on his face. He flopped so suddenly and so unceremoniously Prisma couldn’t hold back a sharp, barking laugh. Her hand flew to her mouth, slapping herself silent, but the damage had been done.

      The soldier rose from the floor and sat back on his haunches, nursing his arm with an indignant expression. At the sight of Prisma, surprise replaced the sourness, and he backed away, eyes widening. Fearful? Of her?

      “It’s alright.” She whispered it without thinking, raising her hand.

      Physically, the boy was younger than she’d initially thought, perhaps seventeen when he Turned. Only a year or so older than her, she reckoned. He swallowed at the sound of her voice, snatching a glance behind him. Probably wondering if he should run.

      “Let him go. He’s no concern of ours.”

      “It’s alright,” Prisma whispered for a second time, edging closer. “What are you doing here?”

      The soldier backed up a step. “I was hungry. Saw you come in here . . .”

      This Anuthuma grunt had followed her through the gap in the wall because he needed food? She gestured at his clothes. “Don’t your Trinity masters feed you?”

      Food did little to assuage the ferocity of the Thirst once it awakened after a vire had been Turned, but many still liked to eat—so Styx had told her—even if they didn’t need to anymore.

      The boy tugged at the front of his shirt, shaking his head. “This isn’t . . . I’m not . . . I mean⁠—”

      “I get it.” Stolen, then. That, at least, made sense. Prisma fished in her pocket for a packet of cookies and tossed it to him. “Here—those taste a whole lot better than seaweed.”

      Weighing the package in his hand, the thief eyed her with a mixture of fear and distrust. But something convinced him to take a chance, and he tore open the plastic, snatching up a cookie that threatened to tumble to the floor. It was in his mouth a heartbeat later, chewed to smithereens. His hand dove back in for more. Strange behaviour, to be sure—like his Thirst craved white-chocolate-and-raspberry cookies more than extinct human blood.

      “Weird kid.”

      Prisma silently agreed. “What’s your name?”

      He stopped chewing midquestion, eyes widening again, like he’d suddenly remembered to be wary. “Why do you want to know?”

      She blinked, surprised by the question.

      “Cal. My name’s Cal.” He said it in a rush. “What’s yours?”

      Before Prisma could respond, they heard clunking steps, accompanied by a grumbling query from tinny speakers. “Who in the fuck is down there?”

      The sloid guard was coming down the stairs. Cal scuttled backwards, clutching the cookies in one hand and levering himself to his feet with the other. He kept Prisma in sight until he reached the end of the row, then ducked through the gap in the wall and sped out into the night without another word.

      “Bit rude.”

      Prisma didn’t need an invitation. She sped to the opening at the back of the warehouse, easing aside the corrugated metal and slipping out, careful not to let her black pants catch on the jagged edges.

      The smell of old mould surrendered to the familiar funk of Nova. The air trapped under the dome of the Veeshield and left to bake in the daylight hours soaked up the stewed vapours of a city that ever slept. A metallic hint clung to the air, a taste that soiled the edges of Prisma’s tongue and made her want to wash her mouth out.

      She spied Cal scurrying along the sidewalk, baggy jacket clutched around his shoulders, head down. A few streetlamps dotted the road with vacant pools of light, one flickering as if communicating in Morse code.

      Prisma only noticed the two Steelnecks when one of them called out to Cal.

      “You need something to take dat edge off, raba?” The man who’d shouted was thin, wiry as jerky, with both hands plunged into the pockets of a baseball jacket that had long since lost all traces of the team it advertised. He called out again, “We got dat slake you crave, eh?”

      Next to him stood a woman kitted out in a bodysuit. The hair cascading down her back was dyed black instead of the typical vire white. Instead of waving them off, Cal ducked his head down further, veering away from the dealers.

      Eo tutted. “Bad move.”

      Prisma understood Eo’s appraisal of the situation. The Steelnecks saw other vire as one of three things: customers, potential customers, or marks. If you weren’t one of the first two, they only had one use for you. Turn your back on a bully, and a beating wouldn’t be far behind.

      True to form, Baseball Jacket elbowed the dark-haired woman, nodding at Cal’s departing figure with a smirk. The pair broke into a fast walk, their purpose all too clear.

      “Kid’s in for a rough night.”

      Prisma broke into a jog, angling across the street, her sneakers crunching on the dusting of gravel that littered the asphalt.

      “What are you doing?” Eo sounded suspicious.

      The two Steelnecks saw Prisma coming long before she could cut off their pursuit of Cal. She slowed to a stop between them and him. “Leave him be. He’s done nothing to you.”

      “Why would you stand up for that skinny twerp? You already gave him cookies.”

      Baseball’s slit of a mouth curled into a one-sided sneer. “We got business with him, raba. Not with you.” His head cocked to the left. “But maybe you need some lesson, eh?” He tapped his chest. “You know who you fucking with?”

      The woman next to him sniffed like she had a hot mess of mucus in her nostrils, then swallowed the result. Sniffles squinted at Prisma. “Ain’t I seen you somewhere afore? Don’t I know you?”

      “If you don’t now”—Eo’s tone darkened—“You will soon. Let me educate them, sister.”

      Prisma nodded at the corner behind the pair. “Just forget you saw us both, alright? We can all go home with our bones intact.”

      The wiry man chuckled and drew a curved knife from inside his jacket. His finger tapped the point. “I’m sure glad I met you tonight. I been fixing for a scrap.” He looked her up and down again. “Not that you’ll be much to chew on.”

      “Wait . . .” Sniffles frowned, peering at Prisma. Suddenly, her lips parted, and she grabbed Baseball’s arm. “She’s the psycho that ended Longvine. Carved him ear to ear, she did!”

      Her partner tried to shrug off her grip, but she held him fast. “Get off me!” he told her. “This tiny thing couldn’t have brought down a big bastard like Longvine, ain’t no way.”

      Sniffles released him, shaking her head and backing away. “It’s your ending. Don’t say I didn’t warn ya. There’s a devil inside that Korean doll. I sure as fuck ain’t sticking round to see it.”

      “Aw shucks, did she just call me a doll?”

      With that, Sniffles turned and sprinted back the way they came, not stopping at the corner but instead continuing on up the street.

      Baseball scoffed, watching her. “Fucking coward.” Spinning back to Prisma like he’d just remembered she was there, he sunk into a fighting stance, blade out. His confidence had disappeared, though, replaced by a twinge of uncertainty. The knife shook in his fist. “There any truth to that, girlie? You took out Longvine?”

      Prisma shrugged as nonchalantly as she could, though in truth, her heart was ready to launch itself out of her chest and onto the pavement. “Never knew his name.” She forced a grin she hoped would match one of Eo’s. “But I remember his blood, alright.”

      Eo giggled in the back of her mind, the sound making Prisma’s stomach clench.

      Baseball wheezed, the point of the knife now fluttering like a plastic bag on a fitful breeze. She could almost see the cogs turning in his head. At that moment, a dulcet whine rose to a clear crescendo in the air. A sleek black car sung past them, disappearing into another warehouse further along the road. In the meantime, Cal had made his getaway, nowhere to be seen.

      Baseball hawked and spat at Prisma’s feet. “Don’t fucking matter no more. Your whole world gonna change soon, raba, you’ll see.” He gestured to where the car had disappeared with his silver knife. “That there was a checkmate if I ever saw one.”

      Prisma turned again, eyeing the warehouse the black sedan had entered. It had been a Trinity vehicle, no question. No one else would dare show off something like that around the city. But the Trinity meeting with Steelnecks? That didn’t make any kind of sense.

      “Stinks of trouble to me.”

      Prisma had to agree. She swivelled back to Baseball, only to find him hightailing it in the opposite direction, following his comrade.

      “Guess he figured she had the right idea. Who’s the coward now?”

      “What did he mean, a checkmate?”

      Eo mentally shrugged. “Doubt someone that thick knows anything about chess.”

      Prisma couldn’t dismiss it so lightly. She tried to imagine what Styx would say if she told him about it.

      “He’d tell you to keep your nose out of it, sister.”

      “Maybe. He’d still want to know what they’re about.”

      “Don’t even think about it.”

      “Too late.”
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      Prisma headed towards the Steelneck hideout where the Trinity sedan had disappeared. Spying a fire escape on the adjacent warehouse, she clambered up the stairs two at a time, reaching the roof moments later.

      “If you want to avoid blood, this is a bad way to do it,” Eo said.

      Once she was up top, the whole factory district of Nova lay before her in neat rows of extensive structures. Above, the glassy veneer of the Veeshield dome curved like an inverted slide, rising to a distant apex in the centre of Nova, the three prongs of the Trinity Skytowers standing vigil as if they were holding it aloft. Arrayed around them was a mess of sunscrapers of all shapes and sizes, most too short to push through the massive dome.

      With a running jump, Prisma vaulted the alley between the warehouses, landing lightly on the other side. She was careful not to make unnecessary noise. The sound of muffled voices met her ear, and she spied a cluster of filthy windows arranged in a pyramid structure.

      Upon closer inspection, she saw that one of the panes had a fist-sized hole through the centre, bordered by jagged glass. To the right of it sat a corroded vent shaft, the grating on the front ripped and bent. Prisma neared the windows, and the voices became clearer.

      “. . . me do the talking, right? Don’t fuck this up,” someone’s bold baritone beckoned through the opening.

      “Yeah, yeah.” A second voice responded—feminine, but reedy and sullen.

      Despite the confident tone she’d taken with Eo, Prisma could feel sweat beading on her scalp, cooling her even in the sultry night air. Standing up to two Steelnecks was one thing, but being caught spying on a meet between them and the Trinity? That would be another class of retribution entirely.

      “Might be you’ll have to let me free.” Eo offered the impression of a merciless grin.

      Prisma peered down, seeking the source of the voices. The warehouse below lay almost entirely empty. She spied a group of Steelnecks lounging by the far door on her left, a haze of smoke from burning cigarettes wafting around them. They were watching something on Prisma’s right. A loud click alerted her to the source of the group’s attention: the passenger door of the black sedan being opened by a bloodred Anuthuma sloid.

      Before the vehicle stood a mismatched pair. On the left was a woman dressed in a white spandex bodysuit, her ivory hair hanging in a single thick braid down her back. Next to White Spandex stood a vire sporting a grey fedora that matched his pin-striped suit. They were waiting for the occupants of the car to exit.

      The crimson sloid stepped aside, the open door revealing a pitch-black interior. In the murk, two pinpoints of scarlet light floated into view. They weaved forward, a silhouette following them from the car.

      The newcomer’s feminine features were composed of sharp angles and a thin, upturned mouth. Her eyes shone with optical mods. That face might have been beautiful if not for her red gaze, which slithered as if seeking its next meal. Black leather swathed the woman, except where glints of metal peeked through, speaking of heavy augmentation.

      Prisma felt Eo shift. “Be careful of that one. She carries the darkness.”

      “Zither.” Grey Fedora spoke as if tasting sour slime.

      The word streaked a bolt of electric charge into Prisma’s heart, quickening it to a frenetic pace. She knew the name, but not the face that went with it. Styx had spoken of many dangers in Nova after he’d saved her from the Black. Only one had revealed genuine fear in his demeanour, and she had never forgotten it.

      Zither was known simply as the Ender, because that was her talent. She was the right hand of the Anuthuma. Their sword. Their assassin. Their vehicle of destruction. Now right below Prisma’s feet.

      A second figure flowed from the car. The jet-black sloid was like nothing Prisma had ever seen, like liquid night sculpted into a metallic chassis. Where standard sloids were clanking, piston-driven things, this one had no visible joints and no glowing visor. The polish on the plating mirrored its surrounds as if it were swimming through the air. Plus, it was silent. The only detectable sound was the slight scuffing of its rubber-soled feet against the concrete.

      Prisma had to admit, for a sloid, it was pretty slice.

      It flowed past Zither to stand in front of the waiting pair. The sloid’s oval head didn’t turn, but Prisma got the impression of an inspection, like the pilot controlling the avatar was studying Grey Fedora and White Spandex, allowing their tension to build.

      “I can smell their fear.”

      “You were told to come alone.” An electronic voice, modulated by a masking algorithm, carried through the courtyard. Even through the distortion, Prisma heard the haughty tone of someone used to being obeyed.

      White Spandex’s braid shook with her head, but Grey Fedora responded first. “You don’t make demands of the Steelnecks, Altus. We weren’t the ones to request this meeting.”

      Altus? The title combined with Zither’s presence marked the pilot as the head of the Anuthuma Family, one of the three competing branches of the Trinity. Eo grew even more attentive, if that was possible.

      Zither emitted a sibilant hiss, her lithe form leaning forwards, but the dark sloid raised a palm, and she subsided with a sneer.

      “You are not beleaguered by intelligence, I see.” The Anuthuma Altus moved to the right as though examining the space. “But you had the foresight to agree, at least. You customer base is dwindling, night by plodding night, and you even struggle to maintain your own membership.” The sloid turned sharply to the pair. “The Steelnecks are dying—as are all the others of your ilk. Your slake will never compare to the satisfaction we offer with the Feast.”

      “Sounds like Styx was right. Dealers are getting squeezed.”

      Prisma mentally nodded. Styx had predicted their demise more than once, urging her to leave the city before it reached a breaking point.

      White Spandex stepped forwards, gloved hands curling into fists. “We’ll never be your damned thralls!”

      Grey Fedora grabbed her by the arm and dragged her back again, the fierce look visible even from Prisma’s vantage point overhead.

      The black sloid continued, unperturbed. “Indeed, that is not my offer. You have proven yourselves resourceful, organising your little crew”—it arced a lazy gauntlet in the air—“in the face of non-trivial adversity.”

      “Gee, thanks.” Grey Fedora’s face scrunched up as if he’d taken a swig of vinegar. “Make your offer, then. We’re listening.” He gave White Spandex a warning look, but Prisma couldn’t see her expression. She doubted it was positive.

      “We have devised a new formulation.” The pilot turned the sloid, hands clasping behind its back. “Something that—I’m sure you’ll agree—makes slake look like skinner piss.” He gave Zither a curt wave, summoning her forwards.

      The Ender’s lips peeled back into her version of a smile, baring a pair of white fangs. She flourished a small silver cylinder from a port in her forearm. Her thumb flicked one end, the other dropping the contents into her waiting palm. Prisma squinted, but she couldn’t make out what it was.

      Fingers flaring, Zither offered the prize to Grey Fedora and White Spandex. “Have a taste.” She whispered the words, but they found their way to Prisma’s ears all the same.

      The two Steelnecks shared a significant glance, but curiosity appeared to overcome their misgivings. They stepped forward, each reaching out to fetch the offering. Grey Fedora held his up, examining it in the light.

      Prisma edged back, worried he might see her outlined against the Veeshield overhead. Even so, she caught a glimpse of the object in his hand—a small white piece of cloth or paper, stained in the centre.

      White Spandex sniffed at her own, and her eyes bulged near to bursting. She slapped the cloth onto her tongue, eyelids closing, mouth moaning, features slackening. Grey Fedora followed her lead, his reaction mirroring hers. In the aftermath, they were both breathing so hard Prisma could hear it from where she was standing.

      “How is this possible?” Grey Fedora’s voice cracked, becoming hoarse. He pressed his fingers to his lips. Next to him, White Spandex shuddered.

      “This is but a taste of what I offer. Our chemists have spent a great deal of time perfecting that particular formula.”

      “What do you want for it?”

      “Thralls. I want you to collect them for me.”

      “We’re no fucking thrallhounds.” Grey Fedora spat the last word, but Prisma could see he remained fixated on the shiny cylinder in Zither’s hand, his expression so hungry she thought he might leap the short distance.

      “Not even for more?” The pilot sounded smug. “For much, much more? Perhaps I should take my offer elsewhere.”

      Grey Fedora’s tongue snaked out to lick his lips, and he rubbed his palms on his suit. White Spandex flung out a hand, grabbing her friend’s shoulder, muttering urgently, “He wants thralls, we give him thralls. It’ll be a cinch with even a handful of that shit.”

      The grey-suited vire tugged at his hat, pulling it down as though ashamed of his next words. He nodded. “What should we do?”

      “The first requirement is that you obey my directives without question.” The sloid nodded at Zither.

      An unmistakable whirr resonated, accompanied by a sound similar to that of a door unlocking. Then Zither’s arms separated. That was the only way Prisma could describe it. The top section of each one peeled away from the wrists, revealing segmented blades of black metal. They rose like wings, hinged at the shoulders.

      “Neat trick.”

      Grey Fedora took a step back. “What the fu⁠—”

      Zither’s right wingblade struck like a viper. The man’s head flew from his shoulders, snatching his next words with it, his hat tumbling to the floor. Black blood arced across the pavement, the head bouncing with meaty smacks before finally swaying to a stop, vacant eyes unseeing. The grey-suited body collapsed a few seconds later, crumpling like a decompressed blow-up doll.

      “Shit!” White Spandex staggered back, a fine spray of black dotting her bodysuit.

      The electronic monotone continued as if the pilot was reading a shopping list. “There is no place among my ranks for those incapable of following orders. I instructed him to come alone. He has paid for his thoughtlessness.” The sloid turned to White Spandex. “You will do better.”

      Next to him, Zither’s wingblades returned to their locked positions with a series of minute clicks. Prisma shifted, her shock overcoming her stillness. When she did so, one of the cookie packets she’d stowed in her hoodie crinkled.

      “Sloppy, sister.”

      Zither’s head snapped up, scarlet optics locking on the windows. Prisma ducked and froze.

      Death had just noticed her.
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      Prisma backed away from the broken window on top of the Steelneck hideout, the red dots of Zither’s augments still seared into her retinas. She was sure the dark killer had spied her before she’d ducked out of view.

      “Zither!” The sloid’s commanding warble echoed up from the opening. “Where are you going?”

      “We have an audience.” The soft hiss of Zither’s indignant reply confirmed Prisma’s suspicion.

      “Let me take care of her.”

      Eo swelled, ready to take over, but Prisma wrestled her back down, refusing to let go. Eo glowered in Prisma’s mind, but behind the irritation was genuine concern. “You can’t fight her, sister. She’s dangerous.”

      Prisma spun around, searching for an escape route, but the Ender could appear from any side. If Prisma attempted to flee, she might run straight into her killer.

      She paused and scanned. The roof was empty except for the rows of triangular windows and the damaged vent shaft. The sound of boot heels on the fire escape made the decision for her. Prisma darted for the vent and grabbed the sides, ready to jump in. Then she paused again, her chest seizing.

      Inside, the Black waited. It huddled outside the light, hungry for her helplessness, ready to swallow her whole.

      “Let me, sister. You don’t need to do this.”

      The Veeshield seemed to crumple in on top of Prisma, suffocating her, squeezing her entire body. In the background of her awareness, Zither’s steps got louder, faster, nearer. A high-pitched ringing consumed her mind. Hot sweat streamed from her scalp, rolling off her forehead, dripping into her eyes. Her stomach folded itself up in her gut, making her want to retch. Could she hear screaming?

      “I’m here, sister.”

      Prisma sucked in a gulp of air, as though readying herself to plunge into ice water, and slid into the waiting vent, submerging herself in the darkness. She crawled around a corner, steel sheeting flexing under her weight, aware that her every movement was ringing out into the night. Closing her eyes, she took deep, slow breaths, trying to calm the frenetic beat inside her ribcage.

      The surrounding darkness taunted her, trying to seep through her lids. As she had in the Black, Prisma imagined she was somewhere else, a place with white walls and cream floors, a colourful logo dominating her view. A familiar man with a cleft chin kneeled in front of her, his arms smothering her in a hug, burying her face in the soft wool of his vest. His deep voice told her everything was going to be okay as she sank into the security of his embrace.

      “I won’t ever leave you.”

      Prisma’s breathing eased in the safety of that memory, and she heard Zither crest the roof. The scuffing steps outside were amplified by the metal vent. Prisma’s heart beat like a staccato war drum.

      “I know you’re here, whoever you are.” The whisper slithered through the darkness. “You can’t escape. You can never, ever escape.”

      Boots crunched on broken glass, slow and deliberate, like Zither wanted Prisma to know where she was stalking. Clicking accompanied the steps, a low vibration massaging the air. The chorus was familiar to Prisma’s ear: Zither’s wingblades detaching, reattaching, detaching again.

      Zither whispered, “When I find you, I’m going to cut you, I’m going to slice you, I’m going to carve you inside out.”

      Prisma squeezed her eyes shut so tight she thought they might pop. Her fingernails dug into her palms, but she couldn’t stop shaking.

      “Zither!” The command rang through the night like a distant gunshot, muffled but mighty. “Return!”

      A snarl replied, so soft only Prisma could hear, and awfully close—so close she was sure the Ender was glaring straight into the vent. “We will meet again,” Zither’s voice purred around the steel cage. “It’s merely a question of time.”

      The last word echoed back and forth, disappearing into the dimness. Time . . . time . . . time . . . Outside, Prisma heard wind rushing, and suddenly, she was alone. Just her and the Black.

      “And me, sister. Always me.”
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      The savage kick to Thibault’s guts had two predictable outcomes. First, it emptied his stomach contents onto the grubby parquet floor of his kitchen. Second, it woke him up.

      Pain shooting through his torso, he clutched his abdomen and groaned, wheezing like a stalwart smoker. A daze from the previous night’s excess clouded his view, but not so much that he couldn’t discern the polished crimson of the metal foot in front of him, or the roundup as a third kick prepared to follow the last.

      “Wait.” Through chapped lips and a scoured throat, he croaked the plea, but it made no difference. The sloid’s foot found his liver on the next strike, explosive pain radiating from the blow.

      “Get the fuck up, meat. You’ve got work to do.”

      The mention of work brought yesterday’s meeting crashing back in on Thibault like a neurological implosion. His mind shied away from it, as it had the night before, when he’d sought every drug he could get his hands on. He’d spent everything in his possession looking for a fix that might help him forget. None of it had worked, and the Anuthuma wouldn’t forget. Condrite had sent his goons to serve Thibault a reminder notice.

      He rolled onto his back, gasping for air, his chrome hands clasped protectively around his middle. A backlit faceplate dove towards him from on high, the Blood Fist sloid bending in an electronic leer. Garbled characters streamed across the toughened glass of its visor, glowing white and useless. The top-right corner announced the pilot’s handle in pulsing lettering, upside down from Thibault’s perspective. He tried to read it, but between the angle and the hangover, it was as cryptic as the rest of the nonsensical output.

      “Get this bastard into a chair.”

      Metal hands grabbed Thibault’s metal arms, the nanofilm coating the limbs signalling their sudden distress. The sloids wrenched him up so hard his shoulder grafts threatened to tear free, then thrust him backwards with casual disdain.

      Thibault’s back met one of his dining chairs, plastic things with oval backrests the colour of bird shit. He had always thought they were ugly, but Marina found them gorgeous. Their tastes had rarely been in sync. It was part of what he loved about her.

      His head pounded as if his neurons were firing mortar shells, but he could see the uninvited guests arrayed around him. A full squad of four sloids were crammed into his tiny apartment like canned hot dogs, although not nearly as appetising. Blood Fist. Anuthuma’s elite soldiers. Even when they’d been human, they would’ve been harder than granite, trained to follow orders and get the job done. And at this point, they’d been doing the same job for nigh on two hundred years.

      Beyond the intruders lay the kitchen. Thibault could have slaughtered a jug of coffee right about now, followed by a chaser of whatever powders he had left from last night.

      The sloid at the front leaned in, visor-light scouring Thibault’s optic nerve. “You remember the job Condrite gave you, hound?”

      He remembered. The question widened the gulf of his guilt, his mind shying away from the inevitable task ahead. He couldn’t do it. And he couldn’t not do it.

      A slap landed on his cheek like a shovel blow, nearly knocking him back to the floor.

      “Answer me, fucker.” The sloid wrenched on the collar of Thibault’s trench coat, pulling him close. Thibault could read the pilot’s handle now—it was all he could see, blaring in bright white: [Castle.] He supposed it was meant to sound tough. “You want to see your bitch wife again?”

      The mention of Marina made Thibault’s fists clench, his eyes closing to shut out the world. “I remember, kin.”

      “Speak up. I can’t fucking hear you.”

      He opened his eyes, glaring into the visor. “I remember the job.” Like he could forget.

      “This sorry piece of shit is really Thibault Allard?” The sloid at Castle’s shoulder scoffed. “Hard to believe he’s ever been any kind of thrallhound.”

      Another one interjected, “I heard skinners got him, tore him to pieces.”

      “Nah . . . didn’t you hear about what happened in the undercity? Condrite fucked him, good and proper.”

      Castle half turned towards them, but spoke without heat. “Stow that bullshit. We’re not here for gossip.” He swung back to Thibault. “Job is real simple, meat. We’re gonna give you a little present, then all you gotta do is visit your pal Ors and get yourself meshed on his gear. That’s it. We’ll do the rest.”

      The other sloid edged around Castle, and Thibault saw what it had clutched in its fist: some type of portable mesh, thinner than the standard fare, with no power cables visible.

      “What the fuck is that?” He nodded at the device, a pure vacuum hollowing him out from the inside.

      “Like I said.” Castle took the mesh from his comrade and raised it before Thibault. “A gift for that veekissed friend of yours.”

      Loaded with malware. Had to be. Thibault’s fogged mind laboured through thick sludge, scrabbling to connect the dots. Anuthuma couldn’t get to Ors through his security defences; he’d locked his place down tighter than a tick’s asshole. So what did you do when you couldn’t ram down the gates and come charging through the front door? You sent in a Trojan horse to open it for you.

      Castle jammed the mesh onto Thibault’s head, his greasy hair flattening over his skull. Magnetic seals aligned with the plugs coating his scalp, adhering to each other like adulterers in a dingy motel. His jaw gently vibrated as the ports opened, but he didn’t feel the electrodes plunge into his exposed grey matter. He heard them, though. Faint and wet, a thousand needles loaded with virtual life. Thibault hovered on the edge of release, his mind ready for the whiff of ozone that signalled the final stage in the heady sequence of steps that led to the slip.

      It never came. The electrodes retracted with a hushed hiss, slinking out of his skull in shame.

      “Package is ready,” one sloid emitted in static-ridden confirmation, but Thibault hadn’t been paying enough attention to know which one.

      Two faces wavered before him. One was beautiful and pristine, laughing at some joke he’d made, the dimples in her cheeks enough to tear a hole in his chest. The other, burned and scarred, its lidless eyes swollen with accusation, ripped his ribcage the other way. Choices were for the free, and he’d never been that.

      Castle leaned in close, his visor nearly blinding Thibault. “Report to the Skytower when it’s done, and don’t fuck around. The Altus himself has put a clock on this—you’ve got two hours. A nanosecond more, and we tear your bitch from the slip and throw her from the Veeshield till her head cracks open like a fucking duck egg.”

      Thibault tried to banish from his mind the image of Marina hurtling towards the streets of Nova, terror streaking across her face, ignorant of her crime.

      Castle rose. “Give the Scorched our regards.”

      One of the others laughed. “Yeah, that fucker has it coming. Can’t wait to take down that piece of skinner shit.”

      The squad shared a dark chuckle as they left, leaving the apartment door open. Their jibes and insults faded down the long corridor to the elevators. Thibault tried not to listen, but clarity had seeped into his thoughts, the fugue of last night’s binge lifting to reveal the truth.

      He lurched to his feet and staggered to the door. Slapping a chrome hand against the control panel on the wall, he leaned into it for support, the steel hatch grating to a close. The drumming in his skull hadn’t let up. He hoped it was the hangover, not whatever traitorous garbage the Blood Fist had implanted in his brain.

      He let out a long breath, then turned his head to the kitchenette. A coffee, at least, could mask the taste of betrayal. Except the pot lay shattered on the floor, the handle resting amidst a pile of glass fragments and brown stains. Where he’d thrown it the night before, full of violent rage, cursing his fate.

      Thibault slapped the control panel again, and the door clunked open. Who was he kidding? There was only one thing that would let him put this mess behind him. He paused in the doorway, hand on the doorjamb. In his mind’s eye, the holo projection Condrite had shown him overlayed the lounge area. The zooming camera shot weaved through a terminus fat with thralls, halting above a slip pod to show Thibault the prize he sought most. Marina, lying on her
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