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      “Jeez!” Bart spun around and held his shoulder from where yet another person slammed into him, walking through him on the busy street, everyone cutting their own path, making their own luck. And what else could they do? The Black Hole guaranteed little other than they were shit out of it. He rubbed his shoulder again. “I can’t tell who’s enhanced and who isn’t until they’ve slammed into me.”

      “Tell me about it.” Dan, his best friend and colleague, focused straight ahead, twisting and turning to get through the busy street while bathed in the shadow of the wall between them and Prime City. He’d connected with as many people as Bart, but had fared better. Luck of the draw. Unlike the old days, where you could spot someone with a reenforced skeleton from a mile away, you now only knew of their enhancements when they’d sent you spinning like a top.

      “What—”

      Bart lost his vision, his world fading to black while a projection of a suited man stepped forwards. Another covert ad portal. They lined his route to and from work like hidden tripwires, snagging him whenever he got too close. The price you paid for being a chipper. Someone else slammed into him, and he stumbled backwards, but now the ad had him, it would only return his sight when it had said its piece.

      A pearly white smile, the suited man swiped back his slicked hair and pointed at Bart. “Would you like more time?”

      Another person hit Bart and knocked him into a wall.

      “Would you like to be a better husband and father?”

      Bart leaned into the rough brickwork and shrugged. “Can you just get on with it, please?”

      The projected man tilted his head to one side again and frowned. A few seconds later, he beamed another brilliant white grin and continued like he’d never stopped. “Some people are earning as many credits in one day as you earn in a month.”

      They knew exactly how much he earned. One of the many questions the advertising hub asked him. Bart rolled his eyes.

      Again, the man’s smile faltered. He paused. “Would you like to help other people get free electricity, just like you?”

      “What, and become a chipper? It should be free, anyway. It’s free in Prime City.”

      “You can help them get free water too. Help others see the merits of getting an advertising hub in their house. Become an ambassador.”

      “So they can get harassed every time they pass one of the many advertising portals? I wouldn’t wish this on my worst enemy.” Bart rubbed the ache at the base of his skull. “And even if they can cope with the ads, I’ve had nothing but pain from this damn tracking chip your cowboy surgeons implanted. Just talking to you gives me a headache.”

      The man’s impeccable smile faltered again. His face locked like he’d glitched, but his eyes shifted from side to side. A pop-up box appeared in front of him, and he lost opacity. The text on the box read Hide ad?

      Bart pointed towards it, but just before he pressed the green tick, someone slammed into him again, sending him stumbling to one side. He raised a blocking arm, returned to the box, and pressed the tick on his second attempt.

      The text on the box changed. Select reason.

      “Fucking hell.” Bart clicked It’s not relevant.

      It seems relevant.

      It’s not relevant. “Now fuck off.”

      The portal withdrew and returned Bart’s vision just as a surveillance drone flashed past, a pulsing red dot beside its lens. Recording. Always recording.

      Like him, Dan had pulled to the side of the busy road and waited. The screeching monoline ran overhead, the squeal twisting through Bart’s back.

      Bart stepped out into the crowd again, and a woman, head down, brow furrowed, aimed straight for him. When she got close, he shoved her aside, sending her spinning. She hissed a stream of obscenities and continued on her way.

      Dan, fifteen years Bart’s senior, had closely cropped hair. He’d avoided going bald, but the glow from their garish neon surroundings reflected off his grey like a mirror. “What was yours about?”

      “They wanted me to become an advertising hub ambassador.”

      “Why the fuck would you want to do that?”

      “I know, right?” Bart rubbed the base of his skull again. “I still get headaches from this fucking chip. And yours?”

      “Loans.”

      “Jeez. That’s all we need. More fucking debt.”

      “Tell me about it.” Dan led the way. One of the busiest streets in the Black Hole and probably the whole of Prime City. But at this time of night, the busier routes were safer. They were better being safe than comfortable. Bruises healed themselves. Stab wounds didn’t.

      “This is us, then.” Dan pointed to the alley on his right. It led to Bart’s house. The two men hugged, Bart hanging on a little longer. “One of these days, we’ll find something better.”

      “I hope so.” Dan stepped away from their embrace and rubbed his forearm over his employment implant. “But at least we have a job, eh? You got your baton?”

      The foot-long metal bar concealed up his sleeve, Bart let it drop and caught the cold steel in his grip. “Yeah.”

      “Good luck.”

      “You too, man. See you tomorrow, yeah?”

      Dan sighed. “Bright and early.”

      Bart had left the house fourteen hours ago at seven that morning. The underside of his chin stung from his headset’s straps. Sweat, dirt, and a rough and durable fabric all combined to rub his skin red raw. He pressed the cold bar to the burn and stumbled from the bright main road into the dark alley leading to his house.

      Another monoline tore overhead, and Bart jumped, gasping as he clapped a hand to his chest. He quickly pulled it down again. Show any sign of weakness, and even if they weren’t watching him, they would be now.

      The only light came from an orange and red neon sign above a shop on the main strip. It stretched into the alley and caught the greasy black fur of a scuttling rat. Despite living next to Prime City, the huge immigration wall blocked off its retina-searing glare and cast the Black Hole in deep shadow.

      Fifty metres of gloom from one end of the alley to the other. Bart made it about twenty before he stopped, tutted, and shook his head. “For fuck’s sake.” Several silhouettes appeared ahead of him. Several more behind. His voice echoed off the close walls, and he tightened his grip on his baton. “Do we really have to do this again? It’s been a long fucking day. I know I have an employment implant, but I’m as skint as everyone else.”

      The people ahead of him stepped forwards into a shard of light, the orange-red glow shining off their black bomber jackets. The tension left Bart’s shoulders. Black Jackets worked for Mads. They didn’t rob people like the other gangs.

      “So what do you want?”

      Those ahead of him remained in the light with their arms folded across their chests. They stood still and silent.

      Steps closed in behind. Bart turned into a flash of light from a thrown and landed blow. Three more gang members piled on top of him as he fell.

      Bart twisted on the ground and swung his baton at his attackers, but one of them kicked his hand, sending the metal pole skittering away. They’d removed their jackets, revealing the green tops of one of the many local gangs.

      Set upon by six to eight of them, blows raining down on him, Bart covered his head. The coppery taste of his own blood flooded his mouth, and his fingers and hands throbbed from the assault.

      One of the gang tore his jacket from him while the others kicked. At the other end, they ripped off his shoes and trousers. Hands pawed at him, but every time he tried to bat them away, someone struck him in the face.

      Bart fell limp while the gang frisked him for something of value.

      As quickly as they’d attacked, they backed off. They disappeared into the shadows and vanished.

      Bart trembled as he clambered to his feet. His nose bled, his face throbbed, and his ears rang. Scavenging in the darkness like a rat, he found his trousers first. He picked up his shoes, one after the other. He recovered his coat and baton. They’d found nothing on him. They rarely did. But no one would deny them their daily dose of violence. And if they handed out enough beatings, they were bound to find something of value once in a while. Even in an impoverished shithole like this.
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      Bart slipped into his house, coated in shame and dirt. He bit down on his bottom lip as if it would somehow quieten the action of closing the solid front door. Made from steel, the building around it would collapse before it yielded. Muggings were a part of life in the Black Hole, but their regularity didn’t lessen their impact. Instead, they exposed his vulnerability. Kept him in his place. The man of the house. The provider. The one to look after his family. Yet he couldn’t walk the streets without being set upon by groups of kids. He clenched his jaw and balled his fists. The things he’d like to do to those little fuckers.

      He used to be in a gang. He used to be the one dishing out the beatings. He’d have gotten revenge on the shits who attacked him ten times over. But those days were gone, and what remained was Bart the workingman. The dad. The husband. Unfit, malnourished, and subservient to the Black Hole’s corporations and street gangs.

      Just three rooms and a hallway in their small home. The front room-cum-kitchen-cum-bedroom on the left, Ellen probably already asleep. And who could blame her? With the hours he worked, she damn near raised Lily on her own. He’d take a million muggings to change that. He worked as hard as he could, pushed himself beyond his limits to ensure his family’s survival. A family in which he had little input.

      The swollen bassline throb from a brothel two streets away made everything in their cheap home rattle. The loose and rotten skirting boards. The windows in their frames. The uneven floorboards. Every night, Bart lay in bed waiting for the entire building to collapse. Some nights, he wished it would. Give them all a fucking break from this shitty life.

      Bart winced with every step. He passed Lily’s room on the right and peered in on the small sleeping form. Covered by several threadbare sheets, she lay as a lump in the single bed that would take her years to fill.

      Into the bathroom—a screeching wail from the monoline running over their house—Bart closed the door behind him and flinched when he caught his reflection in the mirror. A split top lip, swollen right cheek, and his eyebrows had turned crusty from the dried greenish-yellow street sludge. He turned on the tap; the pipes moaned in protest. The cold water made his hands tingle and stung his face.

      Clean and changed, Bart unlocked the cupboard in the bathroom with the combination, Lily’s birthday. The small touchscreen lit up green.

      Do you prefer brown or yellow?

      Bart pressed yellow and rubbed the small scar at the base of his skull. The advertising chip. A small mark, but a clear identifier to anyone with keen sight. A mark of desperation. No one would willingly choose to become a chipper.

      Salt or pepper.

      Salt.

      Chocolate or ice cream.

      His mouth watered. Like he’d be able to make that choice. He pressed chocolate.

      Another daily survey done, Bart locked the cupboard again. What would the ad portals show him tomorrow? But he had to do it. They needed the electricity and running water.

      Bart trembled on his way back to the front room, a strand of peeling wallpaper brushing against his arm as he passed. Another long day like every other in this shithole of a place. He paused outside Lily’s room again. The bassline throb called from down the street. Someone laughed outside. Cackling. Screaming. She slept through it all, and despite the distractions, he tuned into the gentle rhythm of her breathing. A child at peace. Safe. It made everything worthwhile. Helped him continue. He stepped into her room. Just a peek. One of the few times he got to see her in a day.

      A high-pitched whine blared through the still room. Bart pulled his foot from the squeaky toy too late.

      Lily snorted and shifted in her bed.

      Bart froze.

      “Dada?”

      “I’m here, sweetheart.” He slid onto her bed beside her.

      The light from the bathroom shone across her otherwise dark room. They always left the bathroom light on. It scared away the monsters.

      With a wonky smile, Lily sat up and rubbed her bleary eyes. “You triggered my trap!”

      “You put that toy there on purpose?”

      “Of course.” Lily smiled. “I wanted to see you. I’m hungry, Dada.”

      The words twisted through him and stabbed sharp pains into his chest. Worse than any kicking and it took a larger bite from his masculinity, from his identity as a father. He’d given his life to a job that paid enough to survive for just five of the seven days in a week. Sacrificed time with his girl and wife and he’d not done much better for his daughter than his parents did for him. But he wasn’t them. He wouldn’t kick her out and expect her to survive. Unlike his parents, he’d go without for her sake. “I’m afraid I don’t have any food today, little one.”

      “That’s okay.” She bowed her head. “I’m sorry I said anything.”

      Wrapping his arm around her, Bart pulled her close. His eyes itched with the start of tears. “It’s nice to see you. I’m glad you set the trap.”

      “I’m not!” Ellen stood in the doorway, her hands on her hips. She wore a nighty with as many holes in it as Lily’s bed sheets. “Bart.” Her words were strained like it took her a great effort to speak them. “Can I please talk to you for a moment? In the hallway.”

      Bart unwrapped himself from Lily and left the room on uneasy legs. Lily giggled when he stepped on her toy for a second time.

      Ellen threw up her arms. “Did you have to wake her?”

      “I didn’t mean to. I—”

      “You went into her room, right?”

      “I don’t get to see her all day.”

      “Do you know how long it’s taken me to get her to sleep?”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “That doesn’t put food in her stomach.”

      The words slammed into Bart, and he stepped back several paces while holding his abdomen.

      “Look.” Ellen sighed. She dropped her head, her long brown hair falling across her face. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean that.”

      “You did.”

      “I did. But I know you’re doing all you can. It’s just, I’m finding it hard to cope. I spend most days hugging her and telling her about all the foods she’ll get to eat. I don’t want her to always feel hungry. I want her to have a better childhood than us.”

      Bart pointed at Ellen and clenched his jaw, aggravating his bruises. “She won’t have my upbringing.”

      “I know. You’re not your dad, and I’m not your mum.”

      The tension left Bart, and he reached across to touch the back of Ellen’s arm. She was as cold as a corpse. “I’ll sort Lily out. You go back to bed, yeah?”

      The light cast from the bathroom caught the tears in Ellen’s eyes. Accentuated the sharpness of her cheekbones. Deep shadows pooled in her sallow cheeks. “What happened to your face?”

      “I walked into the cage at work.” He snorted a laugh. “You know what I’m like when I first take off that damn headset. I don’t know which way is up.”

      Ellen’s glistening eyes narrowed. She grabbed his hands and squeezed. “Thank you for everything, and I’m sorry again. I know you’re doing all you can.” He winced when she kissed his swollen cheek. “Good night.”

      Bart nodded. “Night, love.”

      “So.” Bart clapped his hands, Lily straightening in her bed from where she’d waited for him. “What—”

      Lily whipped out the book and held it up. The cover tattered and torn. The only book she had.

      “Panda and Me? Again?”

      Lily’s grin lit up the room.

      “Make space for me, then.”

      Shifting over on the bed, Lily pulled the covers back for Bart to sit. He wrapped an arm around her, leaned against the wall, and pulled her in tight. The vibration of her rumbling stomach ran through him. “Right.” He coughed to clear the lump in his throat, the pages blurring through his stinging eyes. Not that he needed to see, he had this book committed to memory. “Panda and Me.”

      As Bart read, Lily snuggled into his side. “Panda and me like to climb a tree.” His eyes burned from tiredness, and he bit down against his yawn.

      “Panda and me like to chase a bee.” Bart missed the page several times before Lily turned it for him.

      “Panda and me like to swim in the sea.” Bart yawned again, every blink heavier than the last.

      “Life is the best when it’s panda and …”
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      Bart’s eyes flashed open, and he filled his lungs with a sharp gasp, like he’d woken from the brink of death. He’d slept so well, maybe he had died, even for a minute or two.

      Lucidity spread through him, and his senses returned. The throbbing sting in his swollen lip, the heat from his bruised face, the sharp streaks flashing up the side of his body with his expanding and contracting ribcage. His throat dry, each gulp laced with the coppery funk of his own blood. How many people had he left in this state during his time in a gang?

      The threadbare sheets swaddled him as if someone had tucked him in. Lily lay … but she didn’t. “Lily?” He sat up. “Lily?”

      Every movement lit him up, his hips sore, his shins, his right knee from where it must have taken a direct blow. The walls in Lily’s room were as damp as everywhere else in the house. He rested against the one closest to him for support, careful not to press too hard. The plaster, split and swollen like his face, would fall apart under the strain of too much pressure.

      Dressed in just his boxer shorts and T-shirt, the cold winter air nipping at his legs and arms, Bart picked up his clothes and got changed while he snuck down the corridor to the front room. He jumped the second he peered in to find Ellen fixed on him like a watchdog, deep black bags beneath her eyes. She raised her lip in a snarl, Lily lying in bed with her, one of her little legs across Ellen’s throat.

      His hands together in prayer, Bart mouthed the word, Sorry. His little girl lay on her back and released quiet snores. The sides of his mouth twitched, but he kept his smile contained.

      Ellen rolled her eyes and shook her head. Despite herself, she also smiled. At least they were united in this. They had the best daughter. Sure, every parent thought that, but every other parent was wrong. No one else came close to Lily.

      Hooking his thumb in the door’s direction, Ellen nodded in return. Dan would be waiting for him outside. He needed to get a move on.
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      They were constantly changing the location of the advertising portals, and once again, Dan and Bart got caught unawares. While Bart’s world blurred, preparing him for a high-definition blast of commercial indoctrination, he pulled away from the busy street and pressed his back to the wall of a gamer den. If he had to endure this shit, better he didn’t get knocked on his arse.

      The den’s music vibrated against Bart’s back and shook the ground. The people inside might have been a blur for now, but their raucous cheers and yells remained unaltered. The place alive with activity. A dive compared to the main gamer dens in Prime City, but the scouts still did the rounds, looking for talent to exploit. The Black Hole existed as Prime City’s junkyard. Scavengers scoured it for treasure while everything else got trampled and crushed.

      The ad portal dazzled Bart, filling his vision with oversaturated colour. A suited man with a brilliant white smile took centre stage. The tune playing on loop seared into his memory after three repetitions. He’d take that irritating ditty to the grave.

      “Hi, honey, I’m home.”

      Bart’s surroundings changed, transporting him to the corner of a lavish kitchen, where a pristine woman in an immaculate apron cooked the perfect meal. The ads took him wherever they wanted. They turned him into Ebenezer Scrooge. A glimpse at a Christmas he’d never have in a million years. His mouth watered from the aroma of cooking meat, roasting potatoes, and steamed vegetables.

      “Daddy!” A girl about the same age as Lily ran to meet her dad, slamming into his leg and latching on with a tight hug.

      “Look what I brought home for you.” Despite stroking the back of his daughter’s head, the man fixed on Bart. A glint in his eye, he lifted a vacuum-packed slab of meat.

      All the while, the mum grinned like an amphetamine-driven maniac.

      “Super Meat.” The dad winked at Bart.

      The daughter gasped and clapped both hands to her mouth. “Super Meat?”

      “That’s right, Sweetie. Super Meat. Better than real meat. More protein. More nutrients. More taste. Give your family Super Meat today. Because you care.”

      The bubble burst. The perfect family vanished and took their Super Meat with them. Back in the busy street, Bart rubbed the aching scar at the top of his neck. “Free electricity and running water.” He did it so he could provide for his family.

      Dan leaned against the wall with a thousand-yard stare. When he finally broke from his daze, his mouth hung open, and his features twisted. He blinked and rubbed the base of his skull like Bart had. His breaths turned to condensation in the cold winter air. “I don’t think I’ll ever get used to that shit.”

      “What was it today?”

      “Registered Veg. The only official synthetic veg in the city. You?”

      “Super Meat.”

      Dan gasped and clapped both hands to his mouth like the girl in the ad. “Super Meat?”

      Bart snorted a laugh. “It might be everything it claims to be, but seeing as it’s synth, you would have thought they’d have gone for an aesthetic that didn’t make it look like a boil-in-the-bag afterbirth.”

      “You’d still eat it, though, right?”

      “I’d eat my own fucking shoes if they had any nutritional value.”

      The pair set off again, walking side by side when people didn’t cut between them.

      “No matter how hard I work …” Bart turned sideways to avoid a charging woman clinging to a baby. The bottom half of her face had been constructed from steel, and she had a tube coming from her throat straight into the baby’s mouth. “It’s not enough.”

      “Try raising four kids on our wage.”

      “How are the family?”

      Dan scratched the back of his head, their neon surroundings shining off his silver hair. “Hungry.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “It’s not your fault. We’re all hungry. That’s just life in the Black Hole. For most of us anyway. I’m sure Mads is doing all right.”

      Bart scanned one way while Dan scanned the other. Mads had eyes and ears everywhere. They passed a manhole cover leading to the underneath. The fucker probably had spies down there too.

      Dan pulled away, weaved through a crowd of people, and drew close again. “Besides, we’re alive. Maybe that’s winning in a place like this.”

      A group of boys cut across the road in front of them. They wore a uniform of red bandanas and hard scowls. They took in the crowd, all of them with red lights in their eyes. They smelled vulnerability like a shark smelled blood. The cold steel of Bart’s baton rested against his forearm.

      Dan leaned close and touched his own lip where Bart had a cut. “You didn’t make it home without a run-in last night, then?”

      “Little bastards.” Bart ran his tongue around the inside of his mouth, the cuts still slick from where his teeth had torn his skin. “They wore black jackets too. And I fucking fell for it. I thought they had something to do with Mads.”

      “They didn’t?”

      “No. They wore green shirts underneath.”

      “Imagine if Mads had seen that?”

      “It’s not like he’ll find out though, is it?”

      “You could get word to him.”

      “I’m not a rat. Anyway, they didn’t take anything. I tried telling them they were wasting their time … Not that I would have believed them when I was younger. I was a little bastard back then and would have done anything to get credits. I’m not proud of it.”

      “You did what you could to survive. Your mum and dad kicked you out. What else could you have done? I can’t imagine kicking one of my kids out at eighteen, let alone ten.”

      “But I still joined a gang and did the things I did. I deserve every kicking I get.”

      “You were a kid.”

      “So are half of those fuckers robbing us.”

      Leading the way, Bart took them off the main road and down a wide, but quieter alley. Fewer drones and fewer people. No reason to come this way unless you were going to work. Or to Spider Pharmaceuticals.

      Bart paused when they rounded the bend. The large silhouette of a spider painted above the warehouse door sent a chill through him. A line of people queued the length of the street. “Fuck me, there must be over a thousand people here.”

      “It’s one of the few places in the city that pays.”

      “Yeah, but at what cost?” He led them on, passing the queue on their right.

      “You get one week’s wage for the initial trials. One month’s wage at phase two. Three months at stage three. Six months at stage four. And then a year stage five. I’ve heard of people who have gone through all five in a matter of weeks. Close to two years’ wages for a few tests.”

      “You’ve done your research.”

      “Of course. I have four kids. I work all week to earn enough credits to get us through Monday and Tuesday.”

      “So you’re saying I shouldn’t make this choice, but you should?”

      “It’s not my place to tell you what to do.”

      “You’re seriously thinking about it?”

      Many of the queuing people appeared to be sleeping standing up. Many sat on the cold ground. Move and they’d lose their place. How long had they been waiting? And what would happen to them wh—

      “Don’t do it!” The woman blocking their path looked like a troll. Covered in boils and warts, and draped in rags, she had several bald spots on her dirty scalp, and half her teeth were missing. She slurred her words, her cheeks bulging with tumours. She pointed at her own face with a gnarled finger. “I didn’t look like this before I joined that queue.”

      “You know what you signed up for.” Dan pushed the woman aside.

      Bart quickened his pace and caught up with his friend. “Bit harsh.”

      “She knew what she signed up for.”

      “Like you know what you’re thinking about signing up for?”

      The woman jogged to catch up with them, ran past, and reached the front of the queue. Pressing her hands together, she dropped to her knees before the two guards on the warehouse door. “Please let me have another trial. I have a family to feed.”

      The angry buzz of a Taser drove the woman back with a yelp, and before the guards could pile in on her, she scuttled away like a diseased rat.

      “Is that really what you want?”

      “We don’t know her reasons for having a trial.” Crow’s feet spread away from Dan’s narrowed eyes. “Also, not everyone ends up that way. Some people win.”

      “Maybe, but it’s a fucking lottery.” Bart shook his head. Several people—all of them as deformed as the tasered woman—loitered around the entrance. Scavengers desperate for scraps. For another payday, no matter the cost. The guards drove them back with a wave of their weapons. They stepped forward again the second they were out of immediate danger. “Lotteries only work because most people lose. There has to be another way than this. Surely?”

      “There are many ways to be exploited in this armpit of a place.”

      “There must be some that are less risky?”

      “Like borrowing from a loan shark? Or joining a gang? I don’t want to be looking over my shoulder forever. Either for the law, the criminals to whom I owe credits, or the ones I’ve fucked over as part of my work. Crime doesn’t pay.”

      “You could be waiting in the queue for days. How much are you prepared to lose in wages?”

      A guard scowled at Bart and Dan on their way past and pressed the button on his Taser. It crackled and popped.

      A woman with a clipboard emerged from behind a closed door. She wore a headset, and when she spoke, her voice ran through the speakers at the front of the line so those at the back could hear. “We’re looking for eight-year-old boys and girls today.”

      “Ah, fuck it!” A woman at the front of the queue skulked away.

      “Eight-year-olds? Good luck! There’s no way any parent in their righ—”

      A surge of adults came forwards, each of them dragging a child. Many of the kids twisted and squirmed. Many more stared straight ahead. Numb. Not their choice. Had Spider Pharmaceuticals been a thing during his childhood, his parents would have been first in line to hand him over for testing.

      Dan’s eyes narrowed, and his throat bobbed with his gulp.

      “You still don’t judge them?” Bart said. “You still think they’re doing what’s best for their family?”

      “Come on.” Dan avoided eye contact while he led them on. “Let’s go.”
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      Since they’d left Spider Pharmaceuticals, Dan had viewed the world through a hard scowl. A grizzled man at the best of times, he had thick grey stubble, silver hair, and wrinkles appropriate for someone of his age and with his time spent in the Black Hole. Although he had the physique of someone much younger. Fit and strong, even in a world of malnutrition. Always someone to have beside you when things took a turn for the violent. Again, Bart opened his mouth and closed it. What could he say? I told you so? Look how long those people queued, only to be denied entry because of their age? That Spider Pharmaceuticals preyed on the desperate, and they weren’t that desperate? But Dan’s worry lines had grown deeper over the weeks. How could Bart tell him he had nothing to fear? He only had one hungry child. How did Dan make the same amount of credits stretch so far? Hunger and starvation were two very different things. The first tormented; the second killed.

      Dan crossed the street. It might have been quieter than the main road, but there were still enough people to get in their way. He led with his elbows. He shoved a man in the chest and knocked him on his arse.

      The man hissed from a round steel speaker in his throat. Streaks of blue flashed through his eyes like lightning bolts. Bart pushed his cold forehead, shoving him back down before he could stand. He wagged a finger at him. “Not today, pal.”

      Sleeping forms littered the dark alley’s floor. Bart halted, the tight walls amplifying his voice. “Where are you going? We need to get to work.”

      “Which is where I’m going.”

      “This way?”

      Dan spun around, his eyes so wide the sclera in each glowed like they’d been modded. He pressed his temple with the tip of his trembling finger. “We’re chippers, so we can’t stop the ads coming in. And we don’t know where they hide the portals each day. Every broadcast makes me feel like shit. Drags me deeper into this cesspool of an existence. I’m drowning, Bart. And for what? For some free electricity and water?”

      “Free electricity and water’s important here.”

      Sighing, Dan nodded. “But it ain’t free, is it?” He stood like they weren’t down a dark alley heading towards an even darker street. “I know. I have to fucking take it. But at least if I go this way, I don’t have to pass the portals. I don’t have to let them win. Not today.”

      “But there’s a reason they don’t put ad portals down here.”

      “You need to make the best choice for you, Bart. I’m happy to meet you at work.”

      Bart sighed and followed his friend, stepping over the bodies in their path. A few twitched. Many didn’t.

      The high-rise tower blocks on the other side of the alley stood as their own estate. Three tall and wide buildings, each containing at least two hundred apartments. The Jesters controlled the lot. “You’re sure you want to keep going?”

      “We’ve done it before.”

      “I remember. Look, I know you’re pissed off, but—”

      “If you want to go the main way to work, be my guest. But there’s going to be at least another five ad portals, and I’ve not got it in me today.” He shook his head, and his voice softened. “I don’t need to feel any worse about myself.”

      Were the roles reversed, Dan would never leave him on his own. Fighting the weight of reluctance in his body, Bart pushed on with him towards the blocks.

      The closer they got to the three high-rise towers, the larger they loomed. They leaned over them, catching the men in the deep shadows they cast. Horizontal walkways ran across the front of each, from the ground to the top floor like the rungs on a ladder.

      His mouth half open, his breath visible in the morning air, Bart squinted against the icy wind’s onslaught. Their path flanked by abandoned shops from a time when the Black Hole thought they could drive commerce this close to a gang. “Not even the Black Jackets come down here.”

      “Officially, they go wherever they like.”

      “That might be true—” Bart jumped at a clattering to their right. Something had fallen in a shop
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