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      “I thought you might have left that coat behind,” Marcie said.

      A raised eyebrow, the Eye plunged his hands into the deep pockets of his brown fur coat and lifted his shoulders in a shrug. “It’s November. Besides, it’s all right for you, your cybernetics prevent you from feeling the cold.”

      “And how are you out here like that?” the Eye said, turning on One.

      Mads’ main helper stood over half a foot taller than the Eye and the same again over Marcie. He walked with long, purposeful strides. His robe flowed out behind him, the open front exposing his naked torso. His kind eyes were steady. Calm. Crow’s feet stretched to his temples. While the rest of his appearance would have put him in his thirties, those wizened lines at the corners of each eye suggested he had ten to fifteen more years. “I’m used to it,” he said. “Ice baths every morning for decades change how the world feels.”

      The Eye popped his collar before plunging his hands back into his pockets. “I’ll take your word for it.”

      They’d been walking for at least half an hour. At the start of their journey, they’d passed through the immigration gate from the Black Hole to Prime City. Were it not for One’s guidance, Marcie would have been lost within the first minute. Dwarfed by skyscrapers, many of the alleys flanking the main road were bathed in shadows so deep they were almost pitch black. The traffic in the sky overhead flew in every direction as high-speed organised chaos. Thank god she’d be running with the Eye’s navigation system when she did her jobs for Mads. How did the rest of his bounty hunters cope?

      “You should have taken the lungs and gone home,” the Eye said, not for the first time. A police drone shot over their heads, its blue light flashing.

      “You didn’t want me around?”

      “It’s not about that and you know it. You got me here like you promised.”

      “I promised to set you up. If I’d have left you in the Black Hole, I would have woefully failed on that count. You sound like you don’t want me here.”

      “You know that’s not the case. I …”

      Marcie smiled. “You what?”

      “Don’t make me say it.”

      “Say what?”

      “I like you, Marcie. I’m glad you’re here with me. I like hanging out with you, and sometimes, when you’re not being an arsehole, you’re actually quite good company.”

      “I could say the same for you.”

      “You already have. Countless times.”

      “So what’s your problem?”

      “I’ll never forgive myself if something happens to you. I need you to promise me you’ll head back in March. You’ll have Sal’s lungs and I’ll be set up. Promise me you’ll leave after that?”

      The LED lights on the ground went some way to combat the deep shadows thrown over them from the tall buildings. “Doesn’t it cost a fortune to keep the streets lit up like this?”

      One smiled and his serene eyes sparkled. “They’re solar panels.”

      “Every one of them?” Marcie said.

      “Yep. All the main roads in the city are made up from solar panels.” He used the fingers on his large right hand to list the benefits. “They give us all the power we need; they’re hard-wearing; we can change the layout of the streets with how we light them up.”

      Shadows leaked from the alleys around them like spilled ink. Despite it being daytime, even Marcie’s enhanced eyes failed to penetrate them. The contrast between the garish neon glow of commerce and the utter absence of light made the darkness even darker. “But how does the sunlight get down here? With the buildings and the cars in the skylanes, surely laying these panels is a waste of time?” And as if their immediate surroundings weren’t detrimental enough to the generation of solar power, many of the sky apartments had vast canopies. They wore them like oversized sails on tiny boats. It allowed those above to choose when they did and didn’t want the sun on them. It also gave them that same power over the thousands living below.

      One gestured towards a tall tower block with a sweeping arm. “We’re here.”

      Marcie rocked back on her heels to look up the length of the phallic building. She sent clouds of condensation into the air with her heavy breaths. At least twenty to thirty storeys tall, the top of it sat above most of the skylanes. The windows on the penthouse suite glistened in the winter sun. The ground floor stood in stark contrast. The large glass panes directly in front of them were dull like the traumatised stare of a broken soul. The first three metres of the building wore the scars of living in Prime City. The marks of poverty and degradation as if it, like everything else on the city’s streets, had caught the metal barbs on the end of the whip of inequality. Graffiti, gouges cut into windows, scorch marks from long-forgotten explosions. “It’s certainly aspirational,” she said and stumbled back a step, dizzy from looking at the top for too long. “It’s nearly as tall as the sky apartments. I’m guessing those who live in the penthouse have their goals set on moving to the stilted abominations occupied by the one percent?”

      One smiled. “I dunno, do they?”

      “What?” The muscles in Marcie’s face fell slack. “You’re putting us up there?”

      “We need to make sure you’re comfortable and safe.”

      “Since when did Mads care about our comfort and safety? When did he care about anyone’s comfort and safety other than his own?”

      “Careful,” One said. “Biting the feeding hand and all that. Mads will look after you as long as you work for him. Surely you’d expect him to take care of his interests?”

      “I still plan to leave in March,” Marcie said.

      The Eye stood at Marcie’s side, staring up at the top of the impressive tower.

      A stronger gust of wind threw One’s coat wide. His smooth and toned body remained relaxed and free of gooseflesh. “That is the deal we agreed on,” he finally said. “Five bounties. All of them done by March, which is when your visas run out. Until then, you’re Mads’ guests.”

      A tug on Marcie’s sleeve sent a burst of adrenaline into her bloodstream. She spun around with a raised fist, the cybernetics in her right arm twitching, ready to deliver a jackhammer blow. But she relaxed when the woman cowered away. Dressed in several layers of torn and tatty rags, she raised her hands above her head while staring at the dark solar panels at their feet. She spoke with a nasal whine. “Please, I just wanted to ask you if you have any spare food.”

      One stepped towards the woman as if to usher her away, but Marcie blocked his path with her still-twitching arm. His smile as serene as ever, he accepted her intervention with a nod and moved back.

      Marcie held both of the woman’s frigid hands. Tears glistened in the lady’s grey eyes. “I’m so sorry,” Marcie said, “but I have no food on me right now.”

      The woman nodded several times, her bottom lip buckling. She wobbled as if destabilised by her grief. She reached out to lean on the tower block.

      One said, “No⁠—”

      The aggressive fizz and crackle of electricity cut him off. The woman’s body snapped as she flew through the air, her limbs turning bandy. She hit the solar-panelled road, slid several metres, and crashed against the wall of a neighbouring building.

      “It might look like a lot of the buildings around here,” One said, “but this block has extra security. It only grants access to the people who live here. If you ever have visitors, you have to get them cleared by the security company so they don’t get electrocuted.”

      “Don’t tell me it’s Securicorp?” Marcie said.

      “Of course it is. They manage a lot of the city’s security.”

      Marcie scoffed. “Should be easy enough to bypass, then.” While pointing at the Eye, she said, “The first thing we need to do when we move in is shut down this security system.” She walked towards the now groaning woman. “I will not live in a place that electrifies the homeless. Either that or we move somewhere else.”
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        * * *

      

      Fortunately the shock hadn’t appeared to have done any lasting damage. The woman told Marcie her name was Bea. Marcie gave her her coat before returning to One and the Eye.

      When Mads’ helper opened the front door, Marcie said, “I was kind of hoping you’d be shocked too.”

      The man wore his usual serene smile.

      A line of spotlights were embedded in the ceiling. They shone bright, their reflection sparkling off the white tiled floor and black marble walls, the chrome of an elevator door at the other end of the foyer. One’s boot heels clicked as he led them, the door opening with a ping when he got close.

      When the Eye followed Mads’ right-hand man, Marcie said, “Looks like we’re going in, then!” Joining the other two in the elevator, she cleared her throat, the sound going off like a gunshot in the still space. “What’s going on? How can such a large block be so quiet? How many storeys does this place have?”

      “Twenty-five.”

      “Then why’s it so quiet?”

      “Only the top five are in use.”

      “What? We’re surrounded by poverty and homelessness and we’re about to move into a building that has twenty floors of unused apartments?”

      One shook his head. “Not unused apartments. They’ve been filled with concrete. This place only has five floors.”

      “Oh, well, that makes it much better. It’s like feasting on a banquet and shitting on the leftovers.”

      The Eye rested his hand on Marcie’s arm. “Let’s get settled before we fight everyone and everything, yeah? Once we’ve done that, we can reevaluate. For now, we need somewhere to live. And somewhere safe in a city like this is priceless.”

      The elevator had the same black marble walls as the foyer. One waved his hand to the right of the doors to reveal a glowing panel of buttons where there had previously been none. He pressed the P at the top. “Hold on.”

      The elevator took off as if trying to send them into orbit. Marcie grabbed the Eye. But instead of being catapulted into the mirrored ceiling when their ride stopped, the feathered braking at the end killed their momentum.

      The same serene glow on his face, One smiled and then winked at Marcie.

      Her heart galloped and she sneered at him. “You enjoyed that, didn’t you?”

      The elevator doors opened into their apartment. The main room had more space than the entire downstairs of her house back in the Blind Spot, and she lived like royalty there. A large window took up most of one wall. It looked out over the city. Stilted apartments above them, skylanes below. Some of the traffic rose higher and headed straight for them. Marcie stepped back when a bus hurtled at the window. But it swerved around the building at the last minute. That’d take some getting used to. The kitchen and living room shared the same open-plan space. One door in the left wall and one in the right. They must have led to the bedrooms.

      The Eye’s jaw swung loose again, and he walked towards the window as if in a trance. “Wow.” In his right hand he had a small device about the same size and shape as a Cuban cigar. An electronic wand, its tip flashed red with a pulsating light.

      “You like it?” One said.

      “I’ve never stayed anywhere like this.”

      “Only the best for those in Mads’ care.”

      The Eye turned full circle, waving his wand. “And it’s bug-free. I’ll make sure it stays that way.”

      Marcie chewed back her words. Were it not for the Eye, she would have told One exactly what she thought of the place. But her friend had spent most of his adult life in a cupboard filled with wires, and before that he’d been passed around the wasteland gang members like a doll. How could she begrudge him his first chance at a life of luxury?

      “Make yourselves at home,” One said. “You’ll get a food delivery every three days, and we’ll be in touch when we have your first bounty.”

      The marble finish continued from the foyer, to the elevator, to the kitchen worktops. An empty cardboard box sat on one of the surfaces, close to a fridge taller than Marcie. The cold air rushed out when she opened it and proceeded to decant most of the food into the empty box.

      The Eye appeared at her side, retrieving some of the cheeses and fruits and putting them back on the shelves. “I know what you’re doing,” he said, “but at least let me keep the stuff I’m going to eat.”

      “We don’t need this much food.”

      A pack of chicken liver pâté in his hand, the Eye said, “I agree, but we can be a bit more selective about what we keep.”

      Marcie filled the box. The Eye scanned the contents as she lifted it, pulling out a ripe plum before she carried it away. Because the door opened onto her front room, did that mean anyone in the building could come into her home any time they pleased? But when she stepped into the elevator, the black marble wall on the right presented Marcie with two options. P for their penthouse flat, and G for the ground floor. One could clearly access anywhere he wanted, but that must have been a unique privilege. While Mads might not have them under permanent surveillance, he could send someone into their home any time he pleased. But did she really expect anything less?

      The muscles in Marcie’s bottom clenched when she pressed the G. She bent her legs as the elevator dropped, bracing against an impact that never came. The doors opened with a ping into the white tiled foyer.

      Marcie stepped outside into the freezing wind, the sharp gales burning her nose and cheeks. Her cybernetics might have coped with the chill, but her face didn’t have the same protection against the weather.

      The woman who’d been launched away from the building remained on the ground. She sat up against a wall and watched Marcie’s approach, her eyes widening.

      Marcie hunched down in front of her and laid the box at her feet. “This is for you. I’m sorry again about the shock.”

      While pulling the box close to her, the woman looked up the tall building. “S’alright for some.”

      “It is,” Marcie said, “and that sucks. I’m sorry. Please take this food. I hope it helps.”

      The woman stood up, covered the box with Marcie’s coat, and walked off.

      A red ring pulled Marcie’s attention to her right. Someone watched her from one of the many dark alleys. She flicked to night vision. She could only see the silhouette of the person.

      “What’s up?” the Eye said, Marcie jumping at the sound. It didn’t matter how much practice she’d had wearing her glasses, sometimes she forgot she had a passenger.

      “Huh?”

      “What’s up? What are you looking at?”

      She couldn’t tell him, not if she wanted to persuade him to hack the building’s security and drop the electric shock. “I thought I saw something, but I was wrong.” The person was probably an opportunist. An opportunist or someone working for Mads. Maybe she’d been spoiled when she’d lived in the Blind Spot. A life free of surveillance would be a pipe dream for many. And maybe a life without electrified alarm systems and abject poverty couldn’t exist somewhere like this. The two went hand in hand, and those with the power to effect any lasting change didn’t have the desire in their cold dead hearts. She returned to the front door of her new home. Being on the privileged side of discrimination, she entered without being shocked, walking into the heated foyer and her new life of luxury.
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      The sound sent Sylva’s pulse off the charts, wrenching him from sleep. He jumped up and sprinted across his apartment, clumsy from where his body hadn’t yet woken up. Slamming his right shoulder against the wall of the tight corridor, he zeroed in on the green button. A palm-sized circle on a reinforced glass screen, he slammed his hand against it, the entire wall shaking with the contact. Twitches ran the length of his arm. His cheap cybernetics needed as much time to wake up as the rest of him. Deep breaths. In and out. In and out. If he hit the wall like that again, he’d bring the ceiling down. But he’d answered the call. Whatever else happened, he couldn’t miss the call. Not now, especially not with him being so close.

      But instead of Mads or One, Ana stared back at him from the small screen, their little boy, Gus, on her lap. His frown lifted. In and out, he filled his lungs again, his pulse settling. His voice hoarse, he said, “I thought you were Mads.” He coughed to clear his throat. “I was worried I’d miss his final call.”

      “Sorry to disappoint.” Ana couldn’t hold a straight face for long, her brown eyes squinting when she grinned a flash of beaming brilliant white. The smile he’d fallen in love with. The smile he’d seen on the streets every day for months before he’d finally found the courage to approach her. The only person he’d met in the Black Hole who grinned no matter what. The only sane person at least. Most other people had admitted defeat years ago. For the majority, life in the Black Hole was something to be endured.

      The strain of returning her joy grew too much and Sylva sighed, his own smile buckling beneath the weight of his remorse. They’d been apart for nearly two years. Two years of connecting through a screen. He missed the smell of her skin. The feel of her soft hair. They might have only been separated by a few miles, but the tight border control between his flat in Prime City and hers in the Black Hole meant they could just as easily be light years apart. And his boy, Gus. Eighteen months old. He wore the same smile as his mum. Sylva had watched him grow up as a high-resolution digital image that showed every pore on the boy’s skin, but he’d never felt his beating heart or the weight of him in his arms. Gus had been born after he beat the monoline, and Mads had wanted him working in the city immediately. And who said no to Mads? And not just Mads, who in the Black Hole could afford to reject such an opportunity?

      Ana’s eyes glistened every time they talked. Her bottom lip buckled and bent out of shape. But she never cried and her smile never faltered.

      “We’re nearly there, sweetheart,” Sylva said, his voice breaking. “I’m nearly done.”

      The back of her hand pressed to her nose, her eyes filling with tears, Ana nodded. She coughed and shifted in her seat, straightening her back. “I know.” She shook her head. “I never thought this day would come.”

      “I did.”

      “Your faith’s kept me going. Thank you.”

      Sylva shook his head. “I couldn’t have done any of this without seeing you every day. One last job and our lives can start for real. I can finally hold our boy. I’ll spend the rest of my life making up for what I’ve missed.” He gulped back the lump that cut off his words. His still-tired eyes itched and his view blurred.

      “It’s okay,” Ana said. “You don’t have to make up for anything. We have the rest of our lives in front of us thanks to you.”

      “It feels harder now it’s so close. Like all the emotions I’ve suppressed over the past few years have finally won.”

      Both Ana and Gus reached forwards and pressed their palms against the screen. Gus laughed while repeating the word, “Dada.”

      When they pulled away, Ana’s cheeks were damp. She didn’t need to hold it in any longer. “You smash it today, you hear me?”

      “With you two as motivation, nothing can stop me.”

      “I’ll see you tomorrow. And well done, Quick Sylva.”

      The screen turned into a black mirror, showing Sylva a paler version of himself. Faster and stronger than any pure organic, but his surgery had given him the hunch of a rhino. His oversized torso added extra bulk and increased his lung capacity by one hundred percent. He could now run forever and punch through walls. As he stared into his own glistening eyes, the silence in his small apartment closed in. “One more job,” he told the darkened version of himself. “One more run for Mads and I will have paid off my debt. I knew what I was getting into when I started this.” And the grand prize would more than make up for it. Not only had he left his loved ones with one thousand credits when he beat the monoline, which had been more than enough to keep them going while he ran for Mads, but after the next job, he’d win the grand prize of a permanent visa for him, Ana, and Gus in Prime City. He had one toe in the warm water of a new life. Very few people left the Black Hole. He’d be the exception and he’d be taking the two people he cared for most with him.

      The cheery and tedious tritone of an incoming call snapped Sylva from his daze. The tinted mirror gave way to a bright white background with a palm-sized green button in the centre. It had to be Mads this time. Sylva rubbed his face with both hands and pressed it.

      Mads’ head bodyguard, One, stared from the screen, his face soft, his eyes kind. The same ambiguity for this job as with all the others, he said, “There’s an egg in the coop. Good luck.”

      Sylva uttered just one syllable, “An—” before the screen turned black again.

      An egg in the coop. A new one. He’d heard all kinds of variations over the past two years. It had been hard to keep a straight face for some of them. And why did every one sound like a euphemism for madness? A bat in the belfry. A lion in the den. A cat in the tree. They all amounted to the same thing; he had a package waiting for him downstairs in his locker. The final one of his two-year commitment to run for Mads. The final one before he earned his and his family’s freedom.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 3

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Some days Sylva had to do no more than walk the package to its destination and walk back. No bounty hunters, no police drones, no gangbangers looking to rob him, no drama. His extra enhancements bought him more peace of mind than the average citizen. When you had the strength of a gorilla and wore it as clearly as he did, criminals often thought twice. Unfortunately, when a bounty hunter sniffed a payout, they rarely thought about anything else. If you were tagged, you could guarantee someone would try to take you down. And someone built like Sylva earned a lot of bragging rights for the hunter claiming the prize. Hopefully today would be an easy trip.

      Over the past two years, Sylva had had some close calls. But with each run, he’d gotten better. Mistakes were learnings, an opportunity to grow and improve. His shoes were tied tight so he didn’t lose one of them again. When that had happened in the docks over eighteen months ago, he’d come home with what must have been every fishhook in the district buried in the sole of his foot. He’d also emptied his pockets. It made the running easier. He’d had a good night’s sleep. One last job. Nothing would go wrong.

      The package sat waiting in his postbox at the bottom of the stairs. A small leather bag with a strap. If he lifted the flap, he’d see the contents. But if Mads found out he’d looked, the next package would contain Gus’ head. And Mads always found out. Sylva slipped it over his shoulder, the leather strap lying flat across his chest.

      Sylva tapped his right hip as he left his apartment block. The cold of his baton’s metal shaft offered temporary reassurance. He’d check again in thirty seconds’ time, that nagging voice in his head telling him the same lie on repeat. You’ve forgotten your baton. You’ve left the gas on. You didn’t lock the front door. You’re going to die today … The last one sent a cold chill slithering down his spine, and he shook his head to break the obsessive thought cycle. He’d prepared as well as he could. He had this.

      The second Sylva stepped into the street, a short man in a suit and a luminous pink bowler hat crashed into his right side. It sent him stumbling several paces to the left. The final wake-up call for that morning: adjust to Prime City because it never adjusted to you. He filled his lungs with the cool winter air, exhaling large clouds of condensation. The Black Hole had been busy, but Prime City took it to a whole new level. When he’d first arrived, he’d wanted to fight those slamming into him, but where one fell, several replaced them. Too many people in too little space. If they could have avoided him, they would have, but this place had no room for bodies, let alone manners.

      Sylva dipped his head and plunged into the madness in the middle of the street, the ground aglow with markings that everyone ignored. He bashed shoulders with an older woman in a beige raincoat. She sent him spinning as she continued on her way. He smiled and dipped a nod of concession. Years of finding her centre of gravity had made her immoveable. “Fair play, Grandma.”

      The address label told Sylva the package needed to be delivered to the tech sector. A twenty-minute run at the most. He could do this. But just as he was about to quicken his pace, a police drone sounded overhead.

      Whoop, whoop!
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      Sylva spun around. “Fuck!”

      The police drone hovered three metres from the ground beside the spindly leg of a sky apartment. A blinking red light flashed next to its lens. The recording camera fixed on him, the glass eye darkening from where the mechanical pupil adjusted its focus as it framed him in shot. “Fuck it.” Why had he turned around so quickly? The drones sounded their sirens to flush out the guilty. Who else would respond to their alarms than those who had something to hide? And he’d spun around like a rookie. “Shit.”

      An androgynous authority boomed, “Stay where you are, citizen.”

      Sylva took off, shoving a mum and two children to the ground as he broke into a sprint.

      The drone’s siren grew louder and quieter again, the sound projected from a spinning speaker on its base.

      Both hands clinging to the bag, Sylva led with his shoulders.

      The drone followed him, weaving through the spindly legs of sky apartments and shooting below the flying cars, taxis, and busses in the skylanes. No quicker route than as the crow flies. He had no chance of evading it, and it wouldn’t be long before the bounty hunters showed up.

      The professional hunters were too busy for street scraps. Sylva would have to deal with the jocks, crewcuts, and wannabes. Their inexperience made them a liability.

      Two jocks closed in on Sylva’s right. The drone might have caught him off guard, but the bounty hunters wouldn’t do the same. The first two were decoys. He’d learned that in his first week in this place.

      When a woman no taller than five feet—dressed in a pink and purple jumpsuit, and with a camera strapped to her chest for her millions of viewers to watch—jumped in front of him with a net cannon, Sylva dropped beneath her line of fire and slid towards her with both feet. The spinning net shot into the sky, the large plastic weights around its edges clanging into the base of a bus before the net fell limp into the crowd.

      Crack! Her shins snapped as he cleaned her out, sending her into the air before she crumpled behind him. She clutched where he’d hit her and screamed, her face puce with the effort. He normally abhorred violence towards women, but bounty hunters were fair game.

      The drone continued to track Sylva as he took off again. Another three jocks responded to the call, all of them adding a commentary to their live streams. No crewcuts yet. Those militant bastards always complicated things.

      An entrance to the underneath nearby. A drone couldn’t follow him down there, and the hunters wouldn’t. And for good reason.

      A crewcut appeared between Sylva and the entrance. Combat trousers, black boots, a white vest, and a jarhead buzzcut. Sylva yelled, “Get the fuck out of my way.”

      The man stood firm, balled his fists, and widened his stance. The crewcuts modelled themselves on soldiers from a bygone era. From a time when people cared enough about their governments to go to war for them. From a time before billions of displaced citizens, making national pride a concept left behind in the history books. Zealous in their cause, they’d die for a bounty. They were the biggest pain in the arse. But they were easy to rile. Sylva screamed, “Your cause means nothing, and no one gives a shit about your brotherhood. I spit on your flag.”

      The highly sensitive crewcut charged, shoving people aside as he headed straight at Sylva. A shrill yell, the war cry of his tribe, the man rolled his tongue and drew his shining blaster. A crewcut loved their weapon more than anything else. Their blaster would never let them down. And damn, could they shoot. They’d blast a cigarette from your mouth from three miles away … unless enraged.

      The first shot went wide, gouging a glowing red trench into the side of a parked taxi. The crewcut yelled and shot again. The pink bar of light bored a hole through the face of a fat man on Sylva’s left. The wound hissed as it cauterised. The strong reek of burned pork caught in Sylva’s throat.

      The whoop, whoop of another police drone hovered over the crewcut. A jock came from his right and tackled him to the ground. An easy bounty with the crewcut distracted, if albeit a small one. Pocket money at best. You had to kill someone worthwhile to get a large price on your head.

      Sylva jumped the scrapping pair before halting to avoid another jock who’d dived at him. More closed in from all sides. The dark entrance to the underneath before him, the package in his grip, he tapped his baton at his hip. There were too many hunters to fight. His last run for Mads. He had to make sure he got through, whatever it took.

      Three steps down the ramp into the underneath and the smoke already tightened Sylva’s lungs. He might have had twice the respiratory capacity, but that didn’t make him impervious to the toxins from the under-citizens’ flaming barrels. But at least no one would follow him. You had to be insane to come down here.
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      In the old days, human waste used to be funnelled through an underground network and belched by the ton into the sea. That archaic method had long since been abandoned in favour of vaporisation. The sewers were left as a complex labyrinth of abandoned tunnels. That labyrinth became the home of the under-citizens. Many said they preferred it filled with shit. The under-citizens would take the shirt from your back as well as the flesh from your bones. The kind of place you went when you had no other choice. It might have been rumoured to be worse than hell, but hell for Sylva would be never seeing Ana again. Never meeting his son.

      The steep slope quickened Sylva’s pace, his arms windmilling as he ran full tilt into the grim darkness. The police siren grew quieter from where he left it behind.

      A group of under-citizens gathered at the bottom as if they were expecting him. He slammed into their leader like a bowling ball hitting a kingpin. The under-citizens fell away, leaving in their wake a strong reek of grease and dirt. They spoke their own language, a broken and shrill dialect. Although, their intent rang clear. Fresh meat had arrived. They’d eat well today. Their rattling cry called through the tunnels, alerting their brethren to the chase.

      The element of surprise lost, Sylva pumped his arms and grunted with the effort of the run. He tapped the metal baton at his hip. The fire barrels were smaller than he expected considering the noxious smoke in the air. But where the burning wood and plastic tightened his lungs, at least the glowing flames lit his path.

      The deranged cries of the under-citizens rose in volume. The tight tunnels created an echo, trebling their perceived number.

      Lunatic screams ahead answered the far more numerous mob behind. No choice but to keep going. Sylva quickened his pace and dipped his head. With his bulk and momentum, he’d run through walls. Add to that the will to meet his child for the first time and nothing would stop him. Nothing.

      Sylva tore around the next bend. More flaming barrels marked his path. About fifty metres farther ahead, something glowed even brighter. Daylight!

      An under-citizen charged towards Sylva. The silhouette, humanoid in form, but when illuminated by a nearby barrel, its hairy torso spoke of a stage of evolution long since forgotten.

      Several barrels separated Sylva and the creature. Several more until he reached daylight. The beast’s heavy footsteps grew louder, its hulking frame visible and then vanishing as it passed through the orange splashes of flickering light. Large arms, a long beard, wild eyes.

      The strobing monstrosity disappeared into darkness, its feet slamming down with heavy thuds.

      The next barrel revealed its bared teeth, flared nostrils, unkempt hair.

      Thud, thud, thud.

      Balled fists, pointy ears, a stumbling gait.

      Thud, thud …

      Sylva halted and raised his fists. The footsteps stopped. The pack continued to close in behind.

      The creature came at him from the sky. It led with its fist, the light of the closest barrel revealing it just in time for Sylva to dart right. As it shot past him, he shoved it towards the flames.

      An explosion of orange sparks. The beast roared as the light dulled, the embers dying on its flesh. The acrid reek of singed hair added to the plastic and wood smoke.

      Sylva took off again, kicked over the next flaming drum and then the next one, turning out the lights as he passed them.

      The exit ramp as steep as the one in, the gradient burned Sylva’s calves.

      The daylight dazzled him, even on the ground in Prime City, the solar panels brighter than anything he’d left behind in the tunnels. He filled his lungs with the fresher air and took several wobbly steps into the street. The people on the busy road gave him the same wide berth they’d given to the tunnel’s entrance. Those who strayed too close to the underneath were often the faces on milk cartons the next morning.

      Sylva stopped to catch his breath. At least he intended to.

      Whoop, whoop! Another police drone appeared overhead.

      “Damn it!”
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      The drone’s wailing siren rang out while several people closed in on Sylva. They moved against the flow of the crowd. They had cameras strapped to their chests, clothes brighter than the glow of their surroundings, and hair styled to stand taller than it had any right to. More jocks! Although, if he had a choice of all the threats he could be facing in that moment, he’d select these losers every time.

      A pack of slathering under-citizens had climbed the ramp behind him. They waited at the edge of the shadows, avoiding daylight. They rocked and swayed, tired from the chase but ready to go again in a heartbeat.

      A gang of crewcuts appeared on Sylva’s right, weaving through the legs of a sky apartment, shoving people aside in the busy street. Six, maybe more, they had their weapons drawn.

      A snap of his right arm, Sylva extended his telescopic baton to full length. He spun around and ran back at the underneath. The jocks, he could manage, but he had no chance against the drone, and then add the crewcuts to the mix … He’d take feral over sharpshooters any day.

      Ten to fifteen under-citizens blocked his path. Sylva quickened his pace and yelled so loud it hurt is throat. “Nothing will stop me! Nothing!”

      The cybernetics across the back of Sylva’s shoulders twitched, driving his first attack. He brought the bulbous end of his metal weapon down on top of one of their heads. It sank several centimetres, turning the under-citizen limp. He shoulder-barged three more and sent them sprawling. The group’s combined tang of sweat overpowered the plastic and wood smoke from the barrels.

      Sylva jumped the fallen. One of them kicked up and caught his trailing leg, tripping him in mid-air. He slammed down on his right hip. White-hot pain shot straight to his groin, and his stomach knotted. The under-citizens jumped on him and smothered his kicking feet. They clawed at his ankles, crawling up his calves, taking him over from the bottom up. A sharp sting tore into the back of his thigh. He spun around and kicked the closest creature, its maw glistening with his blood, its jaw working on a mouthful of flesh.

      Several more of the underground mob climbed farther up his body. Sylva lashed out with his baton, catching a jawbone with a crunch. An under-citizen shrieked and clapped its hands to its face.

      Another wild swing, Sylva caught the next one bearing down on him, worked his legs free, and kicked a third under-citizen away. His teeth clenched, he lashed out with several more attacks, holding them back. He made contact with another baton blow, slamming it into the side of another under-citizen’s head. The break he needed, he rolled away from the pack, squirming free of their clutches, the sharp decline of the slope adding momentum to his roll.

      Sylva stumbled to his feet at the bottom. The bite on his leg drilled into him with an angry buzz. The light from a flaming drum at his side caught the wild woman a second before she reached him. As hairy as the men, her sagging breasts swayed with her charge. He met her halfway, lunged with his baton, and stabbed the bulbous end into her left eye socket with a squelch! The woman clapped her hands to her face and wheeled away with a banshee’s wail.

      Despite the adrenaline coursing through him, Sylva’s ribs ached as he ran, his face throbbed, and the sting on the back of his thigh now burned white hot. God knew what it would look like when he had to dress the wound. The filthy bastard had no doubt driven infection into his blood.

      The uneven steps of hairy and naked insanity on his tail, Sylva fought for breath in the smoky tunnels. Several of the pack might have been wounded, but they still chased him, if a little slower than before.

      Daylight up ahead, Sylva reached the bottom of the next ramp out of there, his legs so weak he yelled through his struggle to manage the incline.

      The cold air bit into Sylva’s sweat-damp skin. The winter sun dazzled him. Vehicles flew through the sky, and the stilted apartments loomed over him. It burned his eyes to search for them, but he needed to be sure. No drones. At least, none that had any interest in him. He darted into the neon-tinted shadows of a nearby alley and leaned against a wall to catch his breath.
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      It didn’t matter how many times Marcie rode the elevator, she still bent her legs when it reached the top to ride out the jolt that never came. Her own reflection stared back at her from the mirrored ceiling. It puffed its cheeks with her exhale. It hadn’t gotten any more used to the ride than she had. Just one malfunction and she’d end up spread all over its glassy surface.

      A light ping announced the doors’ parting, revealing her large apartment. White tiled floors like those in the foyer. Black marble worktops continued the theme. Thick black rugs and a black leather three-piece suite helped fill the space. The far wall made from glass, it looked out over the city and the deep grey sky. The rain slammed against the window, splaying the glow from the skylane traffic’s headlights.

      The Eye had taken up residence on the sofa and barely moved. He had his laptop, Jasmine, on a small table in front of him. His long and skinny back bent like a pipe cleaner from where he hunched over it. Or rather, her.

      “They’ll come to expect you to feed them,” the Eye said.

      “You’re saying I shouldn’t? And her name’s Bea.”

      “I don’t want to know her name. The more I know about her, the more I’ll care.”

      “You’re talking about her like she’s a terminally ill pet.”

      “She might as well be. The prognosis for the homeless in Prime City is rarely optimistic.”

      Even now, after spending a week in the apartment, the back of Marcie’s knees tingled when she walked close to the large glass wall. Their tower block stood amongst ones of similar stature and others twice and even three times the height. The spindly legs of the sky apartments shot down into the ground, stabbing into the concrete like alien invaders.

      Several seconds of his fingers clacking on the keyboard, the Eye paused before he finally said, “But anyway, it’s not about her life expectancy.”

      Marcie jumped over the back of the closest armchair and landed in a seated position. A rare conversation, she leaned towards him. “Then what’s it about?”

      “Just that people are starting to depend on you.”

      “You think I’m not used to that?”

      A raised eyebrow, the Eye returned to Jasmine. The small memory stick the Ghost had given them protruded from the side.

      “You still not pulled the data from that thing?”

      He shook his head. “Every time I come close to cracking the code to unlock it, it changes again. Not just the code, but the rules for hacking it.” After a slight pause where he pursed his lips, he said, “You say you’re used to people depending on you, but you made this choice. I told you to go back to the Blind Spot.”

      “I’m sorry.” Marcie leaned back in her seat, a large school bus hurtling towards their tower block. It took a sharp left before it smashed through the window into their front room. No one had mentioned they were in the middle of a sky route before they moved in. “That was a low blow.”

      “It was.”

      “I’m getting so bored. It’s been a week now and we’ve not had to do anything but sit around and wait.”

      “You’ve been feeding the people on the streets.”

      “Twice! I’ve gone down there twice.” And both times someone watched her from the shadows. Were it not for them, she might have ventured out farther.

      A low ping from the Eye’s computer. He turned it around so she could see the screen. “Well, the waiting’s over.”

      “What the …? Am I reading that correctly?”

      The Eye nodded.

      “A level-C bounty. Mads is spending all this money to set us up in the city and he sends us after a level-C bounty? He could send anyone after that.”

      “Maybe there’s more to this woman.”

      “I’d say that’s almost certain. But what?”

      “Mads won’t give us that information, and her record’s clean. All we know is what the bounty’s for.”

      “Go on?”

      “Petty theft.”

      “What did she steal?”

      “Some sandwiches from a shop.”

      “Does she have a family?”

      “Yep. A husband and two kids. One’s four and the other’s six.”

      “I’m not happy about this. We’re supposed to break up a family over one poxy sandwich?”

      “Happiness doesn’t come into it when you’ve signed a deal with the devil. You’re all in now, Marce. What, you’re going to tell Mads your conscience won’t let you do the job?” The Eye snorted a laugh. “Good luck with that! First you’ll have to explain to him the meaning of the word conscience.”

      Even with a week’s rest and driven by cybernetic enhancements, Marcie still ached when she got to her feet and walked back to the elevator. She tapped the knife strapped to her hip. She wore it on a belt over her flying suit. Hopefully she wouldn’t need it. “No time like the present, I suppose. And sitting around inside all day isn’t going to get this job done any sooner.”

      Before the elevator’s doors closed, the Eye said, “I’ll be with you on this one. I’ll send you the coordinates and be in your ear, okay? Be careful.”

      Marcie saluted him as the doors closed. Her stomach flipped in anticipation of the elevator’s drop. However she felt about this, she’d made the choice to take on the role. She owed the Eye and she’d make the same decision again. In just a few short months, he’d have his freedom and Sal would have his lungs.
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      Sylva snorted a laugh when One appeared in front of him. He winced from the pain, everything still sore from his final run over a week ago. The fact that it had been a week had to be good news. Maybe Mads had let him off. He’d been a good runner for the past two years. What was one indiscretion? He nodded back in the direction he’d just come from and let out another empty laugh. “You should see the state of the other guy.”

      One continued to wear an expression of ambivalence. He stopped close enough for Sylva to lean on him should he choose. And were he meeting anyone but Mads, he might well have done. But Mads didn’t do sympathy. In fact, he aggressively discouraged it. And while Sylva needed the assistance, to take it could be a provocation that would hinder his cause. A nod to acknowledge his handler’s gesture, he hobbled towards Mads’ palace unaided.

      Most of the Black Hole were aware of Mads’ lavish palace beyond the plain double doors facing onto the street. But even the king of this rat-infested neon hell had the good taste to keep his displays of wealth reserved for the select few invited across his threshold. Poverty pressed its boot heel to the throat of those living here. They didn’t need Mads’ life of abundance rubbed in their faces while they starved to death on his doorstep.

      One marched ahead and opened the doors. Sylva clamped his jaw against the throbbing sting coursing through him, the bite on the back of his leg screaming the loudest from where he sweated into the festering wound. A week on and it still burned every time he moved.

      They made slow progress down the long hall to Mads’ courtroom, Sylva stumbling several times and using the wall for support. He made sure he left no mark on the light pink paintwork.

      When they reached the final double doors, One’s tanned skin had turned several shades paler. He opened them like he had the others, but this time he looked at the ground and stepped aside. Sylva entered the large throne room as One intended. Alone.

      Mads sat in his luxury wheelchair, a seat befitting his stature in the Black Hole. His skin blue this week, his eyes yellow, the pupils vertical slits like those of a cat. Mads’ top lip rose in a snarl.

      “I’m sorry,” Sylva said as he walked forwards, his voice echoing in the large space, his steps bouncing off the white tiled floor.

      Although One had followed Sylva into the throne room and closed the doors behind them, he continued to look down, his shoulders snapping to his neck in a wince. He’d never shown it before, but he clearly liked Sylva. Clearly wanted better for him. Maybe it would work in Sylva’s favour.

      Mads raised an eyebrow.

      “Shit! Sorry.” Sylva dropped to one knee, tearing open the tacky wound on the back of his thigh. He clamped his jaw against the sting, his watering eyes blurring his vision. “Please forgive me, Mads. I was followed by a police drone and I had to lose them.”

      Several seconds passed where Mads moved his puffy lips as if testing the idea of speaking. Not only had Mads had his appearance altered, but he’d changed his voice too. His words slithered from his mouth with a mechanical serpentine hiss. “Two rules.”

      “I’m sorry. I did⁠—”

      “Two. Rules,” Mads said, his eyes narrowing. “What are they?”

      “I didn’t get caught.” Sylva shrugged at the man on the throne. Thick rolls of fat bunched up around the gangster’s neck, and his bald head glistened with sweat.

      “And the other one?”

      “I was running for my life, Mads. You have to believe me.”

      “Did I ask for your excuses? And it doesn’t matter whether I believe them or not.”

      “But—”

      Mads raised his voice, his hiss whipping around the grand hall. “What’s the other rule?”

      Sylva slumped where he knelt, his head falling limp. “Don’t lose the package. But I was being eaten alive in the underneath. I didn’t notice they’d stolen it.”

      “You’re excusing your incompetence? Did they slow their chase after you got free?”

      Sylva’s words abandoned him. How could Mads possibly know that? But to lie to him now would be even worse.

      Mads opened a drawer in his left armrest and pulled a blaster from it. Sylva pressed his hands together in prayer. “Please, Mads. Pl …” His words died on his tongue. “If nothing else,” Sylva said, the wide grin and narrowed eyes of his wife and the son he’d never meet flashing through his mind, “please spare my family.”

      Mads dipped the slightest of nods. “I’m a lenient man.” He turned to One. “Put the call out.”

      “You’d like us to open the trials?”

      “Yes. Immediately.”

      “Very well,” One said. Four stood close by. A man not as tall as One, but wider, younger, and probably fitter. Not that anyone would ever admit that. One had earned that number for a reason, and only Mads could challenge or take it away. Without hierarchy and order, they had nothing. “Put the call out, Four. Beat the monoline is opening to find a new runner.” He turned back to Mads. “Which stations shall we say it’s between?”

      Sylva’s trousers turned warm with his own piss, and he muttered to himself, “I’ve not even been home to see Ana. To meet Gus.”

      “Mile End to Deadman’s Corner,” Mads said. “The trial will happen tomorrow.” When Mads took in the ever-expanding pool of urine on his shining white tiled floor, he sneered again and tutted. He watched Sylva down the barrel of his blaster, a sadistic grin splitting his fat face as his finger tensed on the trigger.
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      An ever-expanding pool of blood leaked from the hole in Sylva’s face, spreading out and mixing with the urine he’d already released. The genetically enhanced runner’s limp form reminded One of a noble beast ended by a cowardly hunter’s shot. Although Sylva’s head wouldn’t be a trophy on any wall.

      A glaze covered Mads’ yellow catlike eyes, and his wide grin remained. One had witnessed the glaze too many times before. He waited for it to clear, for the murder mist to lift lest he receive the next shot to the face. “W-would you l-like me to arrange w-w-welfare for his wife and child?”

      If ending lives came at a cost, Mads was still waiting for the bill. And maybe he’d never see it as long as his heart beat. Maybe every execution by his hand got added to a long list. An IOU clutched in the gnarled fist of the Grim Reaper. The fat man snorted a spurt of laughter, his neck rippling as he shook his head. “Fuck no. Find those two little parasites and end them. They should be culled like diseased meat. Let someone more worthy breathe their oxygen.”

      A shudder threatened to turn through One, but he fought to suppress it. Any hint of disdain and he’d be turned as limp as the runner staining their polished floor.

      Mads clicked his fingers at Two and Three. “Dispose of this body. Hopefully we’ll get a winner tomorrow
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