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REAPERS

The Glitched weren’t always easily categorised. When he first joined the team, Lula had educated him in the various groupings with the caveat that, like the people they had once been, the brain-wiped population of this sector remained individuals. “They can change behaviour in an instant,” she warned. “Not always in a dangerous, eat-your-face-off kinda way. Wanderers mostly just, well, wander, but sometimes they’ll break into a run. The Statics can stand on the same corner for weeks before twitching even a single muscle, then decide they want to huddle down in the gutter and eat some moss. It’s the Berserkers you have to be wary of, though they’re pretty rare. Maybe five per cent of the total. Priority targets too. One Berserker implant counts for three off the quota.”
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To the late Richard Matheson, masterful progenitor of the modern fascination with destroying all we’ve built.




There is joy in work. There is no happiness except in the realisation that we have accomplished something.

Henry Ford

The mind is its own place, and in itself can make a heaven of hell, a hell of heaven.

John Milton, Paradise Lost




Chapter One


Migraines?

Imagine you could just turn them off.

Social anxiety? Panic disorder?

Imagine you could turn them off too.

Trouble remembering things?

Imagine never forgetting anything again, unless you want to.

Cortexia – Just Imagine.



Online advertisement issued by Cortexia International 362 days before the Glitch

Selena’s face twitched when he pulled the implant. He hated it when they twitched. It didn’t happen every time, and he had given up trying to guess if it would from the state they were in. They could be unmarked: high-ex blast did that sometimes. Left the corpse free of scars, as pristine as a Glitched could be after years of feral living. Or they could be just this side of tomato purée. It didn’t matter. Whatever was left of them twitched or it didn’t. Selena was a twitcher. He was grateful, at least, she wasn’t also a talker. Those were the worst.

Unusually, he actually knew Selena’s name thanks to the tag pinned to vest of her beige and cream uniform, which saved him the mental effort of dreaming up a suitable moniker. To him, she looked more like a Sandra than a Selena, although the gaunt, bloodlessness of the typical Glitched face had a tendency to strip away identity. Below her name, the tag had the words “Happy to Help!” in bigger bold letters. He wondered if Selena’s co-workers called her “Selly” – bet she hated that. He wondered if her boss was a creep with wandering hands she avoided being alone with in the break room. Mostly he wondered why she had pissed away so much of an obviously marginal income to have a doodad implanted in her head that would one day turn her into this twitching mess of a former human being.

The implant came free at the second tug. He could usually get them out at the first attempt these days, but sometimes they were stubborn. Her lips moved as the connectors separated from the nodes set into the base of her brain stem, forming words around a thin exhalation. Whatever they were, Dalton couldn’t make them out. Based on prior experience, they probably wouldn’t have been worth remembering anyway. He recalled one Glitched, an old lady he named Edna because it sounded grandma-ish, whispering a complete recipe for ratatouille in her sweet grandma voice which transformed into a short, wet splutter when the implant came free.

Straightening from Selena’s corpse, he turned to survey the others. Dwayne, the tie-dyed skater dude who had tripped the claymore mine’s wire, was the least intact, having taken the brunt of the high-velocity ball bearings. They turned his lower half into a mix of bone and jelly but left the upper portion thankfully intact. Dwayne had been a non-twitcher. As had Malcolm the accountant, named so thanks to the ragged but evidently well-tailored suit that clad his emaciated frame. Of the three, only Selena retained enough electrons in her brain pan to annoy Dalton with her post-evisceration shudders and whispers. Consigning her implant to his pack, Dalton recalled Lula’s pronouncement on why the twitchers bothered him so much.

“Because they remind you that they’re human beings, my love.”

The image of her smile as she had said those words, simultaneously reaching under the covers to grip him where he loved to be gripped, summoned the usual pang of angry grief.

“Been a pleasure, folks,” he told the three corpses in a bitter, clipped mutter before splashing his hands with isopropyl alcohol, tightening the straps on his pack and making his way along the corridor to the exit. Three implants for one claymore was a poor rate of exchange, as Walt would be sure to point out were Dalton dumb enough to tell him. Yesterday had been decent enough, ten Glitched wandering into a field of micro-mines in the municipal gardens. The full weekly haul should suffice to keep Walt’s motivational diatribe to a minimum.

The corridor led away from the main atrium of the Arts Centre, one of several buildings of impressive stature and dubious utility in this portion of the Sector. The atrium was formed into a vast, arcing vault of smooth, tiled walls that had remained largely intact since the Glitch, even the lower portions. The more active Glitched were curiously selective when it came to which portions of the city’s fabric they chose to vandalise. Windows attracted particular violence; you could walk for miles without finding an intact pane of glass. Lula had judged it a result of the reflections. “They don’t like seeing what they’ve become.” Bare, featureless walls, however, were rarely molested. So, when he exited the corridor and spotted the graffiti, Dalton came to a sudden halt.

His time in this sector had taught him the principal lesson that anything out of place equated to danger. So, as his eye caught the circle of red spray-paint, his hand instantly went to the pistol holstered at his hip. Crouching in the doorway, he cast quick glances to either side, seeing only the sprawl of detritus and rotted bodies he expected. Still, he forced himself to wait another thirty seconds, lowering his gaze to let his ears do the searching. A few distant echoes, the perennial song of slowly decomposing infrastructure, but nothing that indicated a threat.

He unholstered the pistol anyway, keeping it gripped in both hands as he approached the graffiti. The vibrancy of the colour made it clear that this was recent. He assumed it must have been here when he entered the atrium but, fixated on meeting his quota, he had missed it. The design bore no aesthetic similarity to the scrawls and tags adorning many walls in the Sector’s less salubrious neighbourhoods. This hadn’t been created for decoration. The outer circle enclosed four characters: three letters and a numbers, C M J 2.

Staring at it, Dalton was struck by the sense of disorientation that arises from seeing something that shouldn’t exist. The Glitched didn’t write. Didn’t draw. Most didn’t do much of anything except stand still, wander, or feed when their implants finally told them to. There were occasional exceptions. He recalled a man the team had dubbed the Town Crier. A skeletal figure in a voluminous business suit that testified to his pre-Glitch bulk. They usually found him on the fringes of the business district, standing right out in the open, calling out in the kind of booming voice that didn’t need a microphone. His speeches consisted of a mishmash of numbers and names that meant nothing to Dalton. Spiro, never shy of a chance to display his knowledge, said they were stock market indices. So, for no reason anyone could fathom, the Town Crier was compelled to call out an endless list of share prices. “LEHMAN AT 10.49! I HAVE LEHMAN AT 10.49! BARCLAYS AT 45.6! BARCLAYS AT . . .”

The Town Crier was such a novel sight that they couldn’t bring themselves to collect his implant and, eventually, his voice faded away. Later, after the dawn of what Dalton had come to think of as Alone Time, he found a mostly rotted corpse clad in the ragged remnants of an overlarge business suit, his fate made obvious by the teeth marks on his bones. Glitched people were bad, but Glitched dogs could be worse, though not as vicious as the – thankfully rare – cats.

Taking his phone-sized tablet from the pocket of his chest armour, Dalton took a pic of the graffiti. What Walt termed “developmental data” could sometimes count towards the quota, though it had been a long time since Dalton had provided anything that might fit the bill. The last had been a vid clip of a Glitched attempting to drive a ruined van in a supermarket parking lot. Walt hadn’t found it worth reporting to the Authority so Dalton went back the next day and collected the learner driver’s implant. But, given the sheer incongruity of freshly applied spray paint, Dalton felt sure Walt would find this more interesting. He certainly did.

During what he liked to term his tenure as a guest of the government, Dalton made a project of reading through the history section in the prison library. He recalled an article in an old magazine describing the phenomenon of the cargo cult. The story went that during World War II some Pacific Islanders had become dependent on all the rations, tools, and other useful shit shipped in by Uncle Sam. So dependent in fact that, when the war ended, they began worshipping the remnants of abandoned airstrips in the hope that the good days would return. Some even constructed wooden effigies of radios and ariels to coax the suddenly parsimonious gods into resuming their bounty. These days, every time he trod the weary, reluctant path to the terminal, Dalton was prone to pondering the notion that he had become an unwitting member of his own cargo cult. After all, it was a ritual of sorts. He came here every seven days and gave offerings to an unseen benefactor who rewarded him with food, plus a load of ammunition and various exploding devices. The downside was that, while, like the bereft islanders, he never saw his deity, he was still obliged to hear his voice.

“Welcome back, bud!” Walt greeted him as Dalton lowered his face to the screen for the recognition scan. The sole representation of Walt’s presence came in the form of a blue circle that pulsed in concert with his voice. It was always infused with an unwavering cheeriness that made Dalton tempted to strap a small amount of C4 to the terminal. Just a little bit. Enough to damage the speakers so at least he could be spared this aspect of his unwanted obeisance.

The terminal resembled a lectern, albeit styled like an old Apple device. A white and black, semi-organic interface about four feet tall with no external controls. Positioned at the base of the Wall, it was separated from the nearby sprawl of warehouses by a few hundred yards of sparsely grassed wasteland. Just beyond the lectern, the huge barrier loomed up in all its grey, brutalist majesty of streaked, unadorned concrete. A sheer, unclimbable cliff seventy feet high, its parapet bristling with mini-guns and sensors as it curved from coast to coast, enclosing the approximately five hundred square miles of the Sector. Only one door interrupted its otherwise featureless grimness. It was more of a hatch, sealed by steel shutters with no control panel, at least not on this side. It opened only at Walt’s instruction and, despite many attempts to peer into its un-illuminated depths, Dalton could never discern a clear route to the other side.

“Let’s get her loaded up!” Walt said as the hatch doors slid open. “I’m betting you did even better than last week!”

Dalton unhitched his pack and dipped the contents into the hatch. The implants, some bearing fresher bloodstains than others, clattering into the shadowy maw before Walt sealed it up again.

“Whaddya know! You upped your total by ten!” he enthused. “Knew you had it in you, buddy!” A short pause before he continued in a modified tone, the cheeriness replaced by a comradely solicitude. The coach offering advice to the kid who can’t quite hit a fast ball.

“Please don’t . . .” Dalton sighed as he trudged back to the terminal. “Just this one time. Don’t.”

Of course, Walt ignored him. “You’re doing well, buddy, but let’s face it, we’re still not quite achieving that maximum effort that’s going to get you to fulfilment.”

Dalton rested his hands on the sides of the terminal and stared into the centre of the blue circle. “Walt, I mean this with utmost sincerity: please die.”

No pause. No acknowledgement. Because why would there be?

“Lately,” Walt went on in full-fledged coach voice, “I’ve been reading up on the components of a successful mindset . . .”

“I don’t give a shit, Walt.”

“. . . now, don’t get me wrong, bud, you’re a valued team member. You display discipline, fortitude, innovation, all the qualities of an effective Contracted Collection Agent, but it strikes me there’s one thing you could be paying more attention to . . .”

“I hate you, Walt. With a passion, I mean. It’s like a visceral, bone-deep thing.”

“. . . and that’s commitment, Dalton. Co-mmit-ment. That’s what distinguishes the success from the failure . . .”

“Walt, if I thought you were a real person and not just a collection of the most annoying algorithms in existence, I would dedicate the rest of my life to hunting you down and torturing you to death as slowly as possible.”

“. . . that’s what lies behind every achievement in human history. Do you think Isaac Newton really spent his days waiting for apples to drop? Hell no. Isaac Newton shook that tree, Dalton . . .”

“Isaac Newton was a kook who believed in astrology, demonology, alchemy, and delighted in persecuting Catholics.”

“. . . so, going forward, let’s see if we can’t shake some trees of our own. How’s about it, bud? Ready to come on in for the big win?”

“I’m doing this alone, Walt. Remember? I had a team. Now I don’t.”

“Quotas are adjusted for solo operators, bud. Don’t go thinking the Authority doesn’t appreciate your efforts, but given the crisis facing humanity, we all need to dig a little deeper.”

“Get fucked, Walt.” Dalton drove the toe of his boot into the base of the terminal. It was like kicking a solid steel beam but it made him feel better. “Rations and equipment. Haven’t got all day here.”

The hatch opened a few minutes later. As usual, when Dalton pulled the plastic-wrapped boxes free he saw no indication of how they had been loaded into the hatch. He assumed it must be a purely mechanical process, but sometimes there were small misalignments in the way the boxes were stacked that made him think there might be some real people servicing this conduit. A quick check of the supplies confirmed the typical mix of ammunition in a variety of calibres, exploding doodads, freeze-dried ration packs and basic medicines. There were also a dozen small cylindrical objects that resembled old pagers. The name “Wireless Emitting Nodes” was stencilled onto the wrapping, but Dalton and the others had always called them “lures”. He dutifully scooped them into the pack even though he hadn’t used one since the commencement of Alone Time. He had decided not to tell Walt that the lures he supplied were simply being added to a growing pile in a corner of Dalton’s current apartment. It would inevitably invite a plethora of questions he didn’t want to answer, and, worst of all, perhaps some additional inspiring verbiage.

“Slot your tablet, bud,” Walt told him when the hatch slid closed. “Let’s get the quota for next week uploaded. I’m including a few motivational vids I think will help you meet your goals.”

“Course you are. And rest assured I’d rather gouge my eyes out with a rusty spoon than watch any of that shit.” Dalton slotted his device into the narrow aperture on the side of the terminal. “You’ll find a new image file,” he told Walt. “Something I found today. Some kinda marking. Didn’t know Glitched could use a spray can.” He paused, hating the hopeful tone that coloured his voice but unable to suppress it; the desperate islander beseeching the sky gods for a crate of spam. “Thought it might be worth, maybe, twenty implants off the quota.”

“To be determined, bud,” Walt assured him. Dalton couldn’t tell if the graffiti aroused any particular interest in Walt’s conglomeration of command protocols. In his own way, he was as inscrutable as any Buddha. The terminal emitted a low-frequency buzz as Dalton’s device emerged from the slot. “Happy collecting!”

Dalton reached for the device but hesitated before pulling it free. Gritting his teeth, he forced himself to ask the final question, the one that had become another part of their shared ritual. He hated asking it even more than his grudging attempts at bargaining. It always felt like he was surrendering something to Walt, or rather the Authority. A concession of human weakness that made him what he was but pretended not to be: an exploitable resource. “Any news on new teammates?”

“Still working the details, bud,” Walt replied. Dalton thought his algorithm might at least trouble itself to come up with a different set of words. “Screening suitable candidates always takes time.”

“When I volunteered, they yanked me out of the pokey and into training in less than forty-eight hours. It’s been months since . . .” He closed his eyes, swallowing hard. “Look, I need backup here.” He gripped the flanks of the terminal again, colour bleaching from his knuckles. “If you ever want to get back to prior quota levels that is.”

“Noted, bud. Rest assured, it’s all in hand.”

Dalton’s jaw ached with the effort of caging more words. If he kept speaking to this machine he knew he would start to beg. Plucking his device from the slot, he returned it to his vest, stooped to retrieve his pack, now laden with supplies, and walked away, knowing his soft mutter of farewell would be picked up by the terminal.

“Get fucked, Walt.”




Chapter Two


I used to have these terrible nightmares. Every night I’d wake up screaming, covered in sweat. I couldn’t keep hold of a relationship. Who wants to be woken up at 2 a.m. by some mad person, right? I got so little sleep I could barely hold down a job and the pills the doc gave me turned me into some kind of zombie. These days . . . These days it’s all different. Not only do I sleep like a baby each and every night, I don’t even know what caused those nightmares in the first place. Because, thanks to Cortexia, I can choose not to.



Customer testimonial posted to the Cortexia website 289 days before the Glitch

The luxury apartment block where he made his home still bore the name Belvedere Heights in big chrome letters over the foyer. It was one of the taller buildings in this once upmarket residential district and retained a certain modernist grandeur. The cylindrical tower of glass comprised twenty-three storeys and was topped by a three-level penthouse. Dalton didn’t live in the penthouse. With the elevators out of commission, it was too much of a climb, despite already being occupied. When he first arrived, Lula had been his guide, meeting him when the chopper dropped him at the terminal.

“Welcome to the Reapers,” she said with a cheerful wave. He would soon learn that the term “Contracted Collection Agent” was never used by those who actually did this job. Their chosen soubriquet was, after all, far more fitting.

He liked Lula instantly, not least because she allowed herself only a short laugh at his attempts to follow the dictates of his brief training period. “Relax,” she had said, smothering a second laugh at the sight of him moving in a crouch and pointing his rifle into every shadowed corner and doorway. “This neighbourhood has been clear for months.”

When she led him through the lobby of Belvedere Heights and up the stairwells to reveal the opulence beyond, he couldn’t help but goggle. Years of prison and the short interlude of a military-run training facility had attuned him to a world largely shorn of comfort. Apartments crammed full of soft, soft beds and all manner of antiques and art felt even more jarring than the deserted, corpse-dotted streets outside.

“Take your pick,” Lula told him. “There’s plenty of vacancies. We tend to keep to the lower floors though. The stairs are best avoided, except when we have to take care of Melvyn. There’s a rota for that.”

“Who’s Melvyn?”

She laughed again. “I’ll leave it as a surprise,” she said, her lips forming a faintly mischievous smile that reminded an until recently incarcerated Dalton just how much he missed female company. “But, believe it or not, you’ll probably recognise him. Don’t ask for autographs, though. He hates that.”

Lately, he’d begun thinking of the Heights not as home but as “The Lair”. It felt much more apposite for a place where a predator lurked in between hunting excursions. Before Alone Time, their security arrangements had been rudimentary. A few proximity sensors scattered about the entrance and some solid chains placed on the doors at night-time. These days, Dalton was considerably more scrupulous in securing his abode.

Upon entering the lobby, he crouched to pull a tripwire across the entrance then checked to confirm the connection to the two claymores positioned in front of the elevators. Accessing the stairwell involved unlocking the heavy chain and padlock on the door then reattaching it on the other side. He had one more claymore rigged on the second-storey landing, just in case. So far he had remained unmolested. As Lula said, the Glitched were almost entirely absent from this neighbourhood. But the manner of her death was a lingering wound that bred a dark, growing seed of paranoia.

“Only paranoia if they’re not out to get you,” he muttered, another part of his nightly routine.

Upon pushing open the door to the third floor, he walked past the apartment he once shared with Lula. He had only opened that door once since the beginning of Alone Time and the sight of all her drawings pinned to the walls had left him a weeping wreck. Curiously, it was the first and last time he cried for her, rolling about on the floor like a child, wallowing in memories of what they’d shared in that bed and elsewhere. It had just been the two of them for nearly four solid months, after Pierson did what he did and Spiro’s unfortunate accident. Just Dalton and Lula. Although a closeness had already formed between them they’d never even kissed until finding themselves alone. After that, they fucked every day, making a game of doing it in every bedroom in the Heights. Some of the previous occupants had been kind enough to leave behind a variety of erotic accoutrements. They used some but by no means all. Neither of them had a penchant for indulging either the sado or masochistic corners of the human psyche, but what they lacked in adventurousness they made up for in needful enthusiasm. These days, he moved between apartments, staying for few weeks at a time then choosing another when they became too disgusting. The plumbing had stopped working long ago and you could only throw so many buckets of your own effluent out the window before the place started to stink.

His latest apartment had been the town residence of a wealthy couple named Frank and Nathaniel. Dalton’s nosy rummaging through the documents they left behind revealed they also owned beachfront property up the coast. He assumed they’d been there when the Glitch struck and were therefore now eternally wandering the shoreline, if a Reaper hadn’t caught up to them yet. He liked his absentee landlords, appreciating their extensive collection of ’70s punk vinyl which he was gradually playing his way through thanks to a turntable hooked up to a solar-charged battery. Moreover, he liked the feel of the place. The contrasting decor and objets d’art told of a couple engaged in a continual game of affectionate compromise. He assumed Frank, slightly older judging by the photographs, had been the art deco fan and Nathaniel the collector of vintage film posters. Whenever he partook of their brandy, all quality stuff arrayed in variously shaped bottles, Dalton would raise the glass to the photo on the mantelpiece.

“Sorry this place’ll smell so much of shit soon, guys,” he told them now, sinking onto the leather sofa with a relieved groan. “Don’t worry, though. I’m determined to leave it as I found it, sans the brandy, of course. Unlike the Ambersons across the way. Had a lot of fun smashing all that golf memorabilia . . .” He trailed off, ruffling the brandy with his breath as he brought the glass to his mouth. Talking to ghosts was an occasional pastime, and not one he enjoyed.

He was three glasses into his nightly binge when the timer app on his tablet started to chirp. “Shit. Tuesday already.” He set the crystal tumbler down and rose from the couch to heft a bag of dog kibble from under the coffee table. “Coming, Melvyn.”

The Glitched weren’t always easily categorised. When he first joined the team, Lula had educated him in the various groupings with the caveat that, like the people they had once been, the brain-wiped population of this sector remained individuals. “They can change behaviour in an instant,” she warned. “Not always in a dangerous, eat-your-face-off kinda way. Wanderers mostly just, well, wander, but sometimes they’ll break into a run. The Statics can stand on the same corner for weeks before twitching even a single muscle, then decide they want to huddle down in the gutter and eat some moss. It’s the Berserkers you have to be wary of, though they’re pretty rare. Maybe five per cent of the total. Priority targets too. One Berserker implant counts for three off the quota.”

Melvyn McKnight, penthouse resident and once famed tech billionaire, fluctuated continually between Berserker and Static. Lula had opined that his variable state was a reflection of his pre-Glitched personality. “If you followed the news, you’d know this fucker could never really decide if he wanted to be a businessman or a politician.”

This particular evening, Dalton found Melvyn in Static mode. His broad-shouldered, naked form stood at the penthouse’s wide, curving window. The view was a sweeping spectacle covering nearly the entirety of the Sector, from the Wall to the silent harbour, empty but for the partially submerged wreck of a tanker that had somehow come to grief on G-day. Dalton assumed the view must have been even more impressive before all the lights went dark. Despite the gloom-shrouded, anonymous cityscape, Static Melvyn found it endlessly fascinating.

“Hi, Melvyn,” Dalton said, dumping the kibble bag at the top of the low, arcing steps that separated the penthouse’s entrance vestibule from the tiled marble living space. It had once been rich in plant-life. Melvyn paid a full-time gardener to tend his private arboretum, but the various exotic trees, shrubs, and whatnot had all withered to stunted remnants, save for one hardy variety of creeper that had snaked its green tendrils over just about everything. Among the mess lay a surprisingly sparse collection of furniture and an unsurprisingly large amount of tech. Melvyn had his own server farm up here, plus a load of monitors and other stuff Dalton couldn’t name. His not-fully suppressed criminal instincts told him that, once upon a time, the contents of that server would have been worth millions, if not billions to the right people. Now, like a good portion of the world, it was just more worthless junk.

In addition to the tech, there was what Dalton thought of as Melvyn’s shrine to himself. A corner of the penthouse had been given over to a kind of mini-museum to the lifetime achievements of Melvyn McKnight. Six-foot high photographs of him shaking hands with assorted luminaries, ranging from politicians to movie stars, were suspended from the ceiling to create a walled space. Within it sat glass cases containing models of the all-electric cargo ships that had made Melvyn’s first billion. There were also awards from various trade bodies and governments. A few framed photographs were propped here and there, none appearing to show family as far as Dalton could tell. Instead, they showed Melvyn alongside his minions in casually familiar poses, presumably intended to convey the impression he was just one of the guys. Surveying it all for the first time, Dalton had wondered what it must be like to go through life as the chairman of your own fan club.

“No really, it’s fine,” he groaned, massaging his back after dumping the kibble bag. “You know I really don’t mind climbing all those fucking stairs just to feed your brain-dead ass. Don’t mention it. You’re welcome. No need to tip me.”

He wrinkled his nose at the stench. Before Alone Time, the team had been scrupulous in cleaning up after Melvyn. Dalton not so much. He resented the guilt his laziness provoked, mainly because it didn’t make any sense. Melvyn McKnight had been the epitome of a spoiled, over-rich asshole in life and in brain death was worth only the contents of his as yet unharvested implant. But still, Dalton couldn’t quite shake the guilt over letting the prick stew in his own muck.

Sighing, he reached for the battery-operated jet-washer propped nearby. “Bath time, Melvyn. Be a good boy, now.”

“Four-seven-eight-nine-two,” Melvyn said, bringing Dalton to a halt. It wasn’t the first time he had heard Melvyn speak, nor were the softly rasped numbers new. Always the same, their meaning known only to the speaker. However, Dalton had never heard Melvyn speak in his Static state. Every time before the numbers emerged in a cloud of spittle as the Glitched billionaire lunged at his keepers, snapping taut the chains attached to his ankles.

Dalton took the numbers as a warning, dropping the jet-washer and stepping back, one hand reaching for the taser on his belt. But Melvyn didn’t turn from his vigil, eyes, as always, fixed on the tallest tower rising from the district known as the Hub. Once, Dalton knew, a giant neon “McK” logo had shone bright from the tower’s summit, proclaiming it the headquarters of McKnight Industries. Now the logo was dark, but Dalton wondered if somewhere in the mess of jumbled wiring and synapses that now comprised Melvyn’s brain, a memory of those shiny blue letters still lingered.

“Easy boy,” he said, retrieving the jet-washer and cautiously starting down the steps. Unlike most Glitched, Melvyn McKnight retained much of his pre-Glitch physique, the legacy of a long-term fascination with mixed martial arts and, so it was rumoured, excessive steroid use. At least until he got his implant. It wasn’t just the dog kibble that kept him buff. The implants that had sent the world into chaos by scrambling the brains of their owners continued their core routines without interruption. The effects varied according to brand and cost, but even the cheapest implant could regulate the operation of a human body with remarkable precision. Maximum nutrients extracted from all meals. Organs and muscle movements honed to peak efficiency. In the years leading up to G-day it wasn’t uncommon for an implanted human being to eat only twice a week. It also transformed the weight loss business. Implanted people were never fat, lacked all addictions, and enjoyed a life expectancy experts reckoned might be double that of the non-implanted population. Some, the richest, like Melvyn, went further by including enhanced nutrient and hormone secretion as part of the package, ensuring they would never run out of crucial vitamins or enzymes. The downside, which no one had ever contemplated, was that when G-day came along, those Glitched who didn’t drop dead instantly would take a very long time to die. They still got hungry, but not in a basic human way, and when they did they weren’t discerning about their diet. Dalton had seen Glitched grazing on grass, roving the park on all fours and munching away like sheep. Some, especially the Berserkers, displayed an interest in a more protein-rich menu when the hunger pangs struck and weren’t shy about visiting their hunger on other Glitched.

As he went about hosing Melvyn down, Dalton felt the temptation to do a bad thing again. Although he rarely admitted to himself, he knew it was this rather than basic indolence that made him reluctant to climb the stairs to the penthouse. It wasn’t that he wanted to kill Melvyn, although he fully intended to when Fulfilment Day finally dawned. But he had been combating a growing desire to hurt him, torment him. Perhaps do some experimenting. See how much blood a Glitched can lose before it dies. There were plenty of hypodermics and empty blood bags in Mercy Hospital. He could bleed a pint from Melvyn every day. Keep a chart. Walt might even be interested in the results, although that would mean revealing Melvyn’s existence and the team had all agreed not to do that.

“He’s ours,” Lula said. “A pet, I guess. Or a mascot. To be honest, none of us are all that sure why we keep him around. Might have something to do with the utter weirdness of finding him alive. Well, kinda anyway. Either way, we’re not giving him up.”

Lula would, Dalton was sure, have been utterly disgusted by his burgeoning urges. You just want to take it out on him, she would have said. Pathetic. Even though Melvyn McKnight doesn’t exist any more.

“Four-seven-eight-nine-two,” Melvyn said, snapping Dalton out of his preoccupied hosing. There was a growl to the numbers now, one with an ominously familiar signature.

Shutting off the jet-washer, Dalton dumped the kibble in the empty plant pot he used as a feeding trough and beat a hasty retreat to the stairwell. He didn’t turn when he heard Melvyn’s chains snap tight, the doors swinging shut on his rage-filled screams.

He spent the rest of the night in a brandy haze re-watching The Godfather II on Frank and Nathaniel’s pool table-sized TV. They had an extensive Blu-ray collection, but he always seemed to come back to the classics, especially when feeling maudlin. He fell asleep, or, more accurately, passed out, a few hours after midnight, vaguely nursing the hope he wouldn’t dream. Most nights they were filled with Lula, the sight of her fully alive, smiling face filling him with joyful relief that turned to crushing despair when he woke to unpleasant reality. This time he had marginally better luck because it was Spiro who turned up. Although, perversely, Dalton still missed him, the wiry nut-job’s absence was infinitely easier to bear.

“Do you have to?” Dalton asked him, grimacing as Spiro flicked the pin from a grenade. They were doing a sweep through the multi-storey car park that marked a boundary of sorts between the residential and business districts. Glitched could often be found clustered around the flat-tyred, increasingly rusted cars. Occasionally, they would fumble at the door handles in a manner that was all-too human for Dalton’s liking. It was far easier to think of them as completely severed from their previous lives, just animated corpses like something from that old TV series.

“Oh, come on,” Spiro replied with a wink. “I almost never get to use one.”

He crouched as he threw the grenade, skittering it underhand across the asphalt so that it disappeared beneath a Porsche Cayan which had drawn the attention of five Glitched. They were all Wanderers so a pistol shot would have sufficed for each, but Spiro liked his toys.

“Fire in the hole,” he said, grinning and huddling against an SUV, positioning himself behind the engine block. Dalton had been quick to join him, then quick to sprint away when one of the Glitched picked up the grenade and threw it back. It bounced off the SUV’s bonnet to land smack between them, spinning slow in a clockwise direction. Before he fled, Dalton caught a glimpse of Spiro’s face and remained fascinated by the absence of shock or horror he saw there. Instead, Spiro regarded the instrument of his imminent demise with rueful resignation, eyebrow cocked and lips slightly curved. It was the face of a man who had pissed his life savings away on one spin of a roulette wheel and thought it all the grandest joke.

In reality, the explosion had been a short, percussive blast accompanied by the whistle of an expanding shrapnel cloud. It missed Dalton thanks to the sturdy pillar he managed to scramble behind. Yet, in this dream, it was the hungry, flaming roar of an unleashed monster, bathing him in heat as the sheer volume of its rage threatened to burst his eardrums . . .

He came awake with a start, instinctively reaching for the pistol lying within reach on the couch. The room was empty of threat but the window was smeared with a fading yellow smudge. Rising, he looked out on the city to see a ball of flame fading in the far distance. It was well beyond the Wall, but it must have been a huge blast to wake him. The fact that Dalton knew what had caused it didn’t prevent his heart from pounding or still the tremble of his hands as he poured himself another brandy.

“Air-dropped, thermobaric ordnance,” Pierson, who knew about this kind of stuff, called it. Until now Dalton had only heard one go off, never seen it.

“It’s like a nuke without the radiation,” Lula had explained when Pierson, as usual, declined to elaborate. “What happens when the Authority determines a sector unclearable. There’s more than one consequence to not meeting quota.”
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