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  Prologue

Telstat Neptune Station


Josh couldn’t believe how stupidly easy it had been to breach Telstat’s defences. They had been inside the mainframe before the alarm had even gone off. He had been sceptical about how good the stealth tech on their armoured fighting suits and ship would actually be. So far it appeared to be even better than advertised. 
Oberon had the cables hooked up to the closest access point and was running the hack. The station’s mainframe was a vast jumble of equipment: stacks of servers towered around them, an impossible number of cables and wires stretching like vines from stack to stack to connect mysterious gizmos. At the rear of the mainframe, Gimble was guarding the hole they had blown into the side of the station—their only path of escape—while Josh and the rest of his crew, from the cover of two flashing servers, watched the single door into the mainframe.
Josh checked the time. They were sure to be out of there long before any security response arrived. Their intel said it would take the Telstat mechs at least ten minutes to scramble and another two to reach the mainframe. Right at that instant, as he was reassuring himself how reliable their intel was, the stomping started. The unmistakable reverberations of mechs on the move trembled through the walls and floor.
Fuck.
‘Looks like our plans have changed, folks,’ Josh said, looking up to heaven and sighing in frustration. Why couldn’t just one mission go to plan? ‘Oberon, you have 120 seconds. Then we pull the plug and get the hell out of here. Everyone on standby for evac.’
‘Aye, boss,’ the comms answered in unison. Nobody was taking this mission lightly.
The time ticked down on Josh’s feed. ‘Thirty seconds,’ he warned over the team channel.
‘I’m thirty seconds from getting access, never mind finding what we’re after,’ Oberon replied. ‘I need more time, boss.’
Double fuck.
‘OK, Boondocks, get ready for a fistfight. Even mechs aren’t stupid enough to fire off railgun rounds in here. We just need to hold them off an extra minute till we get the goods.’
Josh hoped his words sounded more confident than he felt. A face-off against a company of mechs was a suicide mission at best.
With a massive crack, the armoured mainframe door burst inwards to skid across the floor, swiftly followed by a flying mech. The mech used directional thrusters to slow its charge and forward-rolled into a standing position.
Triple fuck.
Josh hadn’t even known a mech could move like that. Whoever was driving that machine was an ace.
Beyond the door opening, two more mechs could be seen heading inbound. They had no mods or even paint jobs on their suits. They were students, so the ace had to be their teacher, who must have been running a training session. That was how they had got there so soon.
‘Oberon?’ Josh shouted.
‘I need forty more seconds,’ Oberon replied.
Fuck, fuck, fuck, fuck.
Ten seconds would have been too much. Why haven’t I already bailed on this job? Josh wondered. Working full time for a big corp was clearly affecting his intelligence level.
‘I’ll take the commander,’ Josh said as he slipped between the servers into open view of the enemy mechs. ‘The rest of you focus on the plain suits. Let’s rumble these soft company fuckers. Remember, you grew up fighting on the streets. These guys had to be taught how to fight.’
The words roused a suitable level of belligerent curses through the team channel. The fact that they were about to attack the most invincible machines ever built didn’t bear thinking about. Strike first, worry about being dead later.
Josh was already running at the death machine. He leaped towards the lead mech. It swung its massive right fist on an intercept course. It was faster than he would have believed possible for such a huge machine.
Josh fired his thrusters and dodged the titanium fist. This put him on a collision course with the mech’s head. His teacher, Tito, would have been proud of that manoeuvre. Well, she would have if he hadn’t blown her up.
The mech dodged last second, and Josh sailed past without managing to scratch the damn thing. He landed on his face but jumped to his feet before anyone saw.
The student mechs had formed up around their teacher. Josh’s crew swarmed the three, which seemed to momentarily confuse the behemoths. They had been trained to fight other mechs with formations and tactics, while his team of mini-mechs were street brawlers. There was no plan here, just punch, kick and dodge.
Josh’s crew got off dozens of shots, but the mechs came up with a maneuver to clear the way. Two of the human shaped tanks picked up the third and smashed it down in front of them like a giant hammer. His team were smashed aside like bowling pins under the impact. Fuck fuck fuck fuck fuck.
Oberon’s voice chimed over the comms. ‘I found the illegal software. Let’s roll.’
‘Bug out!’ Josh shouted before attacking the lead mech again. He feinted a roundhouse before dropping to the ground and sliding between its legs. His crew evaporated like the proud street scum they were, melting back between the hardware to scarper for the escape hole. Josh’s antics had turned the mechs around. He ducked in between two servers and doubled back to the evac point.
Josh rolled through the hole in the inner hull and ran towards his ship which was attached to the outer hull with the airlock open. It was prepped and ready to blast off from the station. They should be safe now. They had cut the makeshift entry point small enough that a full size mech could never get through.
Josh’s rear camera showed movement, and—in the most beautiful and terrifying display Josh had ever seen—the mech commander came flying cleanly through the hole in the wall. Threading the needle like an Olympic diver nailing a rip entry.
Fuckity fuck fuck fuck fuck fuck.
This mech was like something out of an action holo. Josh let his shoulder guns auto-target as he dived towards the ship airlock, slapping the cycle button on his way in. The door slammed shut, and the ship launched off.
The acceleration took hold of Josh and his crew and slammed their bodies against the airlock floor, where they remained slumped. Oberon had left a little surprise in the Telstat mainframe which should have disabled the station’s exterior rail guns and given them a clear getaway. Fingers crossed and all that.
Though Josh had no other option but to be working out in the Cold, this shit really wasn’t worth what he was getting paid. He needed to figure out a way to skim something off the top and get the hell out of deep space. If things went on like this, a mission was going to end with a lot of dead people. One could easily be him.
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  Chapter One

Geneva Mega City, 2324


Olgo’s two operatives were in play. After countless shitty jobs, dozens of dead bodies, and who knows how many servers full of paperwork, Olgo was on a case that could make their career. 
As Olgo strolled in the shadow of a massive tower block, they patted the black and brown dust from their suit’s shoulders. From the city scrapers far above, dust and detritus floated down to the ancient potholed tarmac, covering everything. Cars used to drive here before personal drones made them obsolete. Now it was the city’s discarded things that gathered here. Olgo could never get used to the smell on the streets. The sewage treatment plants were always at breaking point. Large waste pipes snaked through the city and, despite their undamaged appearance, emitted a strange sickly reek, not exactly a shit smell, but something almost worse. 
A few people were about, but everyone kept their business to themselves. Masks were standard in the open air. Pollution levels wouldn’t kill you, but they weren’t exactly wholesome. Olgo watched as the two operatives emerged from the gloom, travelling on foot from Rue de Prince. Olgo’s assistants were nearly comical in their appearance. Glebe walked like a robot, arms always stretched out as if to embrace someone. They were tall for an Earther, nearly two metres, and after all the body enhancements and steroids, they weighed about 250 kilograms. To have an operative like Glebe was a statement, and despite their lack of social skills, Glebe was loyal to a fault.
Stevie couldn’t be any more different. He strutted up the street like he owned it. Stevie had been brought up rough in a street orphanage—abandoned at birth, most likely a second child, in contravention of the one-child policy. He had come up hard and bounced around every seedy corner of Geneva. It seemed impossible to know every lowlife in a metropolis of two hundred million people, but somehow the operative managed it.
Their first run-in with Stevie had been back when Olgo was an officer in the Geneva police. Stevie had broken into a modder’s shop and, making off with thousands of credits’ worth of implants, literally tripped up over Olgo while running out the shop door. The prisoner had turned informant to get off the hook, giving away a few locations for Olgo to raid. Stevie’s information had proved so valuable it fast-tracked Olgo’s police career. Five years later, when Olgo had secured a job as a Micron agent and received a budget for two personal operatives, they knew exactly where to go for their first pick. Stevie had brought Glebe on board as muscle, yet Olgo knew Stevie was by far the more dangerous of the two. In this line of work, dangerous people were valuable to have on your side.
The two operatives approached the shithole pub across the street from where Olgo lurked. The bouncer on the door lost his arrogant demeanour when Stevie grinned up at him through his scruffy goatee. Stevie had plenty of money to laser his facial hair and mod his face to something pretty. But he’d kept the ugly he had been born with. Olgo secretly admired him for that.
Olgo’s own aesthetics were never foremost in their mind. They’d had their hair lasered to avoid the hassle of looking after it. They kept up a mild fitness regime, precisely enough to keep their body functioning correctly with minimal effort.
Glancing around the dilapidated streets, it was easy to imagine the carefree peoples of Old Earth tramping along these thoroughfares or driving around in gas-guzzling cars. What would those people have thought of the polluted carcass the Earth had become? Would they have cared? The mega cities created after the war weren’t all bad. At the start they had probably even been positive. The blending of cultures and ethnicities had broken down racial barriers. But humans have a nasty knack of finding new reasons to keep others down.
Olgo shouldn’t have much time to kill now. They ambled across the street, waving on a passing dealer who should have known better than to look for business in their direction. Right on cue, a commotion kicked off in the pub. The general murmurings that could be heard from outside rose to an excited roar. The pair must have located Ralf.
Tonight’s target was a low-level hacker who had stumbled onto some top secret software that the Telstat Corporation had developed. Ralf had put the software up for auction on the black web. The bidding war that had ensued had got so out of hand that Ralf could not possibly hide the amount of credits involved and had reached out for assistance to the more serious criminal elements.
Stevie had picked up on the deal within minutes. This software, if real, could send shock waves through the entire system. Every other company agency would be after it. Micron Corporation, Olgo’s employer, was the most powerful company in the system, but Telstat Corp had been snapping at Micron’s heels for some time. Getting one over on Telstat was the biggest win you could achieve as a Micron agent.
Olgo moved past the dirt-caked window, which flashed out unreadable neon red letters. They located the emergency exit and concealed themself in the dark alcove. Every criminal worth their salt scoped potential escape routes before entering an establishment like this. Right on schedule, the door swung open, and the breath of a hundred drunks and the garbled din of pointless conversations hit Olgo like a tidal wave. Criminals were so predictable in their actions—Olgo’s job could be almost too easy sometimes. Olgo extended their foot to trip the unsuspecting Ralf. But it was Stevie who careened head over heels onto the dirty pavement as glass shattered behind Olgo’s head. Olgo spun around in time to see Ralf dive-roll onto the street and regain his feet, clocking Olgo before sprinting off.
‘I thought you said this guy was a hacker?’ Olgo said accusingly to Stevie.
‘He is, boss. But he must have been something else before that.’ Stevie gathered himself and sprinted after Ralf.
Glebe tottered from the din of the dive pub, wearing a sullen look that was somehow worse than the gash across their cheek.
‘Take my drone,’ Olgo said as they swiped their watch. The single-person transporter swooped down to the street. Glebe stepped aboard, and the drone ascended unsteadily, Glebe’s weight shifting about inside.
Olgo pulled up the feed from the drone’s camera and watched as Glebe piloted the transporter, passing over Stevie’s head and closing in on Ralf. Ralf must have heard the whir of the drone because he ducked into the entrance to a slumtower. Glebe swept around the building checking for escape routes as Stevie reached the entrance and spluttered into his comm, ‘Target is climbing the stairs.’ Stevie sounded like he had been neglecting his compulsory workout routine.
Glebe turned the drone and smashed it straight through a first-floor window. Olgo watched the now-sideways camera feed as Glebe sprang out of the crashed drone and hustled past a family of shocked residents and out into the corridor. Olgo didn’t think the company would cover the loss of their personal drone. If Glebe didn’t catch this bloody hacker, Olgo would take the cost out of Glebe’s wages.
Now there was no way to see what was happening. Olgo headed toward the slumtower at a walking pace while listening in to the comms of both operators.
‘I’ve cut off the top of the stairwell,’ Glebe reported.
‘I’m following him up. He’s trapped between us now,’ Stevie replied. ‘When I get this guy, I’m going to—’ Screaming erupted on the other end of the comms. This Ralf character must have had a serious background. No one had ever caused Stevie and Glebe this much trouble, not even the steroid-enhanced twitchers.
Olgo reached the slumtower. Shards of glass littered the pavement under the gaping hole in the first-floor window. Running footsteps echoed through the dark passage beyond the entrance. Olgo hid to the side of the doorway and, as the footsteps approached, extended a foot across the entrance. They were hoping that this time it wasn’t one of their own operatives.
Ralf fell hard, his head smashing into the pavement as he flailed out of control. He lay motionless on the floor. Olgo attached cuffs to Ralf’s wrists and checked his vitals. He was alive, anyway. Probably just a concussion. Stevie and Glebe arrived on the scene, panting and sweating.
‘If you want something done properly, you have to do it yourself,’ Olgo said. ‘See you in the Basement.’ Olgo swiped for a stench-cab drone. Seconds later, a human-sized pod descended, Olgo jumped in, and it whirred them away to Micron HQ Geneva.
···
On the banks of what had been the Rhone, Micron’s Mspire skyscraper stood shiny and respectable, stretching two kilometres into the dirty sky. All the major corporations had their headquarters in Geneva, and most were within spitting distance of each other. As the oldest and most prestigious firm, Micron had the largest scraper.
Many things happened in this one scraper. The highest floors were most decadent, and many people in management would never descend below the hundredth floor. The lower you went, the less fancy things got. Down the bottom, the agents had their offices. The interrogation rooms referred to as the Basement were actually on the third floor. The interior had all the glamour you might associate with an old-fashioned dungeon.
Olgo entered the bleak room. Glebe had placed Ralf at the table with his hands in restraints. Dark red stains covered the table’s surface, with splatters of who-knew-what on every wall. It would be easy to get a cleaning drone to polish the place up, but Olgo found that the stench of piss, puke and blood was more conducive to their guests’ cooperation. Glebe had strapped the helmet onto Ralf, which disabled any implants he might have while the tablet scanned through his watch.
‘Couple of hundred encrypted files in here, boss. Looks like we’ll get more than we bargained for.’ Stevie grinned.
‘That is good news,’ Olgo said. ‘Anything after the software, you two can split between you.’
‘You sure you don’t want a taste, boss? We can celebrate down the Shamrock later on?’ Stevie said, fishing as usual.
‘You work away, Im fine,’ Olgo replied.
‘It would be no harm to have a bit of fun now and again, boss. Even Ralf here could probably guess you have nothing better going on. You should join us.’ Stevie’s tone was mocking, and while Olgo didn’t really care what others thought, they needed to ensure they remained in total control of their team.
‘I have never crossed the threshold of that establishment, and unless I’m required to identify your body there someday, I daresay I never shall. Now, unless you want that demise to be sooner rather than later, I suggest we get down to business.’
Glebe emitted a snort at Stevie’s expense, and even Ralf cracked a smile.
‘As you say.’ Stevie’s eyes shot daggers in Glebe’s direction.
‘Young mister Ralf.’ Olgo turned their attention to their prisoner. ‘If you would like to remain the owner of a full set of digits, I suggest you decrypt these files for us.’
‘Fuck you, filth.’ Ralf glared at Olgo as flecks of spittle shot from his lips. ‘I have a deal with the Inagawa. They’ll fuck you up if they find out you took their software.’
‘Do you know where you are, fella?’ Olgo asked. ‘This is Micron HQ. We are the most powerful company in the system. You cannot scare us with lowlife crime syndicates, can he, Stevie?’ Olgo looked up at the villain-esque operative.
‘The Inagawa, eh? We had one of theirs in here a couple of weeks back. She’s ash in the furnace grates now.’ Stevie smirked, clearly proud of his work.
‘You see, Ralf, what seems scary and serious down on the streets loses its fear factor when you have a couple of squads of mech marines in the barracks. I could click my fingers, and the mechs would wipe out the population of a slumtower. The Inagawa wouldn’t last ten minutes. So this will be the last time I ask politely. Codes, please?’ Olgo stood, arms folded.
Ralf held his tongue.
Olgo, restless with the obstinacy, said. ‘Fetch me the chisel, if you wouldn’t mind, Glebe?’
Glebe placed the chisel and hammer on the table.
‘Did you know each finger has more nerves than your leg? No? Well, you’re about to learn that the hard way.’
Olgo picked up the chisel, running their finger over the blade as if checking the sharpness. Not that it was sharp at all. A blunt chisel caused far more pain and mess.
‘They used to use chisels to craft sculptures out of wood. Now they’re most widely used to mutilate. It’s sad, when you think about it, that something that used to create beautiful things now just creates pain.’
Ralf was clearly caught up in Olgo’s performance. Sweat glistened on his forehead. His breathing was shallow and ragged. Any attempt at playing the tough guy had evaporated. Thankfully, Olgo could barely remember what it was like to feel that level of emotion. They handed the chisel to Stevie, who took it and twirled the tool with practiced ease before lining it up on Ralf’s baby finger. Stevie brought down the hammer with precise blow that tore the finger off but barely left a mark on the table.
Ralf howled in agony and squirmed to no avail in the restraints. He screamed even louder as Glebe cauterised the wound with a blowtorch.
Olgo could see the fight had left Ralf as the smell of cooking flesh wafted from their victim. His bravery had all been huff and puff. Sometimes the toughest-talking ones broke the easiest.
‘A baby finger is not particularly valuable, but we’ll soon get to fingers that you find very useful in your line of work. I suggest you cooperate. Will you input the codes now?’
The prisoner nodded, sucking in breaths, trying to calm himself.
‘Excellent.’ Olgo said. ‘The next step is finding out exactly how you came into possession of this software. Where did you get it?’
Ralf looked worriedly at Stevie, who was still play-acting with the chisel.
‘I used to date this guy, Josh. He was the boss of a gang of mercs I used to roll with. We were called the Boondock Crew.’ 
That, reflected Olgo, would tally with Ralf’s ability to evade their operatives.
Olgo looked at Stevie with a raised eyebrow.
‘Yeah, I knew
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