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			Schematic map 

			Newport City and surrounding banns: Urban Affairs Department, Newport City Council

		


		
			Dez

			The night everything went toxic began like any other winter evening. It had been storming for days, with a bad wind blowing in from the dasht. Even in the Second the rues were deserted, and anybody who was out was suited. 

			That afternoon the storm had finally cleared. Bo had gone out. He got cabin fever when the storms were up, and he’d been edgy all day, blowing up at Ma, picking fights with me. He wouldn’t say where he was going, and we knew that meant he was heading somewhere dodgy. I figured it was the Tenth, one of the worst banns, because Flora and her mob had a gig on that had been doing the rounds on the tubes. I didn’t tell Ma, because she would have hit the roof. I was pissed off because I wasn’t invited. Flora and me had a falling out, and it escalated as these things do and now we weren’t talking. 

			I’m two years younger than Bo, but I sometimes feel like I’m the big sister. Even though Bo and me had been shouting, I checked his suit and told him to be careful out there and to tell Flora to go screw herself. He flashed that grin and gave me a hug and left, and suddenly the house was peaceful. Ma met my eyes, smiling ruefully. 

			‘That brother of yours,’ she said. ‘He’ll be the death of me one day.’

			‘He’s just bored,’ I said. 

			I cooked dinner because Ma was looking worn out. We knew she was sick, although she refused to talk about it: she had good days and bad days. Today was one of the bad ones. Bo and me were saving up to get her a proper mediscan, although we didn’t tell her that because she would have bitten our heads off. We ate, and then she said she was tired and went to her bedroom and shut the door. We didn’t talk about Bo, but I knew she wanted me to stay up for him. I had planned to do some making, but it was cold in the cellar and I didn’t feel like lugging the heater down there, so in the end I just curled up on the couch and watched the Newport City soaps on my lenscam.

			I love those soaps. They’re not supposed to be shown in the banns because they cause discontent, but we stream them through pirate consoles. I was watching Days of Passion, which I basically watch for the pinker clothes. Nobody in the banns dresses like that, nobody could afford it. In the soaps, the pinkers live in vast mansions and have endless parties where they’re all feuding with each other. Newport City is another world. Pinker world.

			Anyway. There I was, happily floating on Planet Lala, when somebody buzzed the door. When I didn’t answer at once they leant on the buzzer, and then they started banging. I switched off the lenscam and went to the door, my heart going like a machine. My first thought was that something had happened to Bo. I opened the door and saw an Ap, with his AI sidekick just behind him.

			He was one of the new pinker Aps, blond hair, grey eyes, bulky, his red coat glowing in the shadows. The AI floated behind him, blue lights flashing, a black, featureless torso with the red Ap logo branded on the front. It was a new model. I’d seen a few floating around the inner banns, but never close up.

			One of the reasons Ma didn’t want Bo to go out that night was because of all the new Aps around. They were making her anxious. So it was kind of ironic that the real danger was at home.

			The Ap pushed past me into the house. Despite the cold, a little trickle of sweat ran down his temple. He was nervous. A bad sign. The AI drifted in after him, opening up its hardware like a cupboard full of knives. They don’t bother to make the Ap AIs look like people. No skin, no hair, no face, voice deliberately metallic. They look the business, edges and weapon barrels. I know a lot of it is for show, but it doesn’t make it any less scary.

			‘You can’t just walk in like that,’ I said, although I knew they could. 

			The Ap whipped around and stuck his taser in my face. ‘Shut it or you’ll get this,’ he said. 

			I stood back, putting my hands out so he could see I didn’t have a weapon. The AI floated there, humming. I didn’t have to hack into it to know it had its scanner on. I thought of the hot bioware I had in my stash and went cold. I decided to be polite.

			‘How can I help you, officer?’ I said.

			‘We’ve got traces from this address. You the homeowner?’

			Homeowner, I thought. Such a pinker word. As we were talking I was transmitting to the AI, trying to find a way in, but these new ones had different crypto. I took a breath, trying to assess the Ap. I could tell he was young, a little scared, high on having the power to do what he wanted. The worst. My guess was this was his first solo raid. 

			 ‘My mother’s sick in bed,’ I said, playing for time. ‘I don’t want to wake her.’

			He shoved the taser at me again. ‘You get her up.’ 

			‘I told you, she’s sick. There’s nothing here.’ 

			I was almost into the AI. Ah, yes. There was that little click of satisfaction. I locked onto the scanner. To my chagrin, I found that there was a trace. Just tiny, but enough. I had been careless. I made the trace spike and then flicker.

			‘Range 121 meters, mobile,’ said the AI. ‘Correction, range 1 meter.’

			‘Sounds like there’s something wrong with your AI,’ I said helpfully.

			‘Shut it, meat.’ That was pretty offensive, but I let it pass. Let him play the tough guy. He moved towards the kitchen and started throwing stuff around, kicking over the chairs, sweeping the unwashed dishes onto the floor. That seemed excessive.

			‘Hey, no need for that,’ I said. ‘I can show…’ 

			‘I said, shut it.’ He turned around, and this time his face wasn’t blank. He was enjoying this. He was going to turn into one of the bad ones.

			‘Correction, range 230 meters. Correction, range 31 millimetres. Correction, Officer Lann. Officer Lann, point zero is you.’ The AI turned a full circle and turned its eyes onto the Ap, lifting a shooter arm. I chose its biggest calibre weapon, short of a rocket. ‘Officer Lann, point zero is you.’ 

			That was my little joke. Not so funny, as it turned out.

			‘Sounds like it’s tracking you,’ I said. ‘You’d better check your AI, like I said.’

			For a moment the Ap looked confused. I breathed out a silent sigh of relief. This guy was a dick, but I thought I could get him out of the house now. 

			And then Ma shot out of her room, pointing a gun. She was in her nightie but for some reason she had put her boots on, and her hair was standing up on end. She looked like a madwoman, but her expression was deadly. When she saw the Ap, she pulled up short. She told me afterwards that all the crashing in the front room had woken her up. She had thought some scumbag was robbing us.

			Officer Lann whirled around and this time his taser was on kill. He was going to wipe my mother. 

			I didn’t even think. There was no time to think. I switched the AI to combat mode, bypassing the friendly fire failsafe. It shot Officer Lann right in the back of his head.

			He crashed into the wall with the force of the shot and then slid down into a crumpled heap on the floor. The whole front of his skull was blown out where the bullet had exited. I could smell the blood, hot and sweet and sickening. My god, I thought. My god. What a mess. 

			For a moment there was complete silence. 

			‘Hostile neutralised,’ said the AI. ‘Report sent to base. Combat successfully completed.’

			I jagged its circuits and the AI shut down. I didn’t want it recording anything else. The combat report meant that there’d likely be Aps swarming around us any moment, it would have sent a target ID for sure. Aps shooting fleshers wasn’t exactly a big event around the banns, but every time an Ap went down there was hell to pay. All of a sudden I felt exhausted, as if every bit of energy had been sucked out of me.

			Ma stared at me, appalled.

			‘Oh Dez.’ She stumbled towards the couch and sat down, staring at the dead man. ‘Oh my darling. What have you done?’ 

			I looked her straight in the eyes. ‘I didn’t do anything,’ I said.

		


		
			Bo

			In the outer banns, you never go outside without a suit. You’re too close to the Outer Veil, and sometimes rogue nanos get through. If they splice with your DNA, you’re screwed. 

			You don’t want to be anywhere near a person who’s been hit by a nanovirus. You turn up your suit and you run. I’ve heard horror stories: a man’s skin bubbling up and off him in less than a minute, his eyes turning to water and running right off his face. The worst I’ve seen was when we lived in the Ninth Bann, during one of the bad storms. 

			I was staring out of our window, bored because Ma wouldn’t let us step outside, idly watching the people beginning to emerge from the towerblocks as the storm died down. The worst was over and the black rain had passed. One man caught my eye because his suit was faulty. I could tell as he walked past beneath, there was a faint shimmer around him, a kind of static electric cloud, like the suit hadn’t settled down after he’d switched it on. He was probably out of it on one thing or another and hadn’t noticed. He paused under our window. I wondered why, and then I heard the siren warning that the veil had broken again, muffled through the double seal of the tower block. He turned around, as if he was wondering whether to go home, and that’s when the nanovirus hit.

			This one was quick. He staggered back, clutching his head, and then his skull kind of exploded, and out of it came this blue crystal that just grew and grew until it was bigger than his whole body. I couldn’t hear anything except the faint wail of the siren, but I saw people running, and then someone must have sent a bolt into the crystal because the whole thing just shattered into a cloud of blue dust. The sweepers and vacs came through fast to filter the air before it spread, and  there was a curfew for two days.

			Dez told me it was a bad splice, maybe one of the worst. She said the day we have to worry is the day somebody survives a splice like that. She knows whereof she speaks. Dez got a nanovirus when she was ten. That’s what happened to Dez, that’s why she’s the way she is. 

			The storms were why Ma moved us in closer to Newport City the moment she could afford it, about three years ago now. Outside the Wall there’s only the Outer Veil to keep out nasties. The air is filthy, and it can get pretty rough. In winter it’s ice blizzards, and summer brings the huge dust storms that blow in from the western dasht. They’re bad enough on their own, but about half of them are toxic with nanos. 

			Ma found a house in the Second when I was fifteen. I think she got it through Brian Mac, it was a real bargain for what it was, but she never let on. It was the first time in my life that I wasn’t living in a towerblock. The house was in one of the narrow, twisting rues near the foodtowers. 

			All the houses in these old districts are small, packed close together, lined up like peas in a pod. Every place has its own tiny front garden and a small patch of dirt out back. The house Ma found was a bit of a wreck, the pitched roof leaking, every single wall crooked, and she had to spend a lot of time getting it sealed. We had a bedroom each, and Ma let Dez use the cellar to do her making. Café Boite was across the road, and the shijo where Ma had her new stall was a five minute walk. It even had its own well in a corner of the back yard. We thought it was heaven.

			When we lived in the Ninth, Ma kept a small stall in the shijo. She sold stuff she scavenged, steel pots, glass jars, bits of jewellery, even plastic, and ran a bit of illegal bioware and oldtech under the table to make a bit extra. The Aps looked the other way, she had some kind of arrangement. Dez and me knew she went scavenging in the dasht, pillaging the ruins for heavy metals, discarded tech and the like, but she never let us come with her if she went that far. Only that one time, and after that she never let us do it again. 

			She’d scanned an old locker and found some high-level oldtech that was worth a fortune on the black market. She needed us to help her carry it back. She told us later that she thought about it for days but she didn’t trust anyone with what was in there, so in the end she took us. Dez wore an old suit that used to belong to Da, but that was faded as it turned out and didn’t work so well. I remember the moment when I flicked the button on my belt and the suit glowed up around my skin, knowing we were going out into the dasht. I felt sick with excitement.

			The dasht is dangerous. Nanos left over from before the megastorms float out there in the air, and over the centuries their code has glitched. Most are harmless, but some are dead infectious. Out there are mutant ferals, nekas and gaus, nightmare mechs, birds that can slice you just with their feathers, and worse things like the crystals. Some of the ferals can timeslip so you don’t know they’re there until their teeth are in your throat. Ma went out there maybe once a month. She was some tough mother.

			I was around twelve then and I had wanted to go to the dasht since I could walk. It was the coolest trip you could take, totally toxic. Us kids skited about going out there, but of course we never did really, and when I finally did I didn’t tell a soul. 

			I don’t remember much about it except how cold I was. It was sleeting when we slid down into the old canal bed that took us past the Outer Veil. Ma had some kind of disruptor tech that meant the Veil didn’t fry us, but it was rough getting through. By the time we made it out into the dasht it was snowing, thick grey snow that turned into sludge. Ma said that was good because it was easy to hide our signals and no tracks. By the time we reached the ruined building where the loot was I was crying with the cold, even with the suit. I thought my hands would break off. 

			Ma broke open the locker and that’s when Dez fell down. I thought she must have tripped over but she didn’t get back up. Then I saw that her suit had gone misty and through that I could just see her face. Sweat was pouring out of her. 

			We dropped everything and got her back home as fast as we could. I barely remember that trip. We had to hide her, because if anyone knew she had a nanovirus they would have finished us off. Everyone is terrified of splices. I was too young to be scared, it was my sister that was sick and I only had Ma and Dez. Ma had some pills that stopped the convulsions but then Dez just lay there all shrivelled up. That was one of the only times I saw Ma cry. She must have cried when Da disappeared, but I was only a baby and I don’t remember. 

			We were both sure that Dez would die. The only way we could feed her was squeezing a cloth soaked with soup into in her mouth. We watched her moan and toss her head and sweat for a whole week. I’ll never forget it. And then she sat up straight and said she was hungry and it was like there was nothing wrong with her except that she was just skin and bone and floppy as string after all that fever. 

			As soon as she was sure that Dez wasn’t going to die, Ma went out to the dasht to get the stuff we’d had to leave behind. She had to go three times to get it all, but she refused point blank to take me. A week looking after Dez meant a week with no trade, and meds are expensive. We needed the credits. It took a few weeks before Dez could get out of bed. At first we thought she just got better and thought nothing of it. We counted ourselves lucky. 

			People think you can’t survive a nanovirus. But we know better. 

		


		
			Dez

			I’m telling Bo this is a backup in case everything goes wrong. At the back of my mind, I’m thinking that even if it all screws up, even if Bo and me and the others are disappeared, or our memories get scrubbed, or whatever, it’s comforting to know there’s something out there that says who we are. Maybe one day somebody might find it and remember us. 

			This smartpaper is oldtech. It’s from before the Veils were set up, before the megastorms, before the magnetic flip switched the planet’s poles. It’s kind of magic to think and see sentences come out all blackblue on its smooth, creamy surface. Some of the words come out weird, but I can still read them. Ma made sure we learned letters when we were little. She had a story about a scavenger she knew who one day opened a container load of predator drones that lasered open his guts before he could blink, because he couldn’t read the label on the top. You’ve got to know the signs, she said. And so we learned the signs. 

			Oldtech can bypass scans. It’s why the Alchems use it, though I reckon it’s mainly for cool. I have to admit there’s something sexy about smart-paper. And best of all, once you freeze the surface that’s it, the info can’t be indexed or crunched through the databases, and you can lock it so no one can get in. 

			Not even OpSec. I worry about OpSec way more than I’ve ever worried about Aps. 

			Aps are just Aps. It’s short for Anthropological Police, a hangover from when the pinkers decided that we were a different species to them. There’s the bad ones, pinkers with filthy brains who get sent out here because they screwed up at HQ in Newport City. They hate us fleshers and they hate the banns. While they’re here, they’re just out for what they can get. It might be meatsex or secret credits or hot bioware they can’t get behind the Inner Veil. And then there’s Aps like Brian Mac, who are still arseholes because they can’t help it, but not complete arseholes. 

			The skinners are something else. They hunt us for what we’ve got in our bodies and they’re not particular about whether we feel any pain when they take our bodies away from us. The Aps are supposed to stop skinners, because up there in Newport City they’re paranoid that someone will bring in some bad DNA that will taint their lovely clean genes. 

			But the skinners keep going because they’ve got buyers who pay high credits, and they get past the Aps by bribing them or, sometimes, killing them. They find it more difficult to get past OpSec, but they do. In Newport City the pinkers love to geek out on flesher hormones, and the real high quality comes from adolescents. 

			Obviously the skinners deal other shady stuff, drugs and implants mainly, but the hormone trade is the most profitable. Skinning is the only crime against us that OpSec take seriously, and that’s only because it endangers Newport City. They don’t give a toss for the kids who go missing in the banns and who turn up in the dumps days later with most of them missing. 

			The trick with Aps is to know which ones are in with the skinners, and then to make sure that you never cross their paths, never meet their eyes, never say one word to them, never be seen by them. The trick with skinners is never to get caught, ever. Which of course is easier said than done, though here in the Second Bann skinners are pretty rare.

			Me, I’ve got some advantages. That nanovirus reconfigured me. My blood, my cells, my DNA. I’m a security nightmare. I don’t even need to think about it, I can get into almost any frame and find out what I want. I can hear the infochatter of a skinner’s suit from a klick away. I can smell them.

			Only Ma and Bo know what I am, and even they don’t know everything. But that doesn’t mean that others don’t begin to wonder. When you’re selling illegal streamers that no one else can make or you get a name for retrofitting oldtech better than anyone else, it doesn’t matter how low you keep your profile. Word gets out, one person says something to another person, and person three begins to put two and two together. I’ve known for a while that there are skinners looking out for me, sniffing around for my DNA. I’m special.

			Let’s be honest, I always knew that.

			I like being me. I hardly remember who I was before the fever, it’s like trying to remember what it was like when I was inside Ma. You know it happened, but you can’t remember. But after, it was like I was born into this place of knowing things. There’s a world out there shimmering with data, and I just plug right in.

			Ma thought at first that I had lost it, that the virus had burned my brain and for the rest of my life I’d be like Isho, who got some bad fever as a baby and never totally recovered. He depended wholly on his mother. All the kids adored Isho’s ma, she was bright and beautiful and strong, and she made these sweet mato balls that tasted glorious and gave them out to all the kids on the rue. She and Isho loved each other so much you could see it shining in their faces when they looked at each other. 

			But the second Isho’s voice dropped the skinners got him. He must have been marked, some lowlife must have been watching and waiting for the pituitary to kick in. Isho was an easy mark because he never learned how to run, he trusted everybody. Somehow we thought that would protect him, but we should have known better. 

			It got pretty ugly in the bann after that, there was almost a revolt. The only reason it didn’t spill over was because of Brian Mac. He did his job, and even though he’s a mess, he’s good at his job. He’s not like those pinker tourists who come to the better banns like ours for a thrill, all suited up and horrified like they’re walking through a sewer full of freaks. 

			I’ve got a bit of a soft spot for Brian Mac, weird though he is. Ma does too, there’s history there, though I’ve never worked out what it was and it’s not like Ma would ever tell me. He’s been in the Second for twenty years. Not many Aps stay that long. I don’t know why he stays. Living in the banns sucks, if I could live in the Newport City I’d go like a shot. But for us fleshers there’s nowhere else.

			The nano that got me must have been floating out there for centuries turning to glitch, splicing with random biomatter, becoming some other thing, and then I happened along and bang, it rams into my DNA and here I am. I worked out the probability once. It was point fifteen zeroes and recurring three. Seriously. There wouldn’t be another person on this planet that this could happen to. That’s not counting the chance of me being in the dasht with a faded suit at the just the right time. It’s enough to make you believe in fate, though I don’t believe in any of that shit.

			When I was first sick all I did was lie on my bed and watch the pretty data flashing past. I did that for days. I couldn’t parse it at first, it wasn’t even images or numbers or code, it was just this flood of sparkle. Even after the fever passed, it took a while before I could mainline images or text out of the code. I didn’t know how to control my receptors, or how to search. That kind of evolved all at once, and that’s when I wasn’t sick any more. Once everything became self-organising I discovered I could refine the processes just by wanting to. When I was still too weak to get out of bed, I watched every soap going in Newport City. I streamed the news channels. It was different from what they give us in the banns. 

			That was when I started realising how things are.

			It’s dangerous, knowing things. I know way more than I know I know, and sometimes it’s a bit confusing. And sometimes I just want to be me. I’m a flesher through and through. I do all the flesher things: fall in love, cry, laugh, rage to the trance mobs. All the things that back in Newport City they envy us for, all the authentic things that they don’t know how to do any more because their DNA is so clean and squeaky. 

			I’ve got all the feelings.

			And feelings are trouble. I know that too.

		


		
			Bo

			The day the raid happened, I met Brian Mac out on the edge of the Tenth. Brian Mac isn’t someone you can trust, nobody who’s an Ap is someone you can trust. When he’s off-duty he’s pretty close to the edge, spiked up on juice or jerked on some temporary implant. One time I saw him when he was coming down from days of time bending, going forward and back through the same day. Don’t ask me why. Eventually he ran into himself. The two of him had some kind of argument and it ended up in a fist fight. One of him got knocked out and woke up with skinned knuckles from punching himself in the head. I laughed about that for days.

			I was coming home from Flora’s gig, my ears ringing from the sounds her mob had pumped out. The gig had been in the terminus of what used to be the underground Rapid Transport System, which was closed down decades ago, after the tunnels began to collapse. Nothing gets repaired in the banns. The terminus was the deepest part of the network. We always had to pick places where nothing could be heard from the outside. Everything that hears our music comes looking for who’s making it, to slice up, to thieve from or to feed on. Inside, it was all grinding steel with an in-your-stomach beat that purged your insides and made your outsides sting. 

			When I staggered out into the air I felt like I’d been peeled. 

			I was with two of my steadies, Beng and Fleet. They were heading for a party in the Fifth, low-key, a bit of dreamweed, a few beers. A lot of people sitting around not saying much. I wasn’t that interested. ‘I’ve had enough excitement tonight,’ I told them.

			‘Suit yourself,’ said Beng.

			We parted company at the Wall. They headed through the porte into the Sixth and I kept on going straight. I didn’t want to walk all the way home so I was planning to catch a mono back to the Second. I was already pretty whacked and it was a couple of klicks to the station, but I’d be home before midnight.   

			Once I was on my lonesome I kept to the darkest places, slinking like a rat. I’d almost reached the mono when I spotted the skinner. The skinners around the Tenth are the worst, the screw-ups and failures who grub a living at the bottom of their particular pile of merde. Everything is cheap around here and everyone is desperate. This one wasn’t from the Tenth, he looked too clean. He was wearing a fancy bandolier with studs that winked in the dim light from the Veil, and his boots were expensive.

			Luckily I saw him before he saw me. He was heading my way. I dived down a narrow side street, keeping close to the steel wall of what used to be some kind of warehouse. Like most buildings this far out in the banns it was a blank, an empty shape coated in the filth that makes it past the Outer Veil, doors welded shut, windows blacked out. I saw that there was a hole cut in the wall up ahead and I scurried through it into a small room.  

			A bent-over creep with a blotch for a face was sitting on a stool in the corner in the half circle of a lamp. He saw me but he didn’t even blink. The place was a 25/10 joint that sold oldtech, filled with stacks of useless junk.

			Someone was standing a few metres from me. Even in the dim light I recognized Brian Mac as soon as I saw him: thin as wire, two heads taller than me, his long red coat reaching to the ground, those weird military goggles he always wore that blanked out half of his face. Brian Mac was a fan of this stuff, splicing and grafting one bit of junk to another, trying to build who knows what.

			When he saw me he grinned. ‘Bo boy. You lost? 

			 ‘Just cruising.’

			‘Been gigging?’

			I didn’t answer. 

			‘Something wrong, Bo?’ he said, stepping closer.

			‘A skinner,’ I said. ‘Heading this way.’

			He stuck out his paw and gripped me by the shoulder, putting his face close to mine. I could smell his breath.

			‘Switch up your suit, bug.’

			I switched to high and my skin buzzed for a moment. The feeling always made me feel a bit sick.

			Brian Mac went outside. I stuffed myself behind a stack of gutted monitors close to the entrance. Footsteps approached outside, and I heard a thick, gravely voice. ‘A word with you, Mac.’

			The footsteps came closer and stopped. 

			Brian Mac said nothing

			‘You range a bit, don’t you?’ the voice said.

			‘I get around.’

			‘You touch a lot of shit, pick up the grime. You deal, you know who’s on the rush, who’s on the run.’

			Brian Mac just grunted. I heard his boots shift on the ground.

			‘I’m looking for a particular flesher. A freak. Female, genius level. Maybe corrupted. Looks like a regular, but not so. Rare. Something like that gets talked about. I’m looking, listening, get nothing. A few of us are hunting. Share of the spoils and all that. Pretty sure she knows we’re looking. Word’s out, know what I mean?’

			Brian Mac still didn’t answer. He hates skinners and I could tell this guy was pressing him the wrong way. If it had been Brian Mac’s turf, he would have wasted him. 

			‘You got anything on that?’

			‘Got nothing on that, Dyer.’

			‘Would tell me if you did, right?’

			‘For a price. A big price.’

			‘If we net this one, there’ll be plenty.’

			There was a long silence. Maybe they were just standing there looking at each other, testing the strain. Dyer walked away but I stayed where I was until Brian Mac’s goggled face bent down over me where I was hiding.

			‘You owe me one, Bo boy.’

			I didn’t answer, I just legged it. 

			I finally reached the mono. I didn’t have to wait long for a train. I watched the city go by, thinking over what had just happened. 

			That skinner was talking about Dez. It had to be her. And the closer I got to home, the surer I was that she knew she was being hunted. She had to know. She can pick up skinners from klicks away, she’s always on the alert for them. If there was word going around about some freak female, she’d know it was her they were talking about. She just hadn’t told anyone, not even me. 

			I was so angry I could have spewed.

			I knew there was trouble as soon as I heard the drone. It was the kind the Aps use when they want to frighten people. It screams, like a machine in some kind of agony, and it’s armed. You don’t hear them often in the Second. In the Tenth and beyond they’re a daily event. Some real shit must have happened, because the drone was getting closer and lower every second. I couldn’t see it yet, but sounded like it was right over my head.

			There was a crowd outside our place, maybe twenty or thirty people, and up and down both sides of the rue people were hanging out of their windows and doors, looking towards our house.

			I pushed through the crowd to the front door, which was wide open. Nobody was going in, they were just standing there gawking into our front room. I could already smell something organic, and there was blast smoke drifting in the air. 

			As I stepped inside Ma leapt up from the couch and threw her arms around me, almost knocking me over. She was in her nightie, with an old overcoat thrown over it to keep out the freezing wind coming through the open door. I opened my mouth to ask what was going on, but nothing came out because I’d just spotted the body of the Ap lying on the floor a few steps from Dez, a thick, black pool of blood spreading out from what was left of his head. 

			The drone was screaming right above the house. It was coming down so low you could feel the heat of it. The noise was so loud that I felt like my whole body was being squeezed. Any minute my ears would burst and my brains would come spurting out of the sides of my head. Then the rue outside exploded in a blaze of light and everyone threw up their hands to shield their eyes and backed away.

			Dez got up from the floor and kicked the button for the front door. The exact moment it slammed against the doorframe, the drone’s screaming stopped. But it was still right above us, hovering, and we could hear the low, humming pulse of its stabilisers. 

			Ma put a finger to her lips. Who knows what kind of shit the Aps had already released into the room. They could probably hear our hearts beating. I went over to Dez and took hold of her arms. She was shaking worse than Ma, staring back at me like she didn’t know me. 

			‘What the hell happened?’

			‘The AI...’

			I hadn’t even noticed the AI on the floor, folded up like a giant dead spider. Dez opened our private line in my suit.

			‘I don’t know what happened. Just don’t panic or say anything careless.’

			She snapped the line shut and I could hear the drone again, and the transport as it shuddered to a stop right outside. The door flew into the room, blasted off its frame. About a dozen Aps followed the door, weapons out, all their tech lit up. The whole room fizzed with a bad energy and every muscle in my body went rigid. I could hardly breathe. The Aps switched off our suits and pulled off our belts. They snapped a body brace on each of us and dragged us out of the door and into the rue. 

			There was an even bigger crowd of people watching, now they were sure that they weren’t the ones in the shit, spread out around the edge of the light blazing from the drone. They were silent, just a wall of faces all turned our way. The Aps slid Ma into one of the pods in the back of the transport first, then Dez, then me, head first, like they were sliding corpses into a freezer. I heard the locks snap shut on my brace. The door closed with a soft, electric click. Darkness.

			The ride to the Aps station was so smooth and silent it was like I wasn’t moving at all. I don’t know how long it took. The only thing that felt real was the pain. Locked rigid in the brace, my whole body began to cramp. My bones felt as if they were being twisted like wire. 

			When the transport door opened again I was blinded by yellow light. I squeezed my eyes shut as I was slid out and onto some kind of gurney. A blast of cold air washed over me. I couldn’t look left or right, I could only see the ceiling high above me rushing past. I was moving in a straight line for a while, then left, then right, then into some kind of chamber where the ceiling was a different colour. I heard a door slide shut somewhere behind me. I was tipped upright and the brace was unlocked and pulled away from my body. I was standing on my feet, facing a shiny black wall. My legs felt like they were made of water and my head was spinning. I fell forward and hit the wall face first. I curled up into a ball and shut my eyes. A door shut, a buzzer sounded. Then everything was still and silent.

			When I opened my eyes I was staring at myself. I sat up on my arse and pushed myself backwards. There were thousands of me, disappearing into infinity. The walls, the floor, the ceiling were all polished steel reflecting each other. When I looked at the floor I saw my face and behind my face the reflection of the back of my head looking down at my face. I looked like shit. My nose was bleeding. 

			At first it was impossible to tell how big this place was, where it began and ended. I felt around until I found a corner and pressed myself into it, dizzy and sick. I tried to calm myself down. I took some deep breaths, closed my eyes, waited until my heart stopped bashing away inside my chest. Then I opened my eyes again.

			I was in a box about as big as an elevator. I couldn’t see any sign of a door. It was filled with blinding light, but I couldn’t tell where it came from. Looking around just made me feel worse, all those reflections of me spun around every time I moved my eyes. It was like I was hovering in some kind of shiny abyss. I stared at my feet. 

			I tried to think about what had just happened, to go back to the moment I came home, walked in the door, saw Ma and Dez and the dead Ap. I saw the people crowded outside the house. They were our neighbours. I knew them all. Kiko, who worked at the foodtowers, her boyfriend Trung, Tenzo and Clav who sold clothes at the shijo, Crush, Tak and Finley, Henna the tech head, Ginz with only one eye, Cho with their long braids. And Flora. She must have got back from the gig at about the same time as me. I glimpsed her as I was dragged out in the brace. She stared as I was loaded into the transport, her face stony, her lips pressed tight together. 

			I tried to pull myself together. I looked up and stared hard at my reflections in the steel wall in front of me. I had to stay calm, be strong. Then I heard a loud hiss and a foul stench filled my nostrils. I just had time to realise I was being gassed before everything went black.

			Someone was whispering close to my ear. Was it whispering? Was it the wind blowing, was it water running? I was moving slowly. I couldn’t tell if I was facing up or down. There was no up or down. Just this whispering and passing through space, as if I was floating. Maybe I was going somewhere. Maybe I was dead.

			I was looking at a face. It wasn’t my face this time. It was the face of a man, at least it was half a face. His eyes were hidden behind a black visor. I could see his lips, his teeth. His mouth was so close to mine I could taste his breath. 

			‘What is your name?’ the mouth said.

			I didn’t say anything.

			‘We know your name.’ 

			He moved away and turned his back to me. He was tall and broad. His blood red jacket was tight across his shoulders. There was a keypad on the wall. He pressed some keys. The wall was white. Everything was white. I couldn’t see a door. Maybe the door was behind me. I was sitting in a chair. I wasn’t strapped in but I couldn’t move. I could only move my eyes.

			The face turned back to me. 

			‘What is your name?’

			You know my fucking name, you dick, I thought. But I didn’t say anything. Dez had told me to stay calm, so I tried to stay calm. My guts were in a knot and I could feel the sweat running down my back. 

			‘My name is Bo,’ I managed to say. ‘Bo Inaware.’

			My voice sounded weird, hollow. My tongue felt swollen and dry. I was thirsty. I’d never been so thirsty.

			The face smiled. He reached out and tilted my head back, put his fingers in my mouth and opened it. He sprayed something down my throat. Whatever it was, it was cold and it stung. My tongue went slack and my mouth just fell open like my jaw had been snapped loose. A flood of saliva ran down my chin.

			The face backed away.

			‘A few moments. A few moments rest. Then we’ll begin properly. You’ve had a busy day, lovely, haven’t you?’

			           

		


		
			Dez

			I knew they didn’t have DNA scans at the banns precincts. One plus, against a lot of minuses. 

			It probably wouldn’t occur to them to take a DNA sample. If they did, it would take less than an hour to get the results back from OpSec. That had to be avoided at all costs. Likely they would use memory scans, truth drugs, all that kind of shit. A lot of intimidation. Well, I wouldn’t have to pretend to be scared. I was as frightened as I’d ever been. 

			Aside from the dead Ap – and that was a big aside – they didn’t have anything on us but some illegal bioware. When they threw me into the mirror box, I shut my eyes and made an inventory. It could have been worse. I had sold a bunch of consoles the previous week, and had been gathering stuff to make a new batch. Most of my gear was locked safe in my stash, hidden under the floor of the cellar behind a deadwall and a passcode using a crypto none of these brainiacs had ever heard of. If they found my stash, we’d never get out. 

			I figured their chance of finding it was 0.001 per cent.

			On my workbench there were a few basic tools, microtweezers, electron scope, that kind of thing. A couple of implants, dozers and a timeslip. The implants were probably what triggered the trace. I hadn’t bothered to check them for signals, I’d bought them in the shijo that morning and just chucked them into the cellar to deal with later. It was lucky I hadn’t got around to doing anything fancy with them. 

			If we ever got out of this Ma would kill me. She brought us up to be smart, to watch for the carelessness that made everything unravel. I thanked all the gods I didn’t believe in that I had decided to watch soaps that night. If I had been working, they could have found me with everything spread out on the bench. In flagrante delicto, they used to say. In blazing offence. Though they used that for more organic crimes.

			On the other hand, if I had been working, I would have had all the shields turned on, and there would have been no trace at all.

			I couldn’t work out if I was lucky or unlucky. I didn’t feel lucky. I wasn’t as unlucky as that Ap. I thought of the mess his brains made in our front room and then I tried not to think of it. It just made me shaky. Sure, he was a dick, but even a dick didn’t deserve that. He wouldn’t have been much older than Bo. I thought of what his mother might feel, and then I remembered that pinkers didn’t have mothers, they were grown in labs and farmed out for adoption to approved families. But then, somebody would have loved him? Or did they? They did in the soaps. 

			I knew what Ma would say, that he didn’t deserve one pulse of sympathy, that at least he died quick, unlike some others. By some others, she meant what had probably happened to Da. We never found out. But we could guess.

			I was wasting time. 

			I did a brutal scan of my memory cells, tagging anything dubious I could find, anything to do with tech, the nanovirus, what had happened to the AI, anything at all. Then I filed it in the amygdala, the good old lizard brain, where (probably) the Aps wouldn’t look. I forged a passcode, making it look like a random memory, and gave it the name Flora. When I saw Flora, which I would if we ever got out, it would unlock. 

			I had taken out so much it looked like I’d been comatose half my life. I thought a bit and filled up the gaps with soaps. I knew this was risky as hell; if they damaged me enough the passcode could corrupt. But I didn’t have a choice. It was the only way past the truth drugs and the scans, and I was the dangerous thing here. Ma and Bo couldn’t edit their brains, but maybe, just maybe, once the Aps saw how completely vacuous I was, they’d take whatever weird shit they found in Ma and Bo as some kind of VR fantasy that had rotted their minds. It happened. 

			I was counting on the pinkers thinking that fleshers are thick. Most of them give us credit for low cunning at best. It’s pretty asinine of them not to allow fleshers into the Aps, frankly. It means that sometimes we can run under the radar, because they expect so little. 

			It wasn’t a great plan, but it was the best I could do.

			It took a bit of courage to lock off the master code. It was like diving into deep, black water. I didn’t know if I would ever come out of it. I prayed for luck. And then I locked off.

			My memories of what followed are pretty blurred. Which is good, because what I do remember is pretty unpleasant. My clearest recollection is Brian Mac yelling. There was a lot of swearing and gesticulating, and his face was bright red, which clashed with his coat. The soap opera part of me thought that was a very bad design idea. 

			He was jabbing his finger at a tablet. He asked them what they thought they were doing. He was saying, an AI shoots one of our own men, and you don’t even notice? What’s wrong with you? It’s there in the combat report. Right there. 

			He jabbed the tablet again and then waved it in the air. Sabotage? Seriously? You want to charge them with sabotage? This kid barely knows she’s alive. Look at the scan. Did you check the AI? Not yet? Do you even follow procedure with your own gear? OpSec’s going to have a good laugh at this. Yeah, there’ll be a lot of comedy in HQ when they get this report. You lot couldn’t find your own arses if you had three hands.

			I actually giggled, until one of them slapped me.

			Next thing I remember, we’re in the front office being signed out. Brian Mac was lecturing Ma on harbouring illegal tech, and we were sent home with a fine and a warning. I had never seen Brian Mac in official mode before, he was different, sharper, somehow bigger. 

			We got out of there with nothing but a slap on the wrist. That was all Brian Mac. The other Aps didn’t care if we were guilty or not. We might have just turned up dead in the cells, no questions asked. 

			After that I began to wonder again why Brian Mac looked out for Ma. They were old friends, I knew that, and Bo and me joked sometimes about him crushing on Ma. It was a bit creepy to be honest. But there had to be something else.

			We had to walk home. It was a half hour to Rue Ballard but at that time of night, and with no suits, it seemed to take forever. Ma was still in her nightie and boots, with just her overcoat to keep out the cold. A thin wind laced with ice tore through our clothes and every single muscle hurt. I remember walking through the rues and the empty shijo, our footsteps echoing back from the walls. Every house in the Second was sealed shut, blank and lightless, the rows of pitched roofs like black saws against the soft yellow glow of the distant food towers. If anyone had decided to jump us we would have been easy pickings, but there was nobody about except a couple of mangy gaus which slunk off when they saw us. 

			There wasn’t enough of me there to be afraid. I think I kept singing a jingle from an old ad. Ma took my hand and led me, because I had forgotten the way. She was crying, she thought the Aps had done something awful to me in there. Bo said nothing at all. He just walked very close to us, blood smeared on his face, grim and dark. 

			Luckily the first person I saw when we got home was Flora.

			Flora and me. It’s complicated. There’s a reason why she was the first person I thought of, outside Bo and Ma, when I wanted to lock up all the most private bits of me. Even when we’d sworn we’d never speak to each other ever again, when we’d said the most hurtful things that we knew – and we knew all the most hurtful things, better than anyone – I trusted her with my life. I knew she’d be there, waiting. And she was.

			She was sitting in the window of Café Boite, a smudge in the darkness. When she saw us coming up the rue she ran out and flung her arms around all of us. As soon as her face swum into my vision, I knew the code, and I was unlocked. I’d have to do some sorting, but it was all there. I was me again. I didn’t know what the situation was, so I thought I’d better pretend for now that I was still the nobrain I’d been for the past few hours. I hugged Flora back and let Ma do the talking.

			Our door was broken right off. It lay in the front room. We hesitated before we went in, afraid of what we would find. 

			One good thing, the body had been taken away. They’d used a vac to get rid of all the organic matter, so the only trace of Officer Lann’s death was the hole in the wall. It wasn’t out of concern for us. I knew the security forces didn’t like leaving anything behind, in case it got used later. 

			The Aps had gone through everything. The couch was slashed, all its stuffing pulled out. The mattresses on the beds. Every cupboard had been emptied, every drawer, their contents strewn all over the floor. Our suits were thrown into a corner. Bo’s was broken. They hadn’t bothered to take the suits, because they looked like the cheapest models. Just as well: if they’d had a closer look, they would have found out that they were the best fitted-out suits in the banns, bar none. 

			There were a lot of broken things. Things that weren’t of any value except to us: some of Ma’s old scrawlings that she’d had framed for the walls, a glass bird that I’d loved since I was a kid, most of the crockery. All our clothes were dumped on the floor, and some of them had been slashed, including Bo’s antique leather jacket that was his pride and joy. It was just malicious.

			Flora stared at the wreckage, her eyes wide. ‘I heard them smashing everything,’ she said. ‘I’m so sorry, guys.’

			Ma patted her hand. She looked exhausted, ashen with shock. ‘It doesn’t matter,’ she said. ‘It’s only things.’

			‘Yes, it does,’ said Flora. ‘It was so pretty in here.’ Her face crumpled, but she didn’t cry. She brushed back her hair. ‘They shouldn’t have done that.’

			Bo spoke for the first time. ‘They did something to Dez,’ he said. ‘Those fuckers.’

			I winced. I didn’t want him saying anything that might give us away while the spyware was operating. I trod on Bo’s foot and he looked up in surprise, a sudden suspicion in his eyes, and to my eternal gratitude he shut up.

			Flora was still talking, almost gabbling, her voice high with distress. ‘I thought you weren’t coming back, not after that. I couldn’t sleep, so I thought I’d wait. Kojo said if you came back you could stay at ours. He said they’d trash the place.’ 

			Kojo is Flora’s father. It was a generous offer, because that would put them in the spotlight too.

			‘Tell Kojo that we’re grateful, very very grateful,’ Ma said. ‘But we don’t want to cause you any trouble.’

			‘But…’

			‘I’ll fix the door for now, and we’ll see what needs doing tomorrow. It looks worse than it is. You should go home, Flora.’

			Flora saw that Bo and me agreed with Ma, and so she didn’t argue. She nodded, and went back to Café Boite. 

			While they were talking, I did a deep scan for spyware. The Aps had stuck a few bugs around, low level tech, standard. Maybe these Aps were as incompetent as Brian Mac had said they were. I let them run for the moment.

			The door was unfixable, so Ma propped it up and stuck the couch against it to keep out the wind. The heater was still working, so she turned that on. Then we put the stuffing back in Ma’s mattress and found some blankets and lay down all together, like when we were little. It was the most comforting thing in the world. 

			I put the spyware sensors on a loop, so for the next few hours it would look like we were all sleeping. Then I nudged Ma, who was lying next to me, staring at the ceiling.

			‘I’m okay,’ I whispered. ‘Really okay. I just had to hide everything.’

			She drew in her breath sharply, and then she grabbed me and held me tight. I could feel her body trembling. Bo just swore, and cuffed me gently.

			Ma went to sleep almost at once after that, and then Bo. I listened to them breathing. I was so thankful they were there, that we were all still alive. For a while there I had thought I’d never see them again.

			I waited for about half an hour, and then I got out of bed and went down to the cellar. The Aps had taken everything on my workbench and they’d done a scrub of the walls, but they hadn’t found my stash. I thought they couldn’t have, because they’d let us go, but all the same, the relief was dizzying.

			Then I went back and woke Bo. 

		


		
			Brian Mac

			Jul 25 09.32 hours

			Rostered Day Off. Same old shit, only the shit is getting shitter. Went for a drink after my shift, thought about an implant, thought better of it, slept snug as cockroach, woke up with eyeballs rolled in sand, shot some painkiller, sixteen cups of coffee. Bad times, my boy, bad times. I can smell it coming. 

			Reckless to keep this, especially now. Reckless even when security is my call, when I’m the rat sniffing things out. You can’t tell me that I don’t have a tag on my file, no matter how many skinners I send to the injections. 

			You’re just a romantic, Bel used to say, back in the day. Bel. She’s a sickness I can’t shake, like this diary is a sickness I can’t shake. But maybe she’s right. Maybe I just want to vomit all this up so I can find something pure that’s left behind in there somewhere, some part of me I touched back in my twenties when it seemed possible to change everything. 

			I hate purity.

			Maybe it’s just that old habits die hard. It’ll be the death of me. Maybe it’s the death of me already. 

			You’d think I’d be past that. Self pity, I mean. 

			So yesterday this constable gets himself shot by his own AI during a routine raid. One of the new recruits, fresh and shiny, eyes out on stalks at being in the banns, prick all stiff with fear and excitement. Mediocre but ambitious, bad combo. Looks at me with pity and contempt. I know his sort. He’s thinking how he won’t end up like Brig Mackintosh, stuck in the outstations for twenty years, no hope of promotion to City duty, no better than a flesher. I’ve seen these men come and go over the years. Some of them settle down and learn something, some of them turn into the worst kind of cops. I promote those ones sideways into other precincts, I don’t want to deal with that shit in my station. Some of them get nailed by skinners, who are smarter and hungrier and dirtier than they can even imagine. 

			I wasn’t at the precinct when the trace came in, otherwise I’d have handled it myself, no harm done. I was out tailing a skinner called Dyer, who I ran into in the Tenth. He’s been seen in the Second recently and I don’t like that. I figured he must have had word on a particular flesher he was hunting. Not on my watch. 

			Dyer’s one of the dense ones: if he was smart he’d know that I don’t do deals with skinners. Maybe I’ll wink at the small beer, oldtech and so on, in return for a word here and there. But the hormone trade is evil, and I don’t say that about much. I get to hoover up what’s left from the middens, I get to see the dismal remains of those kids. Even after all these years, all those bodies, I never get used to it.

			I got rid of Dyer, which wasn’t pleasant, and opened my comm to report job done only to find that everything was blazing. An Ap was down, his AI disabled, and they’d brought in the perps for interrogation. I streamed the details and went cold. It was Bel’s address. Bel and her two kids. Bel’s an old hand, she knows better than to do something like that, and that Bo is a shocker, wild and unruly like his dad. Maybe he might have shot the cop, but he couldn’t have done the AI. Dez. Dez is something else. I’ve got my suspicions about Dez, just like the skinners have, and they’re not comfortable. 

			I got back to the precinct to find the place swarming. The scrutineers had already done the interrogations, they said the perps were claiming that the AI did it. They didn’t believe them, everyone knows that’s impossible, and they were out for blood. I read the combat report the AI sent before it blew up, which nobody seemed to have read past the first line, and then I went to the mortuary and pulled out the corpse of Officer Lann, or at least, what was left of him. I asked what bullet had killed him. They
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