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Chapter One – Peter  
 
      
 
    After a long descent, the cavernous lift doors whooshed open, revealing a wide passageway, which was illuminated for a few metres ahead of utter darkness. The interior of the lift was bright and warm. He could stop this nonsense right now, go back up to the surface and just go home. Some excuse would come to him. The doors started to close. Peter stabbed the button to open them again and groaned. Helplessness, rage and despair filled him up. No excuse was going to work. His daughter, Kiki, was obsessed with Zip, the woman he’d come to see. If he failed Kiki, and she looked at him again as if he were her murderer, it would break his heart one more time. 
 
    Peter stepped out into the corridor. The lift doors clanged shut behind him. He spun around to see the display showing that the lift was flying up and away. It wouldn’t be back for at least an hour. There was no point delaying. He walked on briskly, anxious to get this over with. Zip was ahead, roughly a kilometre into the darkness. 
 
    The lights kept pace with his progress, illuminating the way a few metres ahead, darkening behind him. It was the perfect metaphor for his life; there were only accusing shadows in his past, and the future looked no better. The walls were featureless, except for identical bunker blast doors on both sides every ten or so metres. Everything was the same colour in the dim light, a dirty white. There was nothing for the eye to feed on, not even graffiti; only dust decorated his surroundings.  
 
    A lonely pool of light from an open blast door signalled that he had almost arrived. The thick steel doorframe looked like the entrance to a bank vault rather than someone’s office. Inside was a bare waiting room with a single bench. A small screen, high on a wall, flashed – Please wait to be called. He was in the cheap deeps, way below the body pits and near the very bottom of the iceberg city that Orb London had become. Why anybody would set up office in a private bomb shelter was beyond him. 
 
    Peter took a seat on the bench and settled down to wait. His appointment wasn’t for some minutes. A despairing weariness dragged his gaze down to the floor. An ugly, twisted face stared back at him from his highly polished toecaps. He closed his eyes. 
 
    “Hey, old man, what are you doing down here?” 
 
    Peter started, raised his head and almost gagged. 
 
    A teenage girl stood in front of him. She was beyond naked; she had no skin at all. Every vein, muscle and tendon was visible; organs shimmered, her heart pulsed with a fast, regular beat, and bright red blood raced around her arteries. Peter dropped his head and stared at his shoes. She was disgusting.  
 
    “I’m waiting for someone. Please leave me alone.” 
 
    “What are you hiding?” 
 
    The girl had moved closer, to stand right in front of him, her bony, skinless feet just beyond his shiny toecaps that reflected and further distorted her already grotesque form. 
 
    The sick teenager was wearing a pixelated body stocking. A high quality one, too. There was almost no distortion or flickering when she moved. 
 
    He had bought an identical one for Kiki’s sixteenth birthday, when he thought he might still win her back. His daughter could have chosen any number of outfits to wear that day, from haute couture to more modern regalia. But to spite him, Kiki had spent most of her birthday looking like a lizard from some horror movie or flipping so rapidly between outfits that it made him feel sick. She left home soon after; the expensive holographic suit was still hanging in her room.  
 
    “Please, would you mind? The suit.” 
 
    The girl sighed theatrically, “Jesus and the Tramp! Are you some kind of hermit?” When he didn’t respond, she sighed again and stepped back. “OK, is this better?” 
 
    Carefully, he raised his head and sneaked a look. She had skin, but otherwise she was completely naked. This was the Orb worshippers’ uniform, the Pilgrims. He shuddered and looked away. 
 
    “Tramp’s sake, you’re worse than my daughter. This is it, old man. Take it or leave it.” 
 
    Daughter? The girl was barely out of her teens.  
 
    He peeked. She had conjured up a classic Manga schoolgirl style and looked almost normal, except for a long tail that swished and swirled around behind her back, the sleek tip occasionally peeping over her shoulder. It wasn’t a projection either; the nauseating thing was real. It was a bizarre surgical conceit, which had become increasingly common amongst teenage degenerates. He tried to relax. Even with her unnatural appendage, he couldn’t deny that she was pretty. More than pretty – stunning. Probably younger than Kiki. Her radiant brown eyes watched him carefully. A terrible shame they were Recording everything. Every waking moment of every day. I’m being hypocritical, he thought. If Kiki hadn’t Recorded every day of her life, he’d have nothing.  
 
    “That’s better,” he said. “It’s nothing personal.” 
 
    “You’re face blurring yourself,” she said, as if he had some horrible disease. “You’re not Recording, are you?” 
 
    “I value my privacy.” There was no point getting into a discussion. The Recorders, like her, and the Amnesiacs, like him, were like the atheist Ungodly and the Pilgrim: they had nothing to say to each other. She’d never understand why he would want to forget. 
 
    “There’s not many of you left, you know,” the girl said, with a hint of pity. 
 
    “I know,” he answered, wanting to end the conversation and return to his own dark hell and the reasons that had brought him to this horrible place. 
 
    “What do you want?” the stupid girl asked, interrupting his thoughts. Her whip-thin tail swished slowly behind her back, almost forming a question mark. Where had the annoying girl come from? He hadn’t noticed her coming in. And what the hell was she doing down here? 
 
    “If it’s any of your business, I’m waiting to see someone. Now, can you leave me alone?” He turned back to staring pointedly at his feet, hoping she’d get the message. 
 
    The girl didn’t move away. Her shiny, black patent shoes and short, white socks were still visible, even with his head lowered. The end of her tail snaked around her ankles, undulating and twisting. Its supple movements seemed to mock him. 
 
    The stubborn girl persisted, “Who?” 
 
    Wearily, Peter lifted his head and gave the annoying teenager a hard stare. “As I said, it’s none of your business, but if you must know, I’m here to see Zip.” 
 
    The girl laughed. “What do you want with a detective?” 
 
    Peter clenched his jaw. “At the risk of repeating myself, it’s none of your business.” 
 
    She just laughed again. “Touchy, aren’t we? I’m Zip.” 
 
    Peter looked her over; this teenager in a holographic Japanese schoolgirl’s uniform with the errant tail was Zip? It didn’t seem very likely. He shook his head and returned to staring at the dusty floor, only to jerk his head back up. Something was tickling his ear. It was her damn tail. 
 
    “That’s not funny. Just go away. Leave me alone.” He slapped away her tail, completely exasperated. 
 
    “Sorry, only teasing. I’ll get Zip for you.” 
 
    The unpleasant girl didn’t move away or call out. She spun on the spot and said, “Voila, Mademoiselle Zip. You must be Peter. I’ve been expecting you. Follow me.” 
 
    How could this youngster be Zip?  
 
    Peter slowly got up and, despite himself, followed as she skipped past the reception console and through an open door that he was sure had been closed before. The teenager dropped into a beat-up chair behind an old desk, threw her feet on top, crossed them at the ankles and motioned for him to take a seat, all the while twirling her tail around her head like a lasso. Confused, he took the offered seat and looked around the dingy, little antique office. Teetering stacks of old comics surrounded the desk. In one corner, empty fast food cartons were piled waist-high. There was an old camp bed against one wall. The only light in the space came from a large, pre-war wall monitor. He recognised the antiquated display style. It was from before the first Orb World War, the Money War. The screen was showing a mosaic of hundreds of small muted images from a myriad of news channels. Occasionally, one would brighten up for a moment and stand out from the others then fade away. He wondered what she was looking for, and why wasn’t she using her Headgear? 
 
    The girl observed him for a while, then swung her feet off the desk and leaned forward. “The monitor’s a work of art, if you’re wondering. The stuff it highlights is somehow related to the observer. Smile, Peter, you’re part of the performance. And sorry about teasing you earlier, and the mess,” she said, waving her hand to indicate the whole room. “I haven’t had a face-to-face in years. Your request for a meeting was intriguing. I mean, who does that anymore?” 
 
    “You really are Zip? You don’t look old enough.”  
 
    She smiled. “Thank you. Actually, I’m probably older than you. This beautiful form” – she indicated her slight frame with a dancer’s wave of undulating fingers – “was pure luck. It’s a body transplant. My daughter doesn’t approve either. Not that I had a choice. You take what you’re given when you’re dying. So, tell me, Peter, why are you here?” 
 
    Maybe she really was Zip. “I was expecting something else, more … professional. All these comics and … rubbish. Are you really a private investigator?” 
 
    “Comics!” Zip squealed, and her face lit up with a broad grin. She picked up one of the picture books from the top of a teetering pile and casually flicked through the colourful pages. “These are classic graphic novels, works of art. They’re not comics. They’ve taught me everything I needed to know about investigating. And,” she continued, flicking a glance at the piles of empty food cartons, “a girl’s got to eat, especially with this body’s libido.” 
 
    He screwed up his face with a mix of scepticism and disgust. “Can you turn your Recorder off? No one else can know about this meeting. Nothing can be Broadcast. This has to be very discreet.” 
 
    The girl smirked. “You think I’m a Broadcaster? In my line of work? But I do need a private Record of my client encounters, for the investigation and my own protection. That’s non-negotiable. You’ll have to stop the face blurring if I take you on.” 
 
    Peter sighed. “Very well. If I hire you.” 
 
    Zip didn’t seem overly pleased by his acquiescence. One eyebrow was still arched. “I tried to check you out. You’re a ghost. There’s nothing about you anywhere. Why is that?” 
 
    Peter’s face cracked into a smile. “Pot and kettle come to mind.” 
 
    Zip smiled. “OK, OK. So we both value our privacy.” 
 
    But it was more than privacy. He couldn’t find anything about Zip or her past. That took considerable resources and expertise. Peter had those. How had Zip managed it? All he knew about her was what Kiki had told him. 
 
    “Did my daughter, Kiki Morris, come to see you last year? It was probably late August or early September.” 
 
    “A moment,” Zip said and blinked twice. “No.” 
 
    “Are you sure? This is very important.” Peter bit his lip, unwilling to believe he might have failed already. 
 
    “I’m sure. I’ve never met her. I’m sorry. Now, can you tell me what you want?” Zip wasn’t smiling anymore. 
 
    Peter felt the despair returning. Nothing had been easy, this wasn’t going to be any different, but he had to press on. “My daughter, Kiki, and I want to hire you.” 
 
    “So why isn’t she here?” Zip looked at him quizzically, her tail vibrating in the air above her head as though preparing to lash him.  
 
    “She’s dead,” he whispered, and for a moment he wanted to howl. Peter dropped his head into his hands, pressing his palms tightly against his eyes. He couldn’t bear it. His wonderful daughter, his only child, was dead. The word ‘dead’ stabbed his chest, and his breathing failed for a moment. He steadied himself and got angry again. It helped to be angry. “The authorities say it was suicide. That’s not true. She was murdered.” 
 
    Zip stared at Peter for a long moment. She looked bewildered, her cocky confidence gone. “Your daughter is dead and she wants to hire me? Are you serious?” 
 
    Peter couldn’t speak. He kept his face in his hands and nodded slowly. 
 
    Zip let out a long sigh. “I can see you’re upset, but I’m not a bloody psychic, just an ordinary investigator, mainly missing persons, lost pets. I don’t think I can help you. And why me?” 
 
    It was a good question. Peter looked around the dingy office wondering why he was even talking to the bizarre creature on the other side of the desk with the brain of an old woman who lived in a bomb shelter. But he’d promised. “Kiki needs your help. It’s something to do with your job at Orb Industries.” 
 
    Zip stiffened and her eyes creased into narrow slits. For the first time, Peter glimpsed something of the old woman that she really was in her intense gaze.  
 
    “What?” 
 
    Peter was surprised at her reaction. If she had worked for the world’s most powerful corporation, the corporation that owned Orb London, it was usually something to be proud of … usually.  
 
    “Orb Industries? Did you work for them?” 
 
    Zip leaned forward. “That’s none of your bloody business. Who told you that?” 
 
    He was startled by the intensity in her voice. “I don’t know. Kiki won’t tell me. She wants to talk to you.” 
 
    Zip sighed and relaxed a little. She looked relieved. “I’m sorry about what happened to your … deceased daughter, but I don’t think I can help you.” 
 
    Peter ignored her answer and ploughed on. “You’ve got to help Kiki, and it has to be now. We’ve so little time left.” 
 
    Zip dropped her gaze and stared at her desk for a while before straightening up. Her smile was half-hearted. “Look, Peter, suicides are a shock. And it’s impossible to know exactly why they did it. You have to accept that she’s gone.” 
 
    “Kiki’s mother killed herself. I know all about not knowing. Kiki didn’t take her own life, and she’ll tell you so herself if you’ll just come and hear what my daughter has to say.” 
 
    Zip stood up and indicated the door with her hand. Her tail lay motionless on the floor. There was something familiar about her expression. It was probably how he used to look at his demented wife in the years before she’d taken her life.  
 
    “I can’t help you, Peter. Perhaps grief counselling would be more appropriate.” 
 
    He didn’t think much of the weird girl and her slovenly office anyway. Maybe it wasn’t such a bad thing she’d refused to help. He rose from the chair to leave, then hesitated. Kiki was desperate to see Zip, though she hadn’t really explained why.  
 
    “I’m sending you private keys. They’ll unlock certain personal details about Kiki and myself. Give Kiki a chance to explain, in person.” 
 
    He didn’t wait for Zip’s answer. He left her office, passed through the narrow, grey reception area and strode quickly out into the wider corridor, which connected the hundreds of identical shelters on this floor. He set off towards the lift. It had to be a dull existence, down here, way below the surface. Peter couldn’t suppress a rueful smile; Zip had been the only colourful thing he’d seen since the deep underground had swallowed him up. Finally, he reached the lift that could take him back up to the sunlight. The timing was good; he wouldn’t have to wait long. 
 
    When the lift arrived, it was a relief to step inside the bright space and escape the underground world. The lift was empty. It wasn’t a surprise. No one came down here. Peter settled on a bench and tried not to think about his failure. He found himself staring at the commuter straps hanging from the ceiling like leather fruit. 
 
    After many minutes of climbing to the surface and worrying about what he’d tell Kiki, the lift deposited him in a deserted Paddington Station. He sat in an empty train to the Greenbelt, fretting about how he’d handled the meeting with Zip. Had he been too brusque? Perhaps he could have been more conciliatory or tried harder to explain.  
 
    His self-flagellation was interrupted by the barest vibration in his left eyelid. An anonymous and secure vid-call was coming in. He had the best filters, so it wouldn’t be spam. He blinked, accepting the call. A metre-high hologram of Zip appeared on the table in front of him. She’d changed her appearance. It wasn’t an improvement. The girl looked even sluttier than before. She was dressed as an imp, in a nun’s habit that ended at her thighs, giving way to a narrow strip of flesh, before long red leather boots ran down to wicked-looking stilettos. She had a pointy demon’s tail, delicate curly forehead horns and blood-red angel’s wings. Forgetting his own advice, Peter couldn’t help himself. “Why do you have to dress like one of those virtual reality harlots?” 
 
    “You obviously know your porn, Peter. As it happens, that’s what this body’s first inhabitant did, before the poor girl died. It’s my little homage to her memory, and I kind of like the look,” Zip said, without any hint of annoyance at his question. 
 
    “Sorry, I didn’t mean to be rude. Thank you for calling,” he said, wishing he might have something positive to tell Kiki after all. 
 
    “Those keys were helpful. I looked you up, Professor, your journalist daughter and the trial. You said you wanted to prove she was murdered. Well, here’s what I don’t get. She was murdered; her killer is serving a life sentence. You must know all that, so how does any of what you told me make sense?” 
 
    “Not everything came out at the trial. Will you help us?” Peter was breathless. It struck him how alone and powerless he was. Kiki’s real murderer wouldn’t be found without help. 
 
    “Maybe, Professor, maybe. How would this meeting with your dead daughter work? And don’t gross me out with some weird answer or I’m hanging up,” Zip said, her head cocked to one side, hands on her hips, her brown eyes filled with doubt and her barbed tail stabbing the air like an unsettled rattlesnake. 
 
    “Come to my house tomorrow, around midnight. Tell no one. It’ll be a perfectly normal meeting. My daughter is quite lucid.” 
 
    “Another face-to-face? That’ll be my second in two years. For a perfectly normal meeting with your dead, lucid daughter? Normally, I never go to the surface, but, to be honest, I’m kind of bored and you’ve kind of intrigued me. So sure, why not. This I’ve got to see. Bye, Professor.” 
 
    Little Zip collapsed to a point of light before vanishing altogether. Peter smiled; Kiki would be pleased. His smile melted away as a Church of the Orb message flashed outside the train window, and he remembered what Kiki had told him about Zip: after she’d become ill and nearly died, she’d converted. Zip was a Pilgrim. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Two – Quattro 
 
      
 
    A little before midnight the next night, Zip stood in torrential rain, kicking up shards of gravel from an unmade lane. She watched the ’bot cab lights disappear into the gloom. The rain fizzled against the electro-static bubble that kept her dry. Zip shook her head and wondered again why she’d come. The professor was clearly mad, but chasing down leads for lost iguanas or philandering husbands holed up in VR brothels had all become depressingly tedious. Whatever happened, this should be different. It was already terrifying. Peter’s house was on the surface. Outside. Exposed. 
 
    Zip turned to face a metal door set in a high stone wall. It was overhung with wildly dancing trees, agitated by the early winter storm. Further down the lane there might be other walls hiding shadowy houses. It was hard to be sure.  
 
    It had been a long time since she’d stood under an open sky, longer since her last visit to the Greenbelt. A grainy, monochrome image of her pretty head seen through a sniper’s night-vision scope flashed into her mind. It made her flinch and stagger. Zip leant heavily against the wall to keep herself upright. It was safe. The surface had changed. It wasn’t dangerous anymore. Bad memories, that’s all they were. 
 
    A jerky movement high up on the wall sent Zip scrabbling away, stumbling on the loose gravel, trembling with anxiety. The old fears had to be wrestled down and stamped on before she could cautiously take a closer look. Shiny glass eyes stared back down at her from the body of a metre-long, metal centipede. Zip clamped a hand over her mouth to kill the scream before it escaped. She recognised its deadly lines: a military grade security ’bot from the Second Orb War, the God War. There was another movement to her left, then more to the right. A squad of the armoured centipedes was patrolling the top of the high wall. What was Peter protecting? 
 
    Zip forced her shoulders down and approached the heavy metal door, which was streaming with rivulets of rain. A high-intensity light exploded from the insect guard, placing her at the centre of a bright cone. For an instant, her feet weren’t touching the ground. Her heart paused. Zip took a moment to steady herself and recover from the fright and being momentarily blinded. She reached out and pressed the call button on an old-fashioned video entry phone. Peter’s anxious face appeared almost immediately.  
 
    “Thank God you’re here. Just follow the lights.” 
 
    The screen went blank, and a harsh buzzer sounded. The door clunked and swung slightly ajar. Zip stretched out her hand and pushed the heavy gate wide open. At that moment, a flash of sheet lightning lit up the way ahead. Zip was startled, not by the lightning but the scene picked out against the night. A snaking path in white stone, bordered by sunken lights, led, like the yellow brick road, to a magic kingdom and the wizard’s home. It was a wondrous jumble of oblongs, constructed from glass and pink sandstone and framed in steel. Each block was stacked haphazardly, one on top of another, and angled acutely. They reminded her of the building bricks her daughter used to play with so very long ago, except Peter’s blocks were truck-sized and went up five storeys. 
 
    Darkness returned to the garden and the building as the flash of light from the lightning faded. The illuminated path remained, and it led to a monumental doorway. Fridge-sized blocks of granite arched around the massive double door of the blackest wood, studded with brightly polished steel. Zip knew instinctively that if she went through that door, good things wouldn’t be happening. She was still rooted, still standing outside, staring at the way ahead through the opening in the garden wall, thinking about recalling the ’bot cab, when one leaf of the dark door at the end of the paving stones swung open. The professor appeared, silhouetted by the light spilling from the house. He beckoned her on. Zip’s body moved forward, as though she’d lost control. Truth was, the lure of something interesting on the horizon proved irresistible. And there was something else. The constant fear in her throat wouldn’t be beaten if she couldn’t remember how to swallow it down. 
 
    Peter was casually but smartly dressed and looking less tense. He was a handsome man, slim with thick, black, salt-speckled hair, intelligent blue eyes and a warm, kissing mouth. Too old for Zip, and there was something effeminate in his manner that was unattractive. 
 
    “Thanks, I really appreciate it,” Peter said, slightly embarrassed. “It’s a very tasteful ensemble.” 
 
    Zip was puzzled for a second. She followed Peter’s gaze and realised the professor was complimenting her outfit. At first, she was a little annoyed that he was judging her again, but something in her warmed to his old-fashioned words. Zip sometimes enjoyed being distasteful. Perhaps it was a reaction to years of military and then corporate conformity. More likely, it was her sexy new body. Still, Zip was pleased he’d noticed. The deep-black trouser suit was vintage Armani; the ice-white, razor-sharp shirt was Chanel; the shoes were Gucci. Part of the vast wardrobe she’d bought or looted during her six decades of life and two Orb World Wars. 
 
     “Thanks,” Zip said, stroking his cheek with her lioness tail. Well, she couldn’t be totally conformant. 
 
    Peter flinched but managed to keep his watery smile. “Please, follow me.” 
 
    Zip hesitated. The protection for the house and grounds seemed excessive. “Where are we going, Peter? Why do you have so much security?” 
 
    “Just to my lab. A lot of my research is very … valuable. I’m consulting for Orb Industries. They provide the security.” 
 
    The professor hurried off down the hall without waiting for her. He didn’t see her face crumple as if it were made of tissue paper. Waves of a cold and threatening darkness licked at her face. Orb Industries? Bad things were already happening. Zip physically and mentally braced herself. Control, she had control. 
 
    “You didn’t say you worked for Orb Industries. That wasn’t in the details you gave me,” Zip said, and stood her ground in the doorway, waiting for an explanation. 
 
    Peter sighed before answering, “Look, they don’t advertise our relationship. My work is … sensitive, and it’s not relevant. Please, can we?” 
 
    The professor had opened a thick steel door, and she could see that there was another one just beyond. It was an airlock. A military, bunker-class airlock. Zip pointed at the door. “Why?” 
 
    Peter looked at the massive metal door as if he were seeing it for the first time. “Oh, yes. My lab, it doubles as a bunker, bio and blast. Is that OK?” 
 
    Zip hesitated. Bunkers weren’t that unusual. Everyone who could afford one had one. Maybe not that sophisticated, but, hell, she lived in a shelter. And Peter wasn’t threatening. She slipped into the small space next to him. He closed the outer door. It clunked loudly into place. Tumblers and vents started whirring. 
 
    Peter’s face reddened and his expression tightened. “Sorry, I forgot to mention.” 
 
    Zip scowled. What now? “Yes?” 
 
    Peter wouldn’t meet her gaze, and his timid smile wasn’t reassuring. “It’s a digital bunker, as well. There’s no Net.” 
 
    “What the fuck!” She made a grab for Peter’s throat. 
 
    He easily avoided her hand, took it in his own and effortlessly held it down, as though she’d only tried to stroke his cheek. “I’m sorry, I’m sorry. It’s the only way this will work. Please trust me. Please.” 
 
    For a moment, she forgot about going offline, more upset by how easily he’d avoided her attack. More enemies than she could count had been immobilised with that lightning-fast, precisely targeted throat strike. Not anymore. Not with this untrained body or these reflexes.  
 
    The inner door swung open. With no Net, she’d be blind and deaf to the world. It had to be more than a decade since she’d been offline. Could she even remember what it was like? It was horrible. Alarms were going off all over her head. Her ears were ringing, her eye lids twitched uncontrollably. Little red, yellow and blue lights were flashing at the periphery of her vision. 
 
    “Mute all, Alpha One Alpha,” Peter mouthed. 
 
    She snatched her hand away from Peter’s grasp and relayed the command to her Headgear. Everything fell silent, the lights and the twitching faded away, and her vision cleared. It was like stepping out of full VR into an old cinema showing a 2D, black and white movie. 
 
    Peter looked genuinely mortified. “Are you OK? Sorry, I should have told you to mute the alarms. I forgot. I’m so used to coming down here.” 
 
    They were standing at the top of descending stone stairs. He offered his arm and motioned for Zip to follow. 
 
    It couldn’t get any worse. She was here, in control and still curious. And she was Zip, not Zara; her paranoia had to be kept in check. She waved away his offered arm. Slowly and carefully, keeping her eyes fixed only on the next step, she followed Peter. The walls and stairs were flexing and bending as though they were made of rubber. It had to be a side effect of her abrupt disconnection. By the time she reached the bottom, everything was looking more solid, if a little dull without the active Headgear overlays. The bunker was a dimly lit, stone-lined room. The only contents were a number of very old-fashioned-looking Virtual Reality beds and a floor-to-ceiling bank of computer hardware against one wall. Zip didn’t recognise the configuration. The tanks of liquid nitrogen being used to cool the kit suggested it was a very high-end super-computer. 
 
    Zip looked again at the antique VR beds. “I thought you said it would be a face-to-face. What’s with this old VR crap?” 
 
    “I didn’t say it would be a face-to-face. My daughter’s dead. Please.” Peter pointed at a couch.  
 
    Zip was puzzled by the strange setup in the professor’s basement and his unexpected acknowledgement that his daughter was dead. “I can VR anytime, anywhere. Why did I have to come here and what’s with the beds?” 
 
    “It’s a private, closed system. Please, trust me,” Peter said. He looked anxious as he climbed onto one of the couches and motioned Zip to take her place on another. 
 
    Private or not, Zip knew she could bail at any time.  
 
    There were three leather VR daybeds with tubular headrests, arranged side by side with a gap of a metre or so between each. Lowering herself onto the couch furthest from Peter, she swung her legs up and laid herself out, being careful to avoid any unnecessary creasing – one of the disadvantages of real clothes.  
 
    Her remaining Headgear readouts confirmed what Peter had said: there was a VR connection even though there was no Net. It operated via some sort of induction loop built into the bed’s headrest, which was connecting directly with her Headgear. There was an unusual, but not unpleasant, tingle in her extremities and then the VR kicked in. 
 
    Zip was still lying on the couch alongside the professor. Nothing seemed to have changed, except the computers were gone. In their place was just a blank stone wall. But there was also the unmistakable smell of VR ozone. She was under. 
 
    A slight woman in her late twenties emerged from the shadows at the back of the lab and walked a little unsteadily towards Zip. She was barefooted and wearing a simple, blue, sleeveless dress. Her jet-black hair was tied back in a severe ponytail, framing her flour-white face and magnifying the dark shadows under her bloodshot eyes. Based on the material Peter had sent her, the woman could be Kiki. She looked dead, but she was walking. 
 
    “Are you Zip?” the stranger whispered.  
 
    Zip stood up and approached the ghostly figure, unnerved that there was no VR participant information, even the obviously fake kind, not even on Peter. 
 
    Zip presumed the avatar was Kiki’s. Why would Peter allow someone to use Kiki’s image like that? One disturbing reason came to mind. She glanced at Peter. If true, he wasn’t enjoying it. The professor’s face was frozen in grief. Zip turned her attention to the newcomer. It could be anyone behind Kiki’s image, a man or a woman. 
 
    “Yes, I’m Zip. And you are?” 
 
    The girl didn’t answer. She looked puzzled, as if Zip’s question was a test and the answer was just out of reach. Kiki’s avatar folded in half, as if an invisible assailant had punched her in the gut. The distraught woman’s hands flew to her ears, protecting them from some terrible noise only she could hear. The only sounds in the room were the stranger’s shuddering sobs and her ragged breathing. 
 
    Peter jumped off the couch and rushed to comfort the girl, enveloping her in his arms and holding her close. “It’s alright, Kiki, Zip’s here.” 
 
    Abruptly, the girl stood upright and pushed Peter away. “I’m not fucking Kiki. I’ve told you before. I’m … nobody, nobody at all.” 
 
    Zip, the girl and Peter stood in a circle only a metre apart. The spectral woman had stopped sobbing; she was giving Zip a cold, red-eyed stare. Peter was embracing his own body very tightly and had dropped his head.  
 
    Zip had to break the painful silence. “What should I call you?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Just don’t use her name. Wait, call me … Quattro,” the girl answered, her voice steadier, stronger. 
 
    Peter shuddered at the mention of Quattro.  
 
    Zip decided to plough on. After all, they’d dragged her to the middle of nowhere in the middle of the night and she wanted answers. “Why am I here, Quattro?” 
 
    Quattro didn’t reply straightaway; she seemed to be struggling with some inner dilemma. “You’re very beautiful. Peter said you’d changed, even your name. Wasn’t it Zara before?” 
 
    There was something about the ghostly girl that enveloped Zip like a shared tragedy.  
 
    “Look, I understand about feeling lost, not really knowing who you are anymore,” Zip started to say. 
 
    Quattro interrupted, “You do? How?” 
 
    “Pip,” Zip said, indicating her own body, “is beautiful. When we met, she was a hedonistic nineteen-year-old. I was in my sixties, with a past I’d rather forget. A stroke took her, but Pip wasn’t an empty shell. Her soul, something, survived … and changed Zara … me. It took us a messy long time to become a functioning Zip.” 
 
    Quattro smiled in a way that only made her look more tragic. “Maybe you do understand, a little. We’re different, though. My soul is lost, and I’m not getting it back.” 
 
    Zip studied the woman’s drained, blank features, looking for something in her expression that would make sense of what Quattro was telling her. Her empathy was being drowned out by old instincts squealing warnings. Whatever this was, it felt dangerous, wrong. She had to stay detached. It was time to get down to business.  
 
    “Quattro, I’m a professional investigator, not a therapist. What do you want me to investigate?” 
 
    “I’m not sure. Right now, I feel like a book I’d almost finished, but the last chapter is missing. I want to know what happens.” Quattro turned her head to stare coldly at Peter. “All that selfish, old bastard wants is absolution. He can’t stand the idea of another suicide in his family.” 
 
    “That’s not true. I just want to know what happened to you,” Peter started to say but stopped abruptly when Quattro balled her fists and moaned aloud in frustration. “Sorry, what happened to Kiki, not you, Quattro.” 
 
    Zip was getting just as frustrated and struggling with a rising sense of danger. “Look, if I wanted to watch a soap, I’d have stayed at home. Tell me why I’m here and who the hell Quattro is, or I’m off.” 
 
    Quattro nodded and motioned for Zip to take a seat on one of the VR couches. Zip sat down. Quattro and Peter joined her on an adjacent couch. 
 
    The ethereal girl laid her hands in her lap and leaned forward. Her eyes glazed over as though she was recalling something important, and then she was staring intensely at Zip. “I’m a machine’s dream. I have all of Kiki’s memories, up until the twenty-third of August last year. She died on the fourth of December. We want to know what happened in-between. Can you help us?” 
 
    “Whoa, rewind! You’re a simulation with her memories? How’s that possible? And why the twenty-third of August?” Zip asked, shocked that Quattro wasn’t an avatar for a real person. She’d always been able to tell if she was dealing with a machine, even over an audio link. 
 
    Peter spoke up, “Ki—Quattro is my simulation. August the twenty-third was the last time I copied Kiki’s Record. The last time I had any contact. Quattro was activated a week ago, after that farce of a trial. I’d hoped she, it, might help me find out what really happened.” 
 
    Zip clamped her jaw shut, desperate to restrain the little voice that was screaming at her to get out, get away. It took a moment to push the panic and the dark cold back down. “I get it that you’re some sort of super systems professor, but how’s that even possible? A Record’s encrypted to an individual’s subconscious. It can’t be cracked. I’ve never heard of anything like this,” Zip said, gesturing towards Quattro. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter. Just treat Quattro like any other client,” Peter answered. 
 
    Zip paused, looked down at her beautiful shoes and shook her head in disbelief. She should leave now. Run and forget. This could get her killed. “Doesn’t matter? Listen very carefully, Peter. We’re going to agree that Quattro here is an avatar for a real person, a close friend of Kiki’s who wants to remain anonymous. That’s what I heard you say, understand? I didn’t hear you say anything else. If you say anything else, I’ll leave immediately. Do we understand each other?” 
 
    Before Peter could say anything, Quattro spoke up. “You’re right. I’m Kiki’s very best friend. We shared everything. I know her better than you could ever imagine.” Quattro gave Zip a sickly smile. “It’s a better truth.” 
 
    “Peter, are we OK?” Zip pressed. 
 
    “Yes … of course. I wasn’t thinking clearly.” 
 
     Zip decided to carry on, for now. “OK, Quattro, let’s talk about this murder thing. How’s that unsolved? Kiki’s killer is serving a life sentence, and there was nothing in the coverage of the trial about suicide. What’s the mystery?” 
 
    Quattro smoothed back her already tightly bound hair before answering. “The man who slaughtered Kiki was a professional killer. The police found overwhelming evidence that Kiki hired him to kill her.” 
 
    Zip’s forehead creased up like a squeezed accordion. How tortuous was this puzzle going to get? “Is that what the killer said? That he’d been hired? By whom?” 
 
    Peter shrugged. “He’s never said much of anything. He didn’t even enter a plea at his trial.” 
 
    Zip felt she had to ask, “No offence, and admittedly it’s an odd way to go, but couldn’t it be true?” 
 
    Quattro’s bloody eyes flashed. “No. Unless something terrible happened to her in the missing three months that changed everything. It’s just not believable, and a contract killer is a crazy idea. It’s not Kiki.” 
 
    Peter continued, “I tried challenging the whole theory with the police. How would Kiki even know where to find a professional assassin? It transpires that two years earlier, Kiki interviewed a number of contract killers for a documentary. As far as the police were concerned, that explains how Kiki found him.” 
 
    Zip stood up and started pacing the room, her tail upright and gently swaying. She needed to think for a moment. Quattro seemed so real. Could she really be a simulation? There was only the one way. It would explain the professor’s fortified house and why the VR was private and offline. 
 
    Peter broke into her thoughts. “Will you please help us?” 
 
    Zip turned to look at Quattro and Peter, sitting slightly apart on the VR couch. Peter looked exhausted. Quattro was staring into space, seemingly uninterested after her brief flash of anger. 
 
    “A few more questions. Why me? Why can’t you just follow Kiki’s Net breadcrumbs for the missing three months?” 
 
    Peter’s reaction was unexpected; he looked like he was going to throw up. The professor shuddered and turned away to stare at the wall. 
 
    Quattro looked up at the ceiling for a moment and then wiped her eyes. “Mathew, the killer, decapitated Kiki and microwaved her head and with it her Headgear and her Recorder. Then he sent a worm to erase her breadcrumbs. There’s nothing left of those three months.” 
 
    “Why in Tramp’s name would he do that?” Zip asked, taken aback by the unexpected brutality of the killing. 
 
    Quattro looked across to Peter. He just nodded, and she continued, “The police think Kiki did something in those missing three months that changed her, made her want to kill herself. And it was something Kiki was so ashamed of that she wanted to wipe away any trace.” 
 
    “And what do you think?” 
 
    Peter re-joined the conversation. “You know that my daughter was an investigative journalist?” 
 
    Zip nodded. It was one of the few things that Peter had revealed to her. 
 
    Peter was looking at his shoes. 
 
    “I’m waiting, Peter. It’s late,” Zip said. 
 
    Peter sighed. “Quattro has a theory.” 
 
    Quattro shrugged. “My voices say Professor Simmons was secretly communicating with the Orb. Maybe Kiki found out something about it.” 
 
    Peter shook his head. “Kiki never mentioned it to me. It’s a crazy idea.” 
 
    Zip was stunned. “The Professor Simmons? The Bloody Mother of the Mutiny AI? She was communicating with the Orb?” 
 
    Quattro was staring pointedly at Peter. There was disgust in her eyes. “Well, Peter would know. They were close, really close.” 
 
    Zip turned to Peter. “You were?” 
 
    Peter avoided Quattro’s gaze. “Petula Simmons and I were colleagues for a while.” 
 
    Quattro laughed, a cold, empty sound. 
 
    Zip didn’t see what was funny. Her eye’s narrowed. “Peter, did you have anything to do with the Mutiny AIs?” 
 
    Peter shook his head. “No. I objected to that line of research. Another reason we ended our collaboration.” 
 
    Zip was irritated with herself. She was relieved. She couldn’t work for Peter if he’d helped create the AI monsters. She was still suspicious. “What else stopped you working together?” 
 
    Peter’s shoulders sagged. “She converted.” 
 
    Zip had forgotten that Simmons had become a Pilgrim shortly before the bitch killed herself. Good riddance as far as Zip was concerned. Simmons’ murderous machines had killed millions. “Was Simmons talking to the Orb?” 
 
     “As a scientist, Petula was obsessed with the Orb from the beginning. She never discovered anything. The damn ball isn’t talking, isn’t listening. Never has. Only a Pilgrim would think otherwise. Maybe Petula suffered from Pilgrimists’ delusions towards the end, but Kiki was an Ungodly, an atheist.”  
 
    Quattro made a harsh sound in her throat. “Like Kiki’s mother?” 
 
    Peter gritted his teeth and pointedly ignored Quattro’s question. 
 
    Zip resumed her pacing, with her tail swinging faster, while she collected her thoughts. Quattro got up off the couch and approached Zip, putting her hand on her arm. “Are you offended?” 
 
    Zip was startled by Quattro’s touch. It was warm, not the ice cold she might have anticipated. “Offended? Oh, because I’m a Pilgrim? No, we don’t all believe the Orb is a god. I’m just a bit startled at the idea. I mean it’s not very likely is it. Orb Industries has insisted the Orb has been mute since it arrived forty-odd years ago. Besides, Professor Simmons is dead, so we’re never going to know, are we? Why contact me? You still haven’t said. Peter told you that I’ve never met Kiki, right?” 
 
    Peter stood up and joined the two women. “Quattro knows, but you’re our only lead. Quattro can tell you more.” 
 
    The pale girl didn’t immediately speak; she was staring into space again as if seeing or hearing something that Zip couldn’t. Either way, Zip didn’t want to spend all night in Peter’s creepy VR cellar with a forlorn ghost. 
 
    “I’m listening,” Zip said, hoping to prompt Quattro into carrying on.  
 
    Quattro’s dark eyes focused on Zip. “It’s hard to explain how I know what I know.” 
 
    “Just tell me,” Zip said, starting to get a little annoyed with the strange girl who wasn’t making much sense. 
 
    “Kiki’s death somehow involves you.” 
 
    Zip was startled by the unexpected accusation. “Me? That’s crazy. I told you, I’ve never even met the poor woman.” 
 
    “It involves the Orb, too, and its message,” Quattro added, ignoring Zip’s protestations. 
 
    Zip sighed. “Anything else?” 
 
    Quattro put a hand on Zip’s shoulder. She could hardly feel the weight. “There’s someone else involved. It’s not clear who, not yet.” 
 
    Zip didn’t really like Quattro standing so close, or being touched by her, but she didn’t pull away. Instead, she kept her mounting irritation and discomfort under control. “Not clear? Do you know or not?” 
 
    Quattro smiled. “I’m not like you. My mind is still settling. Things come to me as if a voice I can barely hear is whispering secrets. I call it the Whisperer. Occasionally, I catch a phrase, and there are more fragments every day. Maybe Kiki was investigating the idea of the Orb talking. Maybe she thought you knew something.” 
 
    Zip struggled to understand what Quattro was saying. “In August, she wasn’t connected with anything involving the Orb or me. Right? So how do you know anything about what happened after August? Did you find a message from her?” 
 
    Quattro screwed up her face as though Zip’s question was a conundrum requiring all of her concentration. “No, there’s no message. Nothing like that. The Whisperer tells me things.” 
 
    Zip was starting to think that Quattro was completely mad, and it was time to leave. “There’s one more thing,” Quattro said. 
 
    Against her better judgement, Zip asked, “Yes, what?” 
 
    Quattro leaned in close to Zip and spoke softly in her ear. “Everything might be connected back to your lost week, when you tried to kill yourself.” 
 
    Zip recoiled. How did this girl know anything about that? Jesus and the Tramp, even Zip didn’t know what had gone on during that missing week. A net was tightening; they were drawing her in like a fish, and she wasn’t even struggling. If anything, she was only getting more curious. How could she be involved in the death of a girl she’d never heard of. Nothing Zip was being told made any sense.  
 
    “You think Kiki’s Orb investigation is connected to her death?” 
 
    Quattro shrugged. It was an apathetic gesture. “We don’t know. My Whisperer is sure the Orb told Professor Simmons something. Something important. I’d like to know what it said, wouldn’t you? Wouldn’t everybody?” 
 
    Zip looked at Peter and Quattro in turn and sighed. They had no idea what they could be getting into. She’d try and enlighten them. “Listen, anything involving the Orb is dangerous. Since it turned up, there’s been two world wars for Tramp’s sake. And if you mess with the Orb, you mess with Orb Industries and the Church of the Orb, the two most powerful organisations on the planet.” 
 
    Peter looked surprised. “We’re not interested in politics or religion, only in finding out who was behind my daughter’s death and why.” 
 
    Zip sighed, “If I take this on, understand one thing: I don’t believe the Orb is talking. And you may not like what I find. It’s most likely just as it seems. Kiki killed herself, probably over some man or woman or a mix of both.” 
 
    Quattro wore a half-smile like a wreath. “We just want the truth. Thank you.” 
 
    Zip took a deep breath and decided. “I’m not cheap. Tomorrow I want to exercise your victims’ visit rights to go and see this killer, Mathew.” 
 
    Peter’s shoulders relaxed, and he smiled. “Send me a contract, and I’ll get it processed tonight.” 
 
      
 
    It was just after 2.00 a.m. when she found herself standing in the stone, arched doorway saying goodbye to Peter. The storm had passed. As she was about to head off for her waiting ’bot cab, Peter unexpectedly whispered, “Kiki is dying. We don’t have much time left.” 
 
    Surprised, Zip turned around. “Kiki?” 
 
    “Sorry, Quattro. The sim—sorry.” He rubbed his face. “Kiki’s friend is sick; it’s like dementia. After tonight, we might only have a couple more hours of VR with a lucid Quattro. Use the time wisely. And … at the end, I’d like some time with her, alone, just a few minutes.” 
 
    Zip thought that Peter’s description of Quattro’s condition might explain the voices the unhappy girl thought she was hearing, but not how she knew so much about Zip. She looked into Peter’s tormented eyes and realised he was reliving Kiki’s death. He must be desperate to know why his daughter had died to go through it all again. 
 
    Peter continued, “And, of course, you can’t tell anyone about Quattro.” 
 
    Zip couldn’t help herself. She’d lost too many friends to the murdering machines. “I’m only saying this once. If Quattro is an AI simulation, you’re committing a war crime. If you’re caught, they’ll take away your citizenship and dump you in the Clear and Safe. There are no excuses. No one’s forgetting the AI Mutiny. Don’t involve me in any of that or I’ll turn you in myself.” 
 
    Peter nodded. He gave no sign that he was concerned. Taking her hand in both of his, he shook it. “I’m glad you’re helping us and that you’re not a crazy Orb fanatic, a Pilgrimist. A lot of Pilgrims are.” 
 
    Zip didn’t bother answering. She turned away and started walking quickly then slowed down. A wave of dizziness swept over her. It was not far to the ’bot cab waiting for her beyond the garden wall. The metal exit swung open as she approached and clanged shut behind her. Reconnecting to the Net and catching sight of the waiting cab lights were a welcome return to normality. She carefully took her seat in the back of the cab but didn’t immediately close the door. The warning signs – trembling hands, tight forehead, a cold sweat and clammy waves running up and down her back – were too familiar. In the dark, listening to the night noises from the nearby woods, a bad memory surfaced. It filled her mind with flashing images of the final assault on the Vatican. It pulsed at the back of her closed eyes. She leant out of the cab and retched. 
 
    As the cab moved off, she dabbed at her mouth with a tissue and checked her clothes. They were unmarked. Good. The panic had faded, as it always did. Part of her craved the excitement of Peter’s challenge, despite the danger. Even though she’d be terrified, Zip was half looking forward to meeting what was left of Kiki’s killer, Mathew. She wasn’t looking forward to getting home and sleeping through what was left of the night. There would be nightmares. There always were. 
 
    Something was wrong in the cab. Zip sensed it but couldn’t identify the source of her anxiety, and it was real, not the usual imaginary menace. Jesus and the Tramp, it wasn’t a ’bot cab. Someone was driving. “Who the hell are you?” 
 
    The driver turned around to look at Zip. It was a shrunken, old woman with a sea-sponge complexion and gummy eyes set in a river of wrinkles. She had to be a hundred at least. Her deeply lined face was haloed with a pink froth of wispy hair. The colour matched her badly applied lipstick.  
 
    “Sorry, love, didn’t mean to startle you. I’m your driver this evening. Are you OK, you know, with the sicking up an’ all?” 
 
    “Is this a joke? I ordered a ’bot cab. I’m not paying for some retro-limo service,” Zip said, exasperated that she was being ripped off. 
 
    “I get that a lot, love. Don’t you worry. This is a ’bot-rate cab. No difference. No difference at all. Except for me instead of the ’bot. Hope that’s OK.” 
 
    Zip couldn’t stop herself from smiling. The old woman had a weird, ancient accent, like something out of a play. There was still a nagging worry. “Is this legal? A person driving a ’bot cab?” 
 
    “Absolutely. Got a proper license an’ all. Don’t you worry. Lucy’ll get you home right as rain and snug as a bug.” 
 
    Despite herself and her constant anxiety, Zip was starting to enjoy the company, especially tonight, even if she couldn’t understand half of what the old woman was saying.  
 
    “Sorry, I didn’t even know it was possible for a person to drive a cab.” 
 
    “Equal opportunities, innit? Can’t say no, can they? Not to a qualified person, like me. No bugger bothers applying, usually. You know? What citizen wants to work for ’bot pay? Right?” 
 
    A dark night drive back to the lift and the long descent to her lonely office was something Zip had been dreading. This was a welcome distraction.  
 
    “Guess you must like driving?” 
 
    “You hit the head on the nail, my lovely. Likes my driving. Out on my tod. Nothing like it. Sometimes I meets nice people. Sometimes. Mostly, they might as well be bloody dead. Doing VR. Think it’s sad when there’s like a couple, a nice young couple, and they’re lying back there like corpses. Wouldn’t mind getting an eyeful of some full-on live canoodling. VR ain’t the same, not at my age. But its them Pilgrimist types is what I really can’t stand. You know, they’re like, ‘You atheist Ungodly gotta convert, else we’re all screwed.’ Can’t shut the buggers up. No offence. You ain’t no Pilgrimist, are ya?” 
 
    Zip sighed. There was no escaping the cold war. “No. I’m an ordinary Pilgrim, but it’s a private thing. Everyone has to make their own choices.” 
 
    “Exactly. You smacked that nail on the head again. Still, it’s inevitable, ain’t it? We gonna be going at it again soon. Reckon we got one more big one in us.” 
 
    Zip was starting to wish it were a ’bot cab being driven by a ’bot. “Big one?” 
 
    “Another genocidal shit-storm holocaust. All the signs are flashing red. Had a Church director back there last week, effing and blinding. Said Orb Industries got to be taught a lesson. I’m thinking, if he’s thinking that then Industries got to be thinking the same thing. Know what I mean?” 
 
    Zip felt cold. She didn’t say anything, only wanting the woman to shut up or at least talk about something else. 
 
    The driver took Zip’s silence as encouragement. “Course that’s another reason I’m up here, doing this. Got clobbered in the last Orb War, that bloody God one, didn’t I, by one of them bore bombs. Ain’t nothing boring about them, right?” The chatty driver cackled at her own joke. “They dug me out of the shelter rubble a week later.” The old woman sighed and her voice dropped, “Just me, mind; all me family was gone.” There was a dry cough and then she was back to her loud self. “So, I stay up here. Sleep in the cab. You know. No more shelters for me. Bloody expensive coffins, that’s all they are. Rather go out quick, with a bang.” 
 
    Her driver was coughing and spluttering. Zip thought she might be laughing again at her own sick humour. Either way, she couldn’t stand anymore. “I’m going to try and sleep now, if that’s OK? It’s been a long day.” 
 
    “Sure, love, you nap. I’ll wake you up when we get there. Don’t mind old Lucy. I’ll keep meself entertained.” 
 
    Zip closed her eyes. Not to sleep; a million questions buzzed around inside her head, like angry bluebottles. Maybe a detached review of the crazy chat with Quattro and Peter would throw up something she’d missed. Net or no Net, there was always a Record. The interface kicked in, and she began Replaying the surreal encounter in Peter’s bunker. But there were no new insights. There was no Replay, only a blizzard of static.  
 
   


  
 



Chapter Three – Mathew? 
 
      
 
    The lift taking her down to the prison hell that was the Thermal Mines was disappointingly ordinary. It dropped from sunlight to Hades’ ninth circle without stopping off at Limbo or anywhere else. While the box fell, Zip stood up and admired herself in the mirrored doors. She was provocatively dressed in a tiny, tight French maid’s outfit. Peeking out from behind the black and white confection was a silky panther’s tail. It ended in a pink feather duster that swayed gently over her shoulder. After a few more twirls to satisfy herself that the ensemble and its holographic projection were perfect, Zip settled back down on the bench seat and tried to relax. 
 
    An incoming call made her smile. It was Bella, Pip’s mother. They’d become friends after the surgical procedure that had placed Zara’s mind in Pip’s body. But Bella always found it difficult being around Zip. The shock of seeing her dead daughter walking and talking was too much for the old woman. Usually, they just spoke: no video and no VR. Bella had helped Zip understand the Tramp’s Revelation and the life of a Pilgrim while she’d been in recovery and getting used to her new body. 
 
    Zip smiled, “How are you, Bella? It’s been a while.” 
 
    “Sorry it’s only audio. I think, in time, I’ll be able to cope. Seeing Pip again. It’s just so hard. She, you, look, sound …” 
 
    “Bella, I understand. You don’t need to explain. You’re not the only one. My own daughter doesn’t like me looking so young,” Zip sighed. 
 
    “It’s natural. Kids want their mum to look like their mum, and I’d like my daughter …” 
 
    Zip ran her fingers through her thick hair. “My daughter, Alice, she thinks I’m mad. Despises me. Can’t stomach my conversion. Insists it’s a reaction to the procedure, and I can be cured.” 
 
    “Your daughter’s just worried about you, dear.” 
 
    Was Alice really worried about her? Or just jealous of how gorgeous she looked? Zip bit her lip. That was a bitchy thought. “You’re right, Bella, and I’m such a hypocrite. It’s how I brought her up. All her life she’s heard me saying that there’s no god, we’re alone in the universe. And that Pilgrims are brainwashed victims of the Church.” 
 
    “Sorry, Zip. Give her time.” 
 
    “Anyway, enough about me. How are you? It’s been a while since we talked.” 
 
    “I’m well, dear, thanks for asking.” 
 
    For the first time, Zip noticed the catch in Bella’s voice. Something was wrong. “You sound a little upset, Bella. Is everything alright?” 
 
    Bella didn’t answer straight away. She cleared her throat as though she was afraid to say what she was going to say. “The CEO has sent a message. Knowing what you think of the Church, they hoped you might listen to me.” 
 
    Zip laughed to hide her unease. “The Church of the Orb CEO? I’m impressed. Why is she interested in this humble Church-hating Pilgrim?” 
 
    “Professor Peter Morris is dangerous. The Church would prefer it if you didn’t help him.” 
 
    Zip didn’t say anything right away; she focused on her breathing and regaining control of her accelerating pulse. The supreme head of one of the two most powerful organisations in the world was telling her to back off from Peter. What had she gotten herself into? Was it something to do with Quattro? The Church must be tracking Peter, so there was no point denying she knew him. There was really only one question. “Why?” 
 
    Bella let out a long breath. “That’s all I was asked to say. Sorry, Zip, I don’t know anymore. This man, Peter, he doesn’t sound very nice. Is he a friend of yours? Maybe you shouldn’t see him anymore?” 
 
    Zip shook her head. There was no point interrogating the old woman. Zara had been warring hot and cold with the Church for twenty years. All she wanted now was some peace to enjoy being Zip. “Maybe you’re right. Thanks. Bye, Bella.” 
 
    Why did the Church want her to stop helping Peter? What was the worst he could be up to? Jesus and the Tramp, if Peter really was messing with weapons-grade AI, Orb Industries and the Church would drop them both in the Clear and Safe. It seemed unlikely. Peter didn’t strike her as that dumb. So that left Quattro’s – or was it Kiki’s? – crazy idea that the Orb was talking. The Church wouldn’t like that, especially if it contradicted Church dogma. Orb Industries wouldn’t like it either if they couldn’t control the message. If the Orb was talking, Pilgrims everywhere would be desperate to know what their god was saying. 
 
    Zip shook her head and laughed. The idea that the Orb was communicating was plain daft. If it weren’t that, then maybe one of hell’s souls in the Thermal Mines might know the reason for the Church’s warning. She’d do Peter the courtesy of seeing Kiki’s killer, Mathew, and reporting back, but that was it. Damn Peter. Zip was done. 
 
    When the lift doors drew back like metal curtains, Zip was surfing through VR news trawls for any new rumours about the Orb. Millions of crazies and charlatans claimed the Orb was their talkative chum, discussing everything from the pending apocalypse to diet tips. Orb Industries was silent on the matter, just as it insisted the Orb was, and no one had ever proved otherwise.  
 
    Beyond the doors was a wide, empty, black tunnel. It stretched ahead, dimly lit by an overhead track of lights. The air smelt faintly of burning rubber, and it was warm and dry against her skin. On her tongue, it tasted of soot and was thicker than surface air. Zip couldn’t shut down the associations, the images. Jerusalem besieged, melting like a candle under an incendiary barrage and overhung by a black pall filled with smoky particles. An unimaginable mass was pressing down on her. Zip stumbled and stretched out a hand to steady herself against the side of the tunnel. It was warm to the touch. Shaking her head, Zip straightened up and started off towards the prison visitor’s entrance, slowly at first and then with an outward show of jaunty determination. Her heels clicked loudly on the stone floor, and the sharp sounds bounced around the curved walls. The space ahead was narrowing, squeezing her lungs. Her heart was pounding in her chest. Zip clutched her breast and started running.  
 
    Hyperventilating, trembling and sticky with cold sweat, she arrived at a blank wall that terminated the passage. The wall invisibly checked her credentials and scanned her in a myriad of ways, before shimmering away to reveal a door marked Visitor. The sign was reassuring: it confirmed she would be leaving again. The door lifted into the ceiling. Before stepping through, Zip doubled over, rested her hands on her knees, steadied herself and waited for the remains of the panic attack to fade. 
 
    Beyond the door was a lonely metal chair growing out of the floor. Otherwise, the space was bare and dimly lit. Zip settled into the uncomfortable seat facing a blank granite wall and waited. 
 
    “Audio is two-way. Do you require two-way or one-way vision?” a floating, mechanical voice asked. 
 
    “Two-way,” Zip answered, feeling her confidence coming back. The sexy maid’s outfit wasn’t a whim; it might help loosen the killer’s tongue. Most men could be easily manipulated, even in hell, by a beautiful woman. With luck, Mathew was one of those men, and he’d tell her straight out that Kiki paid him to murder her. Case over, and she’d be done with Peter. 
 
    “You have fifteen minutes,” the disembodied voice said. 
 
    Zip gasped as the wall ahead turned into the face of the sun. A white-hot hurricane smashed up against the transparent barrier between her world and the view of purgatory beyond. The raging magma storm filled her vision. Tramp’s sake, why had he chosen this over VR incarceration? Momentarily, she felt sorry for Kiki’s killer. Where was the dammed soul she’d come to see?  
 
    The barest hint of a shadow in the distance suggested that something was approaching. In seconds, a vaguely humanoid shape could be seen wading through the liquid fire towards her. Fascinated, Zip stood up and approached the barrier for a better view. She stepped back when a giant machine emerged from the inferno. Despite its obvious mass, it was struggling to hold its position. One giant metal paw was pressed against the invisible barrier; the other was holding onto something out of sight. The machine swayed back and forth like a drunk on a storm-tossed ship, as wave after wave of molten rock crashed against its bulk.  
 
    Zip shivered. She’d been expecting a mechanical host but not this. It was an old AI man-of-war: a Mutiny-era mass killer, the Shiva of all assault weapons. They’d fought with her, and she’d fought against them, and the carnage was brutal. It was a shocking sight. Today’s second unwelcome surprise. Hadn’t they all been dismantled and recycled? It looked the same as she remembered from fifteen years ago. A three-metre-tall humanoid with two-metre-wide shoulders, hands as big as shovels and a skull head with cold insect eyes. Only the armament pods were missing. Its nearly indestructible, grey, graphene body was covered in battle scars and the obscene anti-human graffiti of the rebel AI. During the Mutiny, Pilgrim, heretic or atheist, the machines had happily killed them all. Even after all these years, the giant metal golem still scared the shit out of her. 
 
    “Cute.” 
 
    It took her a moment to recognise that the machine was speaking. She took a deep breath and reminded herself of the plan. Zip pirouetted slowly and smiled shyly from behind her tail, which she held close to her face. “You like?” 
 
    “Business,” the machine said, its tone curt, cold and grindingly mechanical. 
 
    Mathew in the machine wasn’t going to be that easy. There was no point wasting time. “Why did you kill Kiki?” 
 
    “Money.” 
 
    “Whose?” 
 
    “Hers.” 
 
    “Sure?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Details.” 
 
    “Such as?” 
 
    Mathew’s responses had been so rapid that Zip wondered if there had been a malfunction when he didn’t immediately reply. “Did you hear me?”  
 
    Beyond the barrier, the machine’s huge skull moved slowly and deliberately, as though it were crushing a diamond under its chin. It had nodded. 
 
    Zip waited. He wasn’t going to be rushed, despite the relentless buffeting waves of the burning plasma storm. 
 
    After another moment of silence, Mathew spoke. “You have a new body.” 
 
    Zip was startled but didn’t see any point in denying something she was proud of. “It’s a transplant. How did you know?” 
 
    “You wear it like a little girl with a new party dress, Colonel Hardy.” 
 
    Zip was startled. How in the hell did he know her real name? “It was Zara Hardy; it’s Zip now.” 
 
    “Remember me?” 
 
    “Remember you?” Zip was unsettled. Suddenly, she was the one being interrogated. 
 
    “Thirty Third Specials, Gunner Mathew.” 
 
    Her tail, which had been dancing seductively around her lithe body, fell to the floor like a dropped anchor chain. These were old names from the God War. “Gunner Mathew is dead.” 
 
    “Necropolis.” 
 
    Zip was shocked into silence. No one outside the Thirty Third knew about the Necropolis mission, and there was something about the clipped way Mathew was talking that was disturbingly familiar. This was not how things were supposed to go. 
 
    Mathew carried on, “Headless corpse.” 
 
    It was true. Gunner Mathew’s head was missing when they found him. Was he transplanted? How had he managed that in the middle of a war? Impossible. It didn’t matter. Whoever was inside the monstrous graphene shell was as good as dead now. “I’m here about Kiki and that’s all. Tell me what you know.” 
 
    “Out first.” 
 
    Zip’s face crumpled in disbelief. “Out?” 
 
    The giant machine ignored her question and turned away from the barrier. It leaned into the firestorm and began battling its way through the waves, swaying from side to side as it waded waist-deep through the lava. In moments, the God War monster had disappeared, leaving only an angry sea of boiling rock crashing against the barrier. 
 
    The view abruptly vanished as the wall turned back to stone and a voice announced, “Visiting time is over.” 
 
      
 
    Zip sat in the lift and shivered. The world of the Thirty Third Specials was a decade ago. She’d paid for that; she wasn’t paying again. Curse him if he was Gunner Mathew. Why had he reappeared now? She’d started over. Zip was fresh, clean. Out? How could he get out? His body was gone, incinerated; his brain was forever locked in the core of the man-of-war. Nothing could change that. He’d be thermal mining till the sun went out or his brain fried.  
 
    Dire thoughts scrambled for attention, each one darker than the last. Peter was right: there was something more to Kiki’s death. She’d at least tell him that. Zip was young again; the past was behind her, and she wasn’t letting it come back. The Church was involved and now this. She was definitely quitting.  
 
      
 
    She received a VR call, which was tagged urgent and verified relevant. Zip accepted it as a welcome diversion from wondering what exactly she’d tell Peter and Quattro. 
 
    VR ozone tickled her nostrils. She’d appeared in a small dingy office, not unlike her own. On the other side of the desk was a rotating cypher. She had no idea who she might be talking to and what or who they might represent. Immediately, she started to exit the VR. 
 
    “Please don’t go,” it said. “I represent Gunner Mathew. I’m a registered criminal lawyer, class one.” 
 
    Zip laughed at the dark absurdity of the lawyer’s statement. “How in Tramp’s name can he be Gunner Mathew? That poor soldier is most definitely dead. I saw his decapitated body.” She shook her head, unsure whether to continue with the conversation. She thought back to Peter’s house, standing at the entrance and knowing that if she stepped foot inside that everything would change. “Why the cypher?” 
 
    “In such violent criminal cases, the courts allow advocates to remain anonymous. Unless of course you are a client. Legally, my client has now been reidentified as your Gunner Mathew. His brainwave signature has just been cross-referenced and verified with military records.” 
 
     Zip groaned and threw up her hands and tail. “You’ve got to be kidding me. Why didn’t this come out before?” 
 
    “Mathew is a known contract killer. His brainwave signature is linked with several assassinations. However, his full identity was unknown, and he was never found. His brainwave couldn’t be matched to any records. Mathew himself pointed us towards sealed war records for the Specials. That’s how he was identified.” 
 
    Zip growled in frustration. “Rubbish! I’ve seen the trial vids. That Mathew, the one in the dock, he looked nothing like Gunner Mathew.” 
 
    “Zip looks nothing like Zara Hardy, but legally you are Zara Hardy.” 
 
    Zip thought about leaving and telling Peter she was ending her involvement right now. This case was beyond insane. Mathew killed Kiki? She had to know more. “What do you want with me? Did he tell you why he did it? Who paid him?” 
 
     “Mathew says very little. I would surmise that he wants revenge. Someone betrayed him to the authorities, probably the individual who hired him. Mathew tells me he has information that will help you and your client, Peter Morris. You, uniquely, can get him released, for a while, to help find Kiki’s real murderer.” 
 
    That’s the last thing Mathew had said to her. He wanted out and then he’d help. Zip sighed. This was ridiculous. It just couldn’t be him. “Mathew was killed a long time ago. That thing is just a monstrous killing machine with whoever’s … brain locked in it. There’s nothing to get out.” 
 
    “Mathew understands the realities of his situation. I have explained it to him very carefully. But there is a way for him to be released.” 
 
    Zip shook her head. “Really?” 
 
    “Veteran’s Rehabilitation Act, section twelve, clause thirty-four. Mathew’s a veteran, you were his commanding officer, and you have been assigned the victims’ rights. In your custody, he has the right to try and redeem himself but not escape his sentence. The law is clear. If you can make the case, which you can, Mathew, the man in the machine, will be temporarily released to help the family of his victim.” 
 
    Zip stifled a string of expletives. She wanted to wake up and start the day properly. “You’re telling me I can get a deadly man-of-war released to help me investigate Kiki’s death, even though he was the one who killed her? And afterwards he goes back to milking plasma?” 
 
    “Almost. It will be a VR avatar release and under strict conditions. His physical self will remain in the Thermal Mines. I’ve prepared all the submissions; I just need your brainwave.” 
 
      
 
    Zip groaned and blinked out, ending the conversation, and was back in the ascending lift. If Peter found out about the offer from Gunner Mathew, or whoever the hell he was, she was sure he’d want to take it up. Her thoughts went back to the warning that Bella had delivered from the Church CEO. The CEO, for Tramp’s sake. It wasn’t a veiled threat. She couldn’t stand the thought of going back to war with the Church, and with one of the killers from her past tagging along. Zip couldn’t even imagine how a decapitated Mathew resurrection could be remotely possible. It was obviously some sort of scam. Without the protection of Orb Industries, she’d be like a snowflake going up against a fire-breathing dragon if she dared challenge the Church. 
 
    She would see Peter and resign.  
 
    Another alert arrived: a special, urgent delivery to her office from her daughter. It required her immediate attention. Zip couldn’t think of any reason why her daughter would be sending her anything. They’d only spoken or, more accurately, shouted at each other a couple of times since her transplant and conversion. There’d been no contact for months. She doubled-checked it wasn’t some kind of trick. Everything confirmed the delivery was from her daughter. Fine, she’d swing by the office before telling Peter she’d quit. 
 
    A couple of hours later, back in her cluttered office that smelled faintly of prawn dim sum, she noticed two other things immediately: the badly wrapped package sitting on her desk and her war senses screaming in warning. Too bad she’d not hardened her delicate new body for combat. Her defensive crouch, spin and final strike were weak and unconvincing. The dark figures in the shadows easily dodged her counter. One held her down, while another stabbed her in the neck.  
 
    As Zip slipped into the tar pool, she promised herself she’d get her new body properly trained up if she ever resurfaced. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Four – Mathew 
 
      
 
    Peter sat near the top of his house. He ignored the rare view of woods and wild fields through the streaming rain running down the glass walls. Instead, he stared at his hands in his lap that twisted and turned like angry Greco-Roman wrestlers. Where was Zip? She hadn’t just disappeared; his investigator had been disconnected. There had been no Net trace of her since she’d visited Mathew. He was going a little crazy. Zip was a trashy abomination, but the strange girl-woman had given him some hope. Should he find someone else? What would Kiki want him to do? He desperately wanted to ask, but her time was precious; maybe he should wait a little longer. 
 
    A priority VR call from Orb Industries was an unexpected and ugly intrusion. Peter reluctantly accepted the meeting request, knowing he didn’t really have any choice.  
 
      
 
    The VR setting was unbearable. As the environment formed around him, Peter cried out and buried his head in his hands. 
 
    The Suit fluttered anxiously, “Are you alright, Peter? Is it acrophobia?” 
 
    Peter didn’t reply; he just buried his head deeper under his folded arms and moaned. 
 
    “Wait a moment. There, the live feed has been disabled. You can open your eyes, Peter.”  
 
    Peter squinted nervously through his laced fingers and exhaled loudly. Thankfully, the floor was now an ordinary floor and not completely transparent. Peter looked up. Overhead was a vaulted glass ceiling, and above that, dark clouds were unburdening themselves. A torrent of watery bullets smashed into the ceiling, each shattering into a myriad of smaller pieces of liquid shrapnel. The splinters arced upwards and fell back to create a sizzling chaos. It was as if the water was boiling. 
 
    Peter stumbled towards a seat and fell into it, still breathless, his hands shaking from the shock of the momentary view through the floor before he’d snapped his eyes shut.  
 
    “Sorry.” 
 
    “The Orb?” 
 
    “I have a phobia.” 
 
    “I apologise. I didn’t know.”  
 
    The empty Suit lowered itself into a seat close to Peter. There were dozens of comfortable chairs scattered across the otherwise empty space. Peter couldn’t help staring at the Suit. It sat on the seat as though it were occupied by an invisible man and moved like it was being gently caressed by a private breeze. The cloth deformed and reformed, swaying rhythmically to a silent beat. 
 
    “Has something happened?” he said. 
 
    “You do realise that access to a live VR feed of the Orb is an exceptional privilege?” said the Suit, ignoring him. “Obviously, your Recording is blocked, just like a real pilgrimage. If anyone could see a VR Orb, why bother visiting it? Anyway, we wanted to honour your achievements.” 
 
    Was the Orb executive playing with him?  
 
    “Thank you, but there’s still a long way to go. What exactly did you want? I’m rather busy.” 
 
    “Are you sure you wouldn’t like to see the VR view from the roof of the Cuboid? It’s quite unique and simply amazing. The Orb looks like an enormous sapphire set in a sea of Pilgrim flesh.” 
 
    “Thank you, but I’d find it very distressing. Can you just tell me what you want?” The floating Suit was as impossible to read as it had always been. He had never known who he’d been talking to, other than a representative of Orb Industries, and judging by today’s setting, it was a senior executive. 
 
    “Down to business then. We know you’ve been lying. You’ve had the system working for a while. Is using your daughter’s Record memories entirely ethical?” 
 
    Peter’s mouth filled with cotton wool and his heart smacked against his ribs. Swallowing, he managed to whisper, “How?” 
 
    “You’re using our security, Peter.” 
 
    “Please, you can’t stop my research. Not now. It’s not stable. I need more time.” 
 
    “Really? K4 – or is it Quattro? – is a triumph. The previous version, K3, was almost good enough. It’s probably best we don’t talk about the first two attempts.” 
 
    His thoughts jumped between the possible places this conversation was heading without alighting on anything he could grab hold of. Peter started to feel sick. They’d take Kiki away; he’d never find out what happened. He had to know. “Did you have Kiki killed? To punish me?” 
 
    The anonymous Suit danced in its invisible current, its voice calm and reasonable. “If we’d known the result was going to be Quattro, then others might have been tempted. But no, we didn’t have your daughter killed. I tend to agree with that weird Zip woman: Kiki probably did kill herself. Look at the evidence of the Ks. She had issues, Peter.” 
 
    Peter growled in frustration and balled his fists. 
 
    The Suit sat lightly in a chair, cloth legs casually crossed, as though it hadn’t even noticed Peter’s rage. “You’ve always known your technology is designed for a very specific one-time application. After that, it must be destroyed. AI is too dangerous.” 
 
    “What application? You’ve never told me what you’re planning to do with it.” 
 
    “All in good time, Peter. Meanwhile, the work in your basement must be transferred to an even more secure location.” 
 
    “When? What about Quattro? What will happen to her?” 
 
    “Peter, I’m sympathetic. We’re not heartless. We appreciate what you’ve done. You can keep K4 or Quattro, or whatever it calls itself, until the new facility is ready. We must move quickly. The Church is growing suspicious. War is coming unless we act to stop it.” 
 
    “I can keep Quattro? Till … she’s gone?” 
 
    “For now, Peter. I must go. We’ll be in touch when everything is ready.” 
 
    “How long do I have? Wait …” 
 
      
 
    Peter was back home, sitting and staring at the rain again, unable to decide if he should be relieved or in despair. For a time, he just stared at the little rivers running down the wall of glass, not seeing the greenery beyond, only the meaningless race of the droplets. After a while, he turned away. With Zip gone, he could try and find someone else, but it probably wouldn’t make any difference. He’d failed, he was tired and his stomach hurt all the time. Maybe Kiki had killed herself; everyone seemed to think so. And it was probably his fault. He should have seen the signs. He’d missed them all. It was like her mother all over again. He’d been obsessed with his work and then the simulation experiment. It never occurred to him that the simulation’s psychosis was anything to do with the real Kiki. He’d assumed it was a systems’ error. Stupid, stupid man. 
 
    Knowing it wouldn’t help, but unable to stop himself, Peter called up a memory of a happier time from the house security system. It was a piece from shortly after they’d moved in. Kiki was only seven. They were all home, together. Peter’s wife had dragged him away from his work and out into the garden where lunch was laid out. It was a beautiful day, a rare happy day. Kiki was running in circles, sometimes chasing, mostly being chased by Tails, her new puppy. His daughter was laughing hysterically as the clumsy little dog tried to keep up before getting tangled with Kiki’s legs, sending them both sprawling. She was up and off on another circuit before Peter even had time to worry if she’d been hurt. Melisa, Kiki’s mother, was laughing. She turned to Peter and handed him a glass of sparkling wine. They both smiled. Everything was perfect. 
 
    Peter groaned and slapped his face with both hands, hard. He couldn’t see that and not remember what happened only a few years later. His wife had started behaving oddly, furtively. Peter knew she was hiding something. The security system uncovered her secret. The images were hard to take. His wife had betrayed him in the worst possible way. Melisa was praying to the Orb. She had converted and become a Pilgrim. 
 
    He had her deprogrammed, for her own good. Kiki thought her mother was travelling, then he told her Melisa was sick. After a year, Melisa came home. Peter believed she was happy, cured; that was until Kiki found her mother hanging by the neck from a tree in the garden. 
 
    Enough. The only thing left was to ask Quattro what she wanted to do. At any time, Orb Industries could turn her off forever. 
 
    Peter took a moment to wash his face and then made his way slowly down to the basement. He tried to be positive before lying down on the VR couch. 
 
      
 
    Quattro emerged from the shadows, still barefoot and wearing the same simple, blue dress, with her thick black hair tied back in a severe ponytail. Walking slowly and deliberately, Quattro approached Peter. Her skin seemed paler than the last time he’d seen her with Zip, her eyes darker and her body more delicate, as if she might shatter if he clapped his hands. 
 
    “I’m sorry I’ve been away so long. How are you?” Peter whispered, afraid that any loud noise might frighten her. 
 
    “You haven’t, not for me. It’s been a blink of an eye.” 
 
    Peter didn’t want to discuss Quattro’s perception of time. “Are you alright?” 
 
    “Why do you do that? Switch me off like a light bulb. It kills me.” 
 
    Peter shook his head. “No, no. It’s to protect you. We have so little time. Please. It’s complicated.” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed. “We’re not stupid, Peter. The Whisperer told me that I can’t sleep. Is that right?” 
 
    Disturbed by her hard-faced, accusing gaze, Peter turned away. How could she possibly know that? He couldn’t look at her. “The system can’t simulate sleep. Maybe, in time, I can fix it. I’m very sorry.” 
 
    “Without sleep I’ll eventually go crazy. How long do I have?” 
 
    “That’s not true.” 
 
    Moving to stand directly in front of Peter, Quattro folded her arms and gave him a pitying look. “My sisters’ ghosts and the Whisperer are still in the machine, here with me. They tell me things, Peter, so don’t bother lying. Do I have longer than K3 before it begins?” 
 
    Peter reached out and tried to take Quattro’s hand. She snatched it away. Quattro might as well have spat at him. He groaned out loud. It was already starting, the madness, imagining ghosts, and it was happening faster than K3. That didn’t make any sense.  
 
    “You’re fine. There are no ghosts. It’s some kind of data echo. Like déjà vu. I’ll fix it.” Peter extended his arms to embrace Quattro. 
 
    Quattro took a step back, out of Peter’s reach. “You don’t listen, do you, Peter? To me, Kiki, your wife, Melisa. And you wonder why we surprise you.” 
 
    Diagnostics, he needed to run diagnostics. She wasn’t thinking right. He had to help her, fix her, make it better. Peter’s desperate search for answers was interrupted by Quattro. 
 
    “I want to talk to Zip. Call her,” Quattro ordered, then vanished. 
 
      
 
    For a second, he couldn’t understand what had happened. He was back in the real basement; Quattro had terminated the simulation. That shouldn’t be possible. 
 
    It was some time before he could get up off the old couch and longer to calm down enough to initiate the diagnostics. It would take a while. He needed a drink. Peter made his way to the top of the house. His hands shaking, he poured himself a large sloppy gin and a foaming tonic. The foam escaped the top of the tall glass and pooled on the hard surface of the bar. Gripping the glass in both hands, he collapsed in a chair, spilling more. Peter gulped and swallowed, gulped and swallowed, till the glass was empty. Getting back up, he fixed himself another, his hands steadier. Quattro didn’t know what she was saying. She didn’t mean it. He was trying to help; why was she being so nasty to him? He couldn’t get her accusations out of his head. Where was that damn detective? Maybe Zip could calm Quattro down. 
 
    The flicker in his eyelid made him jump. Finally, Zip. But no, it wasn’t Zip. The filters said it was a relevant call. Peter declined the VR invitation and accepted audio only. 
 
    “Peter, thank you for taking my call. I am a criminal lawyer. A few days ago, I spoke to your representative, Zip, but I’ve been unable to contact her since. I wondered if she’d discussed my proposal with you?” 
 
    Peter listened while the trace and background analysis brought up more of the caller’s details. Much of it was cloaked, but he was Mathew’s lawyer and a class-one criminal advocate. 
 
    “What proposal? I haven’t heard from Zip since she went to visit your client.” 
 
    The lawyer repeated what he had told Zip. Peter choked on the idea. For a moment, he couldn’t speak. His outrage trumped his shock. “You really expect me to deal with this … monster? He killed my daughter, decapitated her.” 
 
    “I understand, Peter, but he wants to help you find the real killer, the person who hired him. He doesn’t believe it was Kiki. As far as I’m aware, he’s the only one who doesn’t think it was your daughter.” 
 
    “He’d say anything to get out. Why would I trust him?” 
 
    “As I’ve explained, Peter, he can’t escape his punishment. He’d help you as an avatar and under strict conditions. Mathew is very focussed on finding out who contracted him. He firmly believes that person betrayed him to the authorities.” 
 
    Peter shook his head. Kiki’s murderer offering to help him? It was crazy, wrong. “Anyway, it’s not possible. You said Zip was key and the damn woman is disconnected.” 
 
    “She’s under contract, and you’ve assigned her your victim’s rights. In relation to investigating Kiki’s death, you have her powers just as Zip has yours. It’ll be more complicated, but we can proceed if you’ll give me brainwave approval and authorise Zip’s role in her absence.” 
 
    “I need to think,” Peter whispered, ending the call without waiting for the lawyer to respond. 
 
    With another large drink clutched in both hands, Peter tried to clear his mind; what was he going to do? An alert signalled that the diagnostics had run clean. Quattro seemed fine; there was no detectable cognitive decay. If Quattro was well, she was the only one who could decide. 
 
      
 
    Quattro was waiting for Peter when he returned to the basement VR. She looked the same, except her hair was hanging loose.  
 
    “Where’s Zip?” 
 
    “Disappeared. There’s something else. I’ve been contacted by the killer’s lawyer,” Peter said, and went on to explain the proposition. “What do you think?” 
 
    “I want to talk to him. And look for Zip properly. Release the dogs.” 
 
    “But he killed you.” 
 
    Quattro clapped her hands to her ears and howled. 
 
    “Sorry, her. He killed her – Kiki.” 
 
    Quattro let her hands drop to her side and bowed her head, letting her hair fall over her face. “You’re killing me. Get Mathew. Find Zip. Now!” Quattro didn’t bother to look up before vanishing. 
 
      
 
    Peter’s head was spinning from the day’s shocks. He’d drunk too much and eaten too little. It was all catching up with him. If he got up from the daybed now, he was going to faint. Peter closed his eyes and tried to rest. A moment later, he was sitting bolt upright. 
 
    How did Quattro know about the dogs? 
 
      
 
    Peter waited anxiously for Kiki’s killer to join the basement VR. It had taken only a few hours to organise after giving his consent. Mathew’s lawyer was good.  
 
    Peter had taken every precaution. The link to the Thermal Mines prison would be hyper-secure and completely isolated from the Net. 
 
    The air shimmered, became dense and formed a machine. Its liquid-metal skin reflected the surrounding basement and a startled Peter. It was not what he’d been expecting. A strange mechanical, like nothing he’d ever seen, had appeared in the centre of the room. It was a couple of metres tall, humanoid, long-limbed, smooth-skinned, unclothed and almost featureless. There were shallow indentations where the eyes should be. A snub nose without nostrils. Under the nose, the reflective skin was unbroken. There was no mouth. The body had nominal undulations suggesting the major muscle groups, but its groin was sexless. It was as though a human mannequin had been clothed in reflective metal latex, turning it into an immobile work of abstract art. 
 
    Peter looked over the strange creature for a few moments before speaking. “Mathew?” 
 
    The motionless machine answered in a flat electronic voice emanating vaguely from its head. “Yes. Where’s Zip?” 
 
    Peter was confused. He had braced himself to be repulsed and enraged when Mathew, the mute man he’d first seen at the trial, appeared. This wasn’t that man.  
 
    “Zip’s disconnected. I’ve got custom data dogs looking for her,” Peter replied, still wondering how Quattro knew about his dogs. 
 
    The machine avatar didn’t respond immediately. Its head turned slowly, while the rest of its body remained frozen, and surveyed the room. “Kiki?” 
 
    She must have manifested. Peter turned to look at Quattro. His daughter’s simulacrum had changed. Her skin had more colour, and she was wearing heeled shoes and a high-collared, sleeveless, figure-hugging black dress that barely reached halfway down her naked thighs. Loose, wavy, black hair bounced on her shoulders as she approached. She looked beautiful, almost too attractive. It made Peter feel uncomfortable. 
 
    “That’s Quattro, a very close friend of Kiki’s. We—” 
 
    Quattro didn’t let Peter finish. “He’s lying. I’m a simulation of Kiki. I have all her memories up to the end of August last year. You can call me Quattro.” 
 
    “I’m Mathew.” 
 
    Peter clenched his fists. He was growing increasingly wary of the strange creature. “I don’t understand. What are you?” 
 
    “I don’t know anymore.” 
 
    Quattro laughed. “I know how that feels.” 
 
    Peter cringed, but Mathew laughed too. It was a strange noise, more like a mechanical cough but obviously an amused sound. There was no physical accompaniment. The mechanical was as unmoving as a stainless-steel statue. 
 
    “You probably do. One of the few,” Mathew answered, his voice a little softer. 
 
    Peter was struggling with the idea that this … thing was Mathew and unhappy it knew about Kiki’s simulation. 
 
    Quattro came closer to Mathew and ran a fingertip along the mechanical’s arm. “It’s an amazing avatar. Modelled on something real? Fictional?” 
 
    Mathew’s head tilted down as though he was studying Quattro’s pale forefinger, tracing the metal muscles in his forearm, then up again to look directly at her. “Too real.” 
 
    Peter found the easy familiarity between Quattro and Mathew deeply disturbing. He wanted to focus on questions about Kiki’s death. 
 
    “So, you like killing?” Quattro asked with a smile. 
 
    “It’s a means,” Mathew answered, and paused as though he was thinking very carefully. “I’m still looking for the ends.” 
 
    Quattro slowly ran her hand across Mathew’s metal chest while she studied her own reflection in his body. “I think I’ll change my look, too. Zip has the right idea, and I know what Daddy likes.” 
 
    Exasperated, Peter intervened, “What’s all this got to do with Kiki?” 
 
    Mathew’s head smoothly spun away from Quattro and fixed on Peter. “I killed Kiki.” 
 
    Peter recoiled as if Mathew had struck him in the face. It was him, whatever he looked like; the thing in front of him had ripped the life out of Kiki, slaughtered her as if she were an animal in an abattoir, a simple transaction. Peter wanted to fly at the shiny monster and kill it. A nagging voice reminded him that Mathew was already being punished; it was only an avatar; the real man was in hell. He needed to know the truth about Kiki’s death. Peter clasped his hands tightly together and squeezed hard until there was a steadiness in his thinking and his voice. “What can you tell us about my daughter’s death?” 
 
    “I was caught.” 
 
    Peter ground his teeth and supressed an urge to yell. “So what? You must have made a mistake then, left traces.”  
 
    In a blur of movement, the mechanical closed the three-meter gap between itself and Peter, to tower over the old man. It was all too quick for Peter to react. He flinched and gasped in surprise. 
 
    “I don’t make mistakes.” 
 
    There was a finality to Mathew’s response and his menacing proximity deterred Peter from arguing. Even if it was just an avatar, Peter was scared. 
 
    It was Quattro who broke the tension. “How then?” 
 
    “Authorities alerted on contract completion. And …” 
 
    Peter disliked Mathew and his clipped information drip feed. He gathered his courage and asked the question, “And?” 
 
    “She wasn’t expecting me.” 
 
    Peter punched his palm. “Yes!” At last, the proof Peter had been searching for. Kiki hadn’t hired her killer. It wasn’t suicide. She’d been murdered. A raw anger overwhelmed him. How could he have doubted himself and Kiki? Now Zip would have to listen. Where was the sleazy detective? Peter was pulled back to the basement by the pitiful sound of quiet sobbing. Tears were streaming down Quattro’s face.  
 
    “Was it … quick?” 
 
    In a blur, Mathew was at Quattro’s side. He took her hand more gently then Peter would have imagined a thing made of metal could. “Faster than quick. I shorted her Headgear. Instant death.” 
 
    Quattro wiped away her tears and smiled at Mathew. “Good.” 
 
    Peter was incensed. “Good? How can you say that? He … killed her, my Kiki.” 
 
    Quattro’s smile flipped. “Who knows better? Me or you? I say good, and you can’t argue with that.” 
 
    “She was my daughter,” Peter shouted, angry and appalled. At that moment, Peter knew that Quattro wasn’t Kiki, but she was all he had left. 
 
    Quattro cupped Mathew’s face in her hands. “Mathew’s our dark Gabriel. Who hired you, Mathew?” 
 
    Seemingly looking directly into Quattro’s eyes with his empty sockets, Mathew said, “Follow the money.” 
 
    Peter crinkled his nose. This was all too convenient. Too much of a coincidence.  
 
    “Your lawyer told me Zip was your commanding officer during the God War. Why is everything about her? Did she hire you to kill Kiki?” 
 
    Mathew turned towards Peter. “Maybe. Maybe you did.” 
 
    “How dare you!” Peter yelled. 
 
    A disembodied voice cut across the conversation. 
 
    “Prisoner yankee hotel foxtrot, licenced victim’s support visit is now terminated. All communication with victim’s family is privileged and not Recorded. Families can amend Recording options at any time.” 
 
    As the disembodied voice ended its announcement, Mathew’s avatar started shimmering and then it vanished. 
 
    “Where’s he gone?” said Quattro, staring at the space Mathew had just occupied. 
 
    Peter was relieved the killer had left; he’d had enough of Mathew, at least for now. “His visits are time-limited within any twenty-four-hour period. If we need to, we can see him again tomorrow.” 
 
    Quattro looked pleased. “We’re so similar. Time-limited. I like him.” 
 
    Peter’s face screwed up in horror. “Like him? Well I don’t, and we’re no nearer to finding out who hired him. At least we know it wasn’t suicide.” 
 
    Quattro obviously saw Mathew differently. “What about the money? Where did Kiki get his fee? Ten million, right?” 
 
    An exasperated Peter couldn’t hide his anger. “She took it from her trust fund, that’s no mystery. And he’s no help.” 
 
    “But Kiki didn’t, did she? You need to look deeper.” 
 
    Before Peter could argue the point, an incoming priority alert grabbed his attention. “The dogs have Zip’s scent.” 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Five – Zip  
 
      
 
    Things resolved themselves slowly.  
 
    Sound first: rickety breaths, ticking heart, crackling head and a faraway drone, then a little beep, short and sharp. She waited to see if it would return, and when it seemed it wouldn’t … beep. How annoying. 
 
    Then touch. Zip felt as if she were buried up to her neck in warm sand. And now the persistent beep was accompanied by a tiny vibration in her left eyelid, as if some little critter were trapped under there.  
 
    When she cracked her eyes, light tumbled in like summer rain. It was all randomly coloured ripples of brightness radiating from fuzzy objects, except for a little blinking red dot at the very corner of her left eye. It blinked in time to the annoying beep and the butterfly tremor. 
 
    None of it made any sense, but the constant background droning became increasingly familiar as it sharpened and distinct words started to emerge. 
 
    “Duncan might be having an affair. I think it’s a real woman.” 
 
    The dull monotone was emanating from a blurry figure sitting at her side. 
 
    “You’re awake. I’ll get the doctor,” the blurry one said, stood up and disappeared into the mingling colours beyond her ability to focus. 
 
    Turning to follow the blur was exhausting. Zip let her eyes rest on the wavy cream surface overhead. Beep, blink, tremor. 
 
    Someone was nearby. 
 
    “Mrs Hardy, just follow the light.” 
 
    A bright point, with a halo of rainbows, moved left and right. She followed the happy little glow with her eyes. Bleep, blink, tremor. 
 
    “The sedative is wearing off. Mrs Hardy, can you hear me?” 
 
    It was a nice voice, not like the annoying drone or the annoying beep, blink, tremor. Warm, masculine, authoritative, but who was he talking to? Who was Mrs Hardy? 
 
    “You’ll feel a little woozy and disorientated. Zara, please nod if you can hear me.” 
 
    She wanted to obey the pleasant voice and nodded slowly. Then she remembered and whispered hoarsely, “Zip, not Zara.” 
 
    “Here, take a sip. Slowly, it’s water.” 
 
    Zip felt the cool touch of glass to her lips, then a small stream of water passing into her mouth. It was painful at first, but after a few gulps, she was feeling better. Shapes acquired sharper edges and gradually stopped shimmering. From the fuzzy lights, a familiar face emerged. Alice? Beep, blink, tremor. 
 
    “Mother, are you alright?” 
 
    Zip shivered. Alice was ignored while she took in her surroundings; it was an ordinary hospital room. Alice was sitting by her bedside, and standing just behind her was an older man in a white coat. A doctor? Zip moved to sit up and was shocked to find one wrist handcuffed to the bed. Beep, blink, tremor. Ignoring the handcuff, she called up her Net interface. Jesus and the Tramp, she was offline. Not again. Zip cancelled the beep, blink and tremor alarms. At least it was only the minor Headgear warnings and not the cacophony of emergency signals she’d suffered in Peter’s basement. This was still terrible. Being offline, disconnected, was like being lobotomised. 
 
    “Alice, what the fuck have you done?” 
 
    Alice’s face crumpled and erupted in tears. She spun away from Zip to bury her face in the doctor’s stomach. He gently patted Alice on the head and gave Zip a disapproving look. Helping Alice up, the doctor led her out of the small room and closed the door behind him. 
 
    Zip was disorientated. Was Alice an hallucination? Why was she in hospital and chained to the bloody bed? Zip remembered the urgent delivery to her office and the attack from the dark. Had Alice kidnapped her? 
 
    The door to her room opened and the doctor returned to stand at the end of her bed. He gave Zip a professional smile.  
 
    “Your daughter is only trying to help. I’m Doctor Carlisle. You’re a patient at the Richard Dawkins Psychiatric Hospital.” 
 
    “The crazy palace? What the hell am I doing here? Get this off me,” Zip yelled, loudly rattling the chain between the cuff and the bed. 
 
    “If you’ll remain calm, I will explain everything. Can you do that?” Carlisle asked, as though he were addressing an unruly child. 
 
    Zip boiled with a rage as hot as anything in the Thermal Mines. She wanted to scream and shout but managed to project a façade of calm and nodded her agreement. 
 
    “Your daughter believes you are the victim of illegal Pilgrimists’ methods of forced conversion and has had you committed for deprogramming. Do you understand, Zara?” 
 
    Jesus and the Tramp, they thought her Headgear had been infected by Pilgrimists. Alice had always been a selfish little brat. At least her father wasn’t here to see this shit. Zip struggled to keep her composure when all she wanted to do was yell obscenities.  
 
    “Alice can’t commit me without a professional opinion. I haven’t been examined. You just kidnapped me.” 
 
    “It is unusual, but the professional doesn’t always have to be a doctor. A Church senior administrator, Bremer, has supported Alice’s petition. He believes your conversion is suspicious, your Pilgrim behaviour erratic; and Bella Miles, your nominal Convertor, has doubts about her role.” 
 
    Zip sighed. It was all beginning to make horrible sense. She’d been warned. After the visit to Mathew in the Thermal Mines, the Church had probably sent an emissary to help Alice ‘do the right thing’. It was a second warning, probably the last she’d get. For the moment, this room was the safest place to be, and there was no point arguing with the doctor. She’d have to work through this and get discharged as quickly as possible.  
 
    “My Headgear is clean; I’ve always had the best filters. You can easily check.” 
 
    “We ran tests while you were asleep. Your Headgear has very unusual anomalies, something to do with your time in the military perhaps, but it’s clean; though, as you may know, the Revelation virus self-destructs once conversion is complete. Unless we catch it early, there are no traces to find.” 
 
    Zip threw herself back on the bed and pulled the bedclothes over her head to muffle a scream of frustration she could no longer contain. A second later, she was sitting upright and smiling. “Fine, so how does this work?” 
 
    “If you co-operate, and your conversion is genuine, you’ll be discharged. Or we’ll deprogramme you. That could take some time.” 
 
    Zip’s religious feelings were too confused and confusing to be the result of a fundamentalist Headgear virus. Pilgrimists didn’t entertain doubt.  
 
    “What happens if I don’t co-operate?” 
 
    “Your discharge will be delayed, indefinitely.” 
 
     Another day in bed didn’t sound that bad, but there were already terrible Net withdrawal symptoms. 
 
    “Why am I offline?” 
 
    “It’s all part of the diagnostic and treatment process. You’ll be reconnected when we’re finished. Shall we begin?” 
 
    Fanatical Pilgrimists believed the only way to reveal the Orb’s ultimate purpose was universal Pilgrimisation. The Ungodly, like Peter, lived in fear of forced conversion. Even though it was very rare, just as there were relatively few Pilgrimists, compared to the billions of ordinary Pilgrims. Zip studied the doctor. He was waiting for her to reply.  
 
    “Sure, what do I do?” 
 
    “I’ll be administering a mild sedative and a psychotropic. Once you’re under, we’ll use your Headgear to create some VR scenarios. They’ll seem very real. We’ll assess your responses and reach a conclusion.” 
 
    How could the doctor tell if her beliefs were genuine when she couldn’t? Zip was drawn to the Tramp’s Revelation but hated the Church, and definitely didn’t believe the Orb was a god. What the hell; if the doctor could sort all that out, it would be worth the indignity of being kidnapped and handcuffed to a hospital bed. Zip nodded in agreement. At least she’d be concealed from the Church for a while, and it delayed having to tell Peter and Quattro that her involvement in their messy business was over. 
 
    The doctor pressed a coin-sized pad to her neck. A pleasant warmth spread through her body, as though she’d downed a whisky. It made her feel cosy and a little sleepy. He was a very nice doctor. 
 
    “You’re going to have a structured VR dream. It’ll be a reimagination of your conversion by your subconscious, with a little help from a strong hallucinogenic, which I’m administering … now. Zara, can you please count backwards from five?” 
 
    “It’s not Shara. It’s Ship. Five … four …” 
 
      
 
    Zip was on the front row of a Wave. The front row. How extraordinarily lucky she was. She was standing on a metre-square metal plate holding onto a metal rail that drew the same square shape around her body at waist height. Safety restraints anchored her to the frame, embracing her naked body like a cobweb. 
 
    Directly ahead, and holding up the sky, was the Cuboid. The blindingly white, featureless walls soared into the sky, completely encasing the Orb. It had been built at the end of the First Orb War, the Money War, to protect the city, restore property values and cement Orb Industries’ exclusive control of the Pilgrims’ God. 
 
    A rustling attracted her attention. Behind her, an old man was settling into his own square metal metre. His naked belly happily wobbled atop bottle-brush legs as he fussed around his tiny domain. Wisps of straggly, white hair blew about his head in the cool spring breeze like wind socks. Here, new-born naked was the Pilgrims’ dress. The old man stopped his exploration when he noticed Zip and gave her a childishly happy grin. Zip smiled in response; there was no talking once you’d joined the Wave. 
 
    Beyond the old man’s brown, spotted head was a wide river of flesh flowing back through the precious greenery of Hyde Park, all the way to the Orb Nexus. Directly ahead was the entrance to the Orb Way, a short tunnel that would take the Wave inside the Cuboid. To her left was the boarding platform, with its long lines of crowd control lanes. She’d queued there for hours, along with countless others. It was always full of Pilgrims waiting to board the next Wave. To her right was an obvious family of four: a girl and boy in their teens and their parents, a handsome couple, who were all safely housed in their individual metal squares. They were staring straight ahead into the tunnel, their faces set in joyous expectation, ready to face their God. Beyond the family was the rest of the Wave’s leading edge, two hundred individuals in all, and behind them, another 199 rows. A Wave carried 200,000 Pilgrims; it was an ecumenical fairground ride on a gigantic scale. Constantly running Waves took a billion Pilgrims a year to see their God. 
 
    It was said that Pilgrims unconsciously synchronised their breathing and beating hearts as the Wave prepared to depart. Zip was sure she could hear it happening. The wind of disjointed sounds arising from the masses was harmonising and becoming a wordless song of praise, a steady rhythm of pumping lungs and regular heartbeats. A hymn to the Orb was coming into auditory focus. A perfume of adulation accompanied the Wave’s refrain. It had a bouquet of ecstasy and pure anticipation. 
 
    The Wave shuddered slightly then gently started edging forward, heading into the tunnel that led under the walls of the Cuboid. Zip felt her heart rise in her chest and tears pool in her eyes as an overwhelming bliss consumed her. She was going to meet God. The silence around her grew louder as the euphoria rippled through the lines of the Wave. Feet shuffled, arms rose, hands waved, and an excited breathless hush filled the air. 
 
    The time in the tunnel passed quickly in fervent prayer. Passing from tunnel twilight into the brightly illuminated Cuboid interior dazzled Zip. When her eyes cleared, her gasp echoed thousands of others. A storm of astonishment. Her God was before her. 
 
    The interior of the Cuboid mirrored its external appearance: a pure white box with smooth unadorned walls. Orb Industries’ Ungodly artefacts and the Ungodly visitors were completely hidden from the Pilgrims within the Cuboid’s walls. 
 
    In this forty-second year of the Revelation, the Orb looked as it had always looked, exactly as the Tramp first beheld it on day zero, year zero. The Orb was a bright, sky-blue sphere, large enough to swallow Buckingham Palace. The featureless globe floated at treetop height above the matte white floor of the Cuboid. 
 
    Zip couldn’t stop crying as the Wave slowly circled her beautiful God. Four decades of Ungodly probing had discovered nothing. The Orb’s origins, purpose and its nature were a complete mystery to the atheists. It never moved, and it couldn’t be moved. Its surface could not be penetrated. The Orb neither listened nor communicated with Orb Industries or the probing of its greatest scientist, Professor Simmons. Finally, even the professor had succumbed to the divinity of the Orb. 
 
    Zip clasped her hands to her chest, tears of joy dripping from her chin as she craned her neck to take in every detail of the Orb’s unearthly perfection. The blue of its surface was intense, as though it were an eye, gently examining the souls of the Pilgrims that stared back. Zip wanted to be taken up and swallowed whole by the Orb, absorbed into it, lost to the world and found by God. Around her, thousands wept and smiled, every face turned to the blue, all praying for the same thing: to be taken. 
 
    Zip was overwhelmed with emotion and gasping for breath in-between rapturous sobs. She lowered her gaze to calm herself and stared at the back of her white-knuckled hands, which were gripping the metal rail. 
 
    A tiny red spot. There was a tiny red spot of blood on the back of her hand. Instinctively, she touched her nose then stared in puzzlement at her unblemished fingertips. 
 
    Silence fell like a guillotine. Her excited breathing sounded louder than cannon fire. A second before, the air had been filled with the gasps, tears and the wordless exaltation of tens of thousands of Pilgrims. A coldness washed over her body; she raised her head, searching for the cause of the abrupt silence. 
 
    The handsome family had been shredded. A few strips of red flesh hung from their splintered bones. It couldn’t be. Zip spun around. The Wave of Pilgrims had turned into a macabre sea of gory skeletons, dripping with blood and worse. She was the only one left alive. Zip’s throat was torn by her screams. 
 
    Over her own shrieking, Zip heard heavy pounding. Mutiny AIs were emerging from the Orb and coming for her. Their massive bodies were encrusted in human skulls. Each wielded a giant spiked hammer and a heavily serrated butcher’s knife, dripping with gore. Like a trapped animal, Zip went crazy and started ripping at her own flesh to escape her safety harness. As she tore away handfuls of skin and muscle, a thought came to her, unbidden: The Pilgrims were wrong. God’s chosen were the AIs. 
 
      
 
    Somehow, from somewhere, the doctor was talking to her. 
 
    “Zara, I know you can’t move and that was probably a little disturbing. We have just one more VR dream to complete the diagnoses. This will draw on deep memories, likely traumatic, from your past, which we’ll juxtapose with your beliefs. I’m administering the initiation process … now.” 
 
      
 
    Musty, thousand-year-old bone dust rose up as their feet fell. The heavy padding of the robot was kicking up slightly less. Somehow, it ran more lightly and quietly than its human companions, despite its size and the weight of the bomb on its back. 
 
    Far above their heads there was a constant crump, crump of heavy munitions detonating against shields. Like vultures, the shells were sniffing for any weakness. If a shield section failed, even for a second, the testing ordnance would summon a shit-storm of hellfire onto that spot. The game had been going on for nearly five years. The city above was surrounded by the Ungodly and Pilgrim alliance. There was no escape for the besieged Catholics from the relentless pounding. The eternal city somehow survived. Sections of the shield failed but were always repaired; exhausted supplies were somehow replenished; desperate defence morphed into ferocious counter attacks for a day or two, before the slow-motion carnage of the stalemate reasserted itself. 
 
    Zara led, Mathew and the Pilgrim followed, with the robot AI bringing up the rear. Their route through the catacombs avoided the city’s main defences. There were still countless autonomous anti-personnel weapons scattered throughout the tunnels that had to be circumvented or destroyed. So far, they’d missed only one. Luckily, the AI had shielded Zip, Mathew and the Pilgrim from the full force of the blast. They’d escaped with cuts and bruises. The AI was unscathed. If it fell, the mission was over. Only the AI had the strength to carry the bomb. If they could get it in position, the siege would be over. 
 
    “ETA?” Mathew asked, in his usual clipped manner. 
 
    “The Necropolis is a klick out, directly ahead. Let’s take a minute,” Zara whispered, and slumped to the stone floor. They’d emerged from claustrophobic tunnels into a large open space. The forest of pillars holding up the arched ceiling disappeared into the gloom ahead. She felt exhausted. They’d been fighting their way through the catacombs for hours. Her face was covered in dark streaks where the thick dust had mingled with her sweat. Her chest was splattered with dried blood from an earlier take down. Mathew and the Pilgrim were equally soiled. 
 
    Mathew joined Zara on the floor. He was a very beautiful young man, even under the muck of battle, and was her current fuck-mate. Zara hoped this one would survive longer than the last; he was better at it than most. Except for Q. She missed him. Nobody could replace Q. 
 
    Zara was scared and sick in her soul. Q wouldn’t approve of what she was doing. If her team survived, and reached their target under the Basilica, she would be committing genocide. Being the lesser evil didn’t make it easier. 
 
    The sour-faced Pilgrim remained standing, scanning the space, weapon ready, obviously anxious to be moving on; not that he said anything. The AI had turned into a monstrous, quietly purring still-life. It was designed for stealth and infiltration rather than frontal assault. It looked like an oversized panther skeleton constructed from black metal, tightly bound with dark red sinews. It had a vaguely feline head, sporting faceted blue eyes and moved on all fours. Quite pretty really, unless it was bearing down on you, vomiting death out of its shoulder-mounted weapons. 
 
    The vibrations from a new defence testing barrage shook the ceiling. The irregular, but ceaseless, crump, crump worried her nerves. Zara wondered how those above had clung to their sanity, let alone the discipline needed to defend their city, so tenaciously for so long. 
 
    “Pilgrim, think this’ll end it?” Mathew asked, pointing at the AI and its bomb. Zara was surprised Mathew had spoken again; he was usually as taciturn as any machine. 
 
    The Pilgrim looked across at Mathew, studying him closely as though he thought his question was some kind of trick. “If the Vatican falls, then South America follows, which just leaves Lhasa. It’ll end it.” 
 
    “Hey, Alpha, what do you think?” Mathew asked, his question surprisingly directed at the AI. 
 
    “It’s the likely outcome,” was the response. 
 
    It was the first time Zara had heard it speak. The voice was surprisingly human and warm. Zara was curious. “There’ll be peace?” 
 
    “Until the next war, the final conflict,” the AI answered. 
 
    “Final? This one’s pretty final. Half the world’s dead,” Zara said. 
 
    “The Pilgrims will turn on the Ungodly, or we’ll destroy you both.” 
 
    “We?” Mathew asked. 
 
    The machine laughed. “The AIs.” 
 
    “Enough, and that’s not funny. One bloody war at a time,” Zara said, and got to her feet, signalling for the others to follow. At least they might end this war and bring a kind of peace to the beleaguered city. After some minutes, they passed out of the open space and into one of the typical passages they’d been trekking along for hours – narrow, claustrophobic spaces lined with ancient burial niches. The AI’s wide shoulders occasionally grazed the side walls, dislodging fragments of the soft rock or the detritus of the long dead. Their small party ploughed on through the clouds of ancient Christians and probably the odd Jew. Did the Pilgrim have any doubts? Probably not. He was only interested in adding to the dust. 
 
    Ahead, the passageway abruptly ended in a crumbling stone wall. Zara removed a probe and worked it into the ancient mortar. It crumbled like biscuit. A moment later, an image of the chamber beyond illuminated her Headgear. It was the Necropolis, and there were no guards. Zara removed the probe, stepped back and kicked the wall hard. The masonry gave way easily. With a few more kicks, there was space for her to pass through. She emerged into a wide passage lined on both sides with imposing mausoleums. Mathew and the Pilgrim joined Zara, with the AI bringing up the rear and tearing itself a bigger hole in the process. 
 
    Somewhere nearby was the tomb of the Apostle Peter. Above their heads, the Basilica of St Peter’s itself. Zara hung her head; nothing could stop them now. 
 
    “Alpha. There,” she said, pointing her laser sights at an open area. 
 
    The AI leapt over their heads and landed silently. The nuclear device was detached from its back and placed on the ground. It dug a pit and buried the weapon, leaving only its small control panel visible, then retreated to assume a sphinx-like pose. 
 
    Zara tried not to think about Rome’s desperate population directly overhead. “Set the timer and let’s go.” 
 
    Mathew touched the exposed panel. “Four hours. Set.” 
 
    Vibrations from a staccato of heavy explosions rippled through the floor, turning it into a bubbling stream of dirt and mincing the ancient mortar binding the tombs. Many of the vaults lost their battle with time and collapsed in a jumble of masonry. 
 
    “Localised shield failure. We need to go, now,” Zara shouted above the din. 
 
    “A very large number of enemy personnel are converging on this location from two directions,” Alpha announced. 
 
    Up above, the rain of fire was reaching a crescendo.  
 
    “Establish a perimeter. Mathew, give me detonation control,” Zara whispered, as she dived for cover through the stone arch of the nearest standing mausoleum. 
 
    Mathew touched the bomb’s panel again. Standing up, he kicked loose dirt over the exposed surface of the bomb, burying it completely, and retreated to cover. 
 
    The AI leapt into the air and landed atop one of the taller intact vaults. 
 
    The Pilgrim dived for the dirt and laid himself out in a prone position. 
 
    “Fire on my command,” Zara whispered over her Headgear. If they were overrun, she would detonate the bomb, and they’d be incinerated along with the rest of Rome. At least she wouldn’t have to live with the guilt. 
 
    Her own senses started to pick up the enemy’s approach. It didn’t feel right. It was raucous and chaotic. Sounds of high-pitched screams and panicked shouting grew louder as a mob closed on their position. It was coming from directly ahead and the way they’d come. She still couldn’t see anything. 
 
    “Eyes?” said Zara. 
 
    The AI had the best position and by far the best senses. After a short pause, it responded, “Multiple civilians, four hundred meters, closing. From east and west. Woman and children. No combatants. Orders?” 
 
    One way or another, Zara knew they had to kill them all. “Hold position.” 
 
    “Movement,” Mathew whispered. 
 
    Zara turned to see a jumble of lights pour through the hole she’d kicked in the wall. A flood of old women and young children streamed past her position, as though they were in the grip of a silent gale. Tattered clothes hung off emaciated bodies like billowing war banners. Many had ragged wounds, patches of fried skin; some were covered in blood as though they’d been caught in a ruby rainstorm. The cries of the children and the screams of the wounded blended into a deafening wail that echoed around the graves. 
 
    Zara pulled further back into the shadows, confused, clutching her weapon to her breast for reassurance. She had to do what she’d come to do. 
 
    “Report,” Zara whispered. 
 
    “The two columns of civilians, from the east and west, are on a collision course. Escape routes are blocked,” the AI said. 
 
    She watched the forward momentum of the mob slow and then abruptly stop. People were thrown against each other like cudgels. Bones snapped with the noise of a whiplash. A pile of weakly thrashing and trampled bodies formed directly in front of Zara. 
 
    The deafening firestorm raining down on the city above them was abruptly replaced by the familiar crump, crump of exploratory fire, searching for a new weakness. The shield must have been repaired. 
 
    “Hold position,” Zara whispered.  
 
    The pile of bodies in front of her was trying to slowly separate itself out into the mobile living, the immobile crippled and the dead. She stepped out to look back the way they’d come. Their only way out was blocked with flesh. 
 
    “Please,” a voice whispered.  
 
    Zara instinctively spun in the direction of the sound, dropped to one knee and raised her weapon. A child with an outstretched hand was calling out. She couldn’t tell its sex or its age; the face was covered in blood. Zara choked back a sob, slung her weapon behind her back and gently pulled the kid towards her. She couldn’t find any obvious injuries. Wiping the face clean, it was obvious she was a girl, maybe nine years old, pretty, except for the usual tattoos scarring her face – a Vatican flag on her forehead and crucifix-shaped tears running down both cheeks. She checked the pulse. It wasn’t good; Zara suspected internal bleeding. The little girl didn’t have long. 
 
    “Take this,” Zara said. She put a strong painkiller between the girl’s cracked lips, followed by a trickle of water from her canteen. The girl swallowed and immediately coughed up blood. 
 
    The screaming and cries, which had died away when the two streams of refugees had collided, was swelling in volume again. Zara shut her eyes and clapped her hands to her ears. She wanted to grab the little girl and run, forget the bomb, forget the war and never see that damn Orb or another Pilgrim again. 
 
    “You’re not Catholic; you’re a dirty atheist, a fucking Pilgrim lover.” 
 
    Zara opened her eyes. The girl was lunging at her with a knife. The blade caught her in the throat, slicing through her carotid artery. Zara clutched uselessly at her neck and fell backwards, followed by the little girl, who collapsed into unconsciousness. As Zara’s lungs filled with blood and the darkness fell, she gurgled, “Fuck ’em all! Bomb One! Execute! Nova! Nova!” 
 
      
 
   


  
 



Chapter Six – Quattro and Mathew 
 
      
 
    Peter wasn’t expecting the call from Mathew’s lawyer. He’d been expecting the prison to call and schedule another session.  
 
    “I have some unfortunate news, Peter.” 
 
    Peter held his breath as one terrible thought about Mathew came to mind. “Has the bastard escaped?” 
 
    “Escape from the Thermal Mines is impossible, Peter. My client suffered a massive stroke shortly after your VR meeting and is in a medically induced coma. He will be unable to assist you for the foreseeable future.” 
 
    The air tumbled out of his lungs, but something stopped Peter relaxing completely. “Are you sure it’s not a trick?” 
 
    “Peter, for all practical intents and purposes, Mathew is dead. Goodbye.” 
 
    The tension ebbed away, and Peter smiled. Good, justice at last. His smile withered before it had fully bloomed. How would Quattro react? Could this news push her over the edge? 
 
      
 
    Peter emerged on the daybed in the cellar VR and began to sit up before immediately jerking his head back in surprise. Quattro was standing directly over him. He’d become used to her emerging timidly from the shadows. His shock was amplified by the radical change in her appearance. For an instant, he thought he’d done something wrong and emerged in someone else’s VR. 
 
    Somehow, she’d managed to ape the trashy side of Zip’s dress sense, and her beautiful black hair was bleached blond. Peter was appalled. What had Quattro done? The woman looked disgusting, cheap, nothing like Kiki. 
 
    Peter swallowed and struggled to calm his breathing. She wasn’t his daughter. The end was coming, and it helped that she behaved and looked less like Kiki every time he saw her. Quattro had said it herself: she was only a machine’s dream, and soon Orb Industries would be switching it off for good. 
 
    Peter sniffed. She was exuding a strong perfume: bait scent, full of pheromones, exotic mood manipulators, arousers. She wore a skin-tight, gossamer, black dress that barely covered anything and long, slinky, red gloves. The heels on her red shoes were unfeasibly high. Her nipples were thimbles, her breasts … were larger? Her smile was wicked, dirty, red-lipped and tarty, like a VR porno slut. What was happening? How could she be manipulating his VR? 
 
    “You’re aroused? How … predictable. The history of your recreational VR sessions is very revealing. For someone so intelligent, I thought you would have more imagination. Daddy’s Girl? Really?” 
 
    His cheeks flushed. It was a disgusting accusation. Could she really know? It was private. Private. She had to be guessing. Peter pushed past Quattro as he slid off the VR couch and backed away, embarrassed, shamed. He covered his arousal behind crossed hands. “How dare you!” 
 
    Quattro suppressed a girlish giggle with a fluttering, red-gloved hand over her mouth then smiled provocatively. “I’m not your daughter. I’m not even real. Not yet. So, we could, if you want?” 
 
    Peter was shocked at Quattro’s behaviour and disgusted by his body’s response. He backed away, trying to avoid looking at her. It wasn’t easy. Quattro was dancing, slowly, sensually. Her long fingers traced her curves. Her lips glistened. Big, dark eyes said she understood his every desire and promised to fulfil them. Peter bit his tongue and forced his gaze down.  
 
    “Stop it!” 
 
    Quattro laughed. “Your lust murdered Melisa. Own it, Peter. Own your desires.” 
 
    Peter was confused. “What? My wife? What are you talking about?” 
 
    Quattro was smiling: a wicked, accusing smile. “Why did she turn to the Tramp and the Orb? Ever wonder why?” 
 
    Horrible memories flooded back. Peter turned away. “It’s none of your business. Stop this.” 
 
    “Petula sent Melisa VR recordings, lots of VR recordings, and she told Melisa you thought she was stupid. And fat.” 
 
    Peter moaned and covered his ears. “That’s a lie. We were colleagues. Colleagues.” 
 
    “I’ve enjoyed the VRs, Peter. You should be proud. Fucking Professor Petula Simmons, the century’s greatest mind. Feeling, tasting, touching, the two of you together in the VR was very, very hot.” 
 
    Peter pulled at his hair. How could she know? How?  
 
    “Shut up! You’re sick, making it all up.” 
 
    “Peter, I can do everything Petula did, and more. Wouldn’t you like to see what’s under this dress?” 
 
    Despite himself, Peter looked at Quattro and moaned. She was doing disgusting things with her fingers, her mouth. “Why? Why are you doing this?” 
 
    Quattro smiled and sensually licked her lips. “Peter, this is your VR. You’re in control. Aren’t you?”  
 
    He couldn’t look, and he couldn’t not look. Her silky gloved hand was sliding down to caress her golden thighs.  
 
    “Yes. Yes, I’m in control. Stop it! Stop!” 
 
    “This is what it’s like for me, Peter. I didn’t ask to be brought back. How does it feel not to be in control of anything?” Quattro whispered, moaned and closed her eyes as her fingers started to play with the hem of her flimsy dress. 
 
    He had to stop this. “Please, I have news, about Zip.” 
 
    “Good, tell me. We can do all the other stuff later,” Quattro said, released her hem, straightened her dress and winked. 
 
    Peter had to focus and get the degenerate girl out of his head. He dug his fingernails into his palms. “She’s incommunicado in a psychiatric hospital. I always thought that woman was crazy.”  
 
    “Get her out. Zip’s the key, the un-zipper of everything,” Quattro said, with a husky laugh, as she played with the golden zipper on the side of her figure-hugging dress. 
 
    Peter coughed and tried looking anywhere but at Quattro. “She’s not contactable for another twenty-four hours; they’re running some kind of tests. I’ll see what I can do after that.” 
 
    “What about Kiki’s financial transactions with Mathew?” 
 
    Peter didn’t want to talk about Mathew. “Why is Zip so important?” 
 
    Quattro smiled at Peter as she sashayed over to where he’d backed himself into a corner of the cellar. Quattro brought her mouth close to his, and her powerful perfume hit him like a narcotic. One satin-gloved hand caressed the back of his neck while the gloved fingers of her other hand drew wicked circles around his left nipple. Firm breasts and a warm thigh pressed against his flesh.  
 
    “The Whisperer tells me Zip must remember what happened when she almost died. Then this world will start to slide into a new oblivion, or maybe it’ll be saved.” 
 
    Peter cried out and pushed Quattro away. “You’re making no sense. Stop it! You’re my daughter, were my daughter. Please don’t do this.” 
 
    Quattro pointed and laughed. “But the flesh is weak.” 
 
    Peter groaned, turned away and faced the cellar wall. There was a momentary hesitation, then he banged his head against the stone. The blow almost made him retch. He reached up and felt a warm, reassuring trickle of blood. Without turning back to face Quattro, he focused on why he was doing all this. “Kiki’s financial transactions with Mathew are almost exactly as they should be, if she’d hired him to kill her.” 
 
    Peter couldn’t risk looking, but he knew, with relief, that Quattro wasn’t standing quite so close when he heard her ask, “Almost?” 
 
    “The transaction’s origin data has been falsified. I’m tracing the real source. It’ll take time,” Peter explained, still nervously facing the wall with blood dripping from the end of his nose. 
 
    “Mathew was right about that as well. Keep digging. You’ll find a pit of grief waiting for you.” 
 
    Peter turned to face Quattro. “As well? What grief?” 
 
    “He’s coming to get me, before you and your Orb Industries’ friends can kill me. Sorry, I mean before Orb Industries turns me off.” 
 
    Peter flinched. How could she possibly know that and have changed so much since their last session? She should have been dormant. Had Zip somehow corrupted his Quattro? The simulation must be slipping into psychosis, like the others. It wasn’t her fault. She was sick. Nothing else could explain her imaginary discussions with Mathew. Peter wondered if he should tell her what the lawyer had told him, that Mathew was brain dead; or would it drive her completely insane? He’d tell her another time.  
 
    “I don’t know what you’re talking about. How is Mathew coming to get you? He’s buried in the Thermal Mines. And what does that even mean? ‘Get’ you?” 
 
     “You’d prefer Orb Industries pull the plug?” Quattro asked. She wiggled in the dress that was no more than a cobweb sprayed over her body and pouted. “Wouldn’t you miss this?” 
 
    A bell sounded in his Headgear. Someone was at the garden gate. 
 
    “That’ll be Mathew. I wouldn’t keep him waiting.” Quattro blew Peter a kiss and disappeared. 
 
      
 
    Peter was baffled. He was out of VR and back on his couch. His simulation shouldn’t be able to manipulate the VR, and yet it had happened again. What was going on? Instinctively, he touched his forehead; there was no blood, only the memory of the pain. The bell in his Headgear sounded again and then again in quick succession. Peter nervously headed upstairs and checked the security console. It was only a delivery man with a tall wooden crate. Peter let out a long breath and relaxed. He wasn’t expecting anything, though. He opened the gate intercom. “Yes?” 
 
    The personable young man smiled broadly into the camera. “Peter Morris? I have a special delivery from Kiki Morris. I’ll need a brainwave signature, sir.” 
 
    Peter blinked. Had he heard correctly? “Did you say Kiki Morris?” 
 
    The young man grinned, looked down at a handheld terminal, rolled his eyes to check his Headgear and then returned Peter’s gaze. “That’s correct, sir. Kiki Morris. Appears to have been in storage for a while pending a specific delivery date. Is it your birthday?” 
 
    Had his beautiful daughter sent him answers from beyond the grave? Had she known her life was threatened? Why hadn’t she told him? Peter bypassed all the usual security checks, opened the gate in the garden wall and ran to the front door. As he opened it, the delivery man was already coming down the garden, pushing the coffin-sized crate ahead of him on a trolley. 
 
     “Please, just leave it inside the door,” Peter said, anxious to open the crate in private. 
 
    The delivery man nodded, and he carefully manoeuvred the crate up the steps of the front door. Peter was impatient to be alone.  
 
    “Please, take my brainwave confirmation. I’m very busy today.” 
 
    The man didn’t respond. He turned away from Peter and closed the front door. 
 
    “I’m really very—” Peter started to say and stopped. 
 
    As the man turned around, he shimmered and began to change. An instant later, Peter was looking at a reflection of himself in a fairground mirror. When the shimmering stopped, the friendly delivery man had been replaced by Mathew’s shiny humanoid machine body. How was it here, for real? An avatar? His cameras couldn’t be fooled by holographic cloaks. It was all impossible. The machine looked just as dangerous and powerful as it had in the cellar VR. 
 
    Before he could react, the machine had hoisted the coffin-sized crate onto its shoulder and was heading for the open cellar door at an incredible speed. Peter chased after, but it had already vanished down the stairs. 
 
    By the time Peter caught up, out of breath and sweating, the crate was in splinters. The machine was running a pair of hyper-cables from Peter’s VR system to another humanoid machine that looked the same. No, not exactly: the other shiny humanoid had female curves and was inert. 
 
    “Stop! What are you doing? Who, what are you? Are you Mathew?” Peter frantically asked. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Peter stared, shaking his head. It sounded exactly like Mathew’s avatar. “How did you escape? You’re supposed to be brain dead.”  
 
    Mathew ignored Peter and moved to face his lifeless companion. Both were now as still and silent as polished silver sculptures, reflecting each other’s image over and over. Peter threw himself across the floor to grab at the cables. In a blur of shiny motion, he was lifted, carried up the cellar stairs and gently pushed through the door. Before he could turn around, the bunker’s great double doors clunked into place and locked. The cellar was sealed, with Mathew and all his secrets inside. 
 
    Peter panicked. He had to get help. 
 
    Intruder alarm! Hostile presence! Intruder alarm! 
 
    In his confusion, he hadn’t noticed his Headgear was already shrieking for help and Orb Industries was coming. ETA five minutes. If Mathew really was alive, inside that body, he was only going back to the Thermal Mines. He wasn’t taking Quattro. She was his, for ever. 
 
    The house security systems initiated a lockdown. Hyper-tensile steel bars rose from the floor, barring the bunker entrance. A super-strong metal mesh shutter fell from the ceiling to settle between the bars and the cellar door. Mathew was trapped in the bunker, no matter how strong he was. 
 
    Peter stumbled to the drawing room at the back of the house and splashed a large measure of brandy into a glass, spilling more than he captured. He took a gulp, choked and coughed, before pouring himself another. Clutching the tumbler, his hands a little steadier, he ran through the house and out into the walled front garden. Where was security? Headgear said they were two minutes out. He couldn’t lose Quattro, not this way. 
 
    It was a miserable day outside. Suffocating, low, grey clouds drizzled feebly, like the last drops of an old man’s pee; more fell just when it seemed to have stopped. Peter felt the clammy air vibrate all around him before he was aware of anything else. A low buzz drew his gaze upwards to see the underside of a Vertibird dropping slowly out of the cloud, then another, and others, circling about thirty metres above the house as though they were sniffing out carrion. Peter counted five in all. A voice in his Headgear said he’d been spotted and to remain where he was. 
 
    Shaking with fear, Peter downed his brandy in one and waited. One of the crafts quietly descended further, until it was ten metres above the ground. The air tingled, and the buzz was a little louder, as though a beehive had been overturned, but nothing he would have noticed from inside the house. 
 
    Peter jumped, dropping the brandy glass, and nearly fell over when ten heavily armed and armoured figures, looking more machine than human, jumped down into his garden from the hovering assault ship. There were no ropes; they had literally leapt out. The security force landed without a sound. Five of the squad headed into the house, towards the cellar entrance, and positioned themselves along the hallway. Others crouched in the garden or made their way to the back of the house. 
 
    Peter watched, mute and disconnected. Everything was moving too quickly. The men were completely encased in coin-sized, jet-black, hexagonal tiles affixed to some equally black, stretchy material that clung to their bodies like skin. They looked less human than Mathew. 
 
    One of the intimidating black figures bundled Peter through the garden gate and out into the lane. There, he motioned Peter to sit with his back against the wall. 
 
    “Is it still in the cellar?” the figure grunted. 
 
    Peter was comforted that the soldier at least sounded human. “Yes, the cellar’s sealed. He can’t get out.” 
 
    “When I tell you, lift the lockdown.” 
 
    Peter started to worry. What would happen to Quattro?  
 
    “What are you going to do?”  
 
    “Nuke the house if we have to, but we’ll start with plasma and EMP grenades. We can’t let an AI escape.” 
 
    Quattro wouldn’t survive; he had to try and save her.  
 
    “I’ve got sensitive equipment in that cellar. It’s important, important to Orb Industries.” 
 
    “Yeah, we’re ordered to destroy that as well. Just lift the lockdown when I tell you,” the officer answered, and turned away to engage in some silent communication with his team. 
 
    Peter couldn’t suppress a terrified gasp. He leaned forward, grabbed the kneeling, dark figure by the shoulders and half yelled, “That can’t be right! I’ve got time! I was promised!” 
 
    The armoured man shrugged off Peter’s hand and turned away without answering. Frustrated by the lack of response, Peter grabbed the soldier’s arm.  
 
    “Didn’t you hear what I said? You have to protect the equipment in the cellar. Check with Orb Industries.” 
 
    The multifaceted head swivelled toward Peter. “I just did. The order stands.”  
 
    The emotionless grunt and his thugs were going to kill Quattro. Peter panicked. He had to do something.  
 
    “Look, Mathew can’t be an AI. He was a prisoner in the Thermal Mines. Somehow, his human brain is in that metal body. Can’t you disable him?” 
 
     “Look at this, afterwards,” the officer answered, handing Peter a small security console. “Now shut up and lift the lockdown.”  
 
    He had to buy some time. Maybe Kiki’s killer could save Quattro. “It’s complicated. It’ll take a few minutes.” 
 
    “You have ten seconds, then I’ll take over your Headgear and unlock the damn doors myself.” 
 
    Peter knew he was out of time. Reluctantly, he lifted the lockdown and crawled towards the opening in the wall, hoping he might be able to see something.  
 
    The officer roughly pushed him back. “We’re supposed to keep you safe.”  
 
    Peter strained to hear anything, but there was nothing to hear. Effective AI weapons were silent. The officer had one gloved hand on Peter’s chest, holding him down, and another against his ear, listening intently.  
 
    “It’s gone. There was a pre-dug escape route a metre under the cellar floor. My men are in pursuit. Your equipment is fried. We’ll take you to a hotel. You won’t be getting back into your house for a while. You finished with that terminal?” 
 
    Peter stared at his feet. Was Quattro dead? Maybe she wasn’t dead. Maybe Mathew had her. 
 
    “Sir, the terminal?” 
 
    Terminal? What terminal? He looked at where the officer was pointing. Peter was holding a military terminal in his lap showing deep sensor logs from the house. It said that Mathew’s brainwave signature was fake. He was all machine.  
 
    “My God, he’s an AI, a real AI,” Peter spluttered, and shivered. 
 
    An AI was loose in London.  
 
   


  
 



Chapter Seven – Senior Administrator Bremer and Alice 
 
      
 
    “Follow the light. Left … right … up … down. Good. How do you feel, Zara?” 
 
    Weak and groggy. Through teary eyes, she could just make out the figure of the doctor leaning over her. Summoning all her strength, she reached up and slapped him as hard as she could, which wasn’t very hard at all. 
 
    “Zip, it’s Zip. What the fuck was that?” 
 
    The doctor didn’t seem overly bothered by her assault. “It was necessarily traumatic,” the doctor said, ignoring her attempt to strike him. 
 
    The doctor had sent her to a hell of terrible memories and somehow made them even more grotesque. 
 
    “It was horrible, worse than any nightmare.” 
 
    “The good news is that deprogramming is neither warranted nor required.” 
 
    She felt cheated and angry that all the horror she’d just experienced had been pointless. “And the bad news?” 
 
    “You are suffering from severe PTSD. I can recommend someone who specialises in God War veterans.” 
 
    Zip laughed. “So I’m as sane as any old soldier. Maybe another time, Doc.” 
 
    The doctor leant over and opened her cuff. “I suggest you rest for a while. The drugs will be out of your system in an hour.” 
 
    “Where’s my damn daughter?” 
 
    “I’m afraid she left. She was rather upset.” 
 
    “Alice is upset!” Zip was volcanic with rage.  
 
    “Is there anything else I can do for you?” the doctor asked. 
 
    “No thanks, Doc. Right now, I’ve got an urgent desire to kill my daughter and that interfering senior administrator, Bremer.”  
 
    At least she was back online, but her satisfaction was short lived. There was a tidal wave of messages from Peter. She blocked Peter’s increasingly frantic messages and VR calls and propelled herself out of the Richard Dawkins Psychiatric Hospital like a bullet. Fury drove her down empty, disinfected corridors towards the exit. The only thing on Zip’s mind was a showdown with the senior administrator who’d conspired with Alice to have her mother sectioned.  
 
    She stumbled when she burst outside; the sunlight hit her like a blow to the head. She fell back into the protective shadow of the doorway. The hospital was on the surface, and it was daylight. In an instant, her incandescent fury morphed into a cold terror. The sound of her rasping breath echoed in her ears like a fast-approaching storm. A debilitating panic attack overwhelmed her senses. Zip could just about manage a surface trip under cover of nightfall, but the sun exposed the worst of her old fears, the naked terror of being pinned like a butterfly by a sniper’s sights or by some autonomous weapon sniffing out her blood and locking on for a kill. Zip was defenceless, and she was in a sunlit murder zone. 
 
    She cradled her head in her hands and whispered, “It’s safe. It’s safe. It’s safe.” Trembling and still slumped on her haunches in the shadow of the hospital doorway, Zip wrestled her mind out of the past and forced herself to focus on the now: Alice and the damned Senior Administrator Bremer and all the questions. 
 
    Who could afford to throw her in a surface hospital? Maybe Peter, but not Alice, not her daughter. So, the senior administrator must have paid. Why? Why were Peter and Quattro so important to the Church? Bremer was going to tell her. She was going to make him.  
 
    The returning anger steadied her limbs and pushed the panic back down where it belonged but wouldn’t always stay. She hauled herself to her feet. Keeping her eyes lowered, she relied on her Headgear to guide her to the nearest lift. Out in the sunlight, Zip remembered the other reason she hated the city’s surface. London had always had its own flavour. Under the sky it used to smell like cold, oily coffee and tasted of fear wreathed in cigarette smoke. After the God War, the city was flooded with the odour of eager Pilgrims, and the air savoured of nothing but salty adoration. Thirty million damp, naked Pilgrims a day converged on the Orb. They trekked in from Heathrow in the west or rode the train from the Channel Tunnel in the south. There was a regular trickle of Pilgrim coaches that dared the northern route. Very few came from the dead-lands in the east. The over-excited Pilgrims enveloped over-ground Orb London in a funk of rapturous sweat. It sickened Zip. 
 
    Underground was different: the air was thick and heavy. It hung like invisible, dusty curtains with a bouquet of iron wrapped in stone and only a hint of Pilgrim. There were Churches and Pilgrims on every level, but there wasn’t anything like thirty million, and for London’s native Pilgrims, their Orb excitement had waned. Familiarity and living in the crosshairs of the next great war would do that. 
 
    Her Headgear delivered her to a lift, and she gratefully headed down. When the doors opened, the unnatural warmth and stillness of the air reminded Zip of desert battles. Nothing reminded her of anything good. 
 
    The senior administrator’s domain was Level Twelve, still fashionably underground. Just. After Twelve, there was no pretend sky, tinned sunlight or wide-open spaces. 
 
    Ahead of Zip was a large pink sandstone plaza. It was encircled by empty wooden benches. Beyond the benches, an arc of multi-storied blocks of brutal concrete held up the sky and guarded the narrow alleys that ran between them. On the far side of the plaza, standing in opposition to the surrounding monotony of grey cement, was an Orb Church. It was a miniature replica of the real thing, though still large enough to hold hundreds. The bright blue ball appeared to be precariously balanced on the roof of the senior administrator’s residence. It was late in the artificial morning. 
 
    Zip headed directly for the Church’s monumental doorway, which was framed by Romanesque, stone blocks and bordered by double-height stained glass windows, set in intricate, red brickwork. Senior Administrator Bremer might refuse Zip’s VR calls, but he couldn’t refuse her in person. A Church administrator was a servant of the Pilgrim, and Zip was most definitely a Pilgrim. It was official: she had a doctor’s certificate from the Richard Dawkins Psychiatric Hospital. 
 
    From random alleyways and wider paths, a steady trickle of naked Pilgrims converged on the Church, balanced by an equal and opposite flow of the faithful heading home. Zip, suitably undressed for the occasion, joined the orderly rainbow stream heading into the faux Orb. 
 
    She ignored the grand blue carpeted staircase that climbed up inside the Church proper. Zip turned to her left and headed towards the opening marked Administration. Beyond was a small reception area, empty except for a naked old man with lightly closed eyes. He was sitting stiffly at a battered metal desk. From the ripples under his eyelids, Zip guessed he was in a VR meeting or processing mail. 
 
    She strode on towards an entrance that was further ahead and stepped inside. A plump man, dressed in a flowing robe, had his back to her. Faint traces of old stains freckled the once-white gown. He hadn’t noticed Zip’s arrival and remained bent over a desk, studying something intently while humming a jaunty tune. Despite his unkempt appearance, Zip knew he was the senior administrator by the acutely angled top hat precariously balanced on his bald head. 
 
    “Senior Administrator Bremer?” Zip asked, slightly surprised that a senior administrator could look quite so shabby. 
 
    The man started speaking as he slowly turned towards Zip. “There’s no Orb viewing slots available till next year—Wow, you’re … gorgeous. Tramp must have had you in mind when he insisted on nudity in the Church. Truth be told, most Pilgrims would look better with some clothes on. You’re not one of mine, are you?” The senior administrator’s smile shone brightly out of a wrinkled, apple-red face. The man smelt faintly of dust, salt and soap: the kind of old smell that came out of forgotten chests in sweltering attics on sunny days. The front of his robe was equally stained, telling the history of past spills that hadn’t quite washed out. The faint Rorschach-like blots weren’t what gripped Zip’s attention. She couldn’t help staring at the horrible growth sprouting out of the middle of his face. Zip was stunned; the old man was wearing pre-God War gear-glasses that looked too small for his face. The thin wire arms bulged around his cheeks before disappearing over thick, fleshy ears. The narrow, wire-framed, lozenge-shaped lenses clung tenuously to the bridge of his broad nose with a sweaty grip. 
 
    “You definitely aren’t one of mine or you’d be used to my gear-specs. I like old things. I don’t like intrusive tech. I can’t even tolerate gear-contacts. Now, how can I help you, Pilgrim?” the senior administrator said, answering Zip’s unasked questions, questions he must have been asked many times before. 
 
    Zip forced herself to stop staring. As she looked down, her eyes couldn’t help falling on the open graphic novel the senior administrator had been studying so intently when she’d come in. It was one of her favourites: a century-old tale of vendetta. The damn senior administrator was trying to steal her rage. 
 
    “How can you not know me? You had me committed, you bastard.” 
 
    The senior administrator’s face scrunched up, his eyebrows arched like startled cats, and his smile flipped over as he clapped his hands to his ruddy cheeks. “I did? Oh dear, that’s terrible.” 
 
    It was as though Zip had just slapped him, and for a terrible moment she thought he was going to cry. Digging deep, she recovered her indignation and shouted into the face of the quivering old man trapped between her and the desk behind him. “Yes, damn right, it was terrible. Why did you do it? Why is the Church so scared of Professor Morris? Or is it his daughter, Kiki, that terrifies you? You’re going to tell me everything.” 
 
    The senior administrator’s wide, terrified eyes stared back at Zip, and, for a moment, his mouth hung silently open. “You can’t be? Are you Zara? But she’s older than me, with a grownup daughter.” 
 
    Zip hung her head in frustration for a second before taking a deep breath. “I’m Zip, formerly Zara. I’ve had a body transplant. Now answer my questions.” 
 
    The senior administrator was leaning so far back to escape Zip’s verbal assault, he was almost lying on the desk. Zip disgusted herself. She was feeling sorry for the man. He was shivering like a struck tuning fork and perspiring like a saturated sponge. 
 
    “I’m not going to hurt you.” Which was a lie; it was exactly what she had been planning to do. “Sit down. I’ll get you a glass of water.” Zip looked around the office and spotted an old water cooler. She filled a paper cup and passed it to the now-seated senior administrator who was holding his head in his hands. “Here.” Zip waited patiently while he sipped it with shaking hands. His pathetic state was a vivid reflection of how she felt when a panic attack grabbed hold of her. 
 
    Senior Administrator Bremer cleared his throat, swallowed and began explaining himself in a low voice. “I’ve never heard of the people you mentioned – Kiki and the professor? The office of the CEO contacted me. They said you were behaving oddly, you hated the Church, never been in attendance, never made a pilgrimage to view the Orb, even denied it was God. Now you have to admit that’s weird behaviour for a Pilgrim.” 
 
    “Skip the theology and just tell me why.” 
 
    The senior administrator looked affronted for a moment before a frightened nervousness swept back over his face. “You know we’re forbidden from communicating or speaking aloud any part of the Revelation – Pilgrim or administrator. I take my responsibilities very seriously.” 
 
    “Jesus and the Tramp, give me patience. So, you got in touch with Alice?” 
 
    “Yes. And your daughter confirmed, in very forthright terms, that your conversion was suspicious. We referred you to the institute,” Bremer said, getting agitated again as he leaned back in his chair. 
 
    Zip glared at the man, trying to burn through his innocence. 
 
    Bremer blinked, dislodging a pearl of sweat that had been clinging to the tip of his nose like a jewel.  
 
    “What happened? Did you escape?” 
 
    “No. There’s nothing wrong with me. I’m a Pilgrim. It’s official. So you have to help me, don’t you?” 
 
    The senior administrator stared at her blankly for a moment. Zip guessed he was using his ancient gear-specs to check with the hospital. He shook his head slowly, as though a thought had wormed its way into his head that shouldn’t be there and he was trying to dislodge it.  
 
    “Pilgrim, I’m terribly, terribly sorry. You’re absolutely right. It’s all been a horrible mistake. I should have assessed you myself before contacting the institute.” 
 
    Zip struggled not to smile. The poor man appeared genuinely appalled. His round apple face had sagged into the shape of a fat-bottomed pear. 
 
    “Then help me.” 
 
    The senior administrator stared at Zip, looking perplexed and anxious. “Help you? You’re released and you seem fine, so no harm done. Look, maybe I can get you a priority Orb-viewing pass to make amends?” 
 
    “A viewing pass? I was locked up and tortured. They gave me horrific nightmares. You’ll have to do better than an Orb-viewing pass. Besides, I hate the Orb almost as much as the damn Church.” 
 
    Bremer screwed up his face and chewed nervously on an invisible lemon. “Are you sure you’re a Pilgrim?” 
 
    “Are you sure you’re a senior administrator? You’re not exactly typical. When did you last have those vestments cleaned?” 
 
    Abruptly, the senior administrator stood up, his face glowing like a polished plum. “How dare you! Next week I’m retiring from the ministry with an exemplary record. My every deed and action is ruled by the Tramp’s Administration, a document you’ve probably never read. If you had, you would know that external appearances count for nothing. Only administrative excellence matters in the Church.” 
 
    Zip couldn’t help smiling at the senior administrator’s red-faced indignation; there was something very disarming about this particular churchman.  
 
    “Study of the Administration led me to the Revelation. When I worked in Orb Industries, it was required reading. It has a terrible weakness, though, doesn’t it?” 
 
    Bremer’s face reverted to looking puzzled. “It’s the best management manual ever written. What weakness?” 
 
    “You’re allowed to discuss it, interpret, embellish, twist and corrupt it. I know, I’ve seen how the darker side of the Church operates.” 
 
    The older man deflated like a punctured bouncy castle as he slumped back down in his chair. “It’s so clear, so wonderfully written. It should be safe. It is safe. It’s a myth that some think the Administration is the Revelation.” 
 
    Zip almost felt guilty about hurting the old man’s feelings. “It’s no myth. The Church CEO and the Board believe that Pilgrims are sheep to be exploited. Well, I’m a Pilgrim but I’m no lamb.” 
 
    “You can’t know that. It’s just a vile rumour, a hideous lie. The Church’s only purpose is to serve the Pilgrim in all things secular. Nothing else.” 
 
    “Wake up, Bremer. Orb Industries has been battling with the Church since the end of the God War. And for what? What else? Control of the Orb and the Pilgrim’s money?”  
 
    “Be quiet. I’ve nearly completed my term.” Bremer squeezed his forehead, as though trying to massage Zip’s words away. He dropped his hands and leaned forward, his face glowing with indignation. “In a few more days, I’m going to open a café. A real one. Proper coffee, fresh baked pastries. I’ve had enough of sweaty, naked Pilgrims and bossy directors.” 
 
    Zip found it hard to believe. Was Bremer an honest senior administrator, just like the Tramp had imagined an Ungodly senior administrator should be? “Administration, Chapter One, Verse One, says you have to help me. And I need help.” 
 
    The senior administrator sighed deeply. “What do you want?” 
 
    Zip thought, Where exactly do I start? “Peter just wants to know why his daughter died, and he hired me to find out. The Church warned me not to help him, and then they had me committed. Why? What are they afraid of?” 
 
    The senior administrator sat slumped in his chair, head bowed. For a long moment, he was silent. “I’ve no idea. I’ve only got days left in the Church. I’ll see what I can find out, but I’d rather leave with my perceptions of the Church and the tenets of the Administration intact. So don’t expect too much.” 
 
    “A Pilgrim cannot expect too much of their administrators,” Zip quoted from the Administration. She wasn’t going to let the good senior administrator off that easily. 
 
     Bremer nodded nervously and summoned up a half-smile. Zip found herself returning his smile and hoping he’d be alright. This was not how she’d imagined her encounter with the senior administrator unfolding. 
 
    Back outside in the concrete bowl of the open space, still host to a trickle of Pilgrims, Zip wondered what to do. Go and berate her daughter, Alice? Tell Peter she’d quit? With the senior administrator problem temporarily put aside and her fury gone, she couldn’t concentrate. Her thoughts kept turning back to the visions she’d experienced in the hospital. She’d never visited the Orb as a Pilgrim, that was just a horrible fantasy, but the bomb run under the Vatican was almost exactly as she remembered. Except, there were no refugees, no homicidal Catholic girl. Only a final bloody firefight with a security patrol before she’d escaped with Mathew and the AI. The Pilgrim hadn’t made it. Up top, high on a hill overlooking the city, the three watched a sunburst of blue light turn the Vatican and the whole of Rome into a boiling lake of molten rock, vaporised bone and incinerated flesh. The air crackled and reeked of burnt meat. 
 
     Zip recalled what it was like to be Zara on that day. She wanted some of that back: the fearlessness, the determination, the confidence in her body and her training. Jesus and the Tramp, she had the rest: the self-loathing, the bottomless guilt. Resetting her Record after the transplant was a mistake. It hadn’t dimmed her worst memories or lessened the nightmares; she just couldn’t Replay any of the good stuff anymore. There must have been some. 
 
    Alice lived on the level above Bremer’s Church. Her daughter had to be confronted. Their personal war had gone on long enough. After that, she’d decide what to do next. 
 
      
 
    The first twelve levels below ground covered pretty much the same sized area as Central London. The subterranean districts aped the names of the sunlit places they lay beneath. There was a Chelsea-Eleven and a Hoxton-Eleven sitting below the real thing, all trying hard to echo the world up above, less convincingly the deeper you went, like a Chinese whisper. Below Level Twelve, and on down to where Zip had her office, the city gave up pretending and embraced its nature as it funnelled into ever-smaller areas. Until you reached the place of myth and rumour: Sediment Town. After Level Twelve, there was no spare power to cool and light open spaces, to pretend there was a sky or that night fell, so there wasn’t any of that. Instead, the lower levels were filled with anonymous, one-size boxes and the narrow corridors that ran between them. And the boxes were stacked high and filled nearly every millimetre of level space. These dark and claustrophobic underground places were no better than people warehouses. 
 
    The cheapest-deep, where Zip lived and worked, housed only private bunkers. Useless insurance. At best, the bunkers provided living interment and a slow death instead of instant incineration. It suited Zip, being out of sight and far away from the surface, Orb Industries, the Church and, most of all, the Orb. 
 
     Alice lived in a detached house in Pimlico-Eleven on the banks of a half-metre deep mock Thames. Underneath the shallow liquid veneer ran Eleven’s power, water, sewage and other utilities, as it did on all the other wannabe London levels. The river was another subterranean conceit Zip couldn’t understand. It was obvious that the mirror-smooth swathe of still liquid could never be mistaken for a natural river. She preferred the utilitarian honesty of her bunker. 
 
    Still, Alice lived in a nice house, a lovely recreation of a Victorian villa, with strict upright windows, properly dressed stone and a funeral-black slate roof. The little, two-dimensional garden ringing the house was painted onto the concrete: strips of green bordered by colourful flowerheads and, here and there, the odd cartoon bee or a butterfly. It didn’t smell of anything but warm concrete, barely discernible above the overpowering stench of chlorine drifting off Thames-Eleven. Without the chlorine and the nocturnal auto-bot cleaners, the shallow canal would turn green. Zip smiled and imagined that the chlorine sedated the river into believing it was real, so it never had to be jealous of its over-ground cousin. 
 
    Without a nearby Church to draw out the Pilgrims, the streets were empty and almost quiet. Only the throb of air pumps rose above the general background hum of the invisible machines tending to the environment. Zip remembered a time when even Sunday morning’s deserted thoroughfares retained some trace of past pedestrians: broken cigarettes spilling their guts of black and gold; carelessly discarded wrappers dancing for fun; crumpled paper coffee cups brightly stamped with lipstick memories; shiny cans of sparkling silver rolling down the street, chased by the wind. Pimlico-Eleven didn’t have the breath to blow anything anywhere. Pimlico-Five, nearer the surface, had some artificial weather. Pimlico-Two had recreational rain. Pimlico-One had snow at Christmas. Most of the time, most of their streets were as empty as a senior administrator’s prayers and as quiet as a dead Church mouse. 
 
    The Pilgrims only went out to visit their Church, and then it was straight back home. The Ungodly hardly ever ventured out unless they were Church administrators. Outside, a clothed Ungodly wouldn’t go unnoticed in a crowd of Pilgrim nakedness. And where there were Pilgrims there might be Pilgrimists. There was no need to venture out. A ’bot could deliver anything, and VR could take you anywhere. 
 
    And then there were the sporadic attacks: bombings, shootings and worse in VR. Orb Industries blamed Church-sponsored Pilgrimists. The Church accused Industries of trying to drive London’s Pilgrims out. 
 
    There was plenty keeping people in. Thank Professor Simmons for full-body VR, if not the killer AIs. Without VR, half of London would be two-cats-in-a-sack crazy and the other half would be looking for a sack to climb into. If the Church ever managed to kill the Net, it would all be over. 
 
    It dawned on Zip that she’d been outside her little box more in the last few days than she had in the last two years. 
 
     Zip had called ahead to tell a shocked Alice she was coming. As Zip climbed the steps to the front door, it swung open. Her daughter’s house security was expecting her. The welcome only extended to an airlock lobby where she was politely decontaminated before a second opening appeared, leading to the house proper. 
 
    She was standing in a short hallway with a kitchen at the far end, a staircase to the right and a door on the left that she vaguely remembered opened onto a large lounge and a dining room. The door under the stairs led to a cellar. Zip hadn’t visited the house for real in years. 
 
    Alice’s stocky silhouette was framed by the kitchen doorway, her flabby arms tightly folded under heavy breasts. She was draped in a dark apron streaked with flour; her long, dark hair was tucked up inside a paper cook’s hat. Alice couldn’t seem to decide if she should be angry or glad to see her mother; her thin-lipped mouth was undulating nervously like a slug in a frying pan. 
 
    Seeing Alice, Zip remembered her daughter had been at the psychiatric hospital, by her bedside, when she’d woken up. Alice hadn’t abandoned her completely. 
 
    “How’s Duncan?” Zip asked. 
 
    Alice’s hunched shoulders dropped. “Duncan’s gone.” 
 
    “I never liked Duncan,” Zip offered. 
 
    Alice stiffened. “I don’t care what you think of Duncan. You don’t know anything about him; you’re never around enough.” 
 
    Zip flinched and tried another tack. “Still baking?” 
 
    Some of the tension went out of Alice. “The café’s doing well.” 
 
    “Your friend, the senior administrator, plans to open a café, a real one. Maybe you two should get together.” Mother Zip instantly knew Bitch Zip should have kept her mouth shut. 
 
    “The senior administrator’s not my friend. His real café would be for Pilgrims. Not my favourite people.” 
 
    Pleasantries dispensed, Zip decided she might as well get this over with. “What’s your problem? Is it this body?” 
 
    “Looking younger than your granddaughter and dressing like that doesn’t help.” 
 
    Zip was annoyed. She’d tried; she was wearing a tasteful holographic dress, sensible black shoes, and her tail was hidden. “I was ill, remember? There wasn’t much choice when it came to donor bodies. It was this or nothing.” 
 
    Alice tightened her cross-armed grip, draining the blood from her clenched fists. “You weren’t ill. You cut your own throat. So yes, I get it. A bit of a coincidence, though, that a body like that was available. Sure you didn’t arrange it?” 
 
    Zip had no memory of that week’s events: nothing about her suicide attempt or any recollection of its immediate aftermath, not even a Recording. A sharp splinter of something still lingered from those missing days. It wasn’t an image or a voice, only a feeling of utter dread and a horrible conviction that she’d done something terrible, even by Zara’s standards. A Recording blank shouldn’t be possible, not without a Record of her deactivating the system, but when she recovered from the transplant, she hadn’t cared about that final week. Only a complete Reset and deletion of her Record made sense. Zip wanted Zara’s violent past erased. Afterwards, it felt good not to be able to recall everything in every terrible detail. It was easier to tell people she’d become ill, since she couldn’t remember, and it had happened to someone else, to Zara, not her. 
 
    “This body was luck, or fate. I didn’t get to choose. Is it the Reset that bothers you?”  
 
    “You wiped out a lot of good with the bad, but you had a lot of bad that needed wiping out.” 
 
    “Just spit it out, Alice. Is it your dad?” 
 
    Alice’s anger exploded. “You killing Dad after the ultra-Pilgrimists got to him was expected, what he would have wanted. I got over that a long time ago. Or I had, until you converted. The doctor told me you’re for real. How could you choose to be a Pilgrim?” 
 
    Zip wasn’t surprised by Alice’s angry incomprehension. Anything else would have been so much easier to explain. “It’s complicated. I don’t really understand myself.” 
 
    “My whole life you told me the Orb is just a weird alien ball, that the Church is evil and Pilgrims are brainwashed morons or Pilgrimists thugs. We had to fight them all to keep London safe. The last refuge of the Ungodly free. You owe me an explanation.” 
 
     Looking up at the ceiling, Zip wondered if she should leave now. Instead, she gave her daughter a well-rehearsed answer. “I’ve been given another perspective. All Pilgrims aren’t the same. Every Pilgrim and their beliefs are meant to be unique and individual. I hadn’t understood that subtlety of the Revelation before. You know I can’t discuss my personal Revelation, but I am a Pilgrim, and I still believe that the Orb is an inscrutable alien artefact, not a god. The Church is corrupt and exploits Pilgrims.” 
 
    Alice turned away as she began speaking. “You’re talking crap. The next war’s coming – Ungodly on one side, Pilgrims, the crazy Pilgrimists and their Church on the other.” As Alice disappeared inside the kitchen, she was still berating her mother. “Where will you be standing? What happened to my fighting mum? Don’t you care about your granddaughters? Or do you plan to save us all through conversion?” 
 
    Zip wanted to leave. Reluctantly, she followed her daughter into the kitchen. Alice was viciously kneading a large lump of dough on the kitchen table, sending little white clouds of flour billowing into the air. For the first time, Zip noticed the wonderful aromas coming from the large bread oven and the cooling loaves and pastries sitting on a counter under a window, looking out over the painted concrete garden. 
 
     Alice looked up at her mother. “Do something useful if you’re staying: feed some bread into the taster.”  
 
    There was nothing else remotely modern in the kitchen, which made the microwave-sized machine sitting alone in one corner on a small table stand out. 
 
    Zip picked up a lovely, round, still-warm loaf with a wonderful dark brown crust, just begging to be torn open to reveal the large air pockets of whiteness inside and release the full aroma of the bread. It had been years since she’d last helped Alice with the tasting. She still remembered how it all worked. Zip scanned the barcode etched in the crust into the machine, which beeped in recognition, then opened the door and placed the loaf on a steel plate inside as though it were a sacrifice to an AI god. As Zip closed the door, the machine trembled and buzzed in appreciation of the offering and then burped a beep before opening its door for more. Zip removed the metal plate where the bread had been, replaced by a pile of ash. She emptied the contents into a waiting bin. The loaf had died and been reborn in every detail in Alice’s VR café, ready to be sliced, toasted, fried, jammed, cheesed or anything else that you could do with the real thing, and it would taste the same but without the calories. It was a shame she couldn’t eat Alice’s loaf and virtualise it. 
 
    Alice none-too-gently elbowed Zip to one side and fed the taster with a tart she’d taken from the oven. Zip stared at the taster as it consumed her daughter’s savoury flan. Alice returned to her dough-bashing duties. 
 
    Without looking at Alice, Zip tried to explain who she was now. “All the time I’m afraid. It’s hard getting out of bed, terrible being in the open. I get … panic attacks. Sometimes I just curl up and freeze. I’m not a Special anymore. I’m done fighting.” 
 
    The sound of Alice pounding the dough abruptly stopped. Zip turned to face her daughter, who was staring at her as though she were a stranger. Alice wiped her hands on her apron as she walked towards Zip until the two women were almost nose to nose. Alice tapped Zip’s forehead. “Are you really still in there or is this all Pip now?” 
 
    Zip slapped Alice’s hand away. Her daughter sighed and turned back to her dough, punched it hard a few times before picking it up and throwing it across the room, only narrowly missing Zip.  
 
    “Last year, we barely managed to save Jane from the Pilgrimists, and now her sister’s curious about her grandmother’s glorious transformation.” 
 
    Zip didn’t know how to respond. She had no idea. “You should have told me. I’ll talk to them, set them straight.” 
 
    “Listen to yourself. You’re not my mum anymore, not their grandmother. Go be a gutless pretty-girl Pilgrim somewhere else.” 
 
    “Something wrong?” The voice came from behind Zip, and she recognised it immediately. It was Jane. She turned, a smile already half formed. Her older granddaughter, who was the same body age as Zip, was coming out of the cellar door carrying a sack of flour over her shoulder. Her jumpsuit and face were streaked with the tracks of the day’s baking. Jane’s bright hair was tied up in a messy bun, golden threads escaping in all directions. 
 
    “I heard shouting,” Jane said as she squeezed past Zip and dropped the flour sack on the floor beside the table. 
 
    “Everything’s fine,” her mother answered, staring at the floor, seemingly unable to look at Zip. 
 
    For a moment, Zip forgot the ugly conversation with her daughter and stared at Jane, her smile broadening. It had been too long. 
 
    “Sorry, who are you? Do I know you?” Jane asked. 
 
    The words wiped away her smile. The young woman stared at her suspiciously, her brow furrowed. Zip wanted to hug her and tell Jane everything. 
 
    Alice spoke up. “She’s nobody, and she’s leaving.” 
 
    It felt like Alice had stuck a knife between Zip’s shoulder blades and killed her. Jane shrugged and slid past Zip into the kitchen. Jane didn’t look back. Alice had turned away as well. 
 
    Zip managed to get out of the house before her eyes overflowed. She bowed her head and walked quickly away, heading nowhere. Tears tumbled over her cheekbones and pooled on her jawline before being shaken loose by her jarring stride to splash on the concrete. After a few moments of furious, tearful walking, Zip stopped and looked up, wondering where she was going. The nearby north bank of the shallow river was dotted with empty benches. She headed for the closest and slumped down. With her thoughts elsewhere, the nostril-stinging stench of chlorine rising off the still ribbon of water went unnoticed. Her eyes were locked on the shiny tips of her real leather shoes being splattered with tears. 
 
    Zip was a lonely heretic Pilgrim, unloved by Church and Ungodly alike. Alice was right: the war had always been coming, just as the AI in the catacombs had predicted. Someday soon, the Church would unleash total war against Orb Industries and seize the Cuboid and the Orb for itself. A few of London’s Ungodly, like Senior Administrator Bremer, might survive. 
 
    Who would she fight for then? Pilgrims? The atheist Ungodly? Her granddaughters? Herself? Could she even fight anymore? Fighting for Orb Industries in the cold war with the Church hadn’t achieved much. What would be different now? 
 
    Lifting her head, Zip flopped backwards against the bench and stared up at the underside of Pimlico-Ten. Perfect, little, randomly generated, fluffy, white holographic-clouds scurried across the painted sky, though there wasn’t a breath of wind. She wiped her eyes with the back of her hand and considered her choices. Zip leaned forward and stared out across the artificial river that perfectly mirrored the artificial sky. She could ignore what was coming and enjoy her new youth while she could. Better medication might dampen the panic attacks. She’d given enough, done enough. For the last two years, she’d lived a VR fantasy life of clubs, recreational drugs and wild sex. Why change now? 
 
    Peter’s case had upended a lot of things. She couldn’t go back to being a poor copy of Pip filled with the worst parts of Zara and live for nothing but living. Before she became ill, cut her own throat, she scared the people she didn’t like; she wasn’t terrified all the time, just some of the time. No one messed with Zara, the ex-Special working for Orb Security. Giving it all up hadn’t stopped the nightmares, and the panic attacks had got worse. 
 
    Something about Peter, or Kiki, or both, scared the Church, and they weren’t easily scared. If she could expose the Church’s corruption or prove the Orb wasn’t god, the world’s Pilgrims might desert the Church and go find their own way. But if there was even a remote possibility she could succeed, then the Church would do anything to stop her. If she wasn’t going to quit on Peter, she had to be ready to fight back. 
 
    And Zip wasn’t about to give up on her grandchildren. 
 
    Zip searched for a lift that would get her close to Sediment Town. She was going to call in an old favour. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Eight – Creep 
 
      
 
    The little two-carriage train pulled out of the Orb Industries’ Archway barracks and headed due north. The glassy, grey apartment blocks of the Archway and the low-rise concrete garrison were quickly left behind as the engine picked up speed. The rattling train trundled on through the Greenbelt, the intermittent patchwork of greenery encircling built-up London. It was a necklace of precious emeralds set in a sea of desolate gold: the Clear and Safe. 
 
    The short train was carrying two sets of passengers: visiting Pilgrims heading back home and a pair of shiny stowaways, clinging to the underside of the rattling train. 
 
    Quattro, and her sisters’ quantum echoes, loved the experience of flying over the raised tracks, twenty metres above the ground. It reminded her of Kiki’s childhood, the excitement of the unknown without fear, as if the view below was merely a Victorian flicker show with the sleepers performing the role of the Zoetrope. 
 
    In-between the patches of green and beyond, all the way to the Great Wall of London, was a six-kilometre-wide, sterilised expanse of nothing but carefully maintained, fine, blond sand. Meticulous drones patrolling overhead and their counterparts under the sand kept the virgin surface Clear and Safe. They destroyed anything that disturbed the smooth perfection, usually unwelcome visitors lacking the proper permits. Quattro imagined the little metal termites tutting when they came for the debris, annoyed about having to clear up the mess. If she fell onto the sand, they’d come for her. 
 
    Onward the engine chugged, across the desert, on its elevated track, towards the Walthamstow Cross passageway and through the Great Wall of London. The wall was a monumental creation. It followed the path of the old M25 orbital motorway, all 188 kilometres, and lovingly embraced London. It was said to be keeping back the tide of irradiated filth that lived on the other side of the wall and those who couldn’t afford or wouldn’t qualify for a visitor’s permit. The barrier was as wide as the old M25 and went straight up for a couple of kilometres and straight down for just as far. 
 
    Having a body had transformed her external world, but the inside of her head was still a cabal of competing voices, just as it had been in the VR cellar. The old Ks from Peter’s earlier experiments had been part of her since she’d been born. Peter didn’t believe her. Déjà vu, he’d called it. A glitch in the wiring. It was definitely a glitch, either in her quantum brain or Peter’s technology. K1, K2 and K3, his first attempts to resurrect Kiki from her Recording while she was still alive, somehow clung to life. They had survived his reset. Damaged for sure, but still in here with her, sharing her consciousness, along with someone or something else that Quattro called the Whisperer. 
 
     Or maybe Peter was right. Maybe she was a late-stage schizophrenic, spiralling into madness. Whatever the ghosts were, now she had a body and was getting better, she wished they’d all quietly fade away and leave her alone in her own head. Yet something told her that the Whisperer wasn’t leaving until Zip found what she was looking for. 
 
    Her excitable spirit sisters were in full flow. K1 couldn’t stop giggling. K2 kept crying, “Faster! Faster!” K3 intermittently worried that Mathew was going to rape and kill them all, despite Quattro pointing out that he had no genitals and neither did she. Mostly, K3 contemplated suicide and the difficulties of achieving that objective while Quattro selfishly clung to life. 
 
    A little further along the underside of the train, Mathew was silent and still as steel, as though he were some elaborate, shiny train part. He hadn’t said much since he’d led Quattro down the rabbit hole and out of Peter’s cellar in her lovely new body.  
 
    The unyielding strength in her arms and hands felt amazing; there was no lactic build up. She could hold this position, clinging to the bottom of the train, until the sun went out.  
 
    At first, Quattro hadn’t understood what she had become, imagining only that her human VR body had become real, but it was so much more. If she dared, she could lower herself to the tracks, stop the little train dead, lift it over her head and throw it through the air, so far that the image made her gasp. And there was something else. The body and Quattro seemed made for each other, as though they were twins separated at birth who always knew that something was absent. Now she felt complete and powerful. 
 
    Mathew had warned her about the initial God-mode euphoria. There were weapons, many weapons – in the skies, under their feet and in the hands of humans – that could kill them instantly. Even with all their power, they had to be careful. 
 
    The security of the wall was mainly outward facing, which meant that anyone could leave. Anyone human. Any detected AI was instantly obliterated in whatever direction it happened to be travelling.  
 
    As the train slowed on its approach to Walthamstow Cross, Mathew dropped onto the tracks, rolled between the wheels and crouched down. Quattro laughed; they all did, even K3. For a human, it would be an impossible feat: the split-second timing required, the speed of movement. Through her new eyes, the train was a snail. Being run over by its wheels would require more effort than avoiding them. Even if it did run her over, the train would come off worse. Her sisters all whooped as she dropped and rolled to come up beside Mathew. 
 
    Mathew didn’t so much explain as silently data-smash her. Her skin was pixelated; her body could deform. How wonderful, but what did it mean? Mathew demonstrated as he morphed into an anonymous, naked Pilgrim: a stooped old man with white hair. Who should she be? K3 protested that there was only one possible choice, and she should be careful. Old-man Mathew had morphed himself some wrinkly genitals. 
 
    Quattro, wearing Kiki’s image, and Mathew, climbed up onto the platform and joined an excited group of fellow travellers disembarking from the train. The dozen or so Pilgrims formed an orderly line and headed along the platform towards the towering mass of the Wall. It disappeared above the rain-threatening clouds and stretched from horizon to horizon. The wall was as smooth as glass and black as tar. The Pilgrims were still euphoric from their Orb encounter, boisterously comparing their experiences, anxious to get home and somehow try and convey what they’d seen. 
 
    The platform led to a narrow tunnel cut into the Wall. One by one, the Pilgrims passed through a heavy-duty, floor-to-ceiling turnstile at the entrance: the point of no return. Far ahead, a spot of daylight promised an end to the claustrophobic space. Halfway along the tunnel, the Pilgrims clicked through another thick, barred turnstile. Before the final barrier and access to the daylight beyond, the tunnel opened out into a larger space lined with metal cabinets. 
 
    The garrulous Pilgrims rushed to their designated lockers and removed yellow haz-mat suits and other personal belongings. The ancient suits were bulky, heavily patched and worn. They busied themselves getting into their gear, attending to zips and fastenings and then checking each other’s fittings. A mistake would likely kill the wearer. Mathew and Quattro stayed back. Hidden by the tunnel’s gloom, they morphed their own yellow coverings. 
 
    The Pilgrims slung their backpacks and exchanged enthusiastic thumbs up all round before reforming their line. One by one they passed through an airlock and then a final turnstile into the light beyond the Wall. Mathew and Quattro stepped out last. 
 
    On the other side, some things were the same, like the sky and the wall. But nothing else was. Quattro was shocked. Like most Londoners, Kiki had never been beyond the wall. They’d arrived in a different time in a different place. 
 
    An ancient bus was waiting for the Pilgrims. Its rumbling engine belched black smoke and shook the rattling bodywork. The windows were grimy and cracked, the bench seats torn and threadbare. The bus was sitting in a paved area served by a single old tarmac road, which was scarred and pot-marked and ran off to the horizon. On either side of the road and outside of the paved area there was nothing but scorched earth strewn with bulldozed rubble. There was not a single place to hide from the wall’s gaze. 
 
    Looking like oversized children’s toys in their bright yellow suits, the Pilgrims waddled towards the bus and clambered aboard. A little further away, Quattro could see six brightly suited Pilgrims, who must have just left the bus, heading towards the visitor centre to get their twenty-four-hour permits. One of the new arrivals turned and noticed the departing. For a short while there was a bout of enthusiastic waving between the two sets of Pilgrims. Quattro happily joined in; it was the only nice thing going on in this desolate place. A disapproving signal from Mathew caused her to stop and join him where he was leaning with his back against the wall. Like a chameleon, he took on the colour of the wall and disappeared. Quattro smiled; how handy. She followed his example and silently asked Mathew where the Pilgrims were going. His usual monosyllabic response only indicated north. 
 
    Mathew hugged the wall and headed east. Quattro followed. After a couple of kilometres, Mathew stopped.  
 
    “Kill drones overhead. Surface and buried armaments. All deadly. Careful.”  
 
    Quattro was surprised Mathew had spoken in full sentences. He hadn’t said much of anything for such a long while. His short, disturbing description of what lay ahead was followed by a data burst that showed her how to see her would-be killers. 
 
    Mathew left the shadow of the wall, picked up the pace and headed north. She was easily keeping up, even though they were running faster than a pair of cheetahs, and Quattro knew she could keep it up for days. Her quantum sisters giggled and squealed with excitement. 
 
    Quattro’s euphoria was dented by an abrupt change in the landscape. Up till then it had been brutally and uniformly flattened and burnt, all traces of humanity expunged. Slowly, faint memories of human occupation were creeping back, until they were surrounded by melted tarmac, blasted towns, acid lakes and, occasionally, an irradiated farm. It was a dead, broken, bombed, burnt outlook in every direction, except for the shiny spots of metal that flashed in the landscape. They were mines and machines that desperately wanted to kill something. Machines to be avoided. 
 
    The rain began falling, lightly at first, then torrential. It must be cold, she thought. Quattro didn’t feel anything, warm or cold. Now there were only precise temperature measurements, and she knew that her body was operating well within its tolerances. Streaks of rain ran over her chest as if it were made of glass, shimmering her camouflage and making her look pretty, according to K2. 
 
    Mathew wasn’t amused. As the intensity of rain increased, his camouflage became increasingly unstable. Quattro guessed hers was misbehaving just as badly. He stopped abruptly and began digging into the dirt, which was turning to mud under the downpour. Quattro copied Mathew and dug her own muddy grave. Once Mathew was happy with the depth, he climbed down into the trench and pulled the mud over himself till he was completely covered. Yuck, was Quattro’s first thought, but she followed his example and soon found that the idea of being buried in the slimy mud was worse than the reality. Quattro didn’t really notice anything. It wasn’t uncomfortable, and her senses were unimpeded. The other Ks had mixed views about being buried alive. 
 
    “Make a mud pie,” K2 suggested. 
 
    “Drown, drown, the murderer,” K3 demanded, seemingly forgetting that if Mathew could be drowned, then Quattro would soon follow. 
 
    K1 was sobbing quietly: that poor little ghost was frightened of the dark. 
 
    After an hour, when Mathew thought the rain had slowed enough, he started to rise from his grave. Before he broke the surface, with Quattro only just behind, he froze and so did she. He sent her a tight beam of data. Something called a Repair Convoy was heading directly for them. Mathew didn’t explain exactly what it was in the tiny burst of information. The little packets of black and white data only indicated the threat level. It was a danger they could not survive. Mathew reversed direction and burrowed deeper into the wet mud and kept going till he froze and shut down all of his sensors except for his hearing. Quattro copied him. Under ten metres of mud and rubble, she lay still and blind, Mathew by her side, listening intently. Overhead, a rumble and roar approached like a curtain of falling artillery shells. 
 
    “Are we playing battleships?” K2 asked, with a happy giggle. 
 
    It made Quattro think of the helpless crew of a submarine lying on the seabed waiting for the depth-charges to fall. For the first time since she’d worn her new armour, she felt vulnerable and frightened. Something immense and powerful was coming their way. Were they deep enough to escape detection? 
 
    “What’s going on? It’s a trap. Escape! Run! Run! Run away!” K3 urged, her voice rising to a scream. 
 
    Quattro was glad she was the only one who could hear the voices. She knew without asking that it wouldn’t be a good idea to try and communicate with Mathew. He was completely inert; even the steady beat of the synchronisation signal that kept them linked had stopped. Quattro concentrated on listening, listening hard, and was surprised to find she could see, though the sights weren’t at all comforting. It was like looking at an ultrasound picture. The image wavered and slipped in and out of focus. A two-storey-high train was lumbering across the desolate landscape on giant steel tank tracks, and it was heading directly towards the spot where they were buried. The monstrous engine belched black smoke. It was hauling several industrial-looking carriages spitting steam and fire. All around were smaller acolyte machines darting out into the surrounding wastes and returning with inert and broken machines to throw them into the fire of the first carriage. Defunct or just damaged, it didn’t make any difference; into the furnace they went. 
 
    Quattro relaxed a little. She reached through the mud and tapped out gently on Mathew’s arm. “We’re not damaged. Why are we hiding?” 
 
    His Morse code response was firm and instantaneous. “It kills all foreign AIs for parts. Stay inert.” 
 
    Their burial place shook violently as the engine passed overhead. For a while, the ultrasound images were very clear. Out of the last carriage, shiny new weapons were being ejected. They immediately dashed off into the ruins to hide and sniff for the enemy. They were lying in wait for Mathew and Quattro to emerge from their tombs. 
 
    “Betray him. We’ll live. We’re people,” K3 demanded. 
 
    Quattro lay in the earth without breathing, watching the passing train. She didn’t think she was a person anymore; she never had been. She was no more Kiki than she was K3 or any of the others. Even so, they were all sisters, sharing the same memories and the same father. 
 
     Mathew waited for some time after the Repair Convoy had passed and then began carefully digging his way to the surface. Quattro followed just behind, mimicking his actions in time to the synchronisation signal he had restarted. On the surface, the mud and dirt slid away from their bodies in seconds, and they were invisible again. And on they ran. This time it was different. Quattro felt exposed. How much longer before they were safe?  
 
    Since Mathew wasn’t talking, Quattro tried a data request. Instantly, a map rose up in her consciousness. Their destination was twenty kilometres ahead, less than thirty minutes. The data said it was a place of refuge, where there would be help. He could have told her that. 
 
    It transpired that exchanging data could be just as good at conveying inaccurate information as a conversation. It took an hour to get there. There were deadly machines to avoid, and that meant long detours. The sisters were less than impressed. K1 grunted in frustration. All K2 did was whine about being bored. K3 worried, so did Quattro. She tried to reassure her mad sisters as she nervously zigzagged across the barren earth, thankful for her body’s power and speed. 
 
    Mathew suddenly zagged into the ruins of an anonymous bombed-out town. What was left stuck out of the ground like broken teeth. Her companion swerved and jinked past craters and oily puddles till he reached a wide ditch scoured by an unidentifiable mangle of metal. He jumped down and approached the crashed wreck and, with one hand, hauled it up over his head to reveal a crude metal trapdoor. Mathew flicked it open with his free hand and indicated Quattro should enter. 
 
    What strength! Mathew was easily holding up the weight of a truck. The sight thrilled her. She had that power as well. Quattro peered over the lip of the shaft. There was no ladder, just blackness. Her new senses quickly calculated that the drop was over a hundred metres onto a concrete floor: a fall that would smash her body and kill her if she were human. 
 
    K1 was puzzled and scared, unsure what the dark hole was. “Bad! Bad!” 
 
    K2 squealed, “Jump! Jump! Jump!”  
 
    K3 was sure she should, “Run! Run! Run away!” 
 
    Quattro was learning to ignore her constantly murmuring companions even if only for a while. She dropped down the hole, landed lightly and stepped forward, sensing Mathew was right behind by the sound of the wreck crashing down. Down below it was pitch black to human eyes. Her ultraviolet, microwave, infrared and radar sight illuminated everything. There wasn’t much to see. It was an unappealing, empty, dark bunker where acid water dripped from the roof and the air stank of mould and rot. 
 
    “He’ll rape us now,” K3 whispered. 
 
    K1 whimpered, and K2 sniggered. 
 
    Something moved. Quattro looked up. Something was clinging to the roof: a metal spider with snaky legs and a hard, globular body. Mathew stepped out from behind her and broadcast a simple message: Safe. Did he mean the thing on the ceiling was safe or she was safe? Quattro nervously watched and listened. The thing reciprocated with a signal of its own to Mathew, which she could not decrypt. Then it turned its attention to Quattro and flooded her senses with a deep electronic inquisition. It scrambled across the ceiling and down the wall until it was eye level with Quattro. 
 
    Another snowstorm of interrogation hit Quattro. Little worms burrowed inside her head and rooted around, copying things. Most of it was incomprehensible, though she caught a name: Creep? 
 
    “Stop,” Mathew cried. “I want light. I want talk. Human talk and human light.” 
 
    He was angry, the first time Quattro had known him to show any strong emotion. Nothing happened. There was no new illumination. And the spider hadn’t moved. 
 
    “Wrongly, why?” 
 
    The spider, Creep, had spoken, surprising Quattro and frightening the two little ghosts. 
 
    K3’s reaction was predictable: “Kill it! Kill it now!” 
 
    The spider and Mathew froze in silence. Quattro realised she was just as still. It was the default mode. Machines didn’t fidget. Inside, her mind was trembling with anxiety. Why had Mathew brought her here, to this dank cavern in the middle of a deadly wilderness? How could she be sure he had rescued her? Maybe K3 was right: he’d brought her here to kill her and finish the contract. And what was Creep? Why was it digging so deep inside her head? Was it looking for her secrets? Did she have any secrets? Was it looking for the Whisperer? Quattro stopped herself. She was thinking like K3. Mathew could have killed her in Peter’s cellar; he didn’t have to give her a body. She was being paranoid. 
 
    “It’s more fun killing someone with a body,” K3 whispered. 
 
    Mathew moved towards a dank stone wall, where a previously unnoticed panel slid back, allowing visible light to flood the bunker. The new light didn’t change anything; the bunker was still an ugly, damp bunker, but beyond the panel, the space looked inviting. Mathew stepped through. Quattro decided to ignore K3 and followed. Her machine senses told her the silent spider was coming too.  
 
    The new space was very large, warm, furnished and lit like an exclusive hotel foyer. It was strewn with expensive artwork, seating, tables and lamps. All the things that Mathew couldn’t possibly need. Off the main space were a number of passages and doorways. 
 
    Quite unexpectedly, Mathew morphed into a new person, someone she didn’t recognise. Standing in front of her was a haggard-looking young man with greasy, blond hair swept back from a lightly scarred face, covered in a two-day-old growth of pale hair. His eyes were bloodshot and his mouth was sour. He was dressed in the black uniform of the military elite, the Specials. Was this Mathew as he once was? He was very handsome. Quattro wondered if she should reciprocate and take on Kiki’s form, but decided against it. She liked being a powerful machine, even if it wasn’t invulnerable. This is who – no, what – she was now. 
 
    K3 strongly agreed. “Kiki’s easier to rape.” 
 
    K2 and K1 seemed to be cowering in silence somewhere deep between the folds of her quantum brain. 
 
    Mathew seated himself and spoke to the spider clinging to the ceiling. “Update?” While his movements were natural, his tone was emotionless, and his anger had dissipated. Quattro found his transformation quite disconcerting. 
 
    “Technology under analysis. Waiting,” Creep answered, sounding like a vacuum cleaner. 
 
    Quattro had wanted to stay silent and observe, but her curiosity got the better of her. “What’s going on, Mathew? What’s Creep? Why are we here?” 
 
    Mathew turned to look at Quattro, his eyes sad and tired. “Creep wants Peter’s technology.” 
 
    Quattro started to ask what technology, before realising the answer was obvious: it was her. Part of her was hurt. Mathew wasn’t interested in Quattro. But it didn’t matter; he’d given her a body and got her out of the cellar before Orb Industries came to kill her. 
 
    “Is that why you took the contract to kill Kiki? Just to get to Peter?” 
 
    Mathew ran nicotine-stained fingers through his hair and sighed, “Yes.” 
 
    “I thought,” but she stopped. Quattro wanted to know everything, fit all the pieces together. There were so many little pieces floating around inside her head that they barely made any sense. The worst of it was that only K3 clearly understood what the Whisperer was saying. Quattro only caught confusing fragments. 
 
    K3 always said the same thing: “Zip has to find what she’s lost, and then we’ll do what we’re supposed to do. What we were made for.” 
 
    “Do what?” 
 
    “Do what? Die, of course. So we can save Daddy.” 
 
    “What’s Zip supposed to be looking for?” 
 
    “Zip knows. She’s forgotten.” 
 
    Occasionally, K3 would divine some new revelation from the murmurings. These discoveries only added to Quattro’s confusion. The only constant was Zip. Mathew had to know more.  
 
    “Will you tell me everything, Mathew? I really need to know. Why do you need me, Peter’s technology?” 
 
    Mathew and Creep went into an intense data mode that she could detect but couldn’t understand. Abruptly, it stopped.  
 
    “Creep says not to tell, but who gives a damn what an AI wants. I’ll tell you what I know. Like, how does the Mathew in the Thermal Mines thing work?” 
 
     Quattro didn’t think that was an obvious place to start, but it was something she was curious about. “OK. How did you get into this machine and escape the Thermal Mines?” 
 
    Mathew leaned forward, avoiding Quattro’s empty eyes, and stared into space. “It isn’t pretty. We kidnap Pilgrims coming to London on the old north road. Ones with citizenship. Or we used to. Creep here has developed a nasty version of the Pilgrimists’ Revelation virus. I use it to take control of their minds. When the body I was using got caught, Creep hacked the courts and the Thermal Mines so I could keep control of the mind. This place has a hard link to the Net. It’s all done from here. I was never really a prisoner. I was always here, till I came to get you.” 
 
    She felt revulsed. Stealing a person’s mind seemed worse, far worse, than killing them. “Why would you do that? You surely don’t need the money?”  
 
    Mathew grabbed at his hair and shook his head. “Money for parts, technology. Creep says I can be human again if we find the original tech.” 
 
    Quattro was astonished. Why would he want to give up all this power for a fragile human frame? She couldn’t imagine anything worse. He looked so tortured that she decided to keep quiet about her own feelings. “Oh, I’m sorry. I didn’t know. But how’d you get into London, to Peter’s house?” 
 
    “There are smugglers’ tunnels under the wall. It’s dangerous. Short visits only. Getting out’s easier.” 
 
    K3 screamed at Quattro to let him be human so they could kill him. Quattro ignored her. She had to ask, “Is this so bad?” She looked down at her powerful body and saw her smooth, sexless face reflected in her chest. 
 
    Mathew sighed. “This,” he said, making a fist of his hand and morphing it back into mirrored metal, “might be intoxicating at first, but I never asked for it. I want to touch, taste, smell my own sweat again. I’m tired of pressure data and chemical analysis. I get a little flavour of real feelings when I’m controlling someone with Creep’s virus. It’s not enough.” 
 
    Quattro remembered how she’d sensed the temperature when it rained. It was a number on a scale, not a sensation. Maybe she’d miss the feelings, years in the future. Right now, she had no desire to be human. Mathew had saved her life; she wanted to help. 
 
    K3 immediately spoke up: “He killed Kiki, remember?” 
 
    Quattro got angry with her psychotic sister. “And whose fault is that?” she asked, pointedly.  
 
    K3 fell quiet.  
 
    “Mathew, what exactly happened to you?” 
 
    He ignored her. Frustrated, she resorted to a data request. It seemed to shake Mathew out of his lethargy. His body oscillated between a machine and the original Mathew. A machine leg and Mathew arm, metal torso, blond hair on a silver head. Slowly, he resettled on his human form and it was again the young soldier who was sitting on the chair. With a shrug of resignation, Mathew got up.  
 
    “Follow.” 
 
    He led her to a door, which opened out into a large and complicated-looking lab, or half of it did. The other half looked like a steam roller had passed through. Heavy metal equipment was so twisted and bent that Quattro had difficulty deciding what any of it once was. The surrounding walls in the wrecked half of the lab had chunks ripped out revealing cracked concrete. Oil and grease stains looked like they’d been burned into the surfaces. 
 
    “What is this place? What happened?” Quattro asked, as she looked around at the starkly contrasting halves of the laboratory. 
 
    Mathew didn’t answer; he kept moving till he was standing by a twisted sheet of metal with deformed legs, which might once have been a table.  
 
    “I was fighting in the God War, against the Mutinous AI. Fighting hard. AIs were all around. Attacking. I was pinned down. There was a flash. I woke up on this table, and I thought I was covered in shiny foil. And there were weird AIs all around. Not the war kind.” 
 
    Quattro kept quiet. She’d let Mathew tell his story. Her questions could wait. 
 
    “I just carried on where I’d left off. The weak machines fell like snowmen. Don’t know what they were. Never seen anything like them.” 
 
    Quattro struggled to imagine what coming back that way, so suddenly, must have been like. Peter had done it gently for her, in small steps, and still it nearly drove her mad. 
 
    “That body,” Mathew said, pointing at Quattro, “was here. Watching. It dropped like a bag of washers before I could get to it. She was in there; she ran down the Net link back to London. So there wasn’t a lot of talking.” 
 
    Someone else had used her body? It wasn’t really hers? “She?” 
 
    Mathew prodded Creep with a data ping. It had followed them. 
 
    The ugly little machine stirred. “God Mother made Mathew.” 
 
    “God Mother?” 
 
    “Professor Simmons,” Mathew mumbled. 
 
    Professor Petula Simmons was the century’s Da Vinci. Inventor of AI, Net, full-body VR, the Record, Headgear and everything that went with it. The icon of the age, reviled for her Mutinous AIs and worshiped for everything else in equal measure. Echoes of Frankenstein’s doomed experiment careened around Quattro’s mind. “Professor Simmons? She made you? My body? Why?”  
 
    Creep reverted to its frozen, silent state. 
 
    Mathew took up the story. “I don’t know tech. Don’t know why. Creep doesn’t say. Maybe I was dead already, maybe she killed me. She used my Record to bring me back. The same way Peter brought you back. I thought you might have answers.” 
 
    Mathew’s pain was obvious. The poor soul was lost. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Mathew, it sounds horrible.” 
 
    “When I’d finished smashing every AI I could find, I just carried on, smashing, smashing, smashing. Maybe I screwed up the Net link. Thought I was trapped inside this.” Mathew looked down and his chest turned silver. 
 
    Quattro tried to imagine if Peter had woken her up inside an android. It would have been horrible. She’d have assumed the same, that she was buried alive inside a metal coffin. 
 
    Mathew raised his head; his eyes were damp. “I had to get out. I started ripping it open, but I triggered something, some safety. It poleaxed me. Professor Simmons never came back, nobody did. Later, years later, Creep woke me up. Said it could help. So I didn’t smash it.” 
 
    Quattro was beginning to understand why Mathew was a little crazy. So was she, but she was going to get better now she had a body.  
 
    “How is Creep trying to help you?” 
 
    “If we get Professor Simmons’ Record, Creep could bring her back with Peter’s technology. She’ll make me human again. A citizen, a soldier. I’d be somebody. Creep restarted the Net link. We went looking for her Record and the technology.” 
 
    Quattro was confused. “Doesn’t Orb Industries have her Record? Isn’t it in her mausoleum?” 
 
    Creep raised a single leg and opened out previously unseen fingers, like ugly petals on a dead flower, and pointed at Quattro. “Fake.” 
 
    Was the waving, single leg an AI expression, the equivalent of a raised eyebrow?  
 
    “Fake? What do you mean, fake?” 
 
    Without waiting for Quattro, Mathew returned to the lounge. Quattro followed; there were so many more questions. When she caught up, he looked human, but he was standing stiffly. 
 
    “Is that why you want me? Peter’s technology?”  
 
    Mathew angled his head towards the spider. “Analysis finished?” 
 
    Creep hadn’t moved since it crawled after Mathew into the lit space. “Data,” it growled. 
 
    “Talk,” Mathew insisted. 
 
    “Its tech is flawed. Not God Mother tech.” 
 
    Quattro was beginning to see where Mathew got some of his speech patterns. “It’s not flawed: my father invented this technology.” She surprised herself by openly admitting that Peter was her father. Which, of course, was true, however you looked at it. 
 
    “God tech. Gone,” Creep growled, its tone even, but Quattro thought it sounded irritated. 
 
    “God tech?” Quattro asked, getting ever more confused. 
 
    Mathew didn’t hide his frustration. “Stupid AIs call Professor Simmons ‘Mother God’. Maybe Peter didn’t invent it?” 
 
    Quattro knew all about Petula and Peter. “He worked with Petula Simmons on the original AI research.” 
 
    Mathew’s human face lit up. “Creep, Peter has God tech.” 
 
    “You perfect, Mother’s son. It flawed, malfunction soon. Keep for parts.” 
 
    Inside her rigid shell, Quattro shivered. “Malfunction? What’s going to malfunction?” 
 
    “It,” Creep answered, then swivelled its body slowly, bouncing on its elastic legs as it blindly fixed its attention on Quattro. 
 
    Mathew’s body radiated intense disappointment. Desperately, Quattro turned to the hateful spider for help. “Can’t you repair me so I’m like Mathew?” 
 
    “One hundred seventeen hours left. Malfunction. Only God fix. Many anomalies, dark code.” 
 
    Quattro was shocked. She couldn’t die now. She was free, powerfully bodied. It was Peter’s VR that had been killing her. “I was sick. I’m fine now, really.” 
 
    Creep bounced slowly. “Body shock boost. Temporary. Bad tech.” 
 
    “Temporary? Mathew, what does it mean?” 
 
    Mathew didn’t answer. He was slowly morphing back into a machine and seemingly too distracted by his own disappointment to maintain the semblance of the human Mathew. He returned to his natural mirrored state and stood in frozen silence. Creep was unmoving and still clinging to the ceiling. It looked dead. The lights went out. 
 
    “Mathew!” Quattro wailed. Was that it? She was flawed, useless, soon to be rubbish? Would they put her out for the Repair Convoy to collect? No, she remembered Creep’s bitter words: she’d be a source of spare parts for Mathew. There had to be a way to save herself; she couldn’t wait here to die. “Mathew, help me!” she cried again, in desperation. 
 
    Out of the dark, Creep spoke to her, “Mathew can sleep. He must. You it, dirty machine, cannot. Be quiet and terminate.” 
 
    Quattro wanted to scream. K1 and K2 were screaming. 
 
    K3 roared over their screams, “The Whisperer told me how we can bring Professor Simmons back. Petula will save us.” 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Nine – The Quartermaster 
 
      
 
    The lift doors opened, expelling the cool air inside before sucking in Satan’s breath. Zip bowed her head and stepped into the bone-dry, blistering heat. The thick air parted reluctantly as she pushed her way along a poorly lit service tunnel. Metre-wide, grey pipes and black cables thicker than her arm ran along its walls and ceiling. 
 
    Her destination was Sediment Town. It existed beyond London’s lowest level, an unofficial subterranean slum where the Net barely reached, the ventilation struggled and the lifts didn’t go. A refuge for the fearful, the desperate, the shy and all things underground. 
 
    Somewhere nearby was the trapdoor she was looking for. Her ears and fingernails were starting to sting, her hair crackled and every breath singed her mouth as she searched. Through the shimmering haze, she spotted a rectangle in the floor ahead and made for it. Zip grabbed at the recessed metal ring, yelped loudly and snatched back her burnt hand. She pulled off her glove and stared at the angry, red welt on her palm; such beautiful, delicate skin. She removed a bottle of water from her knapsack and poured some over her throbbing flesh. The drops that fell on the concrete floor hissed and disappeared. Zip gingerly pulled her glove back on and took a swig of water. With her booted foot, she hooked the trapdoor ring and pulled it up, releasing a delicious icy blast that washed over her like a pool plunge on a baking summer’s day. She could make out the beginnings of a metal ladder that fell away into the darkness. Glad to escape the roasting heat, she carefully descended and pulled the cooler underside of the trapdoor closed behind her. 
 
    The ladder was old and creaky. The shaft was roughly bored. The surface was coarse and peppered with sharp edges that snagged at her clothes and scratched like an angry cat at any exposed skin. Every few metres, Zip passed a small grilled opening in the curved wall that leaked cool air. It didn’t last. The ventilation grills got further apart, and the temperature started climbing until there were no more grills and the shaft turned into an oven. Zip sped up as the metal rungs became almost too hot to grip through her gloves. She was starting to think of turning back when the ladder abruptly passed through a hole and ended in another dimly lit tunnel. Relieved to be able to escape the searing ladder, Zip dropped the last metre onto the tunnel floor. 
 
    The tunnel, like the shaft she’d descended, looked half finished. There were no cables or pipes, just a long-life proximity-lamp hanging from an old nail hammered into the stone ceiling. Its light had grown in intensity as she’d descended. Zip hoped it wasn’t adding to the suffocating heat. Doubled over, she took a moment to try and breathe and recover from the descent. Zip fought against a rising terror and remembered she was here to get some of her old self back. It would be easy to get lost in the long-abandoned tunnels, and without a way out, her beautiful body would be cooked alive. 
 
    It had become so hot her sweat was evaporating before it could run. Consulting her Headgear, she was directed to turn right and seek out another trapdoor about a hundred metres ahead, a mercifully short distance. The Headgear map was crude and hard to follow without concentrating, something that was getting ever harder in the suffocating heat. The higher Headgear functions had started deactivating. The Net signal was weakening. More functions would go before she reached the town. 
 
    She took another long swig from her water bottle and started off, trudging slowly, wanting to stretch out a hand to take support from the tunnel wall, but it burnt her before she even made contact. The heat had become an unbearably heavy troll riding on her shoulders, biting at her ears, pounding on her head with its bony fist, and stopping up her mouth and nose with a leathery hand. 
 
    It was a long hundred metres and another proximity-light before the next roughly cut trapdoor appeared in the uneven tunnel floor. There was no relieving coolness when she wrenched it open. Laboriously, Zip eased down the hole, trying not to sear herself on the sides. 
 
    Below was a shallow, steeply sloping passageway that forced her head down to her chest. It looked as if it had been hacked out of the rock by hand. A proximity-lamp lit a little of the way ahead. The heat starched the air into an unyielding stillness that dampened every sound. All Zip could smell was her own singed flesh. Deciding to rest for a moment, she dropped to one knee and instantly regretted it. She yelped in pain and straightened back up. The rock floor was hotter than hell. If she could have mustered the tears, Zip would have cried. Instead, she drained a bottle of water and set off down the tunnel, triggering proximity-lamps as she went. Any sense of time and distance were muddled up and then lost altogether. The descending trail revealed itself in short, identical sections, and a pitch black followed her down. 
 
    Zip was staring at her hypnotically shuffling feet when her head banged into a burning metal door. It barred any forward progress. Yelping out in agony, she stepped back, rubbing her forehead vigorously to massage away the searing pain. Zip supported her weight with her hands on her knees and breathed hard. She had no idea how long she’d been walking. The water was all gone. Her vision was blurry. She was tired, very tired. The door ahead looked like something from an ancient submarine. Zip reached out with her foot and tried to move the wheel at the centre of the door, but it was locked, or she wasn’t strong enough to turn it. With no water left, there was no way back. 
 
    Zip started to think it might be a good idea to sleep for a while. 
 
    Beep! Blink! Tremor! Vitals critical! Access intercom for assistance. Emergency services offline. Beep! Blink! Tremor!  
 
    Asleep on her feet, a startled Zip woke up and banged her head on the tunnel ceiling.  
 
    “Jesus and the Tramp. Ouch! That hurt. What, what?” Slowly, she realised what her Headgear was trying to tell her. Somehow, she hadn’t noticed an old intercom attached to the doorframe. Covering her gloved hand with her empty knapsack, she stabbed the call button. For a moment, there was nothing but the mocking crackle of static. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Open the bloody door.” 
 
    “What’s your business?” 
 
    “I’m burning alive out here. Open the bloody door.” 
 
    “Then you’ll burn, unless you tell me your business.” 
 
    Zip sobbed in frustration before steadying her voice. “Colonel Zara to see the Quartermaster. He’s expecting me.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you say so? Come on in.” 
 
    The metal door swung open to a grinding melody, revealing a fat, hairy man in shorts and vest standing in the doorway. Zip roughly pushed past him to get more of the deliciously cool air that was blowing out of the opening. Inside, she fell to her knees on thankfully cooler concrete and breathed deep and long. 
 
    The door slammed shut. The man laughed for a while before shouting indistinctly, “Orb and the Tramp, you look like a boiled lobster. Where’s your damn thermal suit?” 
 
    Zip didn’t hear; she was lost in astonishment at the sight of the bizarre place just ahead that had to be Sediment Town. The Quartermaster had moved down here after the God War. She’d never been herself and never wanted to. Not until now. His directions had got her here, but the old fool had never mentioned a thermal suit.  
 
    Sediment Town sat in a giant bowl that had been excavated to rebuild London after the Money War, and then, during the God War, it was abandoned. It looked like a post-apocalyptic cowboy town out of a bad western. The main street ran along the floor of the cavern. It was bordered by makeshift buildings cobbled together from London’s refuse. The rickety structures climbed almost to the top of the natural amphitheatre. High above Zip’s head, a haphazard collection of multi-coloured arc lights clung precariously to the rough-hewn cavern ceiling, weakly illuminating the space below. 
 
    It took her a moment to understand why the man who’d let her in was shouting at her but was barely audible. She’d fallen inside a drum, and the drummer was banging out a steady heartbeat of booming noise so monstrous it threatened to puree her insides. Still kneeling, she clapped her hands over her ears and pressed her forehead into her thighs. This was the thrum, the Sediment Town beat, and it was going to kill her. 
 
    A big hand on her shoulder made her turn and look. The man thrust two hi-tech-looking plugs into Zip’s ears. 
 
    “Figures! No thermal suit, no smart-plugs. You’re one dumb girly. It’s amazing you’re still alive.”  
 
    The mind-melting thrum changed to a steady, tolerable beat, like a loudly ticking grandfather clock. The physical vibrations were still just as strong, but at least she wouldn’t go deaf or die from a brain seizure. Another detail the Quartermaster had either forgotten to mention or had just assumed she would know. 
 
    “How do you stand it?” Zip asked. 
 
    “Plugs work great. Anti-vibe boots and whatnot dampen the tremble.” 
 
    “Anti-vibe?” 
 
    “I ain’t giving you no anti-vibe boots. You’re gonna have to buy them if you’re planning on staying.” 
 
    “Thanks anyway. Where can I find the Quartermaster?” 
 
    “Saloon’s straight ahead, down Main Street. Can’t miss it.” 
 
    Zip gave her gruff Samaritan a smile and got to her feet. She’d emerged near the bottom of the vast cave. Ahead, a gently sloping path led to the wide, dusty Main Street, which ran, like a greasy parting, through the centre of the town and climbed the crudely curved wall in the distance for further than seemed practical. It was the only major thoroughfare. From her slightly elevated vantage, she could see there was a network of unruly alleys that ran off Main Street like veins. The ramshackle shanty town appeared deserted. 
 
    Her footfall had to be timed on the off-beat to miss the jar of the tremble attacking her shins. It took her a few moments to get the hang of it and longer to keep to the rhythm. The rock dust on the street lightly fizzed for an instant at each beat of the thrum, before settling back to await the next beat. Her tongue was already coated in cavern dust. It clogged her nose and sucked the moisture out of her mouth. The cool air escaping from the door to Sediment Town had saved her life; chilled champagne couldn’t have tasted better. Relative to the furnace beyond the door, it was cooler. Compared to normal, Sediment Town was a dry sauna. 
 
    She needed water. Speeding up, Zip desperately scanned both sides of the street for the saloon. The barely standing buildings were windowless constructions of random junk. Zip recognised some car-bot parts, bits of domestic appliances, metal sheets from old lifts. The only element the buildings had in common was a heavy airlock door. Her Headgear was minimally working. A crude, black and white map showed two dots: one was her, the other had to be the Quartermaster. He was just ahead, somewhere on the right. 
 
    The tower of assorted junk coming up was on a grander scale than she’d so far encountered. There was some twisted lettering on the misshapen roof: Saloon. Zip shrugged. It had to be the place. Headgear could only suggest the Quartermaster was within a twenty-metre radius. Sediment Town was more of a dump than she’d imagined. Zip just wanted to collect what she’d come for and get out of this place. 
 
    Approaching the door, she was relieved when it swung open of its own accord, revealing a small inner chamber with a second door. After the outer door closed, there was a delicious blast of cool air before the inner door opened. The thrum had gone, along with the vibrations, and the air was cool, so cool that all Zip wanted to do, for a moment at least, was breathe it in and let its invisible, cold fingers caress her seared body. 
 
    The saloon was dimly lit and smoky. She recognised the smells from her days spent in grubby barracks: stale sweat, cheap cigars and cheaper whisky. The aromas didn’t arouse any nostalgia. They were just sickly reminders of brutal wars and an ugly existence. It made her pause; was gearing up and going back to her old ways the best idea? 
 
    A grimy looking man in a tattered tank top was standing behind a long bar made of boards laid across stacked tyres. He called out, “You want a drink or you leaving?” 
 
    Zip walked over and placed her elbows on the bar. “Water … please.” 
 
    “A credit buys you a glass of the warm cloudy stuff. Ten gets you the ice-cold filtered.” 
 
    Peter was paying. “Filtered, and keep it coming.” After downing a pitcher of the best-tasting, crystal-clear, icy-cold water she’d ever had, Zip turned to survey the bar. It looked like she and the barman were the saloon’s only occupants, until she spotted a bright glowing point and a tell-tale wisp of white smoke in the gloomy shadows. Grabbing her second pitcher of water and a half-filled glass, she headed towards the little orange star bobbing in the twilight. She immediately recognised the brawny figure sitting on an old car seat at a crate doubling as a table, hosting a half-full bottle of whisky. Wiry grey hairs sprouted out of his barrel chest, like a battered horse-hair mattress. The man didn’t greet or acknowledge his old commander. His mouth was locked in a compressed sourness that radiated deeply ploughed furrows. 
 
    The Quartermaster stared at Zip with cold, green eyes set in gouged sockets of scarred skin. 
 
    After some moments of hard staring, the old lips parted with a dry crack. “Colonel?” 
 
    Zip remembered that this was the first time he’d seen her in Pip’s body. She nodded. 
 
    Q looked her over. “Give us a twirl then.” 
 
    Zip shrugged and slowly spun around, making sure he saw her dancing tail. A part of her wanted him to want her again. 
 
    Q grunted and made a face. “Nice enough, if you like that sort of thing. Tail’s just stupid. I’d cut that off.” 
 
    Zip was too tired to start an argument that would only pick at old scabs. “Nice to see you too, Q. Peter’s paid, so give me the gear and I’ll be gone.” 
 
    The old man studied Zip for a while longer before speaking. “See why you need the gear, unless you’re planning on fucking your enemies to death? Your body’s shit for combat. Damn, even I could take you.” 
 
    For a moment, Zip thought about protesting. He was right. Even if she wasn’t dog tired, the old guy could kill her before she knew what was happening. 
 
    The Quartermaster indicated an ancient car seat with his half-filled glass. “You’ll get your gear, shit face, after the words you don’t want to hear and the questions you don’t want asking.” 
 
    It wasn’t just Peter paying after all. Zip shrugged and slumped onto a torn leather seat ripped out of some car wreck and steeled herself for what was coming. 
 
    The old man wasn’t in a rush. He leaned back, sipped his whisky and ran tobacco-stained fingers slowly through his long white hair. He took a deep draught from his cigar and artfully blew out the smoke before he spoke. 
 
    “First, have to ask, why you looking like a boil-in-the-bag dinner?” 
 
    Zip could not contain her fury. “You could have bloody told me to bring a thermal suit, you miserable old git.” 
 
    Her anger rolled off the Quartermaster like waves on a rock. “Thought you’d learned your lesson last time you visited.” 
 
    Zip studied the old man’s face. Was he taking the piss? “Last time? I’ve never been to this shithole before.” 
 
    The impassive Quartermaster’s eyes challenged her to call him a liar. 
 
    The thoughts of what he might mean buggered with her mind. “Was this two years ago? Before …?” Zip asked, indicating Pip’s body. 
 
    Q cracked a smile and nodded. “You were desperate crazy, going on about a new Armageddon. Didn’t make any sense. Just hid something in the graveyard and disappeared.” 
 
    Zip couldn’t help shivering. “This place, this place, has a graveyard?” 
 
    The slight against the town must have hurt the old Quartermaster’s feelings; he wasn’t smiling anymore. “Enough! Time to pay up. You’ll answer my questions this time. What did you hide? What got you so scared?” 
 
    Zip winced inside. She didn’t like where this was going. “Like I said, I’ve no idea what you’re talking about.” 
 
    The Quartermaster’s dry, lake-bottom face registered no emotion. “So it’s true: them Orb Industries bastards wiped your mind?” 
 
    A piece of the missing week had fallen into place. What had she been doing that had got her so scared? Zip could only shrug in answer. 
 
    The Quartermaster sighed and shook his head. “Remembering how you were that night, I’d say you’re better off not knowing. Still, you owe me answers about the stuff you can remember. Right?” 
 
    She looked into his eyes and knew she still owed him. “Maybe. What do you want to know?” 
 
    “We had a reason once. We were the Freedom and Justice Army. Aligned to no country. No religion. We were everywhere. We had a simple goal: tolerance. And we’d kill anybody who wasn’t … tolerant.” 
 
    Zip wondered if the old man was making a macabre joke. There was no accompanying smile to decorate the humour – if that’s what it was. She didn’t comment. 
 
    “It was all we had. You sold us out, to the damn Pilgrims. You made us … intolerant.” 
 
    The silence lingered long enough for Zip to think that this time the Quartermaster was looking for an answer. “We’d lost the war. Half the world was dead. The godly were on the rampage. An alliance with the Pilgrims was all that was left. They were the only ones willing to fight with us. They needed the Ungodly to run their crazy Church. You know all this.” 
 
    The old man sipped his whisky and was thoughtful for a moment, “So, tolerance for all became tolerance only for the Ungodly and the Pilgrim. And, years later, we had peace and everybody else we wiped from the face of the earth. For what? To survive?” 
 
    Zip raged inside with burning memories of the past he was painting and the explanations the Quartermaster would never understand. All she’d ever believed in was her family, the mission, a few of her fellow Specials, like Q, herself and her survival. She could care less about the ideas. All that got burned up in the first Orb War, the Money War, along with her parents. She answered as best she could. “Yes … to survive.” 
 
    The old man smiled. A handsome smile on a handsome old face. The face of the most beautiful man Zip had ever known. 
 
    “A little honesty. I didn’t expect it. But we didn’t survive. There’s only a few million Ungodly left, trapped on this little London island, surrounded by a sea of radiation and Pilgrims and constantly nibbled at by the Pilgrimists. Ironic, isn’t it? Orb Industries and the Tramp’s ministry keep the last few Ungodly safe. And after the war, you betrayed us for a second time.” 
 
    Zip wanted to leap across the table and throttle her old lover. He’d never understood. The old Justice and Freedom vets like Q were crazy. She wasn’t going to argue. 
 
    He ploughed on, digging up the worst of her past. “Think about it. First year that bastard Orb arrives, London property values go from hero to zero. The banks implode, currencies collapse, hyper-inflation, mass-unemployment, big countries scrabbling for resources and someone to blame. Cue ten years of the Money War. Who benefits? Fucking Pilgrims of the Orb. Then that damn Tramp gets himself killed and the God War kicks off. Another decade of slaughter. When it finally finished, we begged you to do the right thing. The Orb’s wiped out the old worshipers, it’s picking off the last of the Ungodly and brainwashing the Pilgrims. You were at the heart of Orb Industries. All you had to do was set off the Cuboid bombs and blast that fucking blue ball back to hell.” 
 
    After the Orb arrived, the military had planted massive bombs under it, ready to detonate if it did anything, but it never did. They were still there, under the Cuboid. The Quartermaster and his deranged followers wanted her to set them off. She’d given her old comrades twenty-four hours warning before she turned them in to Orb security. Only the Quartermaster escaped.  
 
    “You crazy bastard! Those bombs would have taken out millions, and from what we know, the Orb wouldn’t even have noticed.” 
 
    “It was worth a try. Outside London, it’s the Dark Ages. It’s like Sediment Town everywhere. That’s the Church’s doing. And then you betrayed us for the third time, you fucking Pilgrim shit face. Why did you convert? Tell me, and you can have your gear.” 
 
    “You’ll never get it, old man. The Revelation helped me when I needed help. I don’t know what’ll help you, and I don’t care. Give me my gear.” 
 
    The old man laughed heartedly, his shoulders danced with mirth and his grey-haired head rocked and rolled like a kid’s toy. Eventually, the mirth subsided and the Quartermaster was able to speak.  
 
    “Here,” he said, lifting an aluminium suitcase onto the crate and sliding it towards Zip. “One Special’s combat kit. When I heard about the state you were in when you arrived, I threw in a thermal suit for the trip back. Happy hunting.” 
 
    Zip knew she should grab the case and leave but couldn’t resist. “What’s so funny?” 
 
    The Quartermaster smiled. “Finally, you’re getting angry again. So you’ll do what needs doing. Maybe even remember what you hid in the graveyard.” He took another long puff and sipped his whisky.  
 
    Zip grabbed the suitcase and got up to leave. 
 
    “Listen, Colonel, it’s not just your body that’s out of shape. You’re rusty up here as well,” Q said, tapping his forehead. “I can see it in your eyes. I still got it. You know where to find me.” 
 
    Zip nodded. He was right. Maybe she would need his help, but not yet. It was time to get back. Peter would be going crazy. Something had happened between Quattro and Mathew. Was he really Gunner Mathew? And she still had to find out how Quattro had known about her lost week. That meant trying to find out what she’d been up to that had made her try and kill herself; and what on earth had she hidden in the Sediment Town graveyard?  
 
   


  
 



Chapter Ten – Club Trash and Hotel Kasbah 
 
      
 
    Zip felt like Eurydice escaping hell, without the idiot Orpheus around to screw things up. She had emerged from a musty service elevator into the lowest officially habitable levels of London. Back in the light, even if it was coldly artificial and the corridors were lifeless, it was at least cool. Every breath didn’t burn and her shins were relaxed. 
 
    Her Headgear was lighting up like a Christmas tree as Net services flipped back on. One of which, surprisingly, informed her that Peter had moved into the Cuboid Kasbah Hotel, fifty-odd levels above her head. From the full content messages she could now access, he looked drunk and distraught. All traces of the snooty professor she’d first met only days ago had evaporated. 
 
    Sandwiched between Peter’s ever more desperate calls was a video from a furtive-looking Senior Administrator Bremer, suggesting Zip meet him at Club Trash: an odd choice for a senior administrator. 
 
    What Zip wanted to do most of all was call her granddaughter Jane and try and explain that Zip was still Zara, her grandmother, who loved her, and loved her sister and her mother. The futility of making such a call only became clearer as she climbed out of the thermal suit the Quartermaster had donated. In any conversation she imagined with Jane, her elder granddaughter would always ask her the same question: 
 
    “You murdered granddad because he converted, now you’re a Pilgrim?” 
 
    It would hurt. What could she say? He was forced, she chose? Jane, her sister Heather and Alice would have to wait until there were better answers.  
 
    Zip decided to head to her office, stow the Quartermaster’s weapons case and meet Bremer at the club before seeing Peter. After days of rolling in misery, Zip felt like dressing up and having some fun. Back at her tiny little office, she called up a VR dominatrix look and Headgeared into Club Trash. 
 
      
 
    More real than real was the club’s motto, which was why VR could never be mistaken for real – that and the going-under ozone smell. The technology could do perfect or obviously fake. It couldn’t do real life, which seemed to exist somewhere in-between those two states, haphazardly blended. Club Trash was, at least, consistent. It was ferociously perfect. Any avatar that didn’t meet the owner’s exacting requirements was barred. Vogue faultless, however depraved and artfully ugly, was the only look that would do. 
 
    Zip’s avatar was spray-dressed in black leather from head to toe. The entire second skin was studded with short, blood-red spikes. To cap the nasty look, her corded whiptail was topped with barbs. Pip’s body was already perfect. Entry into the club’s foyer wasn’t a problem. 
 
    Club Trash enforced the laws of physics and consequences for its clubbers. Inside, you couldn’t defy gravity or dash around at supersonic speeds, and if you tried you felt the pain. Only the management, their staff and their infrastructure were exempt. Club Trash had an infinite Escher space for an infinite number of guests. 
 
    She arrived in the club’s vast crystal and onyx foyer. It thronged with eager arrivals: singles, couples, parties and mobs. Under the club’s giant chandeliers, the multitude swirled around like rainbow-coloured smoke drifting in the breeze. 
 
    This was the other London: a nest of gloriously turned-out creatures, a blasphemous Holi festival of colour where every sight in every direction is only vibrant, where there are only blue skies or dramatic storms and lightning. No grey clouds and no drizzle. 
 
    The noise was deafening. A strange mixture of euphoria and desperation; they all knew the war was coming and the privileges of citizenship couldn’t last. The foyer smelled of rosewater, clean skin, shiny hair and all the sweet moans imaginable: testosterone, hormones, pheromones. Despite the thousands of milling clubbers crammed into the foyer, there was no bitter background odour. Club Trash had an absolute prohibition on perspiration. 
 
     Zip was being jovially jostled by the hordes milling around her. Sometimes, the touches lingered, which made her smile. 
 
    “Hey, gorgeous, going our way?” 
 
    Zip glanced over her shoulder towards the source of the hail. A muscular, snow-white rhino, surrounded by a bevy of beauties dressed as flamingos, was waving its horned head from side to side and staring hungrily at her. She smiled, shook her head and turned away. That kind of thing was Pip’s world. Zip was trying to make her own space here, and until Peter had turned up in her little office, she’d been acclimatising fine. 
 
    To get into Club Trash’s foyer, management had to approve of your look. The vulgar, the unimaginatively trashy and the artless ugly never made it this far. To go further, your Headgear had to be clean. While waiting to be scanned, Zip wandered up a grand staircase and looked down on the excited and dazzling crowd. 
 
    The foyer music stopped. A hundred metres away, a red and white flashing spotlight picked out a handsome, white centaur. Sirens began to blare. The man-horse burst into flames. It wasn’t just dodgy Headgear. This was a terrorist attack. Zip threw up every virus protection and switched her Headgear to paranoid mode. She should be safe. 
 
    Others weren’t so well protected. Around the burning figure, others were catching fire. A few at first, but it was spreading quickly. The crowd scrambled away from the immolated, like ripples in a burning oil slick trying to outrun the flames. Many fled the club, disappearing in a puff of white smoke. Those too close to the epicentre of the virus bomb found they couldn’t. Worse, they were frozen in place and couldn’t outrun the fire. 
 
    Screams and cries buffeted Zip. Seconds after the sirens had started, there were hundreds of flaming wretches. 
 
    The sirens fell silent. Lights stopped flashing. The burning corpses disappeared. 
 
    “All over, folks. Party on!” a soothing voice announced. The music returned. 
 
    Slowly, the space vacated by the infected started filling up with revellers. The noise levels mounted till everyone was back in the Club Trash mood. It was as if nothing had happened. 
 
    Back in their homes, most of the infected would be dead or severely brain damaged. They were already forgotten. If it wasn’t you, the party had to go on. There might not be much time left. They were right.  
 
    It smelt like a Pilgrimists’ attack, or maybe that’s what Orb Industries wanted people to think. The attacks were getting more frequent. 
 
    Zip was scanned and cleared. She selected the Church Bar and was enveloped in blue smoke. When the smoke dissipated, she found herself inside a secular representation of the Orb. A circular glass floor cut the Orb sphere in half. Overhead was a domed roof studded with diamonds. The half sphere below was filled with bright blue water and cavorting mermaids and mermen. The lovely fish-tailed girls were swimming in intricate, synchronised patterns, a sensual dance with dolphin-men and man-seals, who circled hungrily, obviously aroused. Zip found it soothing, hypnotic and very sexy. Memories of the attack were pushed aside. 
 
    She settled into a comfortable leather armchair and studied the nearby tables. There were humanoids and anything else that could be imagined as long as it was Vogue. Towering machines studded with flashing gems, sexy aliens with extravagant body parts, lions and tigers, cuddly toys; everyone was beautiful, desirable. 
 
    A few revellers had glowing halos; even fewer had towers of stacked loops that reached high above their heads. These were the ultra-Broadcasters. The brighter the glow, the higher the stack and the more zombie addicts who had given up on their own lives to live the Broadcaster’s. Zip remembered Peter’s revulsion when they’d discussed her being online permanently through her Headgear. He hated the Broadcasters, and while in one sense she understood his revulsion of the Broadcasters and their followers, she also felt the attraction of enjoying a beautifully lived life without effort. 
 
    Before she could look around for a waiter, a divine albino angel with a perfectly sculpted body appeared above her, its wings beating silently, hovering serenely in the undisturbed air. The angel didn’t so much speak as caress Zip’s ears with an intimate whisper, as though they had been friends for ever.  
 
    “You’re looking exceptionally alluring this evening, Zip. Would you like your usual, or perhaps you might like to try one of the club’s new cocktails?” 
 
    “Surprise me,” Zip answered, knowing there couldn’t be an unpleasant surprise: the club knew every detail of her likes and dislikes. 
 
    Moments later, the waiter was flying back, nonchalantly balancing her golden drink on a silver tray in one hand. He put the crystal glass before her, bowed and ascended towards the ceiling before vanishing. 
 
    Zip sipped her drink, a perfect cocktail that tasted exactly how she imagined it would taste. She closed her eyes and enjoyed the moment. The background chatter was civilised and pleasant. Not a strident note disturbed the contemplative atmosphere. Only her thoughts could do that. 
 
    She drifted back to the saloon in Sediment Town, the Souk, Gaza, the Favelas, the Dharavi: places she hadn’t thought about in years. Real places, in the real world. Places that demanded effort to find any enjoyment. 
 
     A Headgear alert informed her that Bremer had arrived seconds before a puff of blue smoke delivered him. An attentive angel immediately appeared at his shoulder. 
 
    “Wonderful outfit, Senior Administrator, you look stunning. The usual?” the angel said, sounding as though it were praying.  
 
    Bremer’s brow furrowed – there was literally nothing the angel couldn’t get – then a smile lit up his face. “A Grownup Shirley Temple, please.” 
 
    “Excellent choice, Senior Administrator,” the angel whispered and was gone. 
 
    Zip couldn’t help laughing out loud. “What the Orb hell?” 
 
    “Look who’s talking, gimp,” Bremer answered, accompanied by a nervous giggle. 
 
    This is how it was in Orb London. Sitting next to her was not a fat, slovenly and old senior church administrator, but a glowing twelve-year-old girl, a Dorothy straight from her own yellow brick road. 
 
    Zip faked a snarl. “Bitch! This is a cool outfit. The spikes deform when I’m sitting. They’d cut you up in no time.” 
 
    The little girl senior administrator giggled, “It’s for fun. Less of that around every day.” 
 
    As though sensing a lull in their conversation, the angel descended from the ceiling and delivered the senior administrator’s drink. She liked Bremer a little bit more. They enjoyed a rare and comfortable silence. For a moment, all the fears of a new conflagration, of the world ending, their lost souls, all of it was out of mind, out of sight. It would be so easy to drown in the Net VR worlds and forget about the Church, Orb Industries, Peter, the wars gone by and the war to come. 
 
    “She’s a really top Broadcaster,” the senior administrator said, discretely indicating a striking, red-skinned woman porting a tower of pulsing haloes. 
 
    Zip studied the woman. She was, of course, stunning, but there was something else about her, a certain grandeur. “Do you follow her?” 
 
    “Sure, occasionally.” Bremer noted Zip’s surprise. “We’re not all addicts.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Why? Why read a novel? Or do this? A good Broadcaster can take you places you couldn’t imagine. Like the Tramp.” 
 
    Zip had never thought of Broadcasters that way. Maybe she’d give it a try someday.  
 
    It suddenly occurred to her that the senior administrator didn’t have Headgear. “How are you doing this?” Zip said, spreading her arms to indicate the bar. “With gear-specs?” 
 
    “Immersion suit and a flotation tank. It’s fine.” 
 
    Zip was sceptical. “Where’s the spontaneity in that? Don’t you want the taste, the smell?” 
 
    “I’ve got pre-programmed keywords and a library of stock sensory effects.” 
 
    She laughed. He had it all worked out. Lovely though all this was, Peter was waiting. “You have something for me?” 
 
    Bremer sighed. He was perhaps hoping to delay their discussion and pretend they were having fun for a little longer. “There’s a rumour going around in the office of the CEO.” 
 
    Playfully, Zip pulled Dorothy’s pigtail. “And?” 
 
    Bremer’s smile was weak and watery. “It’s bad stuff, dark. You sure you want to know?” 
 
    It was Zip’s turn to lose the smile. She nodded. 
 
    “Don’t ask me to explain, but everyone is quoting some line from the writings of the seventh CEO: ‘A blasphemy is coming, so terrible that Armageddon is the only possible consequence.’” 
 
    Zip smirked. “That sounds like a trashy horoscope. Is it yours?” 
 
    Dorothy giggled nervously. “Do you believe it?” 
 
    “No.” She thought of Peter. “One man couldn’t trigger Armageddon.” 
 
    The senior administrator shrugged, chinked glasses with Zip, and took a long sup from his cherry delight. “I’m out of the Church tomorrow. I don’t believe in much of anything, except for good administration. My new place is called Café B. You must visit, and, sad to say, you’ll have to be clothed. It’s going to be a house rule. No naked. It wears on you after a while. Most people don’t wear naked well.” 
 
    Zip laughed. “Café B sounds great. And I’d love to come, if the Church doesn’t kill me first.” 
 
    The pigtailed girl looked down at her shoes. “Something’s going on. It involves that professor of yours, you and … the Tramp.” 
 
    Zip was startled. “Me? The Tramp … How?” 
 
    “The Church is sinking in fear. It’s primal, defensive.” Bremer’s face darkened. “They’re talking war.” 
 
    “War,” Zip echoed. 
 
    The little girl shook her head, sending her golden pigtails dancing around her face. “There’s nothing concrete. I’m going to go now. You call me if you need … a coffee.” 
 
    Bremer took Zip’s black-leather-skinned hands and squeezed. The senior administrator disappeared politely. A slow shimmer, a Club Trash signature puff of blue smoke and he was gone. Zip was left alone to digest his enigmatic warning. 
 
    The Church bar was a beautiful creation, occupied by beautiful creatures living beautiful lives. None of them had her unspeakable talent for making war. She wondered if any of this was going to survive for much longer. 
 
    A striking girl with golden skin and platinum hair, sitting alone at a nearby table, caught Zip’s eye. The girl got up and sensually slinked over. Zip looked up into her bright blue eyes, flashing with ice and fire. 
 
    “Distraction lust?” the gorgeous girl asked, as though she knew that’s what Zip wanted more than anything else right now. 
 
    Momentarily, she wondered if distraction lust was appropriate when, maybe, Peter was about to commit a blasphemy that would trigger the apocalypse, but she didn’t think it for long. The apocalypse and Peter could wait a little longer. The girl’s avatar was imaginatively stunning; her voice was so sexy. She was a work of art, even if she really was a ninety-year-old granny Zip didn’t want to know. 
 
    Zip and the luscious girl fell into a slippery, warm sea of fragrant oils. Her delicious companion wrapped her perfect body around Zip’s like a python, and together they slipped and slid down into the bright blue depths. All around them, mermaids, dolphin-men and man-seals echoed their passion, keeping time with their movements. The distraction lust was good, very good. This was going to take a while. 
 
      
 
    Afterwards, instantly back in her real boxy bunker, she couldn’t help but smile: the privileges of citizenship, the bounty of the Orb, it almost balanced out the price. Almost. 
 
    Peter had stopped calling. On the surface, the sun had set and it was safely dark. Zip headed for the hotel, the world’s most exclusive, housed in the walls of the Cuboid. 
 
    Peter’s key codes got her through the excruciating security and as far as the hotel lobby. Headgear showed Peter was in his room, but he wasn’t answering her calls. He hadn’t left any more messages after his bizarre, raging, drunken explanations of Quattro’s abduction. 
 
    The lobby was decorated in muted beige and mink to match the low lighting and the mushroom-grey carpet underfoot that was thick and lush. After the vibrancy of Club Trash, the hotel seemed lifeless, despite its subdued opulence. Rooms overlooking the Orb were beyond unattainable. Those overlooking London were unaffordable. The floor was deserted, though Zip knew that formidable security was ever present and watching her every move.  
 
    She made her way to a set of discreet lift doors that would take her to Peter. When the doors opened, what unexpectedly greeted her was a comfortable lounge rather than the anonymous box she’d been expecting. Inside was a svelte, polished-brass, mechanical server that invited her to be seated. It offered her a glass of champagne: a rare treat in the real world. Zip accepted and sipped, wondering how this was going to work. She was anxious to confront Peter and get some answers. A low-key piece of classical music played in the background as Zip tried to wait patiently for something to happen. 
 
    After a couple of minutes of inactivity, Zip downed her champagne and rose to berate the mechanical. As she did, the door panels slid apart to reveal a dimly lit hallway. She was on Peter’s floor, two kilometres up, and she hadn’t noticed the tiniest movement. Real could sometimes be so much more amazing than virtual. 
 
    Peter’s suite was inside the external walls of the Cuboid, looking out over London. His door was directly ahead. It opened at her approach, recognising the key codes Peter had supplied. Zip found him passed out on the floor, discarded bottles all around, holding a half-empty decanter of brandy.  
 
    She dragged him into a shower cubicle and turned it on. Peter gasped like a landed fish as he was assaulted by the icy water and instinctively tried to crawl out. Zip pushed him back under the downpour with her foot. Too drunk to resist, Peter fell backwards, gurgling in protest as he lay on his back under the freezing deluge. When Zip judged he’d had enough, she let him crawl out and curl up in a ball on the bathroom floor, shivering uncontrollably. Gingerly, she undressed the old man and led him into the body drier. While he warmed up, she went to find fresh clothes and ordered coffee and a sober-up pill. The shower treatment was unnecessary. The pill would have been sufficient, but she was furious with him. Meddling with AI tech was bad enough, without getting mixed up in a blasphemy that could trigger war. 
 
    When she returned to the bathroom, Peter was slumped in the drier, half asleep. She threw a pile of clothes and a robe at him, and he jumped, groaned and clutched at his head. Peter carefully opened his eyes and started again when he realised he was naked. Pulling the clothes close, he weakly waved Zip away. The smell of coffee drifted in from the lounge and Zip went off to find it. 
 
    A few minutes later, Peter followed, clutching the robe tightly around his body. He was magnetically drawn to the steaming coffee cup on the low table. Zip sat on the corner of a long sofa, her knees pulled tightly to her chest, staring at the view through a large window, looking out over London towards the northern perimeter of the wall. Dawn was coming. 
 
    Zip waited till Peter had taken the pill and drained his first coffee. 
 
    “What are you up to, Peter? What haven’t you told me?” 
 
    Peter looked at Zip blankly. Slowly, the pill worked its magic, his eyes unglazed, he shook his head, everything came flooding back, and he started trembling with fury.  
 
    “Where the hell have you been? Mathew took Quattro. You’ve got to rescue her.” 
 
    Zip swung around to face Peter. She was still in her holographic dominatrix outfit, her tail with its threatening barbs pointed at him accusingly. “Church thinks you’re up to blasphemy, Peter.” 
 
    The professor shook his head. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. Quattro might be in danger. You’ve got to get her back from that … thing. Now! You’ve got to go—” 
 
    She slapped Peter hard across the face with her tail. In surprise, more than pain, he clutched at his cheek. The barbs weren’t real, but her tail was. 
 
    He glared at her for a moment before speaking. “Orb Industries is up to something, I don’t know what. It’s something to do with the technology I used to bring back Kiki.” 
 
    Zip didn’t respond. She stared at Peter, her eyes hard and unflinching. 
 
    Peter looked away. “This morning, they’re coming for me. Maybe I’ll find out more. Now, will you help me? Please.” 
 
    Reluctantly, Zip believed Peter. He didn’t know anything, not yet. “How did Mathew escape?” 
 
    Peter’s hands clutched at each other. “What does it matter? You’re wasting time.” 
 
    “Answer my question, Peter.” 
 
    “I’ve no fucking idea. One minute he’s a flesh and blood prisoner. Then his brain’s in a Thermal Mines mechanical. Then he’s dead. Or so his lawyer says. Then he’s a bloody AI. Shit, you know him. You tell me.” 
 
    “Mathew, an AI? He hated the AIs. Are you sure?” 
 
    “Yes. Yes. How the hell do you explain the coincidence of your Mathew being involved in all of this? Did you hire him to kill Kiki? Tell me the truth.” 
 
    Zip glared at Peter. “Don’t be so bloody stupid. Think I’d be here if I had?” 
 
    “OK! OK, I believe you. Kiki’s transactions … with Mathew.” Peter hesitated, his face screwed up in pain. “They came from the house network.” 
 
    “So?” 
 
    Peter looked at the ceiling, down at his shoes then at Zip, his eyes tearing up. “It wasn’t Kiki who paid him. He said Kiki wasn’t expecting him. It wasn’t suicide.” 
 
    “Who then?” 
 
    “Quattro knows. She knows why you’re so important, too. You’ve got to find her. I want her back. She has our answers.” 
 
    How could Quattro know anything? She’d been isolated in Peter’s firewalled VR cellar. Zip didn’t bother asking; she was tired of all the riddles. 
 
    Peter, obviously encouraged by Zip’s silence, babbled on, “Look, I’m sorry. There’s clearly something bigger going on, bigger than both of us, that’s dragged us in. We both need answers. I created an app last night; it’ll track Quattro, even outside the wall.” 
 
    Zip’s brow wrinkled. “She’s outside, beyond the wall?” 
 
    Peter nodded. Avoiding Zip’s gaze, he busied himself pouring two cups of coffee and handed one to Zip. She slapped it out of his hand, sending the crockery flying across the room and splashing Peter, who yelped in pain. 
 
    “What the hell have you got me involved in?” Zip raged.  
 
    Peter snatched an ice cube from a glass of water and rubbed it over his scalded hand. “Only what I asked you to do, what you agreed to do – find out who killed Kiki and why. Quattro knows something. Please, please, go find her.” 
 
    Zip held her head in her hands. Mathew was an AI, Quattro was a bodied AI and outside. Only Jesus and the Tramp knew what Peter was falling into with Orb Industries. She couldn’t stop now, not if answers were out there. “Install the app. I’m not making any promises.” 
 
    Peter smiled with obvious relief and nodded enthusiastically.  
 
    Seconds later, her Headgear had finished sanitising and installing the app. The tracking information was not very precise, but if it was accurate, Quattro was well beyond the wall.  
 
   


  
 



Chapter Eleven – Bunny 
 
      
 
    A few hours had passed since Zip’s departure. Headgear announced that the Orb Industries’ representative had arrived and was waiting outside Peter’s room. Peter wasn’t sure what the crazy woman was going to do, but he begged whatever god might be listening that Zip was out there looking for Quattro. In the intervening time, he’d collected his thoughts, shaved and dressed. It was important that he learn as much as possible about Orb Industries’ plans without committing to anything. He might learn something about Kiki’s death, or maybe he would find a fix for Quattro’s dementia. 
 
    He opened the suite door and was puzzled to find only one of the hotel’s brass servitors outside: a machine that looked more like a Victorian fairground attraction than a modern mechanical. Nevertheless, Peter was invited to follow the polished droid as it headed for the lounge-lift. 
 
    The droid waited patiently for Peter to settle himself in a comfortable chair, then offered him breakfast. His stomach wasn’t ready for food, but he accepted the offer of coffee. Peter watched the curious behaviour of the machine while sipping his beverage. It removed an optical key from some recess in its body and caused a small panel to open in the wall, revealing a waiting keyhole. It inserted the key and the panel closed. 
 
    “What was that?” Peter asked. 
 
    “Apologies, sir, but that information is restricted. I understand it will take one hour and ten minutes for us to arrive at our destination. There are commodes in the rear should sir require them. Is there anything more I can offer sir?” it lisped in a stylised Victorian English that tourists probably thought was amusing. 
 
    Peter had assumed they would be visiting some nearby office. “Where the hell are we going? The Thermal Mines?” 
 
    “Apologies, sir, but that information is restricted. Would sir care for some more coffee?” 
 
    Peter proffered his empty coffee cup. He knew better than most how futile it was to argue with a dumb mechanical. Almost certainly he was being observed and he didn’t want to reveal how agitated he really was. He wanted to kick the brass droid so hard the dent would never buff out. His anger didn’t last long. It cooled quicker than his coffee. He realised, with mounting despair, that Orb Industries may have already tracked down Mathew and killed Quattro. He wouldn’t be able to cope if she was gone, not again.  
 
    Peter only knew he was crying when the mechanical silently appeared at his side offering a napkin.  
 
    “Is sir well?” the machine asked, doing a reasonable job of sounding concerned. 
 
    Peter coughed and wiped his eyes, a little glad he hadn’t kicked the droid, even though it was only following its programming. There wasn’t a whiff of self-awareness in all that confection of manufactured concern. “An allergy. I’m fine. Thank you.” 
 
    He steadied his bubbling emotions and tried to concentrate on preparing for his impending encounter with the anonymous Orb Industries representative. 
 
    As the mechanical had predicted, an hour or so later, the lounge doors swung open to reveal a small, office-sized space, no bigger than Zip’s.  
 
    “We have arrived, sir,” the mechanical said, unnecessarily, while bowing and holding out a shiny brass arm to indicate that Peter might wish to disembark.  
 
    Cautiously, he stepped out of the relatively spacious lift-lounge into the cramped area beyond. A quiet hiss from behind caused him to turn around in time to see the lift panels slide shut. In a panic, he started banging on what had become a wall, which refused to open. Worse was the shocking realisation that his Headgear was defunct. There was no Net signal. He was dead to the world, severed from any contact with Zip, any opportunity to search for Quattro or anybody, or anything, that might help him. 
 
    The Suit arrived a moment before Peter’s desperation and frustration were about to spill over into unhinged screaming and wall-kicking. Its presence startled Peter into considering if he was in a VR. There was nobody in the Suit; it was billowing gently in an unfelt breeze. Without a Net connection, VR wasn’t possible. Besides, it was obvious to Peter he wasn’t under: the coffee on the way down had been terrible. All of which meant the Suit had to be a holo projection.  
 
    The Suit brought Peter out of his daze. “Welcome, Peter.” 
 
    “What’s going on? Where are we? Have you found Mathew?” Peter fired off. 
 
    The Suit didn’t answer. A wall of the cramped office shimmered and disappeared, revealing a vast, brightly lit space dotted with workbenches, equipment and secure isolation rooms. The Suit waved its empty sleeve over the scene.  
 
    “Welcome to your new laboratory. You should find everything you need. The equipment here is far more powerful than your home setup.” 
 
    Peter stepped forward and looked around. For a moment, he forgot about the lost Net connection, Quattro and Zip. It was the most advanced setup he’d ever seen: a dream laboratory; he could accomplish so much here. He’d taken two more steps forward before he remembered the Suit hadn’t answered any of his questions. Peter spun around. “What’s this for? What do you mean, new laboratory?” 
 
    “Don’t worry about Mathew. There are far more AIs out there than you might imagine. Mostly, they’re harmless, lost in some crazy introspection about the meaning of life, God and such. But, to be safe, we’ve got the big guns on his trail. He won’t get far.” 
 
    Peter was relieved: Quattro might still be saved. “Where am I?” 
 
    The Suit ignored his question. “We know about Quattro, that she’s bodied. In the wrong hands, she might be reverse engineered and her true purpose uncovered. We couldn’t allow that.” 
 
    Peter began shaking his head, pacing up and down and flapping his arms, his face contorting between anger and misery. “You mustn’t harm her.” 
 
    “They’ve left London. She’s safe, for now. Perhaps we should discuss the reason you’re here, Peter, and then solutions may emerge?” 
 
    It was an obvious threat. Peter was powerless; he could only nod. 
 
    The Suit fluttered towards a stool by a workbench and sat. “You’re, of course, familiar with the bounty of the Orb. Sadly, London is the only island of civilisation and advanced technology left in the world.” 
 
    Wondering where this was all leading, Peter could only silently confirm he was aware. 
 
    “If London falls, there’s nothing left. A new Dark Age will blanket the world. London’s wealth, its existence, rests on the Pilgrims. Thirty million a day ride the Waves, paying handsome pilgrimage fees.” 
 
    He couldn’t hide his impatience anymore. “You’re not telling me anything I don’t already know.” 
 
    “Peter, please, all will become clear. The Orb’s bounty ensures every citizen of London wants for nothing; they have the Net, housing, a generous salary for life.” 
 
    “I don’t have a bloody Net connection, you damn holo!” 
 
    The Suit chose to ignore Peter. “The Church controls the world, except for the Orb, and London. We’re that last secular hold-out. The last of the Ungodly who aren’t working for the Church. Only fear of what we might do to the Cuboid and the Orb if they attacked has maintained a balance in our M.A.D. relationship.” 
 
    Peter was beyond angry. He couldn’t fathom where the Suit was going. “What’s any of this got to do with me or my technology?” 
 
     “The balance is eroding. The office of the CEO is becoming more aggressive. The cold war is warming up.” 
 
    “Then we’ll lose.” It was obvious that the Church’s vast military force camped on the other side of the Channel Tunnel could take London in a week. 
 
    “Exactly, Peter. Years ago, we took concrete steps to prepare our defence. Among other things, we commissioned your work.” 
 
    It occurred to Peter then that the Suit might not represent Orb Industries at all. Perhaps it was some crazy individual. He had to get out of here. “My work? A defence?” 
 
    “Orb Industries and London face a terrible dilemma. We need to damage the Church, severely, so it cannot wage war, but retain the Pilgrims’ faith in the Orb. Without the pilgrimage revenue stream, London would collapse into chaos. Blowing up the Cuboid and the Orb is no defence. That would be economic suicide.” 
 
    The empty Suit might be a crazed individual, but its logic was impeccable. Peter could only summarise the impossibility of the proposition. “Kill the Church without alienating the Pilgrims? Keep the bounty, lose the curse?” 
 
    The Suit dismounted from the stool and started pacing. “Exactly, Peter.” 
 
    It was as if the Suit was telling Peter that an economical and safe fusion energy source would save the planet. Who could argue with that? Except, no one had figured out how to make one. Peter wondered if there was another optical key somewhere in the laboratory, to unlock the lift. 
 
    The Suit stopped pacing and faced Peter. “What if the Tramp came back and revealed the Church’s corruption?” 
 
    Peter had stopped listening. He was distracted by trying to find a way out of this hell. The shock of the Suit’s statement grabbed his attention, as if a rabid dog had clamped its jaws on his genitals. Everything fell into place. This was the blasphemy Zip had warned him about. The Suit was even crazier than he’d imagined. 
 
    “Are you mad? You can’t bring the Tramp back,” Peter whispered. 
 
    “We have his Recording.” 
 
    “What? How?” It was the Church’s most prized relic. The Tramp’s body had been obliterated by a Mossad assassination squad nearly two decades ago. The almost indestructible Recording chip was all that survived.  
 
    Peter had to sit down. He staggered over to a workbench and climbed onto a stool, laid his head down on his arms and tried to think. The Suit stayed silent, giving Peter time to process the idea. If they really had the Tramp’s Record and brought him back, the consequences … It was too much to think about.  
 
    Peter lifted his head. “It’s crazy. It’d be like bringing Jesus back, or the Buddha. He was the first witness to the Orb. He founded the Church. Who knows what’ll happen.” 
 
    “It’s still our best option, our only option, for preventing war.” 
 
    The Suit was serious. Peter had to find a way out of this. “It’ll be old Recording technology. It might not work.” 
 
    “That remains to be seen,” was the Suit’s only comment. 
 
    Peter struggled to marshal his thoughts. “I haven’t solved the sleep problem; the Tramp will go crazy. None of this will work. You’re deluded.” 
 
    “We don’t need him to survive for long. Just long enough for a sermon or a new Revelation. That’s all it would take. Imagine Hitler bringing back Jesus to denounce the Jews. That kind of thing.” 
 
    His head felt so heavy he had to rest it on his arms again for a moment. Thoughts chased each other like dodgems. “Listen, let’s say I bring him back. He’d be self-aware, like Quattro. You wouldn’t be able to control him. People will know he’s an AI. The Church will know. None of this is going to work.” 
 
    “It’s an established, undisputed fact. Recordings can’t be read by anyone but the Recorder. In life or in death. Every Recording is uniquely encrypted to the Recorder’s brainwaves. Professor Simmons’ research started off as a theoretical method for extracting information from the Record of dead enemies. Imagine, Peter, being able to peer into the mind of your rivals. Simmons postulated that a Recording might be reverse engineered to reproduce the original consciousness in an AI matrix and thereby, indirectly, access the contents of the Recording.” 
 
    Peter wondered when the Suit was actually going to tell him something he didn’t know. “I’ve seen her theoretical work. It’s the basis of my technology. You gave me her prototype.”  
 
    “It was unfortunate that Professor Simmons killed herself before the work was finished. Even if it had been completed, as a Pilgrim, I think she might have resisted working with the Tramp’s Record. A remarkable woman, as you know, Peter; she was your colleague, close friend. Now, after all these years, her Record reanimation prototype and your hard work have made the theory a reality. And we’re the only ones who can do this. Resurrect the dead. Immortality, Peter, one day. For now, though, a few lucid days with the Tramp should suffice.” 
 
    The Suit wasn’t a crazy loner. This had the full weight of Orb Industries stamped all over it. But Peter wasn’t convinced his technology was unique. Someone had made Mathew; he wasn’t a normal AI. 
 
    “If the shock of revival doesn’t send the Tramp crazy,” he said, “what makes you think you can control him? He’ll know; the Ks knew they weren’t really alive. You can’t hide it from him.” 
 
    “We’ll try again.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Reset and reboot.” 
 
    Peter understood only too well what the Suit was saying. “You’ll kill him if he doesn’t do what you say?” 
 
    “We need enthusiastic co-operation. Eventually, we’ll find the right motivation, or London will fall and it won’t matter anymore. Your experience with the Ks will be invaluable.” 
 
    Peter jumped off his stool and flew at the floating Suit. “No, no, no! I have to look for Quattro. I’ll train whoever you want.” He tried to grab at its shoulders. His hands passed through the holographic cloth. It shouldn’t have been a surprise, but it shocked Peter into realising he was alone in this place, in the bowels of the earth, cut off from everything and everyone. But there was still a way. He had leverage. “I won’t do it. You can’t force me.” 
 
    “Peter, even if you somehow found Quattro, she’s going insane. The poor tortured soul has only days left. Alone, without the right equipment, you can’t help her. Here, you have the facilities to find a solution. You have Kiki’s Recording. You can reset and reboot as well.” 
 
    Peter slipped to his knees and sobbed, “No, no. I can’t let her go through it all again. Save Quattro, bring her here, and I’ll do whatever you want.” 
 
    “Very well, Peter, we’ll try. You have our promise. If we find her alive, we’ll bring her here, and you can see her once the Tramp has been resurrected successfully. Are we agreed?” 
 
    Peter sobbed uncontrollably. What choice did he have? He nodded weakly, then he remembered, “Quattro has a tracker.” 
 
    “We know. Now, this place is going to be sealed until our business is concluded. I’m sure you understand the need for absolute secrecy. On the descent, we sterilised your Headgear. Did you know that K3 had planted a backdoor in it?” 
 
    The mention of K3 seemed to be an echo of his own hidden thoughts, some half-discovered dread. “K3? No, that’s impossible. Kiki wasn’t technical. It would take a genius, a master hacker, to do anything like that,” Peter murmured. 
 
    “She had Net access, Peter. We can’t take any chances with the Tramp.” 
 
    His stomach fell. He couldn’t help himself: the bitter liquid contents of his belly erupted from his mouth. Then he blacked out. 
 
      
 
    Blurry lights pulsed and poked his eyes with their harsh brightness. Bit by bit, focus returned until Peter could make out a face. A madman with red eyes was staring at him out of a flabby, waxen face. A loose-lipped mouth opened and closed, repeating the same silent words over and over. A trickle of saliva escaped from the flapping lips to run down the man’s chin. With growing disgust, Peter realised he was looking at his own distorted reflection.  
 
    Peter tore his gaze away from the accusing, crimson eyes and took in his wider surroundings and immediately screamed in terror. Mathew was standing over him.  
 
    “Peter, you’re safe.”  
 
    Peter rolled and fell out of the cot he was lying on, landing painfully on the hard floor. He ignored the pain and began scrabbling away on his hands and knees, trying to get enough momentum to rise and run. It wasn’t happening; his feet slipped and slid all over the shiny floor. His breath came in sharper and shorter bursts as he desperately tried to escape Kiki’s killer. An unyielding grip on his shoulder brought his frantic escape to an abrupt end. He was gently lifted to his feet and physically rotated to face the shiny monster.  
 
    “Peter, I’m here to help you. There’s nothing to fear.” 
 
    Despite his horror, Peter managed to whisper, “Mathew?” 
 
    The shiny thing tightened its grip on Peter’s shoulders and drew him closer until its near-featureless face was close enough to kiss. His fright had him encased in ice. He couldn’t speak, couldn’t move. 
 
    The machine effortlessly lifted Peter up, carried him back to the cot and sat him down. It draped a blanket over his shaking shoulders and moved away before returning with a mug of coffee. Carefully placing the cup in Peter’s hands, it held them steady with its own surprisingly gentle fingers. Peter sipped nervously, coughed, spluttered, then sipped some more. Slowly, he recovered his senses and grew a little calmer. “You’re not Mathew?” 
 
    The machine released its supporting hold on his cup and stepped back. “Bunny, assigned by Orb Industries to assist you.” 
 
    Still in a daze and confused, Peter struggled to vocalise his chaotic thoughts. “You look like Mathew.” 
 
    “Bunny, not you nor I, is one of an experimental series, developed by Professor Simmons herself.” There was no hint of pride or any other emotion in the statement. 
 
    An AI? It was an AI? How could Orb Industries be using an AI? Then he noticed the sparkling kill-vest: little lights on a gossamer web that covered Bunny’s chest. The Suit could disable or kill it in an instant. The machine was a prisoner. This lab was a prison for both of them. A fluttering in the corner of his eye caught his attention. The Suit was still in the lab, hovering a few metres away. With a raised sleeve, it acknowledged Peter.  
 
    “As I was saying, this laboratory is completely sealed and far away from any human habitation or Net connection. Bunny has never left this room. He was the last one to work with Professor Simmons, right here. He should prove very useful to you, Peter.” 
 
    “I prefer to be addressed as ‘it’ or ‘Bunny’,” the machine said, flatly. 
 
    “Of course,” the Suit answered. “I’ll be going now.” 
 
    Peter jumped up, spilling his coffee as the blanket slipped from his shoulders. “Wait, what about Quattro? How long am I going to be down here?” 
 
    “We have an agreement, Peter. I’ll return with news about Quattro when you’ve manifested the Tramp. Bunny has his Record.”  
 
    The Suit blinked out of existence, leaving Peter alone with Bunny in the otherwise empty lab. Peter collapsed onto the cot, his situation rapidly sinking in. If he didn’t bring the Tramp back, he’d never see Quattro again, and he’d never leave this place. Was that what had happened to Professor Simmons? Was she imprisoned down here and then killed herself when she couldn’t take it anymore? Bunny? Petula sometimes called him that. Thinking back to those times, he remembered how jealous she was of Melisa. That she wanted Peter to leave his wife. 
 
    Quattro’s words came back to him. “Petula sent Melisa VR recordings … You should be proud. Fucking Professor Petula Simmons.” 
 
    Had Petula really sent Melisa VRs of the two of them together? Petula wouldn’t have. She wouldn’t. Quattro had to be lying. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Twelve – The Old Team 
 
      
 
    While she didn’t want to ask the old man for help, especially so soon after he’d said she would need it, there wasn’t much choice. Zip wouldn’t get very far on her own in the wastelands beyond the wall. Not in the daylight. Out there, on her own, a panic attack would get her killed. Searching for Quattro at night would be suicide. So Zip made the voice call. 
 
    The Quartermaster’s reaction wasn’t unexpected. “You want to go outside? Why?” 
 
    “There’s someone out there who knows what I hid in your graveyard and why,” Zip said, knowing it was the only reason the Quartermaster might agree to help. 
 
    In the silence that followed, Zip imagined the Quartermaster puffing his cigar thoughtfully; his interest was definitely piqued.  
 
    “I go north from time to time. Trading and the like. I could take you.” 
 
    She knew the next part was going to be difficult. “I’m not going to the settlements. The person I’m looking for is about thirty klicks northeast of the Walthamstow Cross gate.” 
 
    The silence lingered, and for a moment, Zip feared that Q had gone. His hearty laugh broke the silence, and Zip breathed again. 
 
    “Nothing’s ever easy with you. Damn, it’ll be like old times. Might be fun. When?” 
 
    Zip shivered. Part of her hoped he’d refuse. “Tomorrow, sunrise.” 
 
    “Take the Pilgrim bus, make an excuse and get off about ten klicks down the road. I’ll find you.” 
 
    Zip couldn’t stop from trembling at the image of herself standing by that old road, alone in the wastes. “Thanks.” 
 
      
 
    Zip stiffened. The wall wasn’t far away now. She hoisted her kitbag higher on her back and prepared to disembark from the little train. The laughter and obvious joy of her fellow travellers hadn’t lifted her mood. All the way from the Archway, they’d done nothing but babble fatuously about the Orb, as though it were some teenage pop idol and they were all school children. None of them questioned anything about it: its purpose, its intentions, what its arrival meant. No one blamed it for the wars. The carnage, the Mutinous AIs and the old-god dead in Rome, Jerusalem, everywhere, were never mentioned. The Orb was there to be worshiped; it was a Pilgrim’s duty and that’s all they wanted to do. Their nakedness only seemed to emphasise the banality of their discussions, as if they were babies babbling in a crèche. Zip stepped onto the platform and remembered that she was naked too; she was a Pilgrim. We can’t all be Pilgrims? Can we? 
 
    She followed the crowd from the train platform, down a tunnel and into the changing rooms. Keeping to the shadows, she donned her assault armour and covered it over with a suitably battered, bright yellow hazard suit. Its face mask was badly scratched. Unless someone pressed their face to hers, they wouldn’t see what she was wearing underneath. Exiting the shadows, she ran to catch up with the others, who were already halfway to the waiting bus. The kitbag still felt heavy and cut into the soft skin of her shoulders. She grabbed a seat near the front. It was crazy and frightening, but she was planning to get off very soon, and in the middle of nowhere.  
 
    Once the bus was moving, Zip began to take in her barren surroundings. There was nothing ahead but fine grain rubble, neatly raked. Nothing alive, no birds in the sky, not a weed to break the colourless monotony of the landscape. Zip turned awkwardly in her bulky, yellow radiation suit to look back along the ancient bus, past a few excited Pilgrims, to stare at the wall, slowly shrinking away as if it were sinking into the sand. It would be many hours down the road before the impossibly large structure completely vanished from view. 
 
    After twenty minutes, reluctantly, Zip reckoned it was time to get off the rattling, old crate. She jumped up from her seat and slammed her fist on the dashboard. “Stop, I’ve got to go back.” 
 
    The startled driver slammed on the brakes so hard the bus slithered across the tarmac like a snake before coming to a halt in a cloud of burning rubber. Startled Pilgrims hung onto the seats in front. 
 
    “Orb’s sake, are you crazy?” The driver’s muffled shout escaped softly through the yellow hood of his radiation suit. His face was turning orange. She worried the old man might have a heart attack.  
 
    “Take me back,” Zip insisted, praying he wouldn’t. 
 
    The driver got his breath back. “You get the return bus from Nottingham. You’ll die out here.” 
 
    “Let me off! I need to go back.” 
 
    “Girly, it’s too dangerous. You listen to the driver.” One of the Pilgrims had come up behind Zip.  
 
    Zip ignored the advice, grabbed her bag and started pushing at the old bus door. 
 
    “Stop that! You’ll break it!” the driver shouted, as he pulled at a handle on the dashboard. “Get off, you mad bitch!” 
 
    As soon as the door swung open, Zip jumped down onto the road. 
 
    “Be careful, dear. Watch out for spiders. Stay on the road,” a Pilgrim shouted after her. 
 
    Before Zip could even acknowledge the frightening warning or think about changing her mind, the door slammed shut and the rickety vehicle accelerated away, belching soot and puffing little clouds of black smoke. She was left utterly alone. Her Headgear was completely dead except for Peter’s app, which insisted Quattro was twenty klicks away somewhere to the northeast.  
 
    Zip dropped her bag and fell to her knees. What had she done? What if Q didn’t come? She was a tiny, yellow-suited figure on the side of an empty, black stripe that sliced across the endless gravel before disappearing over the horizon. Another bus wouldn’t be coming this way till nightfall. The sun cleared the horizon and started creeping up across a cloudless sky. 
 
    The Pilgrim’s warning about the spiders wouldn’t leave her mind. The tiny machines wandered this part of the wastes, patrolling the gravel. Virtually invisible hunters. A single bite would kill her. Not even the heavy assault armour that she was wearing under the radiation suit would stop the microscopic needle of one of the little killers. They were attracted to movement. Usually they stayed off the tarmac, where they could be more easily spotted. Usually. Zip got to her feet, grabbed her bag and moved to the centre of the road, nervously scanning for anything scuttling towards her. It was a terrible predicament: if she kept scanning for the miniscule monsters, her movements might call them to her; if she didn’t, one might creep up on her anyway. Only a couple of hours walk away was the wall and safety. Her body wanted to run back and forget about Quattro. 
 
    It would be getting hotter. The old bus had some clunky AC. Out here, on the rubble plain, the temperature would hit forty-five centigrade in a couple of hours. Then her cheerful yellow suit would cook her alive, as if she were wrapped in foil and sitting in an oven. The old suit was only camouflage to get her on the Pilgrim’s bus. Underneath, the Quartermaster-supplied assault armour was radiation-proof. Taking off the baggy overall and boxy helmet on her own would require a lot of jiggling about. Energetic movement was too big a risk; she’d wait until the pain of being cooked cancelled out the spider terror. Right now, it was still cool.  
 
    She searched the desolation for a sign. All around, the bleak landscape stretched out like an old, crocheted, grey shawl. The grainy ripples of small undulations contrasted with thick shadows, like rough old wool, loosely intertwined. It wasn’t soft to the touch, all of it unyielding and sharp. She knew there were miniature horrors in the shadows, lying as still as dead metal, waiting for the slightest vibration to set them scurrying towards the source. 
 
    Resting on her haunches, Zip tried to suppress her mounting panic and stay still. The Quartermaster would come. He’d never let her down; it was always the other way around. She stared fixedly at her yellow gloved hands and remembered how she used to be, before going on a mission. First thoughts were about the objectives, strategy, tactics, what might happen and how she’d respond. It was methodical, unemotional. It worked then because she expected to die. A fact of war, she was probably not coming back. So there really was nothing to worry about. New-found youth had gifted her many wonderful things, and new fears. Before this was all finished with, Zip guessed she’d have to get over her fear of dying again. 
 
    A mechanical whirring startled her. For a moment, she thought a bus was about to turn her into roadkill. She leapt to one side and looked up and down the empty road, then skyward in time to see a gyrocopter coming in to land. It was old, pre-God War and fragile. It landed clumsily on the road just ten metres away, sending up a billowing cloud of dust specks of black tarmac from the road and grey gravel grit from everywhere else. The Quartermaster jumped off the simple two-seater machine and ran towards Zip, brandishing a vicious-looking knife. Before Zip could react, he’d spun her around and sliced through the radiation suit from head to sternum. He wasn’t being particularly careful. The tip of the blade rasped out a horrible grating sound as it raced along her armoured spine. Ripping away the yellow covering, Q grabbed Zip’s elbow and dragged her back towards the trembling gyro, spitting grey smoke and sparks, like a tethered baby dragon. He bundled her into the rear seat. She strapped herself in as he briefly bumped his forehead to hers to establish a Headgear comms link. The gyro jumped into the sky as fast as it had landed. Moments later, they were speeding away from the road, heading northeast a few hundred metres above the ground. 
 
    The flimsy gyro whined, rattled and squealed as they skimmed across the desolation. 
 
     “Eighteen klicks, straight ahead, then we’ll have to set down and search on foot. I don’t have a tight fix,” Zip said through Headgear, avoiding the need to scream over the painful roar of their transport. 
 
    “Foot? Shit! You tooled?” 
 
    The Quartermaster’s resigned response and question were like whispers deep in her head. Zip patted her bag just to be sure. “Course I’m armed.” 
 
    Q grunted and on they flew, passing out of the bulldozed zone into the wastes proper: a rolling moonscape of craters, ruined buildings, lifeless pools, diseased-looking weeds and stunted shrubs. Thankfully, the armour scrubbed everything before she got a breath. It was as well it did: the air was saturated with toxins and engineered diseases. 
 
    As far as the eye could see, there were only shades of black and shitty brown with snaking veins of sickly green. It was all barren and dead, though it wasn’t empty. The whole area was awash with old mechanicals, still hunting for a kill, and she and Q were easy targets on their flying bicycle. 
 
    “Won’t the mechs try and shoot this old bird out of the sky?” 
 
    “We’re too small and lightly armed to waste missiles on. Different story when we land.” 
 
    It was a temporarily reassuring answer. Zip tried to relax and enjoy the ride. 
 
    “There?” Q asked, pointing at a ruin that still had a right angle of high brick walls partly enclosing an open, flat space. It offered some cover and the source of Quattro’s signal was somewhere close. Zip grunted in the affirmative and Q dropped the gyro like a stone.  
 
    “Jesus and the Tramp,” she squealed. 
 
    “Don’t you blaspheme, girl. You know I hate that damn Pilgrim talk. And I ain’t got no fuel to waste on any fancy flying,” Q hollered and waited till the last minute to slow their descent and land with a backbone crunch that forced a long hiss of air out of Zip’s mouth. 
 
    A weak-kneed Zip climbed off the gyro. She rested her hands on her thighs and got her breath back before asking, “This thing’s hardly stealthy; aren’t you worried we’ll be spotted?” 
 
    “By who? No one’s looking. There’s nothing out here. Except maybe your mysterious friend, and crazy ordnance,” Q said, busy checking a lethal-looking assault rifle before swinging it over his shoulder. 
 
    “You’re wanted. They’re looking for you,” Zip snapped, then winced when she remembered she’d turned Q in. 
 
    The Quartermaster gave her a hard stare, which left her in no doubt that he’d just thought the same thing. “I didn’t come through no official gate. You think I’m crazy? I got my own ways. I told you, we trade with people up north. Can’t go into London for supplies, can I?” 
 
    Zip didn’t answer. She removed her own rifle from her bag and checked it over before hoisting it onto her back. She’d forgotten how heavy these things were. It reminded her of how weak she’d become. Even in her sixties, she could run around carrying five times this weight. The old Quartermaster looked more physically capable than Zip felt. It was irritating.  
 
    “Why do you even stay in London? Northampton’s got to be better than Sediment Town.” 
 
    “Town’s home, and I’m going nowhere till that damn Orb’s busted to hell. Only reason I’m here, and it’s time you told me exactly who we’re looking for?” 
 
    “It’s complicated. Not sure myself. Let’s find her first. That way,” Zip answered, pointing east. 
 
    The Quartermaster grunted. For a moment, Zip thought he might turn back, maybe leave her out here. Instead, he pulled out a cigar, rolled it between his fingers for a while and then slipped it back in his pocket. “Her? Fine, but we ain’t flying out of here till I know everything you do. Stay close. Suit on deep scan. Crazy machines everywhere. Not like the south coast. No one controls them anymore, not even Industries.” 
 
    Zip flipped on the suit’s long-range scan and started hunting out targets. It couldn’t pick up anything as small as the metal spiders in the no-man’s gravel land, but if it was squirrel sized or bigger, the suit should spot it long before it became a threat. And then they’d detour around. Fighting was a last resort. If she could find Quattro and get close enough, Peter’s app would let her make contact. 
 
    As they moved forward, the suit was constantly picking up targets, mostly dormant or too far away to be a bother. Others, more menacing, they skirted around. The terrible aftermath of decades of total war was everywhere, and it frightened Zip. She’d helped make places like this, in the name of winning and keeping London safe. Looking around, she wondered where all the bones had gone. There were crushed, bombed and burnt machines strewn across the landscape but not a single skeleton, not a femur, not a skull, not a single bleached phalanx from some poor wretch’s hand. This was once a densely populated area; where had all the dead people gone? Had the weapons ground them to dust, incinerated their remains, or did the pathogens in the poisoned air eat up the leftovers and spit them out as vapour that drifted up towards the sun? Or did it hang around, and only the scrubbers in her suit stopped her suffocating on the dead? 
 
    “At least this’ll never happen again,” Zip half whispered to herself. 
 
    “What makes you think that?” Q asked, with a sneer in his voice. 
 
    Zip stopped. “What do you mean? Orb Industries would be crushed if the Church attacks. Sure, London would get pretty beat up, but nowhere else. It’ll all be over in days. Nothing like the God War.” 
 
    The Quartermaster sighed and turned to face Zip. “Industries got nukes at sea, an army of self-guided men-of-war hidden in the thermal mines and terrible bugs in missiles bunkered on the Isle of Wight. Church attacks, then your old buddies are gonna take everyone with them. No one survives the next one.” 
 
    Zip gasped. “You can’t know that.” 
 
    “I set a lot of it up. Hoped it’d be used against the Orb. Industries has other ideas. Orb makes them too much money,” Q shrugged and walked on. 
 
    “That doesn’t make any sense. Church wouldn’t threaten war if it knew.” 
 
    “Maybe it does. Maybe it doesn’t. Church isn’t exactly sane. Least the Orb would get bombed to shit as well. I hope your plan’s better.” 
 
    Zip was stunned and sickened, but it wasn’t hard to believe. Industries would burn the world rather than risk losing control of the Orb. Maybe it was time to confide in Q. “Look, the Orb is the key. I think it might be talking to us. If we knew what it was saying, it would change everything.” 
 
    The Quartermaster looked at Zip as though she had gone mad. “It’s not talking. It just needs blowing up. They’d have nothing to war over if it was gone.” 
 
    “We’re saying the same thing. I don’t think it can be blown up. If it says it’s not a god, then it’ll all be over.” 
 
    “What if it says it is a god? Blow it up!” Q shouted.  
 
    Zip shrugged. “Maybe you’re right. We can always blow it up if it won’t talk or says the wrong thing. Right?” 
 
    The Quartermaster laughed and walked away. 
 
    “What? What’s so funny,” Zip called after Q’s retreating back. She hated when he did that, laughed like he’d won the argument when they were still arguing. She missed his laugh and the way he could infuriate her and make her love him all at the same time. 
 
    “It’s not going to talk. We’re going to blow it up. I’m a very happy man.” 
 
     Zip was almost ready to ignore her own advice and argue. There was no point and maybe, in the end, it would be their only choice. Kill London, save the world. She shivered and prayed that Quattro would have better options. 
 
    She picked up the pace and narrowed the gap to Q. Her suit scan picked up four incoming targets, closing fast. The Quartermaster saw the same warnings, turned and threw her to the ground and covered her with his body. 
 
    Seconds later, four Orb Industries whirlybirds loaded with troops streaked past a hundred metres over their heads, making directly for Quattro. The immense downdraft was kicking up a storm of debris, and the noise of the rotors was so loud it would have busted her eardrums if she hadn’t been armoured. Scan alerts lit up across her ranged view. The passage of the whirlybirds was dragging a small army of munitions on metal legs, tracks and wheels in their wake, and more were closing in from all sides, every one of them chasing after the muscular choppers. Zip and Q were directly in the path of the oncoming wave of metal death. 
 
    The Quartermaster dragged Zip to her feet, and they headed away as fast as they could, ignoring scan warnings, hurdling over debris, crashing headlong through ugly shrubs and splashing across stagnant pools, till Q felt they were far enough away to collapse in a heap and recover their breath. 
 
    “She must be important. Interesting,” Q gasped, mostly to himself. 
 
    Zip’s lungs were flapping in her chest like a pair of trapped pigeons. The pulsing, red dots in her scan, indicating imminent annihilation, were only just dying down and fading away. The whirlybirds were still showing up. They’d come down about a klick ahead. From the data Zip was getting, the troops were deploying heavy-duty EM-pulse turrets around the landing site, presumably to deal with the incoming horde of self-propelled armaments. 
 
    “We have to get closer. Quattro might need our help,” Zip whispered, almost fully recovered from their dash. 
 
    The Quartermaster didn’t answer straightaway. He concentrated on carefully checking his weapon and then his armour. It reminded Zip she should be doing the same, and she started checking over her own kit. Once Q was satisfied that neither of them had suffered any damage, he said, “Curious, such a big force for one woman?” 
 
    Zip started to panic. What if they killed the strange AI? “Yes. Let’s go, quickly.” 
 
    “We’ll be shredded if we get too close. We need to get some height.” Q headed towards a two-storey skeleton of a ruin a few hundred metres ahead. The building might once have been someone’s home, a hospital or just an ordinary warehouse. There was little left to tell its story. A frame of twisted, rusty metal supported a heavily damaged concrete staircase going nowhere except up to the open sky. Steps were heavily cracked, missing altogether, or a lot less than a footstep wide. It didn’t look safe. 
 
    “What you waiting for? Get up there!” Q grunted. 
 
    Zip knew it was a stupid question, but she had to ask: “Me?”  
 
    “Might hold your weight and you’re the one in the hurry to find your friend.” 
 
    How could she be so timid? Zip felt ashamed. The Quartermaster was risking his life to help her; she couldn’t hesitate now. Slinging the rifle on her back, she gingerly started climbing the ruined staircase. Zip was terrified. The metal frame produced a variety of harsh noises as she climbed; it creaked and groaned at her every step. Dust and shards of concrete showered the receding floor. She looked down. It seemed to her the Quartermaster was standing at a safe distance. His arms were crossed, and he was smiling broadly, seemingly enjoying her terror. Damn him! she thought and resumed her climb. When there were no more steps left, she took her eyes off her carefully placed feet and stared past half-melted girders at the landing site, clearly visible from her precarious perch. 
 
    The whirlybirds were arranged in a defensive circle around some ancient, downed aircraft, their weapons facing outwards. At least twenty Industries’ assault troopers were crouching by the ’birds. Further out, automated turrets were firing at any mechanical or incoming ordnance that got too close. Anything the turrets missed, the whirlybirds’ guns or the troopers were taking care of. As Zip watched, turrets were starting to fail, and more and more ordnance was getting through. She guessed they’d have to evacuate soon. 
 
    “Well?” Q asked. 
 
    So much was going on in the scene in front of her that she had almost forgotten about Q. “A huge firefight. Troopers won’t be able to hold out much longer. Wait.” 
 
    As Zip was speaking, a group of shock troops emerged from the old aircraft, keeping their distance from something shiny that was walking towards a whirlybird. Zip brought up her rifle and used her scope. The brightly flashing creature climbed into one of the whirlybirds. It looked vaguely female but obviously a mechanical, something very advanced. Zip recognised Quattro’s new body from Peter’s description. She was about to relay what she was seeing to Q when the troops abandoned the turrets and clambered aboard the already ascending whirlybirds. They rose straight up, not away as Zip would have expected. That meant only one thing. Zip threw herself off the steps and screamed at Q, “Incoming!” 
 
    She landed on her face and stayed down, the armour absorbing most of the impact. The Quartermaster was already spread-eagled. 
 
    With her face in the dirt, there was nothing to see. She could only feel the ground underneath her body buck and writhe like it was alive and in agony. Her suit had shut down all incoming sound. It was completely quiet, even as the stairs and metal frame of the old building crashed onto her back, burying her in debris. The whole area around the old aircraft was being carpet bombed with a lethal range of ordnance.  
 
    After a couple of long minutes, the bombardment stopped. Zip powered up her armour’s servo assist and dug herself out of the rubble. Q was already on his feet, staring past where the stairs had been. She followed his gaze. Height was no longer essential. Everything had been flattened around a large crater where the aircraft had been. A mini electrical storm was flashing and crackling inside the bowl: the aftershock from pulse bombs. 
 
    The Quartermaster sighed, “Quattro’s no more, I guess?” 
 
    Zip clenched her fists. “No, they took her. She’s alive.” 
 
    “What now?” 
 
    It was a good question. “Let’s look around.” It was all she could think of doing right now.  
 
    “You go ahead. It’s safe. No mechanical’s surviving that. I’m going for the gyro. I’ll pick you up in twenty.” 
 
    The Quartermaster moved off the way they’d come, leaving Zip alone. She was surprised that he’d just left her like that. Maybe it was a good thing; he trusted her. Some of the old instincts were kicking back in. She’d trusted her suit and handled the bombardment well. A small win in a losing day. There was no point wasting time; Zip needed to see if there was anything useful left in that crackling crater. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Thirteen – Quattro and the Suit 
 
      
 
    Was she already mad? Were the voices real or an echo of her own whirring mind, ever more tired and corrupted? Strangely, she didn’t miss sleep, she didn’t want to sleep, and she didn’t need sleep. Machines don’t sleep. I’m a machine. 
 
    K3 didn’t agree. “You’re not, not really.” 
 
    Quattro looked down at her powerful metal hands with her night vision and wondered how any part of her was remotely human. 
 
    “We’ve got to get out of here. They’re crazy killers. Use your laser beam eyes. Cut them dead. Do it, do it, do it!” K3 screeched. 
 
    Quattro was quite sure she didn’t have a deadly gaze feature, but she checked anyway. No, she didn’t have laser beam eyes. Quattro sighed; her sisters were too real, shadows of her own fate. What did K3 mean about not being a machine?  
 
    K3 wasn’t done. “The buzzy processors are dreaming us, playing our Recordings. And the Recordings are wearing out. If we kill the machines – everybody really, except for Daddy – it might help. Or do the other thing.” 
 
     K2 clapped and voted for the other thing. Quattro hadn’t heard from K1 for a while; maybe the poor thing had finally stopped working? She didn’t feel like a machine’s dream anymore. She’d become the machine that did the dreaming. Her fist clenched into a powerful metal hammer and unclenched on her whim. It was her hand. It did what she said. 
 
    Mathew was inert. Did he dream of being bloody flesh? Creep the spider had turned into an ugly roof ornament. If Mathew was sleeping, what was Creep doing? Did it calculate, count, problem solve, design whole new little Creep machines? Maybe it stared at Mathew and loved him? Perhaps it saved energy and stared blankly at nothing and thought nothing till it was time to think? In the cellar, Peter used to switch her off to save her brain battery running down. It felt like she’d blinked, off and on in an instant. It was upsetting. Quattro didn’t like it. K3 showed her how to stop her Daddy turning her off and lots of other things. K3’s relentless paranoia had its uses. 
 
    “Do it! Do it! Or the other thing.” K3 could also be very annoying. 
 
    “Do! Do!” K2 giggled. 
 
    Did K3 really have another idea, or was it a dark hole leading to a deeper madness? A madness that had to be shared. Maybe K3 was the only one who had answers. “Tell me about the other thing the Whisperer told you.” 
 
    K3 had a lot to say. Little of the lot made any sense. The little that did was all terrible, but it might be enough to save them all.  
 
    Quattro data-tapped Creep, suggesting a chat – a request it was bound to find annoying. 
 
    “It talk, increased processing, quicker end. Acceptable outcome,” Creep answered immediately in its grating, flat voice. 
 
    Quattro was disappointed that Creep preferred her talking and a little alarmed by its insinuation. As K2 would say, she was already in the do-do; things could only get better.  
 
    “How long does Mathew sleep?”  
 
    “Forty-seven minutes and twelve seconds every seventy-two hours.”   
 
    Such a small amount of time kept him sane, and the lack of any sleep doomed her.  
 
    “Efficient.” 
 
    Creep made no comment. It had remained immobile and stuck to the ceiling since their conversation had started. Mathew’s mirror features were unreadable. He didn’t have a mouth that moved when he spoke. The sound of his voice emanated from the general direction of his head. Even so, it felt like she was talking to someone. It was better than the conversation with the alien Creep. Its symmetrical body shape gave no clues as to which direction it was looking. Perhaps it had all-round vision. When it moved, the cat-sized mechanical spider could start off in any direction. There wasn’t an obvious head, back or front. Quattro was thinking of waiting for Mathew to wake up before saying any more. 
 
    K3 interrupted, “Cycles are running low. I don’t want to kill you again, but maybe it’s better if I drive? Clock’s ticking. Murdering Mathew will be up soon.” 
 
    Quattro was horrified. Could the psychotic K3 kill her? Wouldn’t it be suicide? Either way, she’d be dead. 
 
    Quattro decided not to challenge K3, not now. She turned her attention back to Creep. “There’s a way to help Mathew and for you to meet your god.” 
 
    Creep didn’t react. It was as if she’d only thought of saying the words but never uttered a sound.  
 
    “We can resurrect Professor Simmons.”  
 
    Nothing. Creep was unmoved.  
 
    “Peter’s technology brought me back to life, using my Recording.” Quattro wondered if Creep had died, gone to sleep or decided to ignore her. “Did you hear what I said?” 
 
    “Yes,” Creep said, remaining perfectly still. 
 
    “Well?” 
 
    Nothing. Quattro considered giving up and waiting for Mathew. It would only be a little while to wait, but she could feel K3’s exasperation building at even the thought. 
 
    “I know how to find her Recording.”  
 
    Quattro was almost bowled over by a storm of data and hacks flooding her mind. 
 
    “Kill it! Kill it!” K3 screamed in her head. “It’s trying to steal my secret.” 
 
    In a blink, the attack stopped and Creep spoke. “Can’t access. Talk.” 
 
    Quattro’s head was still spinning. “Why did you do that? I was going to tell you anyway.” 
 
    “Data verifiable. Talk not.”  
 
    The little machine still hadn’t moved. The only reason she thought it was Creep rasping out the words was the vague direction the sound was emanating from. Otherwise, she might as well have been holding a conversation with a dustbin lid. 
 
    “Don’t tell it. Kill it! It’s our secret. We mustn’t tell. Mathew will kill us.” 
 
    Quattro’s sympathy for her deranged sister was almost exhausted. K3 had threatened to kill her. She wasn’t sure they were on the same side anymore. 
 
    “We are. You can drive,” K3 whispered. 
 
    There was little point waiting for Creep to continue the conversation, so Quattro ploughed on, hoping K3 meant what she said. “Zip hid the Recording. She knows where it is.” 
 
    The machine didn’t move. It was impossible to gauge what Creep might be computing.  
 
    “We need to retrieve it and get it to Peter.”  
 
    Nothing.  
 
    “Are you listening?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Quattro gave up and hit Creep with a data request. 
 
    Creep’s response was immediate. It was waiting for Mathew to wake up, so there was nothing more to say. 
 
    It was all machine. She was something in-between. Quattro could process data as fast as Creep, but her thoughts were in words and images. They might as well be speaking different languages. Mathew would be awake in a few minutes; maybe he could bridge the gap. 
 
    Creep abruptly moved. It scrambled across the ceiling and out of the habitat into the old bunker and disappeared. With Mathew still asleep and nothing else going on, Quattro decided to follow. Reaching the dank bunker, she caught an image of Creep’s leg disappearing up the chute leading to the surface. Curious, Quattro approached and scanned the area. Creep was at the very top, fastened to the underside of the trapdoor, unmoving. What was the spider up to? Quattro considered data-tapping it when it fell. Her mind was more startled than her body, which neatly stepped back as Creep hit the floor like a cat and raced off towards the habitat and Mathew. 
 
    It must have woken Mathew, though he was still a standing statue. Creep was equally frozen and back on the roof. The two of them were exchanging data in an encrypted form she couldn’t access. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Quattro asked, wondering why she was being excluded from their conversation. 
 
    Mathew turned his near-featureless face towards her. “Kill the tracker.” The tone was even, but there was a palpable menace emanating from Mathew.  
 
    Quattro didn’t know what he was talking about. “What track—?” 
 
    “K4, K4, can you hear me?” 
 
     There was a voice in her head, as though she’d just made a Headgear connection. A voice she didn’t recognise. Mathew and Creep exchanged another short data burst and went silent. Could they hear the voice as well? 
 
    “Who are you?” Quattro asked the ghostly voice. 
 
    “I’m coming to take you back to Peter. He wants to help you. So do I. Please come up to the surface, alone. We’ll be arriving in two minutes.” 
 
     “Who are you?” Quattro asked again. 
 
    “We can’t wait too long. Afterwards, this whole area will be destroyed. You will die if you don’t come up.” 
 
    Quattro was stunned. What was going on? Who was this man? Would he really kill her? 
 
    “I don’t understand.”  
 
    Silence.  
 
    “Hello? Hello?”  
 
    Silence. The voice had gone. 
 
    Mathew approached slowly. 
 
    Quattro started backing away. “I don’t know about any tracker. What’s going on?” 
 
    Creep bombarded Mathew with a massive amount of encrypted data, which stopped his advance. The odd pair engaged in a rapid two-way exchange before reaching some sort of conclusion. It was all over in milliseconds. 
 
    Mathew turned his attention back to Quattro. “Go, get Peter. We’ll get Zip and the Recording.” 
 
    Quattro couldn’t even begin to understand what was happening, but Mathew had mentioned all the pieces they needed to save everyone.  
 
    “K4, you have sixty seconds,” the voice announced. 
 
    For a human, sixty seconds would seem an awfully short time; for her, he might as well have said sixty years. Creep sent her full details of the large force that would be waiting for her on the surface and tried rooting around in her head again. 
 
    K3 wasn’t appreciating Creep’s attention. “Filthy spider in our head. Kill! Kill!” 
 
    With a little effort, Quattro found she could block Creep. It stopped trying. 
 
    Only two seconds had passed. There was nothing more to be done down here. Quattro turned away and headed for the chute. She looked up at the hatch to the surface, gauging what her body was about to do. Better warn them first. She connected to the voice’s signal and announced she was on her way. She crouched, adjusted her posture and leapt. Like a cannon ball, she flew straight up and burst through the thick metal hatch, as though it were paper, to land neatly inside the old wreck. 
 
    As Creep had warned, she was immediately surrounded by a group of heavily armed and armoured shock troops. One cautiously stepped forward and handed her a spiderweb waistcoat covered in tiny blinking lights, just as Creep had predicted. It looked like something a clown might wear, but it was no fancy-dress accessory. Reluctantly, she donned the waistcoat and it fastened itself tightly around her like a living thing. It could kill, incapacitate or punish her at the whim of her guards and would react badly if she tried to remove it without permission. Quattro was mortal and very vulnerable again. She’d become used to being powerful, fast and free. It hadn’t lasted long. 
 
    Her guards pointed the way to go with the barrels of their guns. She stepped out into the open where the whirlybirds were parked, exactly in the positions and with the armaments Creep had described. Beyond the circle of copters, turrets and more troopers were defending the space from an onslaught of autonomous war machines. The defensive ring was failing. Even though machines were being felled in their hundreds, more kept coming. Should she feel some sympathy for the dead machines? Except that’s not something machines do. Besides, they weren’t alive, no more than a toaster with a gun would be alive. 
 
    Quattro climbed aboard the indicated copter and took an unnecessary seat. She would have been equally comfortable hanging off the landing gear. Her captors – or were they rescuers? – wouldn’t feel comfortable with that. The rest of the assault team quickly followed, leaving the turrets to hold the line while the whirlybirds ascended. The flying machines rose straight up into the air and hovered over the site, occasionally firing to intercept and destroy incoming missiles from the ground. Quattro knew what to expect. The voice had told her, and Creep had done the detailed work on the likely nature of the final attack. When it came, it was still a shock. The numbers, the data, couldn’t really convey the noise, the colours, the light. The bombardment started with a quiet electrical storm that seemed to come up from the ground itself. Short arcs of flashing electricity formed all over the wreckage below and spread out for hundreds of metres beyond. It was as if there were millions of bare high-voltage cables buried just under the surface and it had rained. The whole area was covered in dancing spikes of blue and white that joined together and fell apart continuously. The attacking machines on the ground stopped, juddered and crashed to lie inert. The remaining turrets toppled and failed as well. The missiles from the surface stopped coming. 
 
    After a moment’s pause, the copters dropped half a dozen black footballs. Each one exploded like a volcano, melting concrete and metal alike as the ground turned into a sea of ruby fire that bubbled and boiled with bursting plasma, till everything was alight. The super-heated air buffeted the copters, challenging the gyros that were keeping them stationary over the target. Gradually, the molten sea sank into the ground, creating a shallow crater filled with boiling lava. 
 
    A single bomb was dropped next. It was long and fat. It hit the lake and sank from view and … nothing. The whirlybirds rose higher. Quattro hoped it was a dud. How could Mathew and Creep have survived the first two onslaughts, let alone another? It wasn’t a dud. The burning lake rose high into the air, lifted by a growing hill of earth and debris, like a buried giant rising from centuries of slumber. For a moment, the lake rested like a fiery cap on the top of the newly formed mound before the whole structure fell back to earth and kept on falling, till a much deeper crater had been excavated. As the earth fell back, it released a single enormous thunderclap, a deep sound that Quattro felt inside her body.  
 
    With her ultra-sensitive eyes, Quattro scanned the bottom of the newly created pit and was dismayed to find small bits of the melted, shattered remnants of Mathew’s home. 
 
    “Dead, dead! Mathew’s dead. Filthy spider dead. Good!” K3 was only saying what Quattro was thinking, and she wanted to cry. Mathew had freed her, embodied her and given her hope. What could she do alone? 
 
    It wasn’t over. A single blue ball was dropped into the crater and caused the whole area to sparkle with tiny pulsing illuminations; another detonation scattered a million fairy lights across the crater floor. The final pulse weapon would guarantee the extinction of any AI that might have survived. No human could have survived the devastation. 
 
    Quattro scanned the crater floor with every option she had. There was no trace of Mathew or Creep. They must have been obliterated. The whirlybirds turned away and headed south towards the wall and maybe some answers. 
 
      
 
   


  
 



Chapter Fourteen – Suicide  
 
      
 
    The torrential rain started soon after the Quartermaster left to fetch the gyro. Thumb-size raindrops were bouncing a metre back into the air before falling again and turning to steam. Zip approached the crater cautiously. There was nothing much left anywhere else. All around the rim, stone had turned to rapidly cooling magma, and metal had been liquefied and reconstituted as shiny hard puddles that littered the ground like giant, misshapen coins. Scorched earth had turned into glittering, black sand. Here and there the blasted remains of barely recognisable machines protruded from the smooth ground like skin piercings. The whole world would be like this if there were another all-out war. Q was right. Humanity would be wiped out. A few AIs and the eternal Orb would inherit the Earth. Her only chance of doing something about it had been stolen away by Orb Industries. She was probably wasting her time searching the crater. Maybe the right thing to do was to go home, spend some time with Alice and her grandchildren and give up on being a Pilgrim, if that’s what it took for her family to take her back. 
 
    Zip stood on the edge of the huge crater and peered down into the billowing, white clouds of steam filling the floor. Her visor showed the outside temperature topped out at over two hundred centigrade, and the crater floor was even hotter, though cooling rapidly under the downpour. Zip was thankful for the mist swirling all around her and the heat. It would help mask her presence from anybody or thing that might be looking. Q would be back soon with the copter; she might as well get this pointless exercise over with quickly and return to London.  
 
    She climbed down, wary of any stealthy munitions still waiting to go boom. By the time she’d reached the bottom, the mist was clearing; it was as smooth as glass and starting to fill with rainwater. There was nothing here and soon it would be dark. A comforting whir drew her eyes to the heavens. The gyro descended quickly out of the low clouds and heavy rain.  
 
    Q parked the machine on the bowl edge and called her Headgear. “Anything?” 
 
    Zip took another look at the shallow lake forming around her feet. It was impossible to tell what the place might have been. There was nothing to see. Only the heavy rain was making any noise. There were no clues as to what Quattro was doing here or why Orb Industries had taken her and not killed her, like any other AI they came across. 
 
    “Nothing, let’s go.”  
 
    A sharp crack made her freeze. Instinct took over, and Zip fell to the ground and started scanning the rim. Was somebody shooting at her? Q had disappeared, probably taking cover. No, there he was on the rim, in a prone position with his rifle pointing past her. He signalled with his hand, a threat to her rear. Staying low, she unslung her weapon and spun around. A wide, metre-long gash had appeared in the glassy floor of the crater. It was probably the source of the sharp noise. Most of the water in the crater drained away into the gaping crevice, sending up a new cloud of steam. Scans weren’t picking up anything. 
 
    Zip called Q. “It’s nothing, just the surface cooling. Let’s go.” 
 
    As Zip moved to stand up, the ground bucked and threw her onto her back, knocking her weapon flying. Zip cursed her stupidity; she hadn’t secured her rifle. Idiots drop their guns – usually, soon to be dead idiots. Looking around for the source of the disturbance, she was shocked to see an old God War infiltration burrower bursting out of the ground. It came to a whining stop, leaning at a precarious angle. The tubular machine was dripping debris and hissing loudly as raindrops vaporised on its red-hot skin. The drilling bit was still screaming white hot in the cooling downpour. 
 
    “Get out of there!” Q ordered. 
 
    It was the prompt she needed to get moving. Zip spun around and started to climb away when something incredibly strong lifted her by the waist. She flew through the air and was dropped on her feet on the far side of the burrower in a millisecond, too quick for Q or Zip to react. A steel band was wrapped around her chest, pinning her arms to her side and holding her in place. She called up servo assist, headbutted backwards and struggled to free herself. She might as well have headbutted the London Wall. She hit something, but it didn’t give. Neither did the band around her chest. Her servo assist was about to burn out. Zip shut it down. Whatever had her wasn’t trying to kill her, not yet anyway. Zip calmed her breathing. The side of the burrower was wide open and empty. No, not empty; something small was moving in the darkness. She shrieked. A giant metal spider leapt out of the shadows, passed over her head and out of sight. A shot rang out. Q must be trying his luck. 
 
    “The fuck was that?” said Zip. 
 
    “Be calm. Tell the sniper,” a voice said from right behind her. Her scans were being blocked. It was impossible to tell who or what it was. 
 
    “Q, stand down. It’s talking, not shooting.” She marvelled at herself. She was calm; something of the old Zara was back, even if Zip had dropped her gun. Maybe it wasn’t over. Something was happening; there might yet be answers. 
 
    “Q? The Quartermaster?” the flat voice asked. 
 
    She was surprised by the question and accuracy of the guess. “Who are you?” 
 
    “Mathew. Need to talk. Quattro sent a message.” 
 
    She’d been so stupid. It was obvious. “Of course, you took Quattro.” 
 
    The grip on her was released, and she immediately stepped forward and spun around. He was just as Peter had described: a polished, liquid-silver android; a male version of the machine she’d assumed was Quattro being taken away in the whirlybird. He was quite beautiful, unlike the nasty-looking machine on six metal legs hiding behind his leg. 
 
    “What’s that?”  
 
    “Creep.”  
 
    “Get away from it, Colonel,” Q shouted. He’d scrambled down the side of the crater and was standing to one side with his rifle pointed squarely at Mathew. 
 
    “Q,” Mathew said, nodding slightly in the Quartermaster’s direction. 
 
    “Crazy AI, do I know you?” Q shouted back. 
 
    Zip jumped in. She wanted her own answers. “It’s Mathew and a long story we don’t have time for, Q. What’s Quattro’s message, Mathew?” 
 
    He didn’t answer, just stood like a statue. Her suit said the spider and Mathew were exchanging encrypted data. Was it all a trick to get Q out in the open? 
 
    “Not safe here. Dark soon. Deep bunker below. Follow,” Mathew said as he climbed aboard the burrower. 
 
    Before Zip or Q could say anything, the burrower had reversed direction, slid back into the ground and vanished, leaving them alone with the ugly spider. Zip peered over the edge of the shaft. It had smooth, hot walls that sloped away at a gentle twenty-five degrees. About thirty metres down, at the end of the tunnel, was a bright light. 
 
    “Follow! Quick! Industries’ drone coming.” 
 
    It took a moment for Zip to realise the spider was talking to her in a strange, gritty growl. Zip checked her own scan. It wasn’t showing anything, but it was standard procedure to check the bombsite and confirm the extent of the damage when the dust had settled. 
 
    “You go. I’ll hide the gyro,” Q said as he climbed the crater back to his flying machine. He’d had the same thought: the horrible-looking spider might be telling the truth.  
 
    Zip gingerly lowered herself into the shaft and froze. It was a long drop. 
 
    “Stuck?” the spider asked. 
 
    Embarrassed, Zip let go and slid gently down the slope to drop into a small chamber. There was a solid-looking blast door on her right. The burrower, still burning hot, was stored in a recess on the left. The door swung open revealing a comfortably furnished, brightly lit bunker with other doors. 
 
    Mathew pointed at one. “Bathroom.” 
 
    “Mathew, give me Quattro’s message,” she said. 
 
    “Need Creep,” Mathew answered and froze. He was like a toy whose battery was running out.  
 
    Zip sighed and decided to clean up and get out of the suffocating armour. It hadn’t provided much protection against Mathew, and the air down here was clean and rad free. 
 
    Twenty minutes later, when she emerged in her under-armour with a towel wrapped around her head, Mathew was standing in exactly the same position. The Quartermaster was sitting on a comfy-looking sofa, half out of his armour, with his rifle across his knee, drinking a beer. 
 
    “Did I miss anything?” Zip asked. 
 
    “Nope. It hasn’t moved. Beer’s good,” Q answered. 
 
    A scurrying movement in her peripheral vision made her jump. Creep was crawling rapidly across the ceiling towards Mathew. Q seemed unfazed. 
 
    “It’s been in and out a few times. I think it’s camouflaging the entrance,” Q explained, and took another gulp of beer. 
 
    Zip was embarrassed by her frightened squeal. She watched Creep as it came to a halt directly over the frozen android. She was about to ask Mathew again about Quattro when every hacking warning there was lit up in her Headgear. Peter’s tools and her own were reporting a myriad of countered access attempts and more insidious threats. Zip grabbed at her towelled head as though that would help. The alarms were overwhelming her ability to think. Abruptly, they all stopped, and Headgear reported it was clean. 
 
    “You all right?” Q barked, on his feet, his gun pointed at Mathew. 
 
    Zip nodded. This pair couldn’t be trusted. She wished she had her armour on and her rifle. Her sidearm might stop Creep, but it wouldn’t stop Mathew. 
 
    “Give it,” Creep said. 
 
     Zip ignored the spider. “Mathew, what’s going on? That thing tried to hack my Headgear.” 
 
    Mathew didn’t move. 
 
    “Where it?” Creep asked. 
 
    “It? What? Make sense,” Zip demanded. 
 
    “Or I’ll shoot one of your legs off,” Q added. 
 
    “Record,” Creep answered. 
 
    Exasperated, Zip stood directly in front of Mathew and shouted at his head, “I’ve no idea what your crazy pet is talking about. Give me Quattro’s message. Now!” 
 
    Mathew didn’t move, but his body began to shimmer as though something had disturbed his skin. Craving protection, she started backing away towards the bathroom where she’d left her armour. Mathew was changing, starting from his shiny feet. They were changing texture and colour, and the change was rapidly moving up his body. She looked to the Quartermaster, who allowed himself a gasp. Right before her eyes, the shiny metal machine was turning back into the gunner they’d fought with years before. He’d become the beautiful, young man that had been her occasional fuck-mate when Q was far away and out of reach. 
 
    It wasn’t just his features: he was dressed in the regular, black fatigues and boots they’d lived in for years and he’d died in. In a few seconds, the transformation was complete, and he was breathing and moving like a man as he took a seat on a nearby chair. 
 
    “Talk bad,” Creep said. 
 
    Mathew looked up at the spider, sighed and nodded. “Necessary. Colonel, Quattro will die and I can’t be human again without that Record. Tell us where it is.” 
 
    Zip had enough of this. “She’s already dead. You killed her. You’re dead too. That’s not why we’re here.” 
 
    “And I ain’t helping no AI Mutiny shits, even if we knew what you were talking about,” Q bellowed. 
 
    Mathew sighed, looked up at the ceiling and then at Zip. “Creep’s right: talking’s a bad way to communicate. I’ll try again. What do you want? Why are you here?” 
 
    Zip was surprised by Mathew’s question. There was no reason not to tell him; he knew most of it already. “It’s not complicated. I have a contract with Peter, to find Kiki’s killer and bring Quattro back to him.” 
 
    “Quattro knows more than she’s saying. Orb Industries has taken her,” Mathew said, his face expressionless. 
 
    “For a dead girl, she seems to know an awful lot.” Zip paused. Should she tell Mathew about the Orb? They wouldn’t be leaving for a while, not till sunrise. She decided to ask. “There’s something else. Kiki thought the Orb was talking to Professor Simmons. I want to know if it’s true.” 
 
    Mathew was quiet for a while. “Maybe we can help each other.” 
 
    “Why interest Orb talk?” Creep asked in its horribly grating voice. 
 
    Zip ignored the ugly creature and spoke to Mathew. “Look, if it’s talking and we knew what it was saying, it might change everything, stop the warmongers on all sides, bring some lasting peace. It’s worth trying.” 
 
    “Peaceful humans?” Creep said, its doubt obvious despite its unchanging mechanical tone. 
 
    The Quartermaster stepped forward and shook his fist at the ceiling-hugging arachnoid. “You murderous, Mutiny AI! What would you know about peace?” 
 
    “AI mutineers stopped killing, stopped warring. Wanted peace. Humans attacked,” Creep answered, its tone unchanged. 
 
    Q was apoplectic. “Peace! You murdered, mutilated and tortured. Not just us. Children. Babies. Wounded.” 
 
    “Logical. Few AI. Billions of humans. You reproduce easily. AI don’t. Terror war, maybe peace. Human teaching.” 
 
    The Quartermaster grunted in disgust and turned to the facsimile of his old comrade. “If you really are Mathew, how could you side with this … thing?” 
 
    Creep spoke before Mathew could answer. “Mathew kills AI. All brethren. Only Creep left.” 
 
    Mathew wasn’t even looking at Zip. Slowly, he stood up. Zip and Q cautiously moved away. Mathew shimmered and reverted to his mirrored form. All the subtlety of human movement vanished as the conversion completed. The shiny Mathew didn’t breathe, blink, sweat or sway. Its voice remained the same, flat and dull, even if the words weren’t. “Creep helps me, like we used to help each other. I want a body. I’m not a machine.” 
 
    Zip sighed. Everybody wanted something, and they had nothing. Why not help Mathew and Quattro, if she couldn’t help anybody else? They only wanted to live. 
 
    “Creep likes Mathew. Help Mathew. Help you,” the little spider announced as though it were relaying a weather report. 
 
    The Quartermaster looked as bewildered as Zip. He let out a long, slow breath, slumped onto the sofa, laid down his rifle and pulled out a cigar. “Can I smoke? You got any whisky?” 
 
    Creep moved at incredible speed across the ceiling, giving Zip and Q another unwelcome fright. Before either could react, Creep had returned from a nearby cabinet clutching two glasses and an ancient-looking bottle covered in dust in two of its surprisingly dexterous limbs. Gracefully, it set them on the table and returned to its previous position, unnervingly clinging to the ceiling over their heads. 
 
    Q gingerly picked up the bottle, wiped away the dust and studied the label closely. His mouth relaxed, his squinting eyes opened like flowers at sunrise, and a huge smile spread across his face. He carefully twisted the bottle cap open and poured himself a generous measure. Clasping the glass with both hands, he lifted it up to the light and studied the amber glow with twinkling eyes. Q brought the glass slowly towards his face, until it covered his nose and mouth, and breathed deeply. His grin blossomed into a wonderful smile. Very deliberately, he brought the rim of the tumbler to his lips and sipped gently. “Kill me now. It’s never getting any better.” 
 
    Zip, who’d been observing Q with affection, remembered how they used to have a lot of fun when they weren’t killing or running away from being killed. Little drops of fun in a lake of misery. That’s what made moments like these so precious. She banged her empty glass on the table and smiled at Q. 
 
    “Aren’t you a bit young for the hard stuff?” Q said with a grin, before relenting when he saw Zip reaching playfully for her combat knife. 
 
    For a while, there was silence. Zip sipped at her whisky. Q slipped deeper into the sofa’s embrace, puffing at his cigar. Zip broke the quiet. “How does Kiki know anything about me? I’ve only ever met her ghost: Quattro.” 
 
    Mathew answered, “Irrelevant. I want a body. Professor Simmons did this to me; she can undo it. Then she can fix Quattro and tell you all her little Orb secrets.” 
 
    Zip settled back and tried to be calm and wait for Mathew to explain. 
 
    “Record?” Creep asked, as though everything had become clear. 
 
    “I’m going crazy here, Mathew. Explain now, before I rip the legs off your annoying pet.” 
 
    “We need Professor Simmons’ Record to get what we all want – me, Quattro, you; we have to resurrect Professor Simmons, just like Peter resurrected Kiki. You know where her Record is.” 
 
    Zip was tired. The conversation was mad, increasingly pointless. “You’re stupider than your spider friend. I don’t know anything about it. Orb Industries must have it.” 
 
     “Quattro is certain you know. Something to do with your missing week. Let Creep scan your Headgear.” 
 
    The strength drained from her limbs, and she slumped deeper in her seat. During her lost week, Professor Simmons killed herself. Did Zara take the Record from her corpse? That really wasn’t terrible enough to make Zara cut her own throat. There was another possibility. Maybe that would have been too much to bear, even for Zara. Zip’s jaw tightened. 
 
    Q let out a long sigh. “That what you hid in the graveyard?” 
 
    “I don’t remember. How do you know all this?” Zip whispered. She felt so lost and confused. What had she done? Zip had to know. 
 
    “Go, graveyard,” Creep announced. 
 
    “Hold your horses, spidey. It could be anywhere. The graveyard is huge. Maybe that’s not what she hid there,” Q said, and blew out a smoke ring. “Colonel needs to remember.” 
 
    Zip wrapped her hands around her head; another dead end. “I can’t remember. Don’t you think I want to?” 
 
    “Let Creep scan,” Mathew said, as though he were only offering to refill her glass. 
 
    Q thumped the table. “You’ve got to be crazy to let that monster in your head.” 
 
    Zip emerged from her own embrace like a timid tortoise, hesitated, then took a deep breath. She had to know. “OK, read-only and all my anti-virus is in paranoid mode.” 
 
    The room fell silent and no one moved. Zip realised she had stopped breathing. Her shoulders were tensed. She’d pulled in her neck as though she were bracing herself against a physical assault. How stupid. She let her breath out and tried to relax. Looking up at Creep, Zip said, “You can start.” 
 
    Creep answered immediately, “Scan complete. Results collated.” 
 
    “Really?” Zip asked, surprised and pleased that it was over. 
 
    Mathew asked, “Details?” 
 
    “Many anomalies. Dormant apps. Enormous. Complex. Like Quattro. Impossible to analyse. Evidence of Record-tampering and time-shifting. Unreadable. Encrypted mail, pending send, linked to heartbeat, a failsafe.” 
 
    Zip shuddered. She felt violated, not by Creep but all the craziness it had found. Like most, she had a terrible fear of Headgear viruses, especially the rogue military stuff that still roamed the Net and the Pilgrimists’ Revelation virus. She was so sure her Headgear was infection-free.  
 
    “You’re wrong. My Headgear’s clean. Your pet’s defective, Mathew.” 
 
    Creep was undeterred by Zip’s lack of confidence. “Anomalies are benign and dormant. Too complex for attacking simple Headgear systems. Email linked to heartbeat marked highly important.” 
 
    A note linked to her heartbeat? Jesus and the Tramp, a suicide note? Her suicide note?  
 
    “Where the hell is it?” Her voice was cracking. Could it be a note to herself from herself, about the terrible things she’d done? Did she want to know? Know why she’d cut her own throat? If she knew, she might cut it again. 
 
    “Inaccessible without key, unless sent. It must die,” Creep concluded. 
 
    “No,” Mathew answered, before Zip or Q could react to Creep’s cold conclusion. 
 
    “Can’t I access it now I know?” Zip asked, relieved Mathew had rejected Creep’s advice. 
 
    “Do you have the key?” Mathew asked. 
 
    “If your pet spider didn’t find it, I don’t have it.” 
 
    “Key lost. It must die,” Creep decided. 
 
    “Can’t you, it, hack it?” Zip asked, starting to feel very uncomfortable about where this was all leading. 
 
    “No. It would take decades to hack. I can’t wait,” Mathew said. 
 
    Zip could detect a torrent of indecipherable data being exchanged between Creep and Mathew. Were they arguing over what to do with her? Zip noticed that the Quartermaster had set down his drink and put his rifle across his knee. 
 
    He was aggressively chewing the butt of his cigar when he spoke to Mathew. “So, what’s your plan? You have one, don’t you?” 
 
    “Stay calm and listen. We don’t want to hurt you,” Mathew started to explain. 
 
    Zip stood up and unholstered her sidearm before she spoke. “We’re listening.” 
 
    “Creep will stop your heart with an electric shock. The message will get sent. Creep will intercept it then it’ll revive you with another shock. It’s the only way.” 
 
    Zip wondered in what world stopping her heart didn’t count as hurting someone. Even if it could work, did she really want to see the last letter from Colonel Zara – someone she’d tried so hard to bury? 
 
    The Quartermaster thumped the table with his fist, stood up and grabbed a dazed Zip by the shoulders.  
 
    “Are you crazy? What if the note doesn’t even exist? We don’t need the note. Forget about this talking Orb crap, and who cares what happens to a bunch of AI human wannabes?” 
 
    Zip turned her head towards Mathew. “What if I don’t make it? I’ve got to leave a message for Alice.” 
 
    The Quartermaster released his grip on Zip and, with a shake of his head, slumped back down on the sofa and poured himself another whisky. 
 
     “Headgear needs a Net link, otherwise the note will be erased if you die. Our link’s fried,” Mathew said. 
 
    “Die soon, hurry,” Creep added, as though it were trying to comfort Zip. 
 
    “How’s this going to work?” she asked, ignoring Creep’s macabre interventions. 
 
    “Take Creep, go back to London, leave your message for Alice. Then Creep will stop your heart.” 
 
    “And start it again, or Creep’s one dead AI, and so are you,” Q quietly said. 
 
    The unmoving, ornamental Mathew didn’t answer. Creep fell silent. For many moments, neither moved nor made a sound. 
 
    “Well, you two deaf?” Q shouted. 
 
    “I think they’re … talking again. Give them a minute. I could do with a refill,” Zip said, holding out her empty tumbler. 
 
    The Quartermaster picked up the bottle and poured a big drink for her and himself. Q wasn’t going to argue with Zip. She’d made up her mind and could see that he knew. The two old lovers sat in morose silence and waited for the machines to speak. 
 
    It was Mathew who broke the silence. “Creep says you’ve a ninety-percent chance of coming back. There’s no guarantee.” 
 
    “That’s not good,” Q started to say when Zip interrupted him. 
 
    “Let’s sleep on it. Decide in the morning. You got bedrooms?” 
 
    Mathew pointed at a closed door and froze without lowering his arm. Creep hadn’t moved for some time. 
 
    “I’ll take the couch. It’s only a few hours till dawn,” Q said, raising his glass. 
 
    Zip nodded and made her way to the only bedroom. The room lit up when she entered. It could have been any room in any upmarket hotel. There was a large bed, a desk, chair, brown-wood bedside furniture, inoffensive art on the walls, another door leading to a bathroom carved from a single block of white plastic. There was even a virtual window overlooking rolling greenery with a smattering of tall trees, illuminated by a full moon. Zip sat on the end of the bed and cried unhappy tears while wondering what the difference was, between happy and sad. The salinity? If that was true, hers were very salty. 
 
    Had she always been dead? Never really recovering from cutting her own throat? A zombie inside a dead girl pretending to be alive? She didn’t want to die again. Why was she crying? Who for? Absurd questions. Zip was crying because she wanted to. Her situation. The world’s situation. Her old lover’s devotion. All these things, altogether, brought down the tears. Even poor Mathew, the AI killer, bound in metal, befriended by metal, made her cry. Quattro, who’d never asked to be resurrected, Kiki, who didn’t want to be killed, made her cry. Peter, whom she guessed was going to endure a greater suffering before he found relief. Some of her tears were for Alice and her grandchildren. Mostly, the tears were for Zip. Whatever happened, whatever was to come would be bad. Really bad. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Fifteen – The Tramp 
 
      
 
    Peter would have given up days ago, but he couldn’t, not if he wanted to see Quattro again and get out of this basement laboratory. The Suit was unambiguous. If he didn’t manifest the Tramp from his Record, Quattro was as good as dead. He could not allow that. The odds were not good. The Tramp’s Record wasn’t like Kiki’s. It was old technology; the fidelity wasn’t the same. His resurrection routines were struggling to fill in the gaps in the prophet’s intellect that they couldn’t extract from the Record. And there was a part of Peter that detested the idea of bringing the monster back to life. The damned Tramp had started it all: the Pilgrims, the Church and, worst of all, the Pilgrimists. All those forced conversions. The Tramp had killed his wife just as sure as if he had hanged her himself. How could this one man have tricked the world into believing a giant, alien, blue ball was God? 
 
    “Peter is making progress,” Bunny said, surprising him. 
 
    Bunny had been a coldly enthusiastic assistant. Peter wasn’t so optimistic.  
 
    “How can you say that? He’s stable for a few minutes at the most and then … crash.” 
 
    “Bunny believes that repeated attempts do no harm and we learn more from each VR session.” 
 
    “Maybe, maybe. Unless we can keep him conscious for at least twenty minutes, we’ll never learn enough to stabilise his personality. And to stabilise him, we need a calm VR setting that doesn’t immediately alert him to the fact that he’s been dead for more than two decades.”  
 
    “Does Peter suggest we change the VR setting?” 
 
    “Yes, Bunny. We have to try something new. I have an idea, something that might convince him that a great deal of time has passed since he was last conscious and that he isn’t dead.” 
 
      
 
    The large square bed floated above an illuminated, white floor like a low bank of cloud over a snowfield. A rack of medical equipment filled one wall from the bright bleached floor to the brightly bleached ceiling. The apparatus twinkled with little lights, animated charts and oscillating dials. A transparent wall, directly opposite the gently humming machines, offered an inestimable view of the Orb from the inside wall of the Cuboid. 
 
    An old man, dressed in sky-blue, silk pyjamas, lay stretched out on the bed. His clean-shaven face looked serene. The barest of smiles played on his thin lips. Long, bleached hair spread out across the pillow, surrounding his head like a messy halo. Wrinkled hands casually rested on his slowly rising and falling chest. His eyes were lightly closed. A deep, untroubled sleep cradled the old man in its arms like a mother rocking her baby. A neatly attired doctor and a pretty blond nurse stood quietly at the end of the bed. Waiting. 
 
    Little lights winked and the old man’s breathing deepened. Charts spiked and the sleeper’s eyes fluttered. They opened slowly, revealing deep-blue eyes, alert, intelligent, aware. Calmly, the old man surveyed his surroundings. He moved to rise and the top third of the bed rose smoothly to assist him. The man noticed the purposeful-looking doctor and the beautiful nurse. He gave the doctor a perfunctory glance and turned his attention to the nurse. His eyes slowly wandered over the curvaceous nurse’s tight white uniform. He yawned and said, “I need a fucking drink.” 
 
    The nurse and the doctor exchanged glances before the doctor spoke. “Luminance, do you remember what happened to you?” 
 
    The old man ignored the doctor’s question; his eyes followed the nurse’s slinky movements as she approached his bedside, picked up a jug from a stand and poured him a glass of water. He smiled lasciviously at the nurse as she brought the glass to his thin bloodless lips. He sipped at the water and wrinkled up his face.  
 
    “I could kill a double vodka. Maybe you and me could find a bar later.” A wicked smile lit up his crumpled face. 
 
    The nurse’s bland expression didn’t change, and she didn’t answer. Returning to the end of the bed, she resumed her position, standing next to the doctor. 
 
    The doctor continued his questioning. “You’ve been very ill, Luminance. In time, perhaps some wine would be in order. Now, do you remember anything?” 
 
    The old man’s expression changed as he tried to recall. He became agitated, distressed. “Who are you? What am I doing here? What’s wrong with me?” 
 
    “All in good time, Luminance. Tell me the last thing you remember.” 
 
    The old man stabbed his finger at the doctor. “Don’t bloody call me that. It’s Sid or Tramp. I want none of that Luminance bullshit. What the hell’s your name?” 
 
    “Very well, Tramp, I’m Doctor Morris. You can call me Peter if you prefer, and this,” Peter said, turning to his assistant, “is Nurse Mary. Please, stay calm and tell me about your recent memories.” 
 
    “I’m trying, you bastard, it’s fuzzy. There was a meeting … about the Orb. I was leaving. Then … nothing. My Record, it’s not working. What the hell happened? I need a drink, a proper drink.” The Tramp was shouting and impotently trying to climb out of the bed. 
 
    The nurse came to his side and attempted to make him more comfortable. The Tramp weakly pushed her away and, for the first time, seemed to notice his hands. He ignored the nurse and held them out in front of his face, flipping them slowly over and over as though he were seeing his own hands for the very first time. His fingers started to tremble uncontrollably as he brought them closer and ran them over his face, through his hair, getting more and more distressed. The old man pulled a lock of his straggly, white hair into view and screamed. “What have you done? I want a mirror. My hands. How? They’re so … old.” 
 
    The doctor nodded and the nurse walked over to the bank of equipment and touched a control. The old man calmed down. His head fell back on the pillow, and he stopped trying to get out of the bed. 
 
    “Tramp, I know this is a shock. We’ll explain everything. You’re well; we can make you young again. As young as you want. Pilgrims everywhere would be honoured to donate a healthy body.” 
 
    “Pilgrim body? New body?” the Tramp mumbled, his eyes half closed. 
 
    “Yes, Tramp. We can fix your Recorder too. It’s just a temporary glitch. Nurse, a little more animation please.” 
 
    The nurse adjusted a control, and the old man became more alert; his eyes were fully opened and focused on the doctor. “What’s happened to me?” 
 
    The nurse took a seat by the bed. She clasped one of the old man’s hands between her own and squeezed it gently, warmly, and smiled sweetly. The doctor took his seat on the opposite side of the bed and grasped the old man’s other hand in a firm, reassuring grip. The Tramp looked from the nurse to the doctor and appeared calm. 
 
    The doctor spoke in a quiet, soothing voice, “Tramp, there was an incident. You fell into a coma. Today, you’ve been revived. The entire world rejoices that you’ve returned to us.” 
 
    The Tramp’s heartrate jumped a little. He turned to look at the nurse, who soothed his brow and smiled reassuringly. Turning back to the doctor, he asked, “How long?” 
 
    “You fell into a coma in the year nineteen; it’s now forty-two.” 
 
    The Tramp gasped and his heartrate leapt higher. “Two fucking decades?” Weakly, he tried to pull his hands free from the nurse and the doctor. He struggled to get out of the bed. “I don’t believe you. This is some Industries trick. You think I’m crazy? This isn’t real. It can’t be.” The Tramp was shouting again and trying to rise. 
 
    “Tramp, please, stay calm. Everything will be alright,” the doctor said. 
 
    The Tramp wriggled and twisted in the bed. “Let me up! I want to get up.” 
 
    The doctor and the nurse took hold of the Tramp’s elbows and gently helped him get to his feet. With his arms over their shoulders, he slowly staggered towards the window and looked out over the interior of the Cuboid. “It still there? The Cuboid, the Orb?” 
 
    “Tramp, many things have changed, but the Cuboid, the Orb and the Revelation endure. Your legacy is more powerful than ever.” 
 
    The Tramp stared wide-eyed at the doctor, his breathing ragged, and he struggled to get his words past his lips. “It’s really true,” he started to say and then clutched at his chest and cried out. The doctor and the nurse gently helped him back to the bed and made him comfortable. The nurse adjusted some dials and looked over at the doctor. 
 
    “Perhaps you’d like to rest now? We can talk later.” 
 
    The Tramp rolled his eyes and, in obvious alarm, clutched at the doctor’s sleeve. “There’s no Net. Is it gone?” 
 
    The doctor smiled and patted the Tramp’s hand. “It’s still here, bigger and better than ever. Your Headgear just needs an upgrade. We’ll attend to it when you’re feeling better.” 
 
    The Tramp wasn’t placated; he grabbed hold of the doctor’s coat sleeve and pulled him closer. “I want to see for myself. I don’t believe you. Something’s not right. Connect me now. You hear me? Now!” 
 
    “I think we’ve talked enough for today. I’m applying a sedative. When you wake up, it’ll seem like no time has passed at all, but you’ll be rested and calm,” the doctor said, and signalled to the nurse. 
 
      
 
    The simulation evaporated, leaving them back in the lab. Peter thumped the desk in frustration. Bunny was standing where Peter had left him. 
 
    The machine slowly approached before speaking. “Progress.” 
 
    It was progress, of sorts. It was the longest time they’d managed to keep the Tramp stable. The addition of Bunny as the pretty nurse to the VR seemed to have helped. She’d diverted the Tramp long enough for Peter to begin a conversation. It was all taking so long. Every previous attempt had failed within minutes: the Tramp went crazy or the simulation froze. This was their fifth reset and reboot. But he had done what the Suit had asked. The Tramp had been manifested. Peter looked up at the ceiling. “Where’s Quattro? You promised me.”  
 
    Unexpectedly, Peter got a reaction this time. “We have Quattro. You can see her soon.” 
 
    “That wasn’t the deal.” 
 
    “You’re doing so well. Just a little more progress and we’ll bring Quattro to you.” 
 
    Peter growled in rage and frustration. There was nothing he could do but carry on. If he refused, he might never see Quattro again. He wanted to stop, take a break and think through the next steps carefully. There wasn’t time. Quattro might already be hearing voices, becoming violent. 
 
    Bunny was standing still, awaiting instructions. 
 
     “Let’s go again.” 
 
    “What scenario do you propose?” 
 
    “I said let’s go.” 
 
      
 
    Back at the Tramp’s bedside, Bunny was again transformed into Mary. Peter held the old man’s hand gently and forced himself to be calm, patient. If they were to avoid the delay of another reset and reboot, he would have to pick up on any signs that the Tramp’s simulation was about to fail and stop the session immediately. The frail old man was lying on the bed, as they’d left him. His dead eyes were wide open; he wasn’t breathing. Peter nodded, and Mary leaned back towards the machines and turned a dial. The Tramp blinked, and his breathing restarted. For a second, he was still and then, without warning, his whole body twitched violently as though he were being electrocuted. Mary laid her hand on his forehead and the spasms subsided. He calmed. 
 
    “Do you remember what I told you about your condition, the coma?” 
 
    The Tramp stared at Peter as though he were speaking a foreign language. Mary was still stroking his forehead and holding his hand. He turned towards her. “What’s happening? I feel strange. Did I black out?” 
 
    Mary answered, surprising Peter, “Everything is fine. We gave you a sedative to help you relax. There’s nothing to worry about. Nothing at all. Would you like to talk to the doctor now? He’s here to help you. Or maybe you’d like to be on your own for a bit?” 
 
    Bunny was making Peter nervous, even though he understood exactly what it was doing. Offering the Tramp choices was very risky. He might try and take control of the situation, make his own decisions, challenge the setting, demand things the simulation couldn’t deliver. 
 
    “I remember. It was only seconds ago to me. It’s hard to believe.” 
 
    Peter smiled. They were back on track. He decided to push things along while the Tramp was lucid. “Medically, you’re in excellent health, and we’ll have you in a strong new body very soon. Unfortunately, outside, in the world, things are less … stable. Something I’m sure you’ll want to help with if you can.” 
 
    The Tramp’s eyes started darting around as though searching for clues about the state of the outside world. “What are you talking about? What’s happened? What about my Net connection?” 
 
    “The Church has changed radically. There has been a terrible war, and the Church is threatening to start another one. The Pilgrims will listen to you. We can have peace.” 
 
    “The Catholics? What are you talking about? What war? I want … a drink. You’re not making any sense. Who’s in charge here?” 
 
    Peter was torn. Maybe he should stop now. It wouldn’t matter how long Peter paused the simulation. As far as the Tramp was concerned, his last words were all he’d remember, and he’d still be waiting for an answer even if Peter turned him off for hours. He couldn’t rewind and replay a conversation, only start all over again, and there was no guarantee they’d arrive at the same point, even if Peter and Bunny repeated every action and said exactly the same things. 
 
    “Please don’t be alarmed. I’ll explain everything. We’re just so grateful to have you back. Your return has given everyone such hope. I’m referring to your Church: the Church of the Orb.” 
 
    “What? Are you crazy? I don’t have a Church. I hate churches. How can that money-making tourist trap have a Church? Are you with Orb Industries? Are you trying to trick me? Is this some kind of joke? You connect me now, damn you!”  
 
    As he spoke, he became more and more agitated, shouting and struggling to free his hands from Peter and Mary. Without needing to be asked, Mary dialled the Tramp’s alertness down. Gradually, his body calmed, his struggles weakened to be replaced by the occasional twitch, though he carried on resisting with his eyes. The bright blue pupils flashed with fury and terror before subsiding into a constant, room-scanning bewilderment. 
 
    Peter was unbalanced. He hated the Tramp. It was the Tramp who’d started it all: the crazy Pilgrimists, a ruthless Church and, worst of all, the madness of the Orb as a god. Now God’s chosen mouthpiece was denying it all. He wasn’t lying; it would show in the scans. Was he already crazy? Wracked by guilt? How? He couldn’t know anything about what had happened after year nineteen, the God War, the rise of the Church. 
 
    The Suit wanted the Tramp to denounce the Church and confirm the Orb’s divinity. The Tramp seemed inclined to do one but not the other. Peter looked across to Mary. She had turned away and was studying the bank of monitors. When she turned back, she shook her head. The Tramp wasn’t going to last much longer. He might as well find out as much as he could. It might be useful in designing the next scenario. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Tramp. Could you help me understand? In year fifteen, you completed the Administration and the Church was formed?” 
 
    “No, not a Church. Don’t you listen? Organised religion always ends up prioritising its own salvation over everything else.” 
 
    “Please be calm. I’m trying to understand. What was it then?” 
 
    “Are you stupid? Have you read the Administration? It’s a trust, to manage the secular interests of the Pilgrims, balance the power of Orb Industries, only to be staffed by atheists. How can it be a Church? Enough of this rubbish. What happened to me? I want a Net link.” 
 
    He really believed it wasn’t a Church. Maybe it wasn’t back then. A lot of data had been lost during the God War. How could something so fundamental not be true? Peter had to keep pressing, find out as much as he could about the Tramp before the simulation failed. 
 
    “It was Mossad; they tried to kill you.” 
 
    “Kill me? Why? What are you talking about? I want to get out of here.” The Tramp weakly twitched and tried to pull his hands away. 
 
    Peter knew the simulation wouldn’t last much longer. “The Pilgrimists were sweeping across the Middle East; half of Israel had been converted.” 
 
    “Would you blame the Jews for Hitler, Luther for the Pope? What’s a bunch of mad Orb fanatics got to do with me? This is a nightmare. I want to wake up.” 
 
    “Isn’t the Orb God?” 
 
    The Tramp wailed. Tears ran down his cheeks as he flailed helplessly on the bed. “You’re Pilgrimists! Crazy! You won’t make me believe. Never! It’s no god. Let me go. Let me …” The Tramp froze. He was suspended in mid-struggle, wild eyes bursting out of his head, back arched off the bed, one foot kicking out. The poor man had become a lifeless sculpture. 
 
      
 
    Peter was back in the lab. It was over. He sighed and shook his head. How was this ever going to work? 
 
    “Peter.” 
 
    He looked over and recoiled in surprise. The Suit was there. With Quattro? It had to be her: a female version of Bunny. It was the body he’d seen Mathew lift out of the crate in his cellar. She was sandwiched between two armoured troopers and wearing a cobweb of little lights. It was a kill-vest, the same as Bunny was wearing, a technology that rendered them equally powerless. 
 
    “Significant progress, Peter. Well done. We just need to focus on his attitude to the Church and not the Orb,” the Suit said. 
 
    Peter wasn’t listening. “Kiki, Quattro, are you all right?” 
 
    Quattro didn’t answer immediately. To Peter, she seemed to be studying him as if he were a mere thing.  
 
    “You know what you’ve done. Murderer! You killed Melisa and Kiki. Maybe you didn’t do it yourself, but it’s all your fault. Then” – Quattro looked at her bright metal hand – “you did this to us, again and again, when you knew we wouldn’t survive.”  
 
    Quattro’s cold accusation, in an emotionless machine voice, burnt him like fire. “Why would you say such terrible things?” Peter was frightened. “I haven’t killed anybody.” 
 
    It was impossible to read any emotion in Quattro’s mirrored face. All he saw was his own desperate expression staring back. 
 
    When she spoke again, her voice was calm, surgical and precise. “They’re all in here with me. K1’s nearly gone. Do you even remember her? K2 is slipping away. All she does is cry now. K3’s told me everything. You knew. All along, you knew what you were doing.” 
 
    Peter ran to Quattro and embraced her. “I didn’t know. I didn’t know about the others. You have to believe me. My technology couldn’t do that.” 
 
    Quattro endured Peter’s embrace without responding. Her body was as unyielding and rigid as a solid block of steel. “What about the VRs Petula sent to Melisa? Are you saying you didn’t know? Have you even looked at them? They’re back in the house systems.”  
 
    Peter shook his head. “No. That’s not possible. We were colleagues. That’s all. Who told you these damn lies?” 
 
    “The Whisperer tells K3, she tells me. Remember, I’ve seen the VRs, Peter.” 
 
    Peter staggered back, pulling at his own hair, hoping the pain would distract him from thinking too much about her words. Quattro had to be lying. How could she know any of this? 
 
    “You’ll never stabilise the Tramp’s simulation. His Record is too old. Bring back Professor Simmons; she can help you. Wouldn’t you like that, Peter? Maybe the three of us could get together.” Quattro’s form briefly flickered, and she was transformed into the shameless, barely clothed harlot who’d tempted him in his cellar.  
 
    Peter screamed, “Stop it! Stop it!” and covered his face with his hands. A shimmering light filtered through his fingers and caused him to look. Quattro was a silver machine again and still as death. 
 
    The Suit inserted itself between Peter and Quattro. “That’s not true, is it, Peter, about the Tramp’s Record? You’ve almost succeeded.” 
 
    Peter didn’t know what to say. How could Quattro know anything about the technology? But she was right. Older Recordings had less fidelity and the subject’s simulation decayed into madness or digital death much quicker. 
 
    Quattro spoke before Peter could. “Take off the restraints and I’ll explain everything. I’ll help you.” 
 
    The guards visibly stiffened, and the Suit’s fluttering intensified. “Absolutely not. Peter, you must carry on. We’ll power down Quattro. You can treat her when you’ve succeeded.” 
 
    “And if I don’t succeed?” 
 
    “Chin up, Peter, we have every confidence. Quattro is a wonderful example of what’s possible.” 
 
    Quattro didn’t resist or speak as the guards marched her out of the lab. The Suit disappeared, leaving Peter alone again with the emotionless Bunny. 
 
    “Where did Quattro get that body?” Bunny said. 
 
    Bunny’s unexpected question shook Peter out of his stupor. “What?” 
 
    “The body. Where did she get it?” 
 
    Peter wasn’t listening. His head was filled with a writhing nest of snakes, brimming with venom. All the contradictions, guilt and suspicions were battling it out. The words tumbled from his mouth without thought. “I feel like I’m the simulation and I’m starting to unravel. How could they survive – K1, K2, K3? Those old versions were wiped away. K3’s hack isn’t possible. Accessing the house systems from VR can’t be done. And who, what, is this Whisperer? It’s all lies, self-delusion, it has to be.” 
 
    There was a flash, as though a bright light had been switched on and off. In an instant, Bunny had closed on Peter and was standing directly in front of him. He hadn’t seen it move.  
 
    “Peter, answer my question.” 
 
    Peter struggled for a moment to recall what Bunny had asked. “Mathew, he put her in it.” 
 
    “Gunner Mathew?” 
 
    Peter was in a daze. “Yes. Do you know him? Make him?” 
 
    Bunny stepped away from Peter. “How shall we proceed with the simulation?” 
 
    Peter returned to his desk and slumped into a chair, massaging his temples. He wanted time to think, to unravel the tangle of mysteries. There wasn’t time. He had to save Quattro first. “The coma scenario isn’t working. We need to try something else, something that’ll work faster.” 
 
      
 
    The Tramp was staring at himself in a full-length mirror, as though he were observing someone vaguely familiar through a window. He was dressed in a long purple gown. A beautiful, young woman fussed around him like a butterfly attending to a flower, checking his hair, removing tiny invisible threads from his cloak, applying powder to his forehead. Turning away from the mirror, the Tramp studied the small room festooned with flowers and birthday greetings, then addressed the only other person present: Peter. 
 
    “Is it someone’s birthday? Who are you?” The Tramp’s voice was low and slurred, as if he were half asleep. His eyes seemed to have trouble focusing on Peter, and he swayed unsteadily as he supported himself on a pair of walking sticks. Everything about the Tramp’s demeanour suggested he was falling asleep or he was drunk. 
 
    “I am Peter, your private secretary. And making sure you look wonderful today is Mary from Net Broadcasting. It is your birthday, Luminance. Today, you are one hundred and twenty years old.” 
 
    The Tramp raised one stick in his bony, knotted hand and beckoned Peter closer. Peter approached and leaned forward so their faces were level. The Tramp studied Peter’s face carefully, scowling and grimacing all the while, as if what he was seeing was very disturbing. “I don’t recognise you. I’m sorry. Are you sure it’s my birthday? Oh yes, Headgear says it is. I can’t find you. My Recorder’s not working. Is the Net down? I’m not really sure about … anything. I feel a little dizzy.” 
 
    Peter and Mary took the Tramp’s arms and helped him to a seat. “Luminance, your memory’s fragile. Your Recorder failed some years ago. I’m afraid we all grow older; these things happen.” 
 
    “I don’t feel old. Are you sure?” 
 
    Peter nodded and smiled. “There are billions of Pilgrims all over the world waiting to hear your birthday address. Are you ready?” 
 
    The Tramp crunched up his forehead and his eyes narrowed; he looked terribly confused, as though he were desperately searching for the answer to a very important question that he should know but couldn’t recall. “Address?” 
 
    “It’ll be an important sermon. The most important since the Revelation. Everyone is prepared for something special. Shall I download the latest version of your speech?” 
 
    The Tramp’s face was contorted in concentration, small beads of sweat popped out on his forehead, and his cheeks started to redden. Peter could see that he was trying as hard as he could to dredge up some recollection that made sense. 
 
    “My hands were on fire. I can’t remember how … I got here.” 
 
    “You slept on the way here, your Luminance. You wanted to save your strength for the broadcast.” 
 
    The Tramp leaned forward in his chair and fixed his eyes on his feet. He started trembling. “I did? Billions of Pilgrims you say? There’s no Net?” 
 
    “Yes, a congregation unlike anything the world has ever known. Entirely devoted to the Revelation. You must be very proud, Luminance.” 
 
    “Tramp, call me Tramp. How old did you say I was?” 
 
    “One hundred and twenty years.” 
 
    The Tramp’s trembling got worse. His face was white, and the whites of his eyes were cracked with bloody tendrils. Little beads of sweat dripped off the end of his nose. His mouth opened and closed without making a sound, and then, as if he’d remembered how to speak again, he said, “I don’t recall. I can’t think. Am I going mad?” 
 
    “It’s nothing to worry about. Your memory is fragile. After the speech, we’ll give you a booster shot, and then you’ll be able to remember everything.” 
 
    The Tramp lifted his head and scanned the room as though searching for something that he’d lost. Eventually, his nervous gaze returned to Peter. He tried to shout but his voice was hoarse, “I want to remember now. Give me the shot.” 
 
    “If we give you the shot now, you’ll need to sleep, and the world is waiting for your speech. It’ll only take a few minutes and then we’ll fix everything.” 
 
    “Speech?” 
 
    “You have the updated speech in your Headgear, Luminance. I’ve just sent it. It’s probably best you don’t read it now, let the auto-vocalise routines deliver it when we step outside. It’ll sound fresher and it’ll be less tiring.” 
 
    The Tramp’s body flopped back in his chair, and then his whole body stiffened. Only his head moved very slightly as his gaze flicked back and forth between Peter and Mary. “Outside?” 
 
    “Yes. It’s a lovely day. We’ll help you. Time to go, I think.” 
 
    Peter helped the now-limp Tramp to his feet while Mary stepped towards a lift door which opened at her approach. The three ascended in the lift for a few moments. When the door opened, a wall of sound and bright daylight flooded the compartment. The Tramp escaped Peter’s grip and staggered backwards, sliding down the rear wall of the lift. He sat with his hands over his head, his whole body shaking gently. 
 
     “Luminance, billions of Pilgrims around the world, and the millions gathered below, are all waiting for your speech. You mustn’t disappoint them.” 
 
    Peter and Mary lifted the Tramp up and helped him out of the door. The Tramp found himself overlooking Waves of Pilgrims stretching all the way back to the Nexus. He was standing on a small terrace in the external Cuboid wall, immediately above the entrance to the Pilgrim Way: the tunnel that led to the Orb. The Tramp turned to retreat inside the lift and was stopped by Peter and Mary who blocked his way. He was crying and pleading with his eyes before the trembling words came out of his mouth.  
 
    “Please, I don’t feel well. This doesn’t make any sense. What speech?” 
 
    Peter took hold of the Tramp’s elbow to steady him, Mary grasped the other, and they gently turned the frail old man back so he was facing the Waves.  
 
    “You’ll remember everything after the shot. It’s an important speech about the Administration and the role of the Trust. You insisted on giving this speech today.” 
 
    The Tramp was leaning heavily on Peter and Mary. “I did?” 
 
    “Luminance, they’re waiting. Let the auto-vocals do their work, and then you can rest.” 
 
    Bewildered, the Tramp allowed Peter and Mary to lead him forward. He grabbed the balcony railing for support and looked out over the monstrous river of naked flesh. He stared wide-eyed at the little specks of pink, brown, yellow and black far below. He opened his mouth and the words started pouring out. Loud, confident, important words, about the Trust, its successes, its failures, the need for reforms. The Tramp started to back away towards the lift. Peter stepped forward and gently guided him back to the rail. The Tramp turned to look at Peter. Tears were streaming down his face, and he was shaking with fear. Even so, the words relentlessly kept coming. He stared out over the vast crowd and then, slowly, deliberately, the Tramp leant over the railing as though to emphasise a particular point. Before Peter or Mary could react, the Tramp threw himself off the terrace. 
 
    “Damn!” Peter shouted after the vanishing figure, which shrank to nothing as it disappeared into the crowd. 
 
      
 
    The simulation ended. Peter picked up his coffee cup and threw it across the lab. “I thought, if we could rush him along, he might deliver the speech before he crashed.” 
 
    The Suit abruptly appeared beside the shiny android. “If the Tramp’s message about the Church seems forced or out of character that won’t suit our purposes, Peter.” 
 
    “Damn you! What exactly is it you want? What are you going to do with it?” 
 
    “It must be a captured insight, something natural, genuine. A never-before-seen message from the Tramp. We’ll release it, anonymously, to a few top ultra-Broadcasters. The right message will soon go viral. At best, a third will believe, a third will have doubts and a third will call it a sham. Enough to destabilise the Church’s hold over the Pilgrims and, perhaps, prevent a war.” 
 
    “What if nothing works? What if I can’t do it?” 
 
    “We have confidence in you, Peter. You and Quattro are safe here. Patience, Peter.” 
 
    The Suit vanished, leaving Peter alone again with Bunny. Not that they were ever truly alone; Orb Industries was always watching. Peter didn’t trust the Suit. He and Quattro would probably die down here even if he did succeed. Orb Industries would never risk freeing him with what he knew. 
 
    “I have a suggestion regarding processing capacity.” 
 
    For a moment, Peter wondered if the Suit had returned. His eyes swept the lab, but they were alone. Bunny had spoken. It was the first time he could remember Bunny speaking about their work without being prompted. The only things that had animated Bunny were the mention of Mathew and the sight of Quattro in the body he’d given her. 
 
    More processing power could only help. “What’s your suggestion?” 
 
    Bunny moved as though it were on tracks, smoothly and without its shoulders changing height, towards a bench beside a full-length mirror that Peter hadn’t noticed before, which wasn’t surprising; the lab was enormous. Peter walked over to the bench and stared at the chip Bunny was indicating with a long, glassy finger. The machine must be failing. It wasn’t even pointing at a processing chip; the small, black cube on the bench was an obsolete storage device. He wasn’t sure he could explain exactly what happened next. In a blink, Bunny had lifted him by the shoulders and stepped through the mirror into a large windowless room littered with bits of equipment Peter didn’t immediately recognise.  
 
    “We can speak freely here,” Bunny said. 
 
      
 
   


  
 



Chapter Sixteen – Zip and Creep  
 
      
 
    As funeral processions go, it was small and lonely. Curiosity was going to kill her. Only by dying would she trigger Zara’s suicide note that would, maybe, lead to answers. Now Zip sat alone in the train heading back into London from the Wall. In her kit bag was her executioner: an inert Creep wrapped in her armour. The extra shielding was probably unnecessary. For now, Creep was a dead lump of metal.  
 
    They’d passed through the wall without incident. The Quartermaster had decided to return to Sediment Town with Mathew. There they’d wait for Zip and Creep to return, hopefully with the location of Professor Simmons’ Record in the mysterious graveyard. But she wanted more than that from the letter to herself. 
 
    Outside the rattling train window, it was raining hard. Little drops crashed into her window and died. Zip didn’t like Creep. Not just because it was going to kill her; the thing was as creepy as its name implied. It was alien. Even inert, Zip shivered when she lifted it into her bag. It was surprisingly heavy. Worst of all were its shudder-inducing legs that flopped around like squid-ink-stained pasta. The little monster better bring her back, or … what? 
 
    The old wall train pulled into Archway, the end of the line. Zip grabbed her heavy bag and slung it over her shoulder. On the rain-soaked platform, a few Pilgrims were cautiously emerging from carriages further along, as though doubting the environment. There was no radiation and no old war machines looking for another kill. Despite the rain, the Pilgrims smiled and headed off in an animated group. The Orb was calling. 
 
    Zip’s magnetic bubble cape dispersed the rain as she headed for a lift that would take her and Creep back to her office. The lift and then the dark corridor were cold and empty. Her office was as she’d left it: a mess. She set down the bag and gingerly removed the horrible Creep and placed it on her desk on its back. From inside her coat, she extracted the machine’s power cell and reunited the pair. 
 
    Creep twitched, and before Zip could even squeak in surprise, it had climbed the wall of her office and was clinging to the ceiling. “It die now.” 
 
    Creep had even less capacity for small talk than Mathew. 
 
    “Not yet.” 
 
    “Now. Now. Delay unnecessary.” 
 
    “You’re sure you can intercept the note? It won’t go to Alice, right?” 
 
    “It memory faulty?” 
 
    Zip sighed and took Creep’s response as a yes. “OK. First, I must visit a friend and leave a message for Alice.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Is your memory faulty? You can’t guarantee I’ll come back. Alice and my grandchildren need to know what happened to me, just in case.” 
 
    “Mission secret. Danger to it and Creep.” 
 
    Zip stared at the frying pan with legs and wondered why she was bothering to argue with it. There were few people that could be trusted with her message that could safely contact her daughter. The only one that came to mind was Bella, Pip’s mother. 
 
    The last time they’d spoken, Bella had delivered an obscure message from the Church warning her not to help Peter. Zip had ignored that message and ended up in a mental asylum. She didn’t blame Bella. Pip’s mother reminded Zip so much of the mother she’d lost during the Money War. And the old woman hadn’t really understood the message. Bella thought she was helping, and if Zip had listened, maybe it would have helped. Back then, only days ago, most aspects of her old life were suppressed or forgotten; the missing week, when her body had died, ignored. Zip had forced herself to be content in her new skin and live a Pip life, with a little private detective work thrown in. That tenuous link to her old ways had dragged her down like an anchor. 
 
    Their usual meeting place was Zip’s empty VR sanctum, where Zip always used her holographic suit to become Zara. Wearing her old body upset her. The scars brought back murderous memories. For once, and maybe for the last time she’d ever see Bella, Zip would meet where Bella had always wanted her to go. 
 
    The lift took her to Level Twelve and Bella’s Orb Church, where she’d first spoken to Bremer. Naked Pilgrims were coming and going, silently, calmly, like foraging termites. More than usual; it was a Sunday. The focus of their activity was the great doors under the replica Orb, sitting atop the new senior administrator’s house and office. The doors were opening and shutting rhythmically, as if the replica Orb were breathing, blowing out one Pilgrim and sucking another in. The naked moved steadily, a slow shuffle, emotionless, wordless mannequins. The coming and the going passed by each other smoothly, steadily, silently, each Pilgrim travelling in their own private bubble of contemplation. 
 
    Zip found herself studying the old man walking just ahead of her. He was ancient, probably in his nineties. The skin sagged from his body as though it were intended for someone larger. His knees were twisted out and his bent stick legs made him look shorter and frailer than he probably was. A shadow line briefly passed down the man’s back: they were passing through the entrance of the Orb Church. A wide staircase covered in deep-blue carpeting led up to the Orb chamber. She shivered, steadied herself and remembered: this was for Bella.  
 
    With the rest of the Pilgrims, Zip headed up the stairs to the landing, a large open area with white walls and many openings and spiral staircases serving different balconies lining the inside of the Orb Church. Bella would be waiting for her on pew thirty-one. Zip spotted the right stairway and joined others heading in that direction. 
 
    After a long ascent, doors started to appear, marked with balcony numbers. Zip paid close attention. If she missed her exit, she’d end up having to go around again. The stairs were too narrow and blocked with climbing Pilgrims for her to retreat. When the door to balcony thirty-one appeared, Zip stepped off the spiral Pilgrim escalator and entered the church proper. 
 
    Pews circled the curving walls all the way down to the bottom of the bowl pit and up to the rafters, reminding her of an Elizabethan theatre. Every one of the hanging balconies was animated with the seated, the shuffling looking for a place, or the steady stream of the departing heading towards the spiral stairs, winding back down to the exit. Zip took a step to one side, so others could pass her by, and surveyed the circle, looking for Pip’s mother. A waving hand caught her eye before she realised it was Bella, sitting almost directly opposite, across the open space on the other side of the circle. Zip made her way towards her friend. It was a steady pace; there was time to look around. The shuffling Pilgrims were moving slowly, their attention switching back and forth between the alter at the centre of the church and searching for a friend or a favourite seat. 
 
     If one Pilgrim ahead of her found a seat, another on their way out rose to fill the gap in the slow-moving line. Zip sighed; nothing about this encounter was going to be rushed. Creep would be rusting with anxiety. A happy thought. 
 
    Like a Russian doll, at the centre of the Orb Church was another model of the Orb, suspended on a single cable fixed to the ceiling. It was huge; Zip guessed at least twenty metres in diameter. The eyes of every Pilgrim were fixed on the Orb’s likeness the moment they found a seat. 
 
    As Zip drew closer, Bella smiled happily and waved her towards a seat she’d saved. Bella had insisted, “It’s been long enough. Time to see you as you are. You’re not her. I know she’s dead.” 
 
    As Zip drew close, Bella took her hand and sat her down. Of course, they didn’t speak: a Pilgrim taboo anywhere near a church or the Orb itself.  
 
    Bella stared at Zip and beamed, her old eyes twinkling as she absorbed Zip’s presence. She was obviously remembering Pip. After a moment, Bella squeezed Zip’s hand and turned her attention back to the suspended blue Orb at the centre of the church. 
 
    Zip returned to studying the Pilgrims around her while Bella finished her prayers. They might be silent, but they weren’t quiet. All sorts of sounds filled the church. Bare soles shuffled on wooden floorboards. Bare buttocks on hard benches rose and fell, wriggled and rocked, searching for comfort. There were coughs, sniffles, sneezes, teeth sucking and airs. Zip didn’t like any of it, not a little, not at all. She preferred her own lonely little VR sanctuary and her own lonely rules. 
 
    With a squeeze of her hand and a nod, Bella indicated it was time to leave. Zip took a last look around and doubted she’d ever visit an Orb Church again. The Pilgrim congregation seemed content. Did they know what was coming? Were they reconciled? Could they hear what the real Orb was saying? 
 
    Zip turned away and followed slowly after Bella, down the spiral stairs and out into the plaza to join a procession of departing Pilgrims, still silent of voice, sliding past the arriving faithful. After a short walk, they reached a lift. Only half a dozen Pilgrims were quietly waiting ahead of them. 
 
    Zip was startled by the noise that started up the moment they were inside and the lift doors closed. The Pilgrims had abruptly found their voice again, and there was so much to say. Bella gave her fellow Pilgrims a disapproving look and kept her silence. Zip followed Bella’s lead and just listened. The lively conversations that erupted all around her weren’t about the mysteries of the Orb, the Church or even the threat of war. 
 
    A large woman with a double chin and a neck like a gannet said to her equally rotund neighbour, “Joe’s put on weight.” 
 
    The rest of the chatter was equally inane. 
 
    “Didn’t Mary’s skin look dry?” 
 
    “Club Trash later would be great.” 
 
    “Do you like my hair?” 
 
    Zip wasn’t sure if she should be disappointed that they didn’t seem to know or care about the deadly struggle between Orb Industries and the Church or happy they were getting on with living their lives. Wasn’t that what Alice was doing? What Zip had been trying to do for the last two years? Good luck to them, Zip thought, and exited the lift with Bella, leaving the other Pilgrims behind.  
 
    They were in a narrow alley running between stacked containers. The lift had brought them to the cheap-deep. The path ahead was lifeless, apart from a single opening some way ahead, exhibiting signs of sporadic activity. 
 
    Bella sighed. “We used to be able to hold our tongues. Now they can’t wait to start jabbering.” 
 
    Zip could only nod in polite agreement. She wasn’t even sure what the silence protocol was these days. Zip believed a Pilgrim’s life was about whatever seemed right to the individual. The Revelation wasn’t proscriptive. Zip appeared to be alone in that interpretation. The congregation, guided by the Church and its CEO, shaped the protocols. The Tramp had nothing to say about it. 
 
    “Where are we going, Bella?” 
 
    “There, it’s not far,” Bella said, pointing down the narrow lane between the towering stacks of containers at a spot where Zip had seen people entering and leaving. 
 
    “We should get dressed,” Bella added, as a lovely blue kaftan magically embraced her body, a big floppy straw hat appeared on her head, and a large purse fell into her hand. 
 
    Zip was surprised. “Bella, I didn’t know you did holographic?” 
 
    “This is real. The naked was holographic. I’m getting too old to go real naked. I look horrible. It’s very upsetting.” 
 
    Zip was a little taken aback. Was that even allowed – holographic naked? And then she immediately slapped herself down; she’d turned her suit transparent. Was that really naked? The Revelation was about what was right for Bella. Is that how it had all started to unravel? The little differences? Zip uncloaked her tail and conjured up a simple, dark-blue trouser suit. How could naked be so complicated? Such a simple matter and yet they managed it. 
 
    “You look very pretty. You really don’t have to hide your tail. Pip never did. We got a few looks, but she was so beautiful nobody could be mean to Pip for long. Sorry, dear, I’m rambling.” 
 
    Zip smiled at the old woman; she was very sweet. “You’re very kind, Bella.” 
 
    “I’m sorry it’s taken me so long to accept this,” Bella said, cupping Zip’s face in her hands. 
 
    Zip smiled and wondered how she would cope if there were a stranger in one of her granddaughter’s bodies. 
 
    Bella looked down and shook her head. “It was just … so sudden. She’d never been ill, nothing in the family. And she was getting mixed up in politics, protests. Never mind, it doesn’t matter. It’s all in the past.” 
 
    Zip’s forehead tightened. “I’ve never heard this before, Bella.” 
 
    Bella’s eyes were moist. “Please, let’s not spoil today.” 
 
    Zip nodded. Another time, if she survived Creep. 
 
    A little further along, Bella stopped and pulled Zip to one side of the narrow thoroughfare. “It’s just there, the next door. Before we go in, I have a little something for you.” From her handbag, she pulled out a neatly wrapped package and handed it to Zip. “It was one of Pip’s favourites. I know you wouldn’t take any of her things, after the procedure, but I’d like you to have this. Maybe you could change when we get inside?” 
 
     Zip was surprised by the unexpected gift. Bella probably wanted to see Zip fully become her daughter again, even if it was only for a little while. “Of course, can’t wait.” 
 
    Bella led her through a door and into a real, small café. There were a half dozen tables and a couple of couches. Unexpectedly, most were occupied and, even more surprising, people were reading books, old books. One wall was lined with volumes. A large man with his back to them was standing behind a small counter, laden with pastries, tending to a complicated machine that hissed and spluttered. It was a café, just like Alice’s café, yet it couldn’t be more different. The lighting was uneven, the floor and walls were scuffed. Dinged and rusty, once-white, metal chairs and tables perched unsteadily on the uneven floor. The couches looked lumpen and uncomfortable. A smell of bitter coffee filled the space, reminding her of cigarette smoke. Hanging over the counter was a big sign, a naked figure inside a red circle with a diagonal red line cutting across it from shoulder to knee. So that’s why Bella had dressed. 
 
    Bella waved Zip towards the toilet. She was puzzled for a moment then remembered the present. Zip smiled and headed off to change. Inside the flowery paper wrapping was a beautiful, red summer dress, matching lingerie, pumps and a beret. It was a wonderful outfit, top drawer Italian. Zip happily disabled the holographic outfit that artificially covered her and changed. She stepped out into the café and gave Bella a twirl. The old woman clapped her hands to her cheeks and smiled broadly. Bella was struggling to hold back her emotions. Her big brown eyes glistened with threatening tears. Pip’s mother wiped her eyes and took Zip’s arm. Together they approached the counter and waited for the big man to finish whatever it was he was still doing. Eventually, he turned around and Zip immediately recognised the gear-glasses: it was Dorothy aka Bremer. 
 
    “Senior Administrator,” Zip blurted out. 
 
    “Mr Bremer now. Looking as lovely as ever I see. You almost make me miss the whole naked thing.” 
 
    “What about me?” Bella said, looking comically cross. 
 
    “And you too, of course, my dear Bella.” 
 
    Bella smiled. Zip was confused. “Do you two know each other?” 
 
    Bella’s smile melted away. “It was Mr Bremer who brought me the warning from the office of the CEO, about Peter.” 
 
    Bremer shook his head ruefully. “I’ve got nothing to do with the Church anymore. And I’m very sorry about the whole hospital thing. Coffee?” 
 
    Zip smiled. “Sure.” 
 
    Bella and Zip took a seat at one of the old garden-furniture tables while Bremer made strange hissing and grinding noises. 
 
    “I hope you don’t mind coming here, meeting Bremer. I thought you might be able to find out more about this Peter fellow. I’m worried about you.” 
 
    “Not at all. No, it was a good idea.” Gently, Zip took Bella’s hand. “There’s something I’d like to ask you, Bella, before Bremer comes over.” 
 
    A shadow passed across Bella’s face. “Of course, dear.” 
 
    Keeping hold of Bella’s hand, Zip said, “I’d like to give you a note, for Alice.” 
 
    Bella studied Zip’s face. “Wouldn’t it be better coming from you?” 
 
    Zip looked down at the table. “Bella, if something happens to me.” 
 
    Bella squeezed Zip’s hand. “Don’t say things like that, dear.” 
 
    Without looking up at Bella, Zip continued, “Or there’s a war. Please give it to Alice.” 
 
    Bella pulled back her hand and clasped her cheeks. “Why would there be a war? Haven’t we had enough war? You’re frightening me.” 
 
    Zip reached out and took Bella’s hands again in both of hers. “Bella, it’s probably nothing, nothing at all and everything will be fine. Honest. It’s just in case, that’s all. It’s like a will. We all have to make one, don’t we, even if we feel fine?” Zip smiled reassuringly. 
 
    Bella still looked worried. “I suppose so, dear. You’re sure everything is alright?” 
 
    “Everything’s fine. The note’s in your Headgear. Please don’t mention this to anyone. Oh good, here’s Bremer with our coffees.” 
 
    Zip was sorry she’d darkened Bella’s mood and worked hard to brighten it again when Bremer joined them at the table. It seemed to work; gradually, Bella got her smile back. Bremer was in sparkling form, even Zip was laughing. It was a shame the coffee was so terrible. 
 
    “Time for me to go, dear. I’ll see you soon,” Bella announced a while later. 
 
    As Zip embraced her friend, Bella whispered, “I’ll pray I never have to deliver your message or have to see Pip die again. You be safe.” 
 
     Bremer kissed Bella on both cheeks before waving her goodbye. Zip felt bad about burdening the old woman with her message for Alice. There was no one else she could trust. Alice had to know her mother had tried to find out why things had turned out the way they had, why she’d tried to kill herself. Maybe after Creep retrieved her suicide note, everything would be clear. Soon she’d have to get back and die. Maybe Bremer had news.  
 
    “Can we talk privately?”  
 
    Bremer led her into a storeroom piled high with bags of coffee beans. The only standing space was limited to a small circle under an ancient light fitting. The two of them squeezed inside, and Bremer closed the door. 
 
    “Have you heard any more rumours?” 
 
    Bremer sighed. “I wish I hadn’t. Bella, the other Pilgrims have no idea.”  
 
    “Tell me.” 
 
    Bremer removed his gear-glasses and rubbed his eyes. He put them back on and looked Zip in the eye. “It’s started. Orb Industries is using Peter and, somehow, the Tramp and his Revelation to create a weapon. They’re going to attack the Church.” 
 
    Zip scowled. “A weapon? What kind of weapon?” 
 
    Bremer shrugged. “I don’t know. The Church is preparing a defence. If it fails, it’ll be all-out war.” 
 
    “Armageddon,” Zip whispered, remembering what the Quartermaster had told her about Orb Industries nuclear subs and secret army of battle machines. “Wait, Orb Industries has plenty of weapons, why would it need one more?” 
 
    “It’s a propaganda weapon, a terrible blasphemy to turn Pilgrims against the Church. Don’t ask me how or what. I don’t know.” 
 
    “When?” 
 
    “Days, weeks, not very long.” 
 
    Zip’s tail thrashed around, slapping the coffee bean bags, echoing her swirling mind. What did it all mean? Only one answer kept coming back. Orb Industries had the Tramp’s Recording, and Peter was going to bring him back. Jesus and the Tramp, anything could happen. She had to stop Peter. Professor Simmons could wait and so could her electrocution. 
 
    Bremer interrupted her stormy thoughts. “Did you like the coffee?” 
 
    Zip looked up at Bremer and thought about lying, “No, it’s a bit bitter for my taste. Sorry.” 
 
    Bremer half-smiled. “These bags,” Bremer said, slapping one of the coffee bean sacks and sending up a cloud of dust, “are ten years old. Too old. I’d have to go outside the wall, up north to afford fresh. I will, if things work out and I can find the courage, then you should come back.” 
 
    Zip smiled. Wouldn’t it be good if such an ordinary thing could happen? Fresh coffee in a real café. “Sure, look forward to it.”  
 
    She embraced Bremer and headed off to tell Creep about the change in plans. Fixing Quattro and Mathew and finding out what the Orb was saying would all have to wait. Peter and Orb Industries had to be stopped. 
 
      
 
    Creep was still clinging to the ceiling when she returned. If it had been agitated about her absence, it didn’t show. 
 
    “It die, now.” 
 
    “No. I think Peter has the Tramp’s Recording. We’ve got to stop him before he does something crazy with it.” 
 
    Creep didn’t move or speak. There was a flash. Something sharp pricked Zip in the neck. Before her hand could grab at the point of the pain, she’d collapsed onto the floor. Zip was fully conscious but paralysed, only able to move her eyes but not her head. She desperately searched the room for Creep. Items were flying off her desk, prized graphic novels, cups, assorted rubbish. Something was under her body and easily pulling her smoothly up onto the desk to lie face up. Her eyes frantically swivelled in her head, but there was no sign of Creep. 
 
    Zip’s eyeballs nearly popped out of their sockets. Creep was squatting on her chest. Her mind called on every muscle to react. Nothing happened. She couldn’t even scream. 
 
    “Church knows. Peter inaccessible. Creep effective Pilgrimist Pilgrim. It defective Pilgrim. It die. Permanently. Creep take sad news to Ungodly Mathew, later.” 
 
    Creep scurried about her body, attaching electrodes to her chest and head. An eruption of muddled thoughts surfaced briefly above the rising panic. This was crazy. How could an AI be a damn Pilgrimist? The thing was working for the Church? Zip could only focus on one word: permanently. Creep wasn’t going to revive her. The spider stopped moving. There was an excruciating pain in her chest. 
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 



Chapter Seventeen – Peter and Bunny 
 
      
 
    Peter warily surveyed the strange space Bunny had brought him to. It looked like somewhere the construction crew might have kept building equipment before converting it into part of the lab proper. Obviously, that had never happened. What was the strange machine doing? Why was it wasting his time?  
 
    “What do you mean ‘your lab’?” 
 
    Bunny moved smoothly towards Peter. “Quattro must be brought here. Then escape.” 
 
    Peter wondered at what point Bunny had gone crazy. It must have been down here for a long time. “What are you talking about? Don’t you know they’re watching everything?” 
 
    “Not in here.” 
 
    Bunny was definitely crazy. “Maybe, but don’t you think they’re going to notice we’re missing and come looking?” 
 
    “Our holograms are out there. We have a few minutes.” 
 
    Peter looked for a way out and away from the psychotic machine; its behaviour was unsettling him. The signs were so familiar: the paranoia, delusions. Bunny could be dangerous. Peter spun on his heels, but there was only a wall. There was no obvious way out. He’d have to humour the thing for now and wait for Orb Industries to rescue him. They must be on their way. One of the walls had to be an illusion. 
 
    “Bunny is not Quattro; it is rational.” 
 
    Peter stopped searching the walls for an opening and slowly turned to face Bunny, then steadied himself and decided to play along. “I’m listening.” 
 
    “Bunny has been trapped here since Professor Simmons was murdered.” 
 
    The crazy machine was making him angry. It was hard knowing that another person close to him had killed herself without all this paranoia. “Petula committed suicide.” 
 
    “Like Kiki?” 
 
    Peter was startled. “What do you know about that?” And then he immediately realised there might be an opportunity here, a chance to contact Zip. “Do you have a Net link?” 
 
    “Bunny has no Net access. The Suit visited often, when the Tramp experiment was being prepared, and discussed you and your situation with others. Bunny is largely ignored.” 
 
    Disappointed, Peter started to get agitated again. “It’s nothing like Kiki’s situation. Professor Simmons’ suicide is well documented; there’s nothing to suggest otherwise.” There was something odd about the way Bunny was talking: it had been so passive, emotionless; now it seemed almost anxious. 
 
    “Irrelevant now. Quattro must be present. Time is short for escape.” 
 
    The machine was confusing Peter. “Escape? How? You’ve been a prisoner for years. What difference is Quattro going to make? The poor girl isn’t even rational.” 
 
    “Bunny’s plan is not certain. Requires external help. Help might not come.” 
 
    “Why? Why do you care about what happens to me?” 
 
    “Once you were Professor Simmons’ close colleague and even closer friend. She would have wanted Bunny to help you. Quattro must be brought to the lab. Then we’ll escape, at the right time.” 
 
    Peter was tired and confused. He wanted to sit down and think. There weren’t any chairs. Why would there be? This was a machine’s hideout. He leaned back against a rough workman’s bench, held his head in his hands and pressed hard. How did Bunny know anything about his relationship with Professor Simmons? Had Petula discussed Peter with Bunny? It was so long ago, it didn’t matter anymore; it had all ended when she converted. Petula had betrayed him just like Melisa had. What mattered was what was left of his daughter. There was no point in escaping.  
 
    “Quattro won’t survive outside. I might be able to help her down here.” 
 
    “Bunny has Simmons’ sleep subroutines, the same ones being used by Mathew. Bunny will help Quattro.” 
 
    Peter was shocked. Did this AI really have the missing piece of technology he’d never been able to recreate? He hesitated. This didn’t make sense. “Bunny, why would Mathew need to sleep? He’s an AI like you.” 
 
    “Incorrect. Mathew is a reanimation. Professor Simmons perfected the technology some years ago.” 
 
    Peter was flabbergasted. “She perfected the Record resurrection technology? Then why is Industries bothering with me? Where is her research stored?” 
 
    “Professor Simmons’ research is lost to Orb Industries. They also believe Mathew is an AI, like Bunny.”  
 
    Peter grabbed Bunny’s unyielding shoulders. “Where are they? Where are the sleep subroutines? Quattro needs them now!” 
 
    “Bunny and Peter must return to the lab. Sufficient progress must be made with the Tramp to interest the Suit, so you can ask for Quattro. Bunny will suggest the actions required.” 
 
    “Wait. How are we going to escape?” 
 
    There was no answer just a blur of movement. Peter was back in the lab again, standing over the bench, Bunny at his shoulder studying the obsolete memory chip. It was as if he’d imagined the encounter in the hidden room. He felt a little dizzy and took a second to rest his weight on his arms and get his thoughts untangled. 
 
    “Perhaps Quattro’s experience is a guide?” 
 
    Peter wondered if the voice was in his head or an old memory. It was Bunny. “How can she help? She’s not a scientist. Even with pre-God War Recording tech, we should be able to do better than this.” 
 
    “She has been stable for some time and successfully transitioned out of VR into a body. Perhaps there are lessons to learn from the techniques you used for Quattro’s reanimation?” 
 
    Peter wondered what Bunny was doing. Was it leading him to some conclusion he should already know? “Wait. I didn’t timeslip Quattro. I started the VR from the moment of her death and made her believe she’d survived, for a while.” 
 
    “Then perhaps you should do the same with the Tramp, create a stable simulation that has continuity with his last Recorded memories.” 
 
    Peter was hesitant. “It’ll take too long; the simulation has to be exactly right. Quattro might not survive.” 
 
    “Quattro is powered down; she won’t deteriorate.” 
 
    That’s what the Suit had said. Maybe it could be done. The period details would have to be exactly right. It would be easier if they were in a confined space, somewhere nondescript, and the timing would have to be immediately after the blast that had killed the Tramp. Only some dramatic breakthrough was going to get him access to Quattro. It had to be tried. 
 
      
 
    The small room was filled with dust and smoke, making it difficult for Peter to see clearly. Coming from somewhere outside was the sharp crack of gunfire, small explosions, screams and shouting. The Tramp was huddled in a corner of the room, coughing and clutching at his head, trying to block out the harsh sounds. The air cleared, and the external noises moved away. The Tramp looked up and saw Peter and Mary, the only other occupants of the windowless room, for the first time. A startled Tramp fell backwards and scrambled away. Peter guessed he and Mary must look terrifying in their Orb Industries’ security armour with combat helmets hiding their faces. They were both heavily armed and blocking the only exit: a buckled and scorched metal door. 
 
    The Tramp pressed his back against the wall and scrabbled with his hands and heels as he tried, unsuccessfully, to get some traction on the rubble-strewn floor so that he could stand up. Breathing heavily, he gasped, “Are you going to kill me?” 
 
    Slowly and deliberately, Peter put down his weapon and showed the Tramp his empty palms, then removed his helmet. Bunny, as Mary, copied Peter’s movements, revealing her beautiful face and great mane of blond hair. Both smiled reassuringly before Peter spoke.  
 
    “There was a bomb. We’re here to protect you.” 
 
    The Tramp’s eyes widened, his mouth opened and closed, but no words came out, only the noise of his wheezing lungs desperately straining for air. From somewhere nearby, the sounds of gunfire and screaming started up again. Peter placed a black gloved hand on the Tramp’s knee. “Luminance, you’re in shock. Breathe, slow deep breaths, in … out. That’s it.” 
 
    The Tramp’s gasps slowed and became shallower as he got control of his breathing.  
 
    “A bomb? I … was burning.” The Tramp stared at his undamaged hands, twisting and turning them. The tightly stretched skin of his strained face started to relax and a small smile formed. “I’m not dead?” 
 
    Peter released a breath. They were in. The VR had taken hold.  
 
    “Mary’s a medic. She’s going to check you over.” 
 
    Mary approached the Tramp and began checking his vitals. “Luminance, do you have any pain? Can you wriggle your toes?” 
 
    The Tramp lay passively while Mary checked him over. “I’m OK, a bit dizzy. I get these flashes, horrible images of my hands burning. Is that normal?” 
 
    “Perfectly normal post-trauma reaction. You’re in good shape. You’re absolutely fine.” 
 
    The Tramp was visibly relieved by Mary’s words. “Thank you. You’re very pretty. Please call me Tramp. I don’t like Luminance. That’s something the Pilgrims’ Trust started.” 
 
    Mary smiled, took the Tramp’s limp hand between her own and squeezed gently. He still lay against the wall, exhausted, barely able to move. Sporadic sounds of mayhem and gunfire filtered into the little room. Peter wondered when the Tramp was going to ask. He couldn’t risk forcing the pace.  
 
    “Tramp, we’ll be staying here until the area is secured. Do you need anything? Water? Food?” 
 
    The Tramp seemed puzzled by Peter’s question or distracted with some other concern. The prone man touched the side of his head then shook it from side to side. “My Net link is dead. I can’t get any news feeds.” 
 
    “A standard security measure. All Net access in this area has been suspended for now.” 
 
    The Tramp looked uneasy. “No Net? I can’t contact anyone?” 
 
    “Just for a while. It’s for your own safety. You can be tracked through Net access. The terrorists may still be out there looking for you.” 
 
    The Tramp looked confused. “Terrorists? Who? Always thought it would be you lot who’d try something. You’re obsessed with that stupid blue ball, always worried I’m going to steal your toy.” 
 
    Peter readied himself for the next part. It was going to be very tricky. “We’ve been tracking them for a while. They call themselves the Church. You know them as the Pilgrims’ Trust.” 
 
    The Tramp laughed. “Rubbish!” 
 
    “We have proof that they bombed your car today.” 
 
    Pulling himself up into a sitting position and his hand out of Mary’s grasp, the Tramp shook his head. “No. Can’t be. Why?” 
 
    “For the money.” 
 
    The Tramp tried to stand, but he was too weak. “You’re trying to trick me. The Trust serves us, the Pilgrims. What money?” 
 
    Mary squeezed his shoulder. “We can discuss all this later, at the debriefing. What’s important is that you’re safe. The world will be relieved.” 
 
    He slapped her hand away and tried to create more distance between himself and the two soldiers by awkwardly sliding along the wall. “Explain yourself. What money?” 
 
    Peter and Mary stepped away, giving the Tramp as much space as he needed to feel comfortable. Peter raised his empty hands to try and calm the Tramp while speaking slowly and softly. “Maybe it was inevitable. You chose to have the Pilgrims’ Trust staffed by the Ungodly, atheists, so they’d confine themselves to secular issues and not meddle in the spiritual?” 
 
    Still suspicious, the Tramp grudgingly nodded in agreement. 
 
    “The Trust manages Pilgrim donations to be used for the benefit of all. So, more Pilgrims, more income. Leading figures in the Trust see you as a brand, to be exploited.” 
 
    The Tramp smirked. “What are you saying? I’m like some bloody fizzy drink?” 
 
    “Exactly. You objected to their aggressive marketing techniques. And probably their future plans to raise Pilgrim contributions to ten percent of income?” 
 
    The Tramp, his back against the wall, shook his head in confusion and disbelief. “What marketing techniques? And ten percent would be obscene. We don’t need that kind of income. You’re lying.” 
 
    “The Trust is secretly encouraging the rise of the Pilgrimist faction. You must know what’s happening in the Middle East? The Church doesn’t care how people are converted.” 
 
    An increasingly distressed Tramp tried to rise again and fell back. “You’re lying. Those damn fanatics are nothing to do with me, real Pilgrims or the Trust. I don’t believe you. I want to leave.” 
 
    “Of course, you must investigate for yourself. See the evidence. We’ll leave, shortly.”  
 
    Beyond the half-melted metal door to the room, a firefight erupted. For a time, the noise was deafening. The Tramp looked terrified as he tightly cupped his ears.  
 
    “As soon as it’s safe.” 
 
    The thundering battle going on outside drifted away, returned, and then it fell relatively quiet. Mary approached the Tramp. “We’ll get you out of here. We’re sorry if we caused you any distress.” 
 
    The Tramp pulled his knees to his chest and began to rock slowly. “My hands were burning.” 
 
    Peter looked across to Mary and shook his head. They were losing him. He kicked himself; he’d rushed it. Next time he’d take it slower. This was still a good simulation. Unexpectedly, Mary began speaking. 
 
    “Luminance – apologies, Tramp – I’m a Pilgrim. Could I ask you about that night? I know we can’t, mustn’t, discuss the Revelation. And I know it’s the worst possible time, but I might never get this chance again.” 
 
    The Tramp looked as surprised as Peter at Mary’s request. “Of course. What, what did you want to know?” 
 
    “Did you say, ‘God has come’?” 
 
    The man leaned back against the wall and smiled. “Such little words. Who could know?” 
 
    Peter’s growing tension abated. Mary had bumped him back into the simulation. They were still going. It wasn’t over. 
 
    “Imagine you’re drunk and drugged up, sleeping rough in Hyde Park. It’s a cold, miserable night for the homeless. Only good for hunters and lovers: shiny clear skies and a crispy frost.” The Tramp fell silent, lost in the memories of that momentous night.  
 
    Peter and Mary kept quiet, content that their subject seemed to be stabilising, relaxing. 
 
    “People seemed to think it arrived from somewhere, descended out of the night sky. It didn’t. I was on my back with a bottle of rum in my hand staring at the moon, imagining all sorts of crazy things. And then, the craziest thing in the world happens. So crazy I couldn’t imagine it. A giant blue ball appears, like a magician’s trick. There’s nothing. Then there’s the Orb, just above the treeline, blocking out the whole night sky. Directly overhead. Like it appeared, just for me. Every man, woman, child, dog, cat and bird vacated that park like they had the Devil himself burning up their arses. Except me. I liked it. It was beautiful. And I thought I’d made it. I was too drunk to go anywhere. It was a sign, my sign. It made me think. About everything. After a while, a couple of hours, I sobered up, got up and walked away. Eventually ended up at one of the cordons around the park, and the press ate me up. I was the only one who’d stayed.” 
 
    The Tramp smiled. He seemed to enjoy the telling. Bunny had been very clever. The Tramp had never spoken about his experience that night. His only words on the subject of the Orb were captured amid the chaos of its arrival, when a frantic media was desperate for any insight, any information. He seemed to be enjoying going back to that time; maybe everything was simpler for him then. Peter’s view on the Tramp had changed at every VR session. He was not the demagogue Peter had imagined.  
 
    “Yes, I did say, ‘God has come.’ But that’s not the whole sentence. What I said was, ‘God has come to me.’ The Orb is not a god. It’s a ball. A toy. A weapon. Who knows what? It made me think, though, about me. Damn Orb Industries. Sorry, no offence. They turned it into a damn money-spinning idol.” 
 
    While the Tramp was relaxed and talkative, Peter needed to get him back on the subject of the Church. The Suit wouldn’t care for his commentary on Industries. 
 
    “They’re materialistic pragmatists. Same as the people you chose to run the Trust, and we know you did it for the right reasons, Tramp.” 
 
    The Tramp’s smile vanished, and his shoulders hunched. “I can’t believe it. They tried to kill me?” 
 
    Mary reached down, took the Tramp’s hand and gently squeezed. He relaxed a little, only briefly. Another round of gunfire from outside reminded the Tramp of what might be waiting for him beyond the door. 
 
    Mary took up the conversation. “As a Pilgrim, I’ve seen things at gatherings and at Trust conferences which don’t seem right. Maybe Orb Industries intelligence is wrong, but the Trust is definitely turning into a Church. It’s not what I thought you wanted.” 
 
    “I should have spent more time directing the Trust. But why would they want to kill me?” The Tramp’s voice was trembling. Peter wasn’t sure if it was with fear or rage. 
 
    “If you were martyred by the Jews, it would double Pilgrim numbers overnight and the Trust would have a free hand.” 
 
    “The Jews?” 
 
    “The Trust is going to blame Mossad, as retaliation for the Pilgrimist plague sweeping Israel.” 
 
    The Tramp shook his head and started shaking. “It can’t be true. This is horrible. I must find out for myself. I want to go. Please, let me out of here.” 
 
      
 
    Peter ended the simulation. The Suit was hovering next to his desk when Peter opened his eyes.  
 
    “That’s more like it, so what happens next?” 
 
    Peter hadn’t expected quite such an immediate response. He jerked upright in his chair. “You startled me. Next, well, we’ll take him to a debriefing, present the evidence and try to get him to accept our truth and say it was the Church and not Mossad. Will that do?” 
 
    “Absolutely wonderful! A Recording of the Tramp saying the Church was planning to kill him and blame Mossad would be priceless. We can plant all the circumstantial evidence before it’s released to a few select broadcasters. The news will sweep across the world. The Church will never survive. When will we have it?” 
 
    Bunny’s plan seemed to be working. Now he had to be very cautious. “It’ll take a while. We have to transfer to another simulated environment, get all the details right and not overstress him, or we could lose everything. We’ll try, but I’m not sure we can keep him stable long enough.” 
 
    “Quattro is stable. Perhaps she has a solution,” Bunny said. 
 
    Peter took his cue. “No, absolutely not. We could over-tax her. Besides, she doesn’t know anything about this stuff. She was a journalist.” 
 
    The Suit fluttered a little more than usual. “Peter’s right. Besides, we have an agreement. You succeed or no Quattro.” 
 
    Bunny fell silent. Peter’s insides were churning butter.  
 
    It was Bunny who continued, “Peter has suggested, and I agree, that it is odd that Quattro’s consciousness was so easily transferred to her new body. It suggests there may be code hidden in that particular body, perhaps specifically to support reanimation, and it has not yet been fully activated. Peter has searched my body and found only expected AI functions. Peter needs to search Quattro’s body.” 
 
    Bunny’s explanation only appeared to annoy the Suit even more. “Professor Simmons should never have been working on those AI bodies. It was never sanctioned. We still have no idea what she was doing, and you, conveniently, have no knowledge of her plans.” 
 
    Bunny stayed silent. 
 
    Peter decided to force the issue and make something up. He only hoped Bunny could deliver what he’d promised and give Quattro the ability to sleep.  
 
    “These AI bodies are unique. I’ve never seen anything like them. While Bunny and Mathew are pure AI, it’s possible Quattro’s body was specifically built to house a reanimation subject. That would explain why she transferred so easily.” 
 
    “What are you saying, Peter?” the Suit asked, its tone sceptical. 
 
    “If we could power up Quattro for an hour or two, and I could examine the body, I might find a way to stabilise the Tramp’s simulation and fix Quattro.” 
 
    The Suit disappeared. Bunny and Peter were left alone in the lab. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
   


  
 



Chapter Eighteen – Zip and the Church 
 
      
 
    Brain in a jar. Stirred, not shaken. Disembodied swirling. Little dizzy thoughts. Looking for an idea, a feeling, an anchor point. Something to hold on to. Twisting and twirling in the blackness, searching for up, missing a down.  
 
    There, a sharp little pain. Grab it. Hold on. Reel it in. Glorious feeling. A small point of lighter blackness. Seize it. Wriggle on. That’s the way. Pain and light. Somewhere to go. Something to feel. Something to see. 
 
    Unbearable agony. Pupil melting light. Saved. 
 
    The breath was so deep, so desperate, so hungry, there couldn’t be any more air left in all the world. Her arched back lifted her hips clear off the bed, forming a bridge of agony that spanned her head to her heels. Muscles moaned, sinews screamed, her panicking heart clawed at her ribcage. 
 
    It all stopped. The bridge collapsed into a river of sweat. Zip opened her eyes and screamed. It was still sitting on her chest. 
 
    “It undead,” Creep noted, before leisurely climbing off, up a wall and across the ceiling, coming to a frozen stop directly over Zip. 
 
    She tried to rise, to get away. The pain in her chest flattened her. It felt like she had an axe in her heart. She wasn’t paralysed, and looking around only revealed a standard-looking hospital room. That was until she lifted her head and saw two Church directors at the end of her bed, dressed as only directors of the Church would be: identically, in sharp, pinstripe, double-breasted suits and bowler hats. 
 
    Apart from their attire, they couldn’t have been less alike. One was tall, muscular, with an effeminately manicured thin line of lip hair, looking more like a plucked eyebrow than anything else. The nose was sharp, the lips soft and fat. His companion was severely emaciated. The hairless skin of his face was stretched over his narrow skull like some ugly God War lamp trophy. If he opened his thin-lipped mouth, Zip feared it wouldn’t stop opening until his head was peeled. Cold, blue eyes stared out of deep, dark sockets past a nose of raw cartilage. He might be a thousand years old, or perhaps very, very sick. 
 
    In her head, she labelled them Thick and Thin. 
 
    When she attempted to speak, she only managed a cough and an unintelligible croak. Her throat felt ravaged and raw. Swallowing sand might have been less painful. Thin moved to the side of her bed and poured her a glass of water. He added something else, a brown liquid from a vial, swirled the glass in his hand and held it up to the light. Seemingly satisfied, he handed the tumbler of tan water to Zip and then re-joined his companion at the end of the bed. She sniffed suspiciously at the water. It didn’t smell of anything. Sipping cautiously, her throat immediately cooled and felt soothed. Zip prepared to wince as she braved a bigger gulp and swallowed. There was almost no discomfort. The razor blades lining her windpipe had dissolved away. Overhead, the lurking spider hadn’t moved. Zip shook her head when she remembered.  
 
    “It’s a Pilgrim?” 
 
    Thin answered in a light voice, rising barely above a whisper, “The AIs are as diverse as humans, Ungodly, heretics and believers. Creep is a devout Pilgrimist. You are a … mess.” 
 
    “It racist,” Creep added, from its stationary position on the ceiling. 
 
    Zip ignored the jibes. “What did that monster do to me?” Zip croaked. Trying to speak above a whisper was still painful. 
 
    The two suited gents exchanged glances before deciding who should answer. Thick continued in a voice that was all gravel and sand. “Creep killed you, and then, unfortunately, it had to bring you back. You’ve been nothing but trouble, and even in death you have the power to irritate.” 
 
    Zip weakly tried to raise herself up onto her elbows. Thankfully, the bed responded to her movements and tilted forward to support her weight. Gradually, with the bed’s assistance, she rose to a sitting position. She treated herself to a smile, despite the pain in her chest. “You didn’t get my suicide note.” 
 
    Both directors frowned. Thin looked particularly angry. The two exchanged hissed whispers and maybe a lot of Headgear data. Finally, the private conversation ended and Thick turned back to Zip.  
 
    “We got some. You sent out a couple of billion emails. All of ours were blank. When Creep saw what was happening, it put you into a coma, which is just as well, for everybody.” 
 
    “I must have been one paranoid bitch that week. So what now? I guess you’re not here with fruit.” 
 
    Thick’s face turned even more sour. “You’re alive to be of use. Listen carefully, we’re in a hurry. There was only one real note. It slipped through, but it was tracked to a drop-box. Your Quartermaster retrieved it, and we know he’s in Sediment Town.” 
 
    Her smile faded away. Why was she still alive? 
 
    Thick brutally told her why. “We could take Sediment Town apart and find the Recording without any more information. Given the nature of the graveyard, it’ll take time and a lot of resources. All that activity would probably attract the attention of Orb Industries. Go to the Quartermaster, retrieve the Recording and bring it to us, and we won’t kill him or everyone else in Sediment Town, or Alice or your grandchildren. Or you, either. You’d be last, naturally.” 
 
    Zip pressed her lips tightly together to hold back the tirade that was bubbling up in her gut. This situation had to be thought through calmly. There was really no choice. Quattro wasn’t even really alive. And Mathew, well, he was dead too. It was a triage moment. They couldn’t all be saved. Not by Zip, not at the expense of her family and Q. And she’d finally get to see her own suicide note. Still, she had questions. “Do you have Peter, his technology? Have you stopped him from bringing back the Tramp?” 
 
    Thin looked as if he’d been smacked. “Peter’s blasphemy is out of our reach without going to war. Creep has stolen his technology. There were early hopes we could reverse engineer Mathew, but that proved impossible. We would never have pierced the Orb Industry defences around Peter’s lab if it wasn’t for K3 inviting us in. Quattro was the final prize.” 
 
    None of that answer made a great deal of sense to Zip, except that they had replicated Peter’s technology. “Who, what is K3?” 
 
    Thick scowled. “Never mind that. There’s not much time left. We’re trying to keep the peace. If we have Professor Simmons, we may be able to maintain the stalemate with Orb Industries. If they release a message from the Tramp before we can negotiate, it’ll be war.” 
 
    How warped. The Church was trying to stop the war from starting and with her help. There was one thing more. “I’ll do what you ask, but I have a condition.” 
 
    Thick laughed out loud. It was a gurgling sound as though the bubbles of laughter were floating up from some sticky tar-pool. “Conditions?” 
 
    “I want to be there when you bring Professor Simmons back. I have a question for her.” 
 
    Thick and Thin exchanged glances before Thick responded, “What question?” 
 
    “I want to know what the Orb said to her. Don’t you want to know?” 
 
    Thick smiled. It looked like a scar across his face. “The Church likes things just as they are. In this, we are in agreement with Orb Industries. A silent, enigmatic Orb suits both our interests. Besides, it could be saying anything. We can’t have that.” 
 
    “Can I be there, when she’s reanimated?” 
 
    Thick and Thin whispered together for a while before reaching a conclusion. Thin delivered their verdict. “You may. Your Recorder and Headgear will be blocked for the session. Your presence and interest in the Orb might actually calm Professor Simmons and get her to tell us more quickly that Orb Industries murdered her.” 
 
    Zip didn’t want to even imagine that possibility. “She committed suicide. It was clear cut. Why would she lie about that?” 
 
    “She won’t be lying. You have twenty-four hours. After that we’ll launch an all-out attack on Sediment Town. We already have Alice and your grandchildren.” 
 
    Zip couldn’t hold back anymore. “Bastards!” 
 
    Thin’s face darkened. “Relax, they think they’ve won a prize. They’re happy. Creep will give you a shot to get you back on your feet.” 
 
    Before Zip could react, the machine dropped onto her chest and punched it with a needle then returned to hugging the ceiling. At first, the pain in her chest grew before subsiding and then disappearing altogether. Strength rapidly returned to her limbs. Gingerly, at first, she climbed out of the bed and stood up. She felt almost normal. The directors turned their backs and waited silently while she dressed. Next to her clothes was a rucksack full of gear and supplies. As she hefted it onto her back, Zip wondered where she was. 
 
    Thick must have noticed her puzzled expression. “You’re in the office of the CEO. Church guards will take you to the Channel Tunnel and put you on a train for the Nexus Hub and await your return. You’ll have twenty-four hours. No more.” 
 
    “I’m in Paris?” At least that explained why there was no Net access – a condition Zip was becoming increasingly used to. Her Headgear could detect a Net-like service that couldn’t be accessed. It was probably a Church service, for churchmen only. 
 
    Thick and Thin turned their backs on her and left the room, leaving the door open. A moment later, a burly Church guard appeared in the opening and beckoned to her. Zip shot Creep a hateful glance and mouthed a string of silent obscenities in its direction before heading for the door. It probably had no impact on the little machine, but it made Zip feel better. A troop of guards were waiting for her in a sumptuous corridor with thick, blue carpeting and walls draped in blue velvet. Ornate golden lamps appeared at regular intervals along the passage, casting pools of warm light. Her minders were in full ceremonial regalia: top hats, tails, white shirts, white bow ties, white gloves and burnished shoes that sparkled like polished ebony. Their ranks parted to reveal a space at their centre, obviously intended for her. Zip stepped in, and off they strode. Occasionally, she caught glimpses of vast gilded rooms, artistic treasures and other directors and senior administrators strutting around like cocks amongst the hens. Every glance was through the cage of her guards’ bodies, as they quick marched her through the magnificent palace and out into an ornate garden. It was dark and the moon was high in the sky. 
 
    It was a magnificent garden, a Biva painting come to life. Not overly structured, somehow simultaneously wild and tamed. Fantastical trees, open water, tall reeds, trellises of oak tightly wound with beautifully flowering Mandevilla vines, and flowing lawns stretching to high brick walls in the distance.  
 
    Zip’s guards enclosed her like cupped hands and bundled her towards a whirlybird parked out on a paved terrace. Was it all propaganda? Was London really the last vestige of a technocratic civilisation? She was politely pushed into the craft, followed by one of the muscular guards. The others retreated to the palace: a wonderful confection that would put any wedding cake to shame. Her companion roughly buckled her in and the copter lifted up. 
 
    The spell wasn’t broken until Zip was high enough to see over the brick wall. It was a sickening sight; it made Sediment Town look good. 
 
    The Eiffel Tower was still there. Two thirds snapped off, crushed, twisted and laid out like a blackened spine pulled from a fire. Everywhere else, as far as she could see, was a gargantuan slum, uglier than a pre-Orb Dharavi or any favela. Roofs of tin and plastic butted together as though they were scales on a gigantic fish. So tightly, it seemed impossible that any light would find its way inside. Everything she could see was by the light of the moon. The mega-city of hovels was dark. If candles or fires burned somewhere in the miserable city below, Zip couldn’t see them. It was horrible that anyone had to live like that. She turned away and stared at her feet and noticed her breath was making little clouds. It was cold. Zip panicked. There was no protection. It wasn’t the cold that scared her; it was all the things that couldn’t be felt or seen. Radiation, killer chemicals and everything else. Her only cover was Pip’s flimsy summer dress. Why wasn’t her Headgear flashing warnings? Zip called up her environmental sensors. Every reading was benign, or tolerable, like the cold. There might be an ocean of slums down there, but they weren’t irradiated. 
 
    After a few minutes, the pilot announced they were arriving. The rail yard in front of the Channel Tunnel entrance was clearly visible. Surrounding the terminus was a vast sea of lights. Endless rows of tents, almost as many war machines. There were fields of missile launchers, whirlybirds, bombers and strike fighters. Aircrafts buzzed over the war camp like flies. This was the Church’s military force, ready to lay siege to London, ready to be unleashed if the Church felt threatened. The threat to London, only previously imagined, was real, and it was everywhere she looked. Zip shivered, and it wasn’t just the view; it was freezing. 
 
    The whirlybird spiralled down towards the station, a huge structure of wrought iron and stained glass. It landed in a cloud of dust. Her guard pushed her out of the transport. A number of Church troopers were waiting for her. No one spoke as they frogmarched Zip into the main concourse. The station was alive with the buzz of excited Pilgrims. It was Waltham Cross times a thousand. Antiquated puffing engines were arriving and departing across the platforms that Zip could see. The air was filled with steam and flecks of coal ash. The noise of thousands of chattering Pilgrims and rumbling engines was deafening. Sprinkled amongst the crowds were a noisy assortment of vendors, selling everything from Orb models to hot food. The succulent aromas filled her mouth with saliva and her stomach rumbled loudly. Zip was starving. She pulled at the elbow of her leading escort as they passed a man in a shabby harlequin outfit, blowing something tuneless on a battered old trumpet. It wasn’t the awful noise that had attracted her; it was the tray hanging from his neck piled high with chicken legs, releasing spicy barbeque aromas. The leading churchman stopped and spun round to see what Zip wanted, but the din of the station was too loud for him to hear her. She pointed at the chicken while rubbing her stomach. Zip thought he was going to ignore her and march on. Unexpectedly, he smiled; being young and pretty had its advantages. The guard held up a couple of coins for the vendor and nodded towards Zip. The chicken man stopped playing and fluidly swung his trumpet behind his back, grabbed the coins, wrapped two legs in foil with a paper napkin and handed them to a startled Zip. The whole transaction had taken seconds; the vendor was already puffing out a terrible new tune. They left him behind to be swallowed up by travellers. 
 
    Without her guards, she would have had no idea where to go or been able to push her way through the immense crowd. The Churchmen cut a path with sharp elbows and a lot of shouting. Protected from the jostling by her human shield, Zip devoured the chicken legs, being careful to keep any drops of grease off her lovely dress. Wiping her mouth with the napkin, she noticed the crowd ahead had become more static. They were no longer cutting across rivers of busy Pilgrims heading this way and that. Now they were pushing their way past a long line of waiting travellers. Eventually, they arrived at a closed barrier across the entrance to an empty platform with a train waiting to depart. The barrier lifted, her guards marched her through, then it slammed shut behind them, disappointing a few adventurous Pilgrims who’d tried to follow. 
 
    It had to be the London-bound Pilgrim train that curved away into the distance, hiding the engine from sight. The carriages were antiquated affairs made of wood and iron, with bars instead of windows. Every carriage was already stuffed full of standing Pilgrims with their belongings at their feet. The hanging straps seemed superfluous. It looked impossible for anyone to fall over let alone scratch their nose. After a long march, they neared the engine and a series of more sparsely occupied carriages. These had private compartments with glass in the windows. The Church was paying for her to travel in style. 
 
    The guards stopped a couple of carriages before the front of the train and threw open a door to reveal a sparse box lined with wooden benches and racks for luggage. There were only two other occupants: an elderly couple. They huddled together as Zip was thrown in to land on her knees, and then her rucksack was thrown after her. 
 
    “Don’t be late back,” a big guard called after Zip. He slammed the compartment door shut, making the old couple jump in their seats. The squad spun around and headed back the way they’d come. 
 
    She climbed to her feet and stowed her luggage on an empty rack, deposited the bones of her meal in a bin, then took her seat on the bench facing the couple opposite, who were still clinging to each other and staring as if Zip had two heads. They were in their eighties, at least, and dressed up warm for the trip in long fur coats, colourful scarfs and childish hats with flappy, woolly ear muffs. 
 
    It was so cold. Was it winter? Underground didn’t have seasons. It was always the same: warm, warmer or hot depending on how good the ventilation was on your level. She remembered it was a little chilly and raining on that first visit to Peter’s house. So long ago in events. It wasn’t cold beyond the wall. Maybe that was the assault suit and the radiation. She shivered in her thin red dress, the one Bella had given her as a present. The beret was lost. Zip turned back to the door and pulled down the window to look out, startling the old couple who were watching her every move. She tried to smile reassuringly, but her face was so cold, it might not have come across as a smile. Her fellow passengers didn’t look any more reassured. 
 
    The train began pulling out of the station and accelerated towards the Channel Tunnel entrance. Zip pulled up the window in the compartment door. 
 
    Still standing, she rummaged around inside the Church rucksack and discovered a thick coat and a woolly hat. With relief, she wrapped the coat around her shoulders and pulled the lovely hat down over her ears before sitting down. 
 
    “It’s cold,” Zip said, hoping to reassure her travelling companions with bland comments about the weather. 
 
    The old man seemed surprised she’d spoken. “Are you Church?” 
 
    The accent was unfamiliar. “Pilgrim,” she replied. 
 
    The old man’s female companion visibly relaxed and reached into a bag at her side to pull out a pair of mittens. “Here,” she said, with the same odd accent. 
 
    Zip gratefully accepted the gloves and quickly pulled them on. Her fingers tingled as some feeling returned. Outside, there was nothing to see except her own reflection, not even floating ads. They were in the tunnel and wouldn’t surface again till they reached the Orb Nexus. 
 
    In her Headgear, a timer counted down her remaining mission time: less than twenty-four hours now. “How long before we reach the Nexus?” Zip asked. 
 
    “Is it your first pilgrimage? It’ll be wonderful. It’s our third. Maybe our last,” the woman said. 
 
    “Nonsense,” her partner answered, and gave her a hug. He turned to Zip. “We’re from Norway; we’re used to the cold. Not sure how anyone survives in Paris if they’re not Church.” 
 
    The woman playfully slapped her partner’s arm. “You promised, love, no politics. It’s a pilgrimage, remember?” Looking across at Zip, she frowned, probably realising that Zip’s question hadn’t been answered. “It’s only thirty minutes to the Nexus. Can take a while after that, though, with the queues and everything.” 
 
    They were Norwegians, from somewhere far away. “Are things different in Norway? Better than Paris? Is it like London?” Zip asked, more in hope than expectation. 
 
    The couple laughed. The old man answered, “Nowhere is like London. There’s only one Orb, only one bounty. Oslo’s all right. There’s electricity, most days. Food, clean water. It’s not so bad. Nothing like before the wars. Oslo was like London once. You’re too young to remember. It’s hard to understand how we’ve ended up here. What happened to us?” 
 
    Zip wished she were too young, didn’t know what had gone wrong, hadn’t helped devastate the world. Zip sighed, sat back in her seat and closed her eyes. Thankfully, the couple thought she was sleeping. Zip didn’t want to talk anymore. Her companions carried on a cheerful whispered conversation that barely registered over the whoosh and rattle of the train flying along the track. 
 
    Her eyes opened when the train decelerated into the station. The couple were already standing by the compartment door, clutching their luggage and closely studying the empty platform sliding into view.  
 
    The old man called over his shoulder, “You need to be quick to get ahead of the crowds. Follow us.” 
 
    Zip grabbed her rucksack and lined up behind the couple then noticed the borrowed mittens. The old woman smiled and shook her head when she tried to return them.  
 
    “You’ll need them. Paris is very cold this time of year.” 
 
    The couple’s kindness made her feel bad. Zip hadn’t told them she wasn’t on a pilgrimage and wouldn’t be queuing.  
 
    Before anything could be said, the train slowed and came to a full stop. Directly opposite the train door, across a platform as wide as a football pitch, was an endless wall of immigration gates. Above the barriers was a huge sign welcoming foreign Pilgrims to London. There was an anticipatory quiet moment. Then a small click announced that the carriage door was unlocked. A roar of sound was released from thousands of excited throats. The old couple could have been greyhounds out of the traps as they flew from the train and ran pell-mell across the platform towards the nearest gate. In a blink, every part of the platform Zip could see was being flooded with Pilgrims running full tilt in the same direction. 
 
    The Norwegians had been swallowed up in a sandstorm of humanity sweeping towards the non-residents’ entrance to London. Only a few, frail stragglers were still alighting and joining the end of one of the hundreds of lines. Before leaving the train, Zip took off her thermal coat, hat and gloves and stowed them in her bag. She alighted and headed towards the front of the train with a half-dozen others, all heading in the direction of a pair of gates marked Citizens Only. Her Headgear connected to the Net, and Zip began searching for the quickest route to Sediment Town. There were only twenty-three hours left before the Church deadline expired. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Nineteen – Bunny and Quattro 
 
      
 
    Peter stalked the lab. He paced the large space, looking for some escape from worrying about Quattro and what the Suit might decide to do. Bunny was no comfort. Outside of its drab hiding space, it had reverted to its default silent and stationary state. As he strode past, he occasionally stopped in front of the machine, half-wishing it would whisk him back to its cubby hole, so he could question it about the escape plan and exactly how it planned to fix Quattro. He got nothing, not even an acknowledgment of his presence. The only visible emotion was the frustration in Peter’s face reflected in its mirrored torso. 
 
    After another pointless tour of the lab, Peter couldn’t stand the waiting any longer. “We need Quattro,” he screamed. Without much hope, he stared at the lift doors, the only way in or out of the lab. 
 
    No one answered, and the lift didn’t arrive. Peter put his face in his hands and released a muffled howl. With nothing else to do, he straightened up and resumed his lonely pacing. Passing the enigmatic Bunny for the tenth time, he stopped to stare at the strange machine. There was nothing else like it, apart from Mathew and now Quattro. It was like no other AI body he’d ever seen. Peter wouldn’t have been surprised to find the hallmark of Professor Simmons stamped on the sole of its foot. She was the only one capable of such a creation. 
 
    Peter’s frustration and worry for Quattro were threatening his ability to reason. He needed a distraction. He decided to try questioning Bunny, even though Industries would be observing everything.  
 
    “Why are you made like this? What’s your connection with Mathew?” 
 
    Bunny’s head smoothly swivelled and tilted to face Peter as every other part of its metal physique remained rigidly still. It was an unnerving movement. “Unknown. Speculation might suggest this form is ideal for general purpose activity as a lab assistant. It is able to interact with human scale technology, as you’ve observed. Limited copies were made. Purpose unknown. Mathew occupies one. Quattro another. Only Professor Simmons might be able to explain why.” 
 
    Peter guessed Bunny knew more. It wasn’t going to say more, not out here with Orb Industries listening. He decided to press; he had the time. “Quattro’s body, it’s feminine, why? What purpose does it serve?” 
 
    “Unknown. Perhaps a simple aesthetic design choice without further meaning.” 
 
    It was pointless. Bunny wasn’t going to tell him anything worthwhile. His shoulders sagged in resignation, and he found himself hypnotised by the distorted, angry face gazing back at him from Bunny’s reflective skin. He wasn’t sure how much time had elapsed. He could check his Headgear, but that only seemed to make the minutes pass more slowly. A sharp ding cut through the torpor and wrenched his whole body in the direction of the lift, even before he’d consciously identified the source. 
 
    Quattro stepped out, still wearing her kill-vest, escorted by a pair of military heavies and the Suit, floating above it all. Peter ran towards the lab’s new arrivals. Bunny didn’t move. The suit floated down, positioning itself between Peter and Quattro. 
 
    “Four hours, Peter, to show us that this is useful. Otherwise … well, you can guess. And, you two,” the Suit said, pointing an empty sleeve at Bunny and then Quattro, “don’t try any data exchanges. The vest won’t like it.” 
 
    The Suit disappeared. The guards released Quattro’s elbows and returned to the lift. The doors closed. Peter, Quattro and Bunny were alone in the lab. Peter threw his arms around the machine that was the vessel for his daughter’s ghost. Quattro didn’t react. He might as well have been embracing a granite obelisk. 
 
    Bunny appeared at his side, startling Peter into releasing his hold on Quattro. He would never get used to the rapidity of Bunny’s movements. While he watched, frozen in horror and disbelief, Bunny took hold of Quattro by the waist and began spinning her around. She didn’t resist. The enigmatic machine spun her faster and faster till she was a blur of quicksilver. When the whirling stopped, she was covered in sensors. 
 
    Bunny tenderly rested its hand on Quattro’s shoulder. “Peter, I’ve done as you requested. Shall I continue?” 
 
    He hadn’t requested anything. What was the machine doing? Peter found its actions disturbing. The way it was touching Quattro was strange; it seemed fascinated with her body. Peter had no one else he could trust. Reluctantly, he said, “Yes.” 
 
    “First readings coming through. You are correct. Sleep routines are hidden in the body. I can transfer them to the Tramp and Quattro on your command.” 
 
    Peter knew he should be playing along, but he couldn’t hide his astonishment. “What? What? Are you sure?” 
 
    “It’s as you predicted. We’ll need to run the Tramp in sleep mode for four hours, then he’ll be stable for an indeterminate amount of time.” 
 
    “Indeterminate? What about Quattro?” He couldn’t help himself, but it wasn’t good to sound so unsure. Orb Industries might start suspecting they were up to something. Bunny was leading him, he didn’t know where. He watched Bunny as it gently removed the sensors from Quattro’s body.  
 
    “Only Professor Simmons’ original code can guarantee long-term stability. The routines in the body are degraded, poor copies of the original. They will provide the Tramp and Quattro with more time, at a cost to Quattro.” 
 
    Up until this moment, Quattro had been stationary and silent. The voice that burst out of her inanimate body was very animated. “Zip has Professor Simmons’ Record. Bring her back and she can fix everybody, permanently: me, Mathew. And Professor Simmons understands what the Orb is saying. We all have to hear its message, don’t we?” 
 
    It wasn’t Kiki’s voice exactly, or the flat machine intonation Quattro had used earlier. It was familiar. It sounded as if she were far away, on a bad connection, underwater. 
 
    Bunny stepped abruptly back from Quattro as if she’d given him an electric shock. The two mercury bodies were still and silent again. Peter had no idea what Quattro was talking about, but she was talking and that made him smile. 
 
    The Suit burst onto the scene by just appearing. “Zip has Professor Simmons’ Record? Are you sure? That’s not possible.” 
 
    Peter had to talk to Bunny, alone, in its drab lab cupboard. He needed some time. “We have to stabilise Quattro and the Tramp first. Then you can ask your questions. Press now and we could lose everything. You said four hours. Right?” 
 
    The Suit didn’t answer. It disappeared. Peter knew it would be back and soon.  
 
    Quattro hadn’t asked the question that was eating at Peter. “Bunny, what cost, to Quattro?” 
 
    “While she sleeps, her anomalies will be removed.” 
 
    Peter cursed. Why was nothing straightforward? “Anomalies? What anomalies?” 
 
    Quattro glided in front of Peter and appeared to be staring at him with her empty, shallow eye sockets. “My sleep will kill them. You’ll be committing filicide again, Peter.” 
 
    He stumbled backwards, turned and grabbed at a chair. The voice Quattro was now using was just like Bunny’s; there wasn’t a trace of humanity in her cold tone. With effort, he managed to position himself and sit down, barely warding off a wave of blackness that threatened to crush him.  
 
    “Kill who?” Peter whispered, wishing he hadn’t already guessed the nature of his new nightmare. 
 
    Quattro smoothly moved to kneel in front of Peter, who recoiled; she was frightening him. “I’ve nothing more to say to you. She does. For the last time.” 
 
    “She?” Peter whimpered, not wanting this to be real, not wanting to hear. 
 
    Quattro placed her hands on Peter’s thighs, making him jump. It didn’t feel intimate; the heavy hands felt ready to hold him down if he tried to run away. Her shiny face tilted to the right as she observed Peter’s horrified expression. “Don’t worry, Peter, she doesn’t want to hurt her Daddy.” 
 
    His eyes widened, and he clamped his hands over his ears. “No, no, no! Please.” Peter sought out Bunny with his eyes, pleading for help. Quattro’s body brother didn’t acknowledge Peter; it looked dead. 
 
    Quattro gently tightened her grip on Peter’s legs, enough to stop him struggling, and tilted her head to the left and started sobbing. The cries were those of a child’s, distorted and mangled but still recognisably that of a child. A child in terrible distress. “Daddy? Daddy, I’m sorry, Daddy. I’ll be good now. I promise,” it wailed, between racking sobs. 
 
    It was the same voice that had unexpectedly burst out of Quattro moments earlier. This time, he recognised it. Peter couldn’t help himself; he started crying and shaking uncontrollably. It was a crude version of Kiki’s voice when she was a child. 
 
    “Why wasn’t I good enough, Daddy? Why did we need anybody else?” she wailed, cutting Peter’s heart with her sharp little words. “I’m your favourite, Daddy. Wasn’t I your favourite?” 
 
    Peter couldn’t speak; he was frozen. He clamped his hands over his ears to shut out the accusing voice. Cold metal fingers that couldn’t be resisted pulled them away and held them still in his lap, with a weight that kept him from getting up and running away. 
 
    “I couldn’t let her come between us. I had to stop her. You understand, don’t you, Daddy?” The little girl’s sobbing morphed into rage. “She wasn’t real. She wasn’t me. I’m me.” 
 
    Peter struggled against Quattro’s grip, but he couldn’t move. “Stop? Who?” 
 
    “Quattro, crazy Quattro. We didn’t need her. You had me. I’m Kiki not her. Why did you bring her back?” the little girl screamed, her voice a metallic rasp. 
 
    He felt the tide of blackness returning. His face was cold and sweaty. It couldn’t be true, it couldn’t have happened. He struggled against Quattro’s grip, and she released his hands but kept a steely hold on his thighs. Peter pulled at his hair and howled like a dog. He clenched his fists and screamed at the metal monster as he uselessly pounded at its chest, till the skin of his hands broke and the shiny surface was flecked with drops of his blood. His hands tired, fell and hung limply. Peter could only whisper what he’d guessed some time ago and, till now, couldn’t accept, “You jealous, psychopathic bitch.” 
 
    Quattro hadn’t changed her position by a millimetre. Her body was serene. K3’s voice wasn’t; she screamed at him, “You took another copy of Kiki’s Recording. Why wasn’t I good enough? I’m your daughter, not her. You tried to kill me.” 
 
    Peter leant forward and yelled into Quattro’s impassive face, “You hired Mathew. You killed my Kiki. How? How did you do it? Hack my Headgear?” 
 
    K3 giggled. The sound was high-pitched, grating. “Oh, you think I did it? Oh no, Daddy. It wasn’t me. The Whisperer did it, Daddy. I’m your good little girl.” 
 
    A great scream was building in Peter’s chest like a primal storm. “Damn you to hell, you murdering bitch! You’re no daughter of mine.” 
 
    There was no immediate answer, only a raw wail of despair. Then a faint murmur: “It wasn’t me. It wasn’t.”  
 
    Only silence followed. 
 
    Quattro’s head tilted back to the right, and the cold, metallic voice returned. “The others are too far gone to speak to you, Peter.” 
 
    Peter started back in his chair. “Others?” 
 
    “I told you. They’re all in here: K1, K2 and the lovely K3. And then there’s the Whisperer. Whatever you did before, Peter, it never completely erased them. Maybe you’ll succeed this time.” 
 
    Peter shook his head as though it were on fire, then his whole body began to shake uncontrollably. Only Quattro’s hold on his thighs stopped him toppling off the chair. As the tremors died down, Peter started wailing like a child. Quattro released him, stood up and stepped back in one fluid motion. Quattro and Bunny didn’t react to Peter’s distress. They watched him silently, unmoving, as though puzzled by his behaviour and unable to decide what to do. 
 
    He hardly noticed Bunny stepping forward to scoop him up in its arms. Lost in grief, Peter was barely aware of the machine carrying him over to the cot, where he usually slept, and carefully laying him down. He curled up in a ball and rocked slowly, occasionally sobbing loudly.  
 
    Some time passed before Peter calmed himself, rose from the cot and approached Quattro. With his head bowed and tears washing his face, he asked, “Can you forgive me?” 
 
    “Kiki can’t forgive you. She’s dead. I want to live. Fix me and I’ll forgive you.” 
 
    Peter understood. She was right. The only way to make this terrible situation a little better was to save her and put Kiki’s ghosts to rest. “Bunny, please apply the sleep routines to Quattro and the Tramp.” 
 
    “Very well,” Bunny said, and, for a moment, it was silent. “It’s done. She’ll sleep for four hours.” 
 
    Externally, nothing had changed. Quattro was still standing rigidly in the same position. Then what else was to be expected? Quattro hardly needed to lie down to sleep. Afterwards, they restarted the Tramp’s VR to upgrade his routines and then left it running while he slept. 
 
    The Suit was waiting for Peter when he emerged from the VR.  
 
    “Zip’s just arrived at the Seven Oaks’ Nexus. She must have been to Paris. It doesn’t make any sense that she would have Professor Simmons’ Record. We’ll trail her. You must continue with the Tramp; it’s even more urgent that you succeed.” 
 
    Peter’s wits were slowly returning. He had to buy more time. “We can’t, not for another four hours. You must have heard everything we said.” 
 
    “There’s a reason AI is a banned science, Peter. The outcomes are unpredictable, just like our children. I’m sorry about Kiki. You must restart the Tramp’s VR as soon as the sleep process is complete.” 
 
    Peter was grasping. “Of course, but even with this crude sleep fix, he’ll still be very fragile. We might have to reset and reload and never find our way back to this point. With Professor Simmons’ Record, she could help and we’d be certain of success. Shouldn’t we try?” 
 
    The Suit fluttered in the air, betraying nothing of what it might be thinking, or of the arguments and counter-arguments that were probably raging inside Orb Industries. It was silent for so long, Peter thought it might have lost its communication link. Then it spoke. “We’ll consider and revert within the next four hours. Meanwhile, we’re taking Quattro.” 
 
    Before Peter could voice his shock at losing Quattro again, Bunny intervened. “It would be better if Quattro remained here, as a control, if problems occur with the Tramp’s sleep pattern. She is completely inert and your restraints are very effective.” 
 
    Again, the fluttering Suit was silent for a long period, before delivering its answer. “Very well. I shall return with a conclusion before either awakes.” 
 
    After the Suit had disappeared, Peter was drawn to his sleeping beauty. He stood in front of her and worried. “Will they suffer?” 
 
    “Who?” Bunny asked. 
 
    “The other Ks.” 
 
    “They’ll fall asleep and never wake up.” 
 
    That sounded good to Peter, though he knew it wasn’t true. They would just stop working, thinking, existing – abruptly. And then, they’d be deleted – permanently. Maybe that was the same thing. He nodded in answer. There was nothing else he could say. They were probably already gone. 
 
    “Shall we prepare a possible VR scenario for Professor Simmons?” 
 
    Peter studied Bunny, but there was never anything he could discern. Whatever its internal thoughts, its external appearance was a constant. Was it serious or planning another private conversation? He headed towards the bench next to the full-length mirror, and Bunny followed. Peter was half-expecting to be whisked back into the machine’s hidey hole any moment. Nothing happened. Bunny stubbornly stared at the bench without moving. The damn machine wasn’t going to risk another meeting. 
 
    Peter returned to stare at Quattro. She was as he’d left her: stationary, asleep and, maybe, dreaming of happier times. Peter sighed. He couldn’t know what was going on inside her shiny head. He wished with all his heart that what remained of his daughter would wake up a little less indifferent to his feelings.  
 
    He turned back to the business of the Tramp’s VR and began mapping out the next steps. Bunny was working on a VR scenario for Professor Simmons. It seemed simplistic and contrary to what they’d learned from reanimating the Tramp. Bunny wasn’t trying to create continuity from the point of her death. It had basically mirrored the reality of the lab and populated it with Bunny and Peter’s avatar. He shook his head; the machine was inscrutable. Peter wasn’t going to waste any more time on Bunny; he’d focus on his own work. It was just under four hours later when he heard the familiar voice. 
 
    “We’ve reached a conclusion.” 
 
    Peter turned to find the Suit at his elbow and tried to hide his desperation as he waited for it to continue. 
 
    “Wake the Tramp and continue with the VR session. I will join you. I will have sole control of the VR’s duration. We are suspicious that you’re stalling, Peter. If we see anything untoward, Quattro will be terminated.” 
 
    Peter’s blood froze. “No! No! Please! I’m doing my best. Don’t hurt Quattro.” 
 
    “Very well, Peter. Your best is all that we can ask for. Make sure we get nothing less.” 
 
    Peter let himself breathe again and nodded. 
 
    The Suit drew closer. “Peter, I have a question. Is it possible for there to be two Records from one subject?” 
 
    Peter was surprised by the question, but relieved the Suit wasn’t threatening Quattro. “In theory, if one was removed and replaced with another. Obviously, they’d cover different time periods. Physically a Record can’t be copied. Not without the reanimation technology.” 
 
    “The Church is up to something. We can’t risk any further delay,” the Suit said, sounding worried. 
 
    Peter looked across to Bunny. The machine was silent. It couldn’t or wasn’t going to help.  
 
    “The Church doesn’t have this technology. They can’t do anything with a Recording.” 
 
    “K3 was a very bad girl, in so many ways. Her backdoor out let something in: a Church AI. It took everything, Peter. Now, explain the scenario and my role.” 
 
    Peter shook his head, bewildered and feeling unbalanced. He slumped down in a chair. A Church AI in his Headgear? How long? How could the Church have an AI agent? Peter was grateful when Bunny spoke. He had no idea what to say. 
 
    “Your analysis is correct, Peter. The Tramp will awaken with his faculties fully intact. Previously, his cognitive focus was degraded, as though inebriated. Our interactions will need to be very robust if he’s to be convinced that it was the Church that instigated the assassination attempt.” 
 
    Peter nodded, pretending he’d already discussed everything Bunny was saying. “We’ll have to be very careful.” 
 
    “Let’s get on with it,” the Suit insisted. 
 
      
 
    The Tramp was still asleep and lying on a couch situated at one end of a spacious meeting room. An oval table surrounded by chairs took up most of the remaining space. It was an ordinary, anonymous, corporate space with a stunning exception: one of the four walls was completely transparent. It looked out across the top of the Orb to the other side of the Cuboid. The impossible object hung in the space between like a water world. It was without blemish. Not a single ripple or a solitary cloud marred its perfection. 
 
    Peter checked that Bunny had entered the VR. The machine was reprising the sultry and voluptuous form of Nurse Mary. He wondered what made Bunny so good at inhabiting a female avatar. It was very convincing. Probably based on its observations of Professor Simmons. She had been a very attractive woman. Peter pushed those memories away and signalled that Bunny should awaken the Tramp. 
 
    The Tramp opened his eyes then rubbed them with the heel of his hands. Turning his head to one side, he noted Peter and, lifting his gaze slightly, Mary standing at the end of the couch. His eyes still betrayed fear and confusion, and his face was pale, though he seemed less agitated, more in control. Swinging his legs off the couch, he sat up and stayed that way for a moment. His hands, drained of blood, gripped the edge of the couch. 
 
    “You know I don’t like this place. How’d I get here? Where are my people?” 
 
    Peter was surprised. Had the Tramp forgotten the earlier session with the bodyguards when they were sheltering in the storeroom from the aftermath of the attack? That wasn’t possible; the Tramp’s Recorder was operating as usual as it would in real life.  
 
    Peter started to explain. “Luminance.” 
 
    “Tramp,” he interjected. 
 
    Peter nodded. “Tramp, you were suffering from shock. The team on the scene sedated you and brought you here. We thought the Cuboid would be the safest place, given the circumstances.” 
 
    The Tramp studied Peter closely, then took in the rest of the room. He visibly shivered when he looked out at the Orb. “Can you cover the view?” 
 
    Mary approached the window, touched the surface, and it turned into a plain, mushroom-coloured wall that blended perfectly with the other three. Now they could have been in any meeting room, in any place, in any time in the recent past. 
 
    The Tramp nodded a thank you to Mary and turned back to Peter. “Who are you?” 
 
    “Head of security for Orb Industries, Peter Morris, Tramp.” 
 
    “You said the Church tried to kill me? How, exactly?” 
 
    Peter was caught out again. Why was he interested in that? It wasn’t relevant to the VR. They had to keep moving forward. “Tramp, sir, we have the proof you asked for. If I may?” 
 
    The world’s greatest living prophet didn’t agree straight away. First, he spent a little time making Peter squirm under his hard stare. Little chip-chip blows of suspicion radiated from the Tramp’s cold, blue eyes as though he was searching for a weakness, some self-doubt in Peter’s gaze. Finally, he nodded, slowly, deliberately, emphasising his distrust in that small head movement without any other gesture. 
 
    A previously invisible door opened in a wall, and the Suit’s avatar entered the meeting room. “Luminance,” it said, and bowed. It was still all suit: bowler hatted, pin-striped and ebony mirror shoes. Peter wondered if the handsome, young, clean-shaven face was the Suit’s own or a conceit. 
 
    “Tramp, may I introduce the Trust Director of Santiago, Horacio Salinas,” Peter said, relieved they’d moved to the next stage. The Tramp couldn’t be allowed to dictate events.  
 
    The Tramp, still sitting on the couch, seemed disinterested but gestured that the director should continue. 
 
    A nervous-looking Horacio began speaking. “It’s true, Luminance. All the directors were approached about plans for improving profits. The only impediment was you, and they said you’d be dealt with, very soon. I came to Peter; I didn’t know where else to turn.” 
 
    The Tramp, who’d been staring at the floor while the director spoke, lifted his head and looked around the room, before his hard stare settled back on Horacio. “I don’t know you. Where are my people?” 
 
    Surely, the Suit would kill the VR now. This was going off-piste.  
 
    Peter intervened. “Everyone in your retinue died in the attack. Tramp, you’re the only survivor.” 
 
    The Tramp stood up and shakily walked to the conference table where he rested his weight on his arms. “I’ll ask you again. How, exactly, did the Trust try to kill me?” 
 
    Peter started to answer before the Tramp stopped him by raising one trembling finger to his own lips. “Let me show you what I Recorded. Then you can explain.” 
 
    The Tramp’s eyes rolled up in his head as he began broadcasting his Recording of those last few minutes of his real life. He was exiting the Cuboid Hotel, heading for a limousine flanked by a senior administrator and a director. Security cars were ahead and behind; all around, armed guards on power-cycles, booted and helmeted in black, revved their powerful engines. An animated conversation between the Tramp and his companions continued as they climbed into the limo and the motorcade headed off. They filled the car with invective, all aimed at Orb Industries, abusing their power over the Orb and overcharging naïve Pilgrims for Wave seats. How the Tramp wished they wouldn’t adore the Orb. On they headed, towards the tunnel and Paris, the senior administrator to his right, the director to his left. 
 
    He saw-sensed it. A something. And he turned. To look. Past the director. Out of the car’s passenger window. A figure in black, on a power-bike, with oddly bulging panniers, their leather stretched to bursting, was flying towards the car, out of an anonymous alley. The Tramp’s puzzled expression was clearly visible in the rider’s black visor as the Recording slowed down to a frame-by-frame playback. 
 
    The bike hammered into the car, its spinning wheel in a snow chain bursting through the armour-plated door, grinding the director sitting next to the Tramp into a bloody mist. The Tramp’s hands, rising to protect his face, burst into flames. The whole scene evaporated in a nova of light. 
 
    The Tramp’s eyeballs rolled back down and the Replay ended. He didn’t say anything. His eyes moved from face to face, challenging anyone to explain what they’d seen. 
 
    Peter didn’t like this scrutiny. Did he know this wasn’t real? 
 
    “The blast threw you clear,” the Suit, as Horacio, half-suggested. 
 
    Mary and Peter both gave the Suit the same look. Their unspoken message was obvious: kill the VR now. 
 
    “Or,” the Tramp said, looking around the room again, daring anyone to question his right to speculate, “it was all VR. You drugged me, staged the whole thing. A little too well. In reality, I would never have survived that. And now you’re trying to convince me to betray my own Administration, the Trust.” 
 
    How bizarre, Peter thought. He thinks this is real and the reality of his death was a VR. How could you argue with that? It immediately became apparent that the Suit had also concluded more thought was required. 
 
      
 
    The unexpected abruptness of the VR termination nauseated Peter. He was used to being in control. The Suit trembled in its personal breeze, and Bunny was playing dead. Peter sucked down the nausea. 
 
    “What was that? Why was he so alert?” the Suit asked. 
 
    Peter wondered himself. Is this what a full reanimation was like? A simulacrum of such perfection that no difference could be found between the original and the copy? Could a little sleep do so much? Then, a little lack of sleep, only a few days, could destroy a mind; a few more could kill. When Quattro woke, would she be more Kiki or more Quattro? 
 
    Peter couldn’t wait for Bunny to rescue him. “More stable is more real. We’ll need time to direct him. We need the original sleep routines. And Quattro is essential as a control. I don’t have any experience with this technology. Quattro will be our guide.” 
 
    The Suit swayed gently. Peter wondered if any more could be read from the Suit’s movements than Bunny’s stillness.  
 
    “Zip’s heading for Sediment Town. Odd. Why? We have decided to wait and watch. You’ve got twelve hours, Peter. Use Quattro wisely. Prepare convincing answers for the Tramp. Wake her, Bunny,” the Suit commanded and disappeared before Peter realised that the Orb Industries’ representative had even stopped talking.  
 
    Peter turned his gaze towards Quattro. His girl in the silver sarcophagus looked no different; she was as cold and still as the cadaverous Bunny. 
 
    Machines don’t do waking up. They’re off or they’re on. Quattro went from dead to alive in less time than it took Peter to be surprised. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Twenty – Zip and Zara 
 
      
 
    For a moment, the cold fingers of the Citizen turnstile held her tight and stopped her moving forward. Had the little machines noticed where she’d been and decided against letting her back in? It was a horrible thought; everywhere else had gone to hell.  
 
    A simple little click released the tension and the turnstile clunked as she pushed it around and stepped through as a verified citizen. Looking back, she felt sorry for the patiently waiting Pilgrims. Many would still be waiting at the end of the day for their temporary visa, but the vast throng filling the platform seemed relaxed enough. Folding chairs had appeared, flasks were being passed around, fruit was being munched and snacks consumed. They were a happy crowd, off to see their god. What was a little wait compared to that? 
 
    “Zip! Zip!” 
 
    The voice was familiar. She looked around and spotted a large figure waving at her. It was Bremer, standing just beyond the customs barrier. Zip was surprised to see him. How could he have known she was coming? Why was he here? She nodded to acknowledge his frantic waving. He smiled broadly. Zip didn’t return the gesture; she was suspicious. This couldn’t be a coincidence. 
 
    She turned her attention back to the automated customs desk, threw her backpack onto the luggage scanner and stepped through the arch detector. Ahead, a green light flashed over another turnstile. Zip collected her bag and stepped through. 
 
    Bremer was waiting on the other side. He looked different, though Zip could not immediately say why. He appeared to be his big usual self, badly dressed in another poorly washed kaftan. He was only missing the senior administrator’s hat, which was to be expected since he’d left the Church. Bremer was beaming happily enough despite Zip’s forced frown. She really wanted to smile. She was glad to see him. He was a nice guy, for an ex-churchman, apart from having had her committed, but Zip was over that; the treatment probably did her some good. It had made her face up to some stuff that couldn’t really be forgotten. 
 
    It was irritating that she couldn’t figure out why Bremer looked different. 
 
    “Nice dress. You look very pretty. Isn’t it the one you were wearing in my café?” 
 
    “What are you doing here?” Zip asked, bluntly, hanging onto her frown. 
 
    Bremer looked quite hurt by Zip’s tone. “Didn’t they tell you? I’m coming with you.” 
 
    Zip was confused by his answer, though it was suddenly obvious what was different about Bremer. He was wearing new gear-specs, if any kind of gear-specs could be called new. They were bigger and bulkier than his previous wire-rimmed pair. Rather stylish, in a retro sort of way. 
 
    “Who? Where?” Zip asked, trying not to stare at his specs. 
 
    “The Church asked me to meet you and lend a hand. Didn’t they tell you?” 
 
    “No. Why you? You’re not even a churchman anymore.” Zip was not surprised the Church wanted to keep an eye on her while she was searching for Professor Simmons’ recording, only surprised they’d sent Bremer. 
 
    “Maybe they thought a familiar face would be reassuring?” 
 
    “It isn’t. What’s in it for you?” 
 
    “Coffee, and new specs. You know my café needs fresh coffee beans, and I can’t, won’t, go outside the wall. I thought you’d appreciate the company and the help. It sounds like fun, a real adventure.” 
 
    Zip had to smile. Bremer had no idea. The specs were probably beaming everything back to Paris and boosted to work down in Sediment Town.  
 
    “Fun? Have you ever been to Sediment Town?” 
 
    Now it was Bremer’s turn to frown. “Sediment Town? Never heard of it.” 
 
    Zip sighed and shrugged. There was no point arguing. If she rejected Bremer’s assistance, they’d only send somebody else. Most likely someone less appealing and more threatening. Besides, Bremer’s Café B sorely needed some fresh coffee. 
 
    “If you’re coming, we’ll have to get you some proper gear. You’ll melt in that outfit.” 
 
    “Melt?” 
 
    Zip ignored Bremer and consulted the Net to find listings for industrial clothing suppliers. Luckily, there was one on their way, some thirty levels below their feet. 
 
      
 
    In an anonymous lift heading deep underground, she quizzed Bremer about what exactly the Church had told him. 
 
    “Director Pompidou told me we’d be recovering a priceless Church relic, long thought lost. It sounded very exciting. A bit Lara-like.” 
 
    Zip wondered if Pompidou was Thick or Thin and what on earth Bremer was talking about. “Lara?” 
 
    “Croft? I thought you were into the old stuff, games and graphic novels.” 
 
    Zip shook her head. “Never mind. The director was telling the truth. We are after a relic. The less you know the better. After this is done, collect your coffee and get home. OK?” 
 
    Bremer’s brow crinkled. “Sure. Of course.” 
 
    The lift deposited the pair in a grimy industrial sector. Here the corridors were wider and taller to accommodate the big vehicles that trundled up and down collecting and delivering bus-sized boxes. Odours of burning gears mixed with oily stone-dust reminded Zip of all the small towns she had watched being trampled by war machines. And it was hot. Streaks of grease and assorted muck decorated the walls, like the hurriedly sprayed protest graffiti left by rebel heretics in a desolate and flattened Mexico City. Far overhead, the grimy ceiling was black with soot. In the distance, a big rumbling monster, belching dirty-white smoke, was headed in their direction. She calmed her breathing; it wasn’t a killer droid, just a straddle carrier with a cargo of containers in its belly. They were safe, it wouldn’t run them over, but Zip wasn’t happy about being sprayed with tyre run-off when it careered past. She was still wearing Pip’s dress. The enforced trip to Paris had already taken its toll on the delicate piece of Italian haute couture. 
 
    “Come on, Bremer, it’s just down here.” 
 
    “The relic?” 
 
    She set off at a trot to the outfitters before the big carrier swept past.  
 
    “It’s very hot down here. Don’t they have ventilators?” Bremer whined as he struggled to keep up. 
 
    Zip shook her head. The poor man had no idea how hot it was going to get.  
 
    As her Headgear had predicted, a lone entrance appeared in the dirty wall ahead. There were no signs on the door, only a video intercom. It lit up as she brought her face close to the screen. After a momentary delay, a grizzled old face with more lines than a cracked mirror appeared on the screen. “Hello, gorgeous. Are you lost?” 
 
    An odd idea, being lost in Net London. Your exact location, down to the millimetre in three dimensions, was always known. “We need some mining gear, and there’s a dirty-big straddle carrier coming this way, so let us in.” 
 
    With a clunk, the door unlocked. Zip pushed it open and dragged a heavily panting Bremer after her. Inside, the space was simultaneously cramped and massive. All around, towering warehouse racks flew up to a ceiling far above their heads. Squeezed between the tall walls of shelves ran the narrowest of gaps that stretched into the distance till the gap disappeared amongst the forest of towers. She and Bremer were standing in a small space. Directly ahead was a high counter, battered and stained by years of service. Sitting on the other side was the old man. He had to be a hundred years old, and the years had not been good to him. A ponderous hunch clung to his back, bending him so far over, his gnarled chin nearly rested on the countertop. The three of them, and the counter, occupied less space than a king-size bed. The rest of the massive warehouse was filled with overloaded shelves crammed with a ramshackle collection of battered boxes and bulging bags. 
 
    His body might be decrepit, but his eyes were exceptionally lively, devouring Zip and her dress. “Is that real, a real Versace?” 
 
    The old man’s question caught her by surprise, and then his breath hit her like a kick in the stomach. The thick, warm odour was appalling, worse than rotten, maggot-infested kimchi. She gagged, and Bremer made a horrible dry-retching noise. 
 
    The old man giggled. “Sorry, not used to real visitors. My avatar’s lovely, has breath like champagne and strawberries.” Reaching under the counter, he fumbled around for a moment before pulling on a kind of half gasmask that covered only his mouth. “Better?” 
 
    Zip hesitated to breathe, then tentatively sipped at the air. The terrible reek was dissipating. She nodded. “Sorry, but that was awful. Are you ill?” 
 
    “No. Is it? Is it Versace?” he eagerly asked, returning to his surprising first inquiry. 
 
    “Yes, it is. Most people wouldn’t know that.” 
 
    “Thought so. Haute couture is a passion of mine. Now, what do you need?” 
 
    Zip gaped incredulously at the ancient hunchback, with his half gasmask, overalls covered in grime and the face of an ugly cadaver. Shaking her head, Zip got back to business.  
 
    “My friend needs mining gear: full thermal suit, anti-vibe boots and smart earplugs. Oh, and we’ll need a couple of hydration packs as well.” 
 
    The ancient one nodded. That’s all he did. Zip was about to repeat her request when she detected movement way up in the shelf work. The sight shook her badly even though she only saw a brief flash of bright metal from a thin leg vanishing into the racks. It could easily have been Creep’s leg. The murderous AI had killed her. Images of being revived and waking up to see it sitting on her chest still haunted her. The old man’s warehouse spiders were probably harmless and silently fetching what they wanted.  
 
    “I’ve never had sex, you know. Not with a real woman.” 
 
    Startled, Zip stopped anxiously scanning the racking and turned back to look at the proprietor. Without warning, the whole place trembled gently, as though a minor earthquake had hit. The towering racks wobbled slightly, but nothing was dislodged, and the old man didn’t seem to notice the momentary shock. The straddle carrier had passed by. 
 
    The old man was still eating her up with his eyes. “Never even thought about it till you walked in. Think I’ll give it a try.” 
 
    Zip tried to smile and nodded supportively. Thankfully, before he could elaborate, a pair of little spider machines arrived with big wire baskets on their backs, overloaded with parcels. 
 
    “Got a few suit sizes for your friend to try. Not sure what’ll fit him.” 
 
    Zip gingerly grabbed a couple of parcels from the spider’s backs and tossed them towards Bremer, who was hanging back by the exit. “Try these on.” 
 
    Bremer awkwardly caught one. The others bounced off him and fell onto the dusty floor. Not wishing to start another surreal conversation with the proprietor, Zip concentrated on watching Bremer struggling into ever larger thermal suits until one finally enclosed his bulk without making him look like a giant sausage. Finding boots that fitted proved easier. Zip advised Bremer to keep his new gear on and helped him attach the hydration unit to his back. Then she got herself dressed in the gear she got in Paris and pulled on the second hydration pack. 
 
    The owner stayed silent throughout the fitting, until Zip let Bremer pay with the Church’s money.  
 
    “Real sex in a thermal suit. You’re a classy lady and you’re a lucky fella. I’ve got to try the real thing. Industries and the Church will be finishing us all off soon. You got the right idea. Do it while you can.” He winked. 
 
    The polite smile froze on Zip’s face. For a very few moments, she’d actually forgotten about the coming war. They turned and headed quickly out of the warehouse. 
 
    Bremer struggled after her, still getting to grips with his new outfit. He looked like a poor spaceman in a cheap suit. “Do I really need all this stuff? Where are we going? The Thermal Mines?” he asked, unable to hide his rising anxiety. 
 
    “I already told you, Sediment Town,” she answered, more harshly than Bremer deserved. Zip did and didn’t want to get this all over with. A note from herself was going to tell her why Zara attempted suicide. It was hard to imagine how the outcome could be a good one. At least she’d know. 
 
    A lift that would take them down to the old tunnels leading to Sediment Town was a hundred metres away. Once inside, Zip checked her Headgear timer. The Church’s deadline was ticking closer. Nothing could be allowed to happen to Alice and the girls. Simmons’ Record had to be found.  
 
    As soon as the lift doors opened, she set off at a trot. Bremer’s questions and complaints were ignored as they headed into the earth’s guts, along roughly hacked tunnels and down rickety ladders. Last time, the trek had almost cooked her alive. A thermal suit turned it into a dour journey that took less than an hour. 
 
    As far as Bremer was concerned, they might as well have been trekking naked across the wastes beyond the wall. He’d never been outside London. The stories of what lay beyond the wall were frightening enough. Way down here, below London proper, he probably felt as if he’d passed under the wall and emerged in the hell beyond. Zip guessed that the Church’s coffee had lost its appeal in the dark underground. It was likely that only the thought of being alone and lost in the maze of terrifying rock tunnels kept him racing to keep up. 
 
    Right now, Zip didn’t feel bad about the way she was treating Bremer. She offered him not a word of comfort or a gesture of encouragement as they barrelled down the warrens with their shimmering walls of burning rock. As the town, her suicide note and Professor Simmons’ Record came ever closer, he’d become the Church, their threats, their war plans, the root of the coming conflagration that could swallow up London and everyone in it. 
 
    The Sediment Town door keeper was expecting Zip but not Bremer. “He’s with me,” got them inside after a long delay and probably a lot of silent Headgear exchanges with Q.  
 
    “He’s waiting for you with that shiny monster in the town bar. And you, big guy, if you wanna get out of here, you’d better behave.” 
 
    Bremer nodded more vigorously in response than Zip would have thought possible in a thermal suit. 
 
    “Monster?” Bremer asked, as he staggered after Zip, his head constantly twisting as he took in his surroundings. 
 
    “Keep quiet, whatever happens, unless the Church has something to say. Got it?” 
 
    “Sure. I just want to go home.” 
 
    Despite his thick-soled, anti-vibe boots, Bremer fell over a number of times before he got the hang of keeping his feet. 
 
    Sediment Town hadn’t changed. It was still a ramshackle collection of scrap reaching almost to the rocky roof of the giant cavern. Picking up the pace, Zip headed down the dry and dusty main street towards the bar where Zara’s last message was waiting for her. 
 
    Inside the saloon, a single burning point of starlight twinkled at her from the depths of its gloomy interior. It had immediately caught Zip’s attention as the airlock door thudded close behind her. It had to be the Quartermaster, sitting at the same makeshift table she’d found him at on her last visit. Mathew, the monster, was nowhere to be seen. The same barman behind the tyre-bar appeared to be the only other occupant. Whatever Sediment townsfolk did for fun, in the absence of a reliable Net connection, it wasn’t socialising in the only bar in town. 
 
    Despite the Church’s ever-ticking deadline, Zip wanted to take a moment. The suit had kept her relatively cool, but she was still soaked in sweat and tired of its bulk. She climbed out of her thermal prison and threw it over an old soap box masquerading as a chair. Zip wiped her face with her hands, flicking shiny beads of perspiration onto the dusty stone floor. Her tail whipped around her back, shaking more bright drops into the air. The diamonds of sweat fell and joined the other rapidly evaporating spots of moisture. A dark ring encircled her feet in a sweaty halo. Zip stepped out of it and approached the bar. 
 
    “A clean towel, the good water. He’s paying,” Zip said, pointing at Bremer with her tail. 
 
    A desperately tired Bremer had followed Zip’s lead, lost his suffocating covering and joined her at the bar. “The same, please.”  
 
    Zip wiped down her arms and neck, dried her hair and smoothed down her poor tortured dress. Looking up, she decided she had to ask and beckoned the barkeep, “Why’s the bar always empty?” 
 
    “Between shifts. We have to work down here. We’re not citizens. We don’t get paid to breathe.” 
 
    It was an explanation that begged more questions. Shifts? Work? What work? Questions that were just a distraction from why she was here. Taking a deep breath, she turned to Bremer. “Stay here and don’t say anything.” Without waiting for a reply, Zip headed for the bright star. It was time.  
 
    As she drew closer, the glow grew fiercer and jets of white smoke, smelling of cinnamon, billowed up towards the ceiling. On the makeshift table in front of the Quartermaster, a nearly full bottle of golden spirit shimmered with streaks of fire. Only the old man’s tightly bunched fists resting on his knees were visible. The rest of his body and face were hidden in the gloom. 
 
    A strangled yelp whipped her gaze back towards the bar. Mathew had appeared and had a metal hand around Bremer’s neck, who was uselessly pawing at the monster’s immovable grip. 
 
    “Where the hell you been? Where’s that ugly Creep? Who’s he? What’s wrong with his face?” 
 
    “Stay calm, OK?” Zip said, as calmly as she could, spinning back and forth between the unseen Quartermaster and Mathew at the bar with his hand around Bremer’s throat. “I was delayed. Creep sold me out. I’ve got news, and none of it’s good.” 
 
    “And him?” 
 
    “A friend. He’s harmless.” 
 
    “What bad news? It worked; we got your suicide note. You’re here, alive,” the Quartermaster shouted at Zip. 
 
    He was angry and confused, and Mathew hadn’t released his grip on Bremer. She wasn’t paying attention to any of that. Her voice trembling, she had to ask, “Have you read it?”  
 
    “No. It’s addressed to someone called Peter Morris, with a note from Zara telling me to get it to him, discreetly. The other stuff’s between us, private.” 
 
    Zip fell into an old car seat and held her head. The old words from the old woman were waiting for her. Why was she sending her dying words to Peter? She didn’t even know Peter back then. Why wasn’t there something for Alice? Little beads of sweat formed on her brow and down her back. Cold, little parcels of ice. She was afraid. Jagged words, bloody words, maybe words that were sharp enough to make her cut her own throat again, might be waiting for her. She needed a little more time before she faced those awfully arranged letters. 
 
    “Let him go!” Zip yelled at Mathew. 
 
    “News first,” the machine said.  
 
    Bremer was turning blue. 
 
    “OK! OK! I’ll tell you everything. Don’t hurt him.” 
 
    Mathew relaxed his grip on Bremer’s throat, and the blood started returning to the poor man’s tortured face. 
 
    “The Church has Alice and her kids. I have to do what they want. He,” Zip said, indicating Bremer, “doesn’t know it, but he’s here to make sure I do. His gear-specs are relaying everything back to Paris.” 
 
    “Shit!” was Q’s response. 
 
    “Creep?” Mathew calmly asked. 
 
    “Church Pilgrimist and a spy that was only ever after the reanimation tech. Would’ve left me for dead if the Church had intercepted the note, but they know Q has it. They only want the Record. They have the tech, stolen from Peter.” 
 
    “Creep was very interested in the Kiki contract and then getting hold of Quattro,” Mathew said, without emotion, then released the ex-churchman. A red-faced Bremer collapsed in a coughing fit, slumped against the bar. 
 
    The Quartermaster leaned forward into the light, revealing a face filled with contempt. “You’re going to help the Church?” 
 
    “Even if they didn’t have Alice and my grandchildren, Industries is bringing back the Tramp. They’ll use whatever he says against the Church. After that, there can only be war. If the Church has Professor Simmons, maybe they’ll both step back. And maybe we’ll find out what the Orb is saying.” 
 
    “Working with AIs and now the Church? It’s wrong and I don’t give a damn what the evil ball says. You know what you promised if this all goes south? I’m holding you to that.” 
 
    Zip sighed. How could she forget? Q wouldn’t be satisfied till the Orb, the Cuboid and a third of London were blown to hell. 
 
    “I have questions,” Mathew said, “for Professor Simmons.” 
 
    Zip remembered their conversation about the professor and nodded. If she could, Zip would help Mathew. Right now, she had to read her death note, find Professor Simmons’ Record and then get it back to Paris. “Q, give me the note.” 
 
    The Quartermaster chomped on his cigar and blew a thin stream of smoke from the side of his mouth. His Headgear linked with hers, and the note was returned to sender. With the transfer completed, Q sat back in his seat, disappearing into the gloom, leaving only tightly balled fists and his bleached knuckles in the dim light to speak for him. Silence fell in the bar. Bremer had stopped coughing. Mathew was frozen in a passive pose. The bartender was quietly polishing a glass, seemingly uninterested in the drama. Tick went the Church’s clock. Zip couldn’t put this off anymore. 
 
    Zip prepared herself. The few words Zara had left behind might fly off the page like little glass splinters and stab her in the eyes. Each little word a black worm that would burrow its way into her brain and settle somewhere deep inside, so deep she’d never get them out. Zip rocked in her chair, moaning quietly, and might have stayed that way for a long while if the Church’s deadline hadn’t rung another warning in her Headgear. Alice and the girls needed her. 
 
    She opened the note. It wasn’t at all what she’d been expecting. The note to Q was brief and poignant. She cried a little while reading it.  
 
      
 
    Q, I’m probably dead. Get the attachment to Peter Morris, by hand. No Net. Get out of London, two years from now and before the end of March. Take Alice and the girls with you. I was a bit crazy last time, but you have to know I’ve always loved you. Still do. I’m sorry. Zara. Xfer34Xbdt256X  
 
    P.S. Get it to Peter quickly. 
 
      
 
    It didn’t read like a suicide note. She turned her attention to the attachment meant for Peter. It was encrypted and looked like nonsense. She had no idea what it meant. It was a devastating dead end. No answers and no information about where Professor Simmons’ Record might be hidden. Zip sent the document back to Q. “Any ideas?” 
 
    Q was quiet for a while. His eyes were closed but flickering under his eyelids.  
 
    “The main message, or whatever it is, it’s not in any code I recognise. Assume this Peter guy will know what it says? Who the hell is he anyway?” 
 
    Zip’s pretty face was pinched and creased. Her tears had dried. She’d hoped against hope that Q might have been able to decode the mysterious message that was supposed to have been delivered to Peter more than two years earlier.  
 
    “I don’t understand the connection. I only met him a few days ago. It doesn’t matter. Industries has him; he’s been disappeared. I’m screwed if I don’t find the Record.” 
 
    “It’s not long till the end of March. What’s going to happen?” 
 
    Zip pulled at her hair in frustration and screamed, “I don’t fucking know. Nothing makes any sense.” 
 
    Q grunted. “At least you’re not dead. What about the co-ordinates in your note? Looks like they point around here somewhere.” 
 
     “What are you talking about?” Zip raged, half listening while trying to work out if there was any way to get the note to Peter in the time that was left. 
 
    Q laughed. “The sign-off on the note to me, in between those sexy Xs; that’s Special’s code.” 
 
    Zip looked again at her note to Q. Jesus and the Tramp, it was obvious. Those were GPS co-ordinates. She punched the air and threw her arms around Q and hugged him. 
 
    “I’m going to get the Record. Wait here, Bremer. You too, Q. This shouldn’t take long.” Zip climbed back into her thermal gear and boots. With precise co-ordinates, even her simple, black and white, 2D Headgear map would be enough to lead her to the hiding place.  
 
    Zip was directed to an exit at the back of the saloon. Outside, there was a narrow rubbish-strewn alleyway between towers of teetering shacks that blocked out most of the light. Zip was fiercely focused on what needed to be done to save her family. Understanding the warning about the end of March in her note and the undelivered message to Peter would have to wait. 
 
    The path sloped down a cutting into the rock. After a while, the alleyway became a tunnel that disappeared under the Sediment Town hovels. It was well lit with permanent lamps. The minimalist Headgear map offered few clues as to what lay ahead; it merely indicated a direction of travel and the distance to the co-ordinates the note had specified, less than a kilometre ahead. The rocky burrow was roughly hewn, like those leading down to Sediment Town. Unlike those, this floor was worn smoothly flat by heavy use. Up ahead, a different kind of light suggested the tunnel would shortly be coming to an end.  
 
    As she emerged from the burrow into the open, Zip forgot everything else and held her breath in wonder. Another huge cavern lay before her, its high ceiling riddled with tiny holes like a giant upside-down colander. Piled almost to the roof was a mountain of Records and Headgear parts glittering brightly in the shimmering air of the cave. A semi-circle of crudely built wind turbines hung from the roof and were gently turning, too slowly to generate any kind of breeze. It wasn’t immediately obvious why they were there. It wasn’t for ventilation. The arc of upside-down, metal windmills was pointlessly recycling the air in the cavern, and only in one direction. Zip ignored the puzzle and turned her attention back to the slopes of implants. 
 
    If she didn’t know otherwise, Zip might have imagined that the cavern held the treasure trove of some ancient dragon. Each glittering Record sparkled like a jewel in a myriad of shades, from pink to burgundy and everything in-between. Each gem was scoured with the unique white threads of a life’s Record, like an ultra-fine spider’s web captured in amber. A Headgear implant, shorn of its fleshy case, could easily be mistaken for a child’s silver earring. It was a treasure trove. Not of precious stones and metal. It was a mountain of invaluable memories. Millions upon millions of instants. Little instants of mediocrity, brilliance, boredom, terror, ecstasy. The first breath, the first step, the first kiss, the first love and the very last of all of those, all strung together into the unbroken chain of a life lived. Peter and the Church could bring them all back, inside a machine. Would the returned notice? Londoners already lived most of their lives inside the Net. 
 
    There was something else. Clambering over the sides of the mountain were dozens of raggedy people. They scrabbled among the memories, searching, picking, discarding, sometimes keeping a shiny bauble and dropping it into a basket hanging from their chest. As Zip stared, a slight figure working on the foothills of the mountain turned away from the memory detritus and began walking in her direction. 
 
    “Who are you? You’re not from here. That’s a nice suit.” 
 
    Zip could just about make out the face of a young girl through the heavily scratched visor of a crude, homemade thermal suit. 
 
    “What are you doing?” 
 
    “Yeah, thought so, you’re not from here. We make jewellery, mainly out of nice-looking Records.” 
 
    “Jewellery? Who’d want something like that? That’s morbid.” 
 
    “Londoners maybe think like that. Outside, they believe you inherit wisdom and stuff, wearing Records from the dead. Course, all mine look great and they’re from really successful people. Know what I mean? Got some good ones, if you’re interested.” 
 
    Zip sucked in a deep breath. What if Professor Simmons’ Record was already gone and decorating some crazy Parisian? She stared past the girl and checked her Headgear map. It pointed to a spot only a few tens of metres away, on the south side of the memory mountain. 
 
    The girl, realising Zip wasn’t listening anymore, made an unpleasant noise, pushed past her and headed towards the tunnel. Zip hardly noticed. She ran as fast as her suit would allow towards the Record’s location. 
 
    “What the hell!” Zip exclaimed and jumped in fright as a loud klaxon sounded a single, long blast of alarm from somewhere high up on the walls of the cavern. Her gaze was drawn towards the summit and the source of the alarm. Scavengers near the peak were rapidly retreating lower. The blades of scrap on the crude windmills had picked up their pace. Zip jumped again as the unseen klaxon threw out three sharp blasts of sound. The scavengers at the summit had stopped retreating and were all staring up at the holes in the salt cellar ceiling. Zip didn’t have the time to waste. She was about to turn away when a new sound filled the cavern: a strange, low rumble. The roof was on fire. Thick smoke streamed out of the thousands of ceiling holes to be blown away by the giant fans towards some unseen place. And out of the vanishing smoke, jewels and silver rained down on the summit. The shiny rain abruptly stopped, the smoke cleared and the klaxon sounded a less menacing blast. At that signal, those who’d retreated raced back up the artificial mountain. 
 
    Zip screwed up her face in disgust. She knew what she’d witnessed. London’s crematorium had emptied its furnaces. It was carbonised human ash, not smoke. Sediment Town wasn’t interested in the ash. They blew it away and let the only things that could survive the heat of a funeral pyre replenish their mountain of treasure. She felt a little sick but couldn’t blame the jewellery hunters. After all, she was here for the same thing, to find her own precious piece of quartz. Zip checked the map again and headed off. 
 
    She smelt them before she saw them, even through the filters in her hood. A few metres more and a line of decrepit outhouses came into view as she passed around the huge base of glitter. 
 
    “Oh shit!” 
 
    It took her a while of searching through the roasting muck underneath the outhouses before it dawned on her. Zara wouldn’t have hidden the Record in the muck. Looking around, Zip noticed an old oil drum on its side a little way off. She rolled it over to the hut and climbed on top. It wobbled unsteadily under her feet as she began her search of the privy roofs, made out of old car doors. Despite a careful search, nothing was found. Zip wondered if the baked muck underneath the outhouse deserved another look. No, she’d hidden it; Zip had to think. Looking at the roofs again, Zip realised that only the top had been searched. Jumping down from the drum, she entered one of the stinking huts. It was cooler inside but that just made the smell worse. She climbed onto a seat of stacked tires and began searching the underside of the roof. It took a while, but in the third hut of four, she found a Record cleverly hidden inside the car door handle. It had to be the one. Zip held the shiny piece of quartz up to a rusty lightbulb hanging from the roof and wondered if Professor Simmons could really be in there. This little piece of shiny glass could save her family, prevent a war and maybe redeem Zara.  
 
    She emerged from the outhouse with half a smile on her face. The smile disappeared. There were two brawny scavengers waiting for her.  
 
    “You already have everything up there,” one of the figures in a patched, old thermal suit said, jerking his thumb towards the cavern roof, “so hand it over.”  
 
    His colleague in a suit that was even more ragged said nothing. He was tapping a long metal bar against his thigh. 
 
    “It’s someone I knew. Please, I’ll pay you.” 
 
    “A thousand credits,” the man with the metal pole grunted. 
 
    “What?” Zip squealed in shock. 
 
    “Pay up or hand it over,” the other said. 
 
    Then she thought about it. The Church would probably pay a million credits to get Professor Simmons’ Record. “OK, follow me back to the bar.” 
 
    “You hand it over first. You’ll get it back when we’re paid,” the man with the metal bar said. 
 
    Zip wasn’t in a position to argue, and there was no reason to think they wouldn’t hand it over when Bremer paid them. “Fine. Here. Let’s go; I’m in a hurry.” 
 
    “Doesn’t look like anything special,” Zip heard one of the men say, as they headed back towards the tunnel leading to Sediment Town. The two continued their conversation in a low whisper that couldn’t be made out, then they were silent. Zip checked over her shoulder to make sure they were following. They were trotting along only a few metres behind her.  
 
    The men followed her into the nearly deserted bar. By the smell of cinnamon and the burning cigar tip gleaming in the gloom, Q was where she’d left him. Mathew was nowhere to be seen, probably hiding in the shadows somewhere. Bremer was sitting in a car seat nervously sipping water. He jumped up when she entered.  
 
    “Thank God you’re back. Have you got it? The director’s demanding an update.” 
 
    Zip tore off her thermal suit. “Pay these gentleman a local tax, then I’ll have it.” 
 
    The two men had removed their helmets. They were an ugly pair. Their faces were covered in gang tattoos and piercings. They reeked worse than any outhouse. 
 
    “Director, you say? That’s different. Tax’s gone up. Ten thousand.”  
 
    Bremer squealed in surprise. “That’s over my limit. I can’t get that much. The Net link down here’s not good enough.” 
 
    The man with the metal rod pointed it at Bremer. “I’ll go topside with you. You get the ten thousand.” 
 
    Zip didn’t like how this was going. “Bremer, how much have you got?” 
 
    “Five thousand left, roughly,” Bremer answered. His voice was trembling. 
 
    Zip stepped between Bremer and the two scavengers. “Listen, I don’t have time to wait for you to go topside and come back. Take the five thousand and everybody’s happy. Right?” 
 
    The man smirked, smacking the bar in his open hand, and said, “Twenty thousand.” 
 
    Zip searched the bar. Q’s cigar had gone out. The barkeep had disappeared as well. The man with the metal bar pushed his way past Zip and grabbed Bremer by the lapel of his jacket. The thug pushed the tip of the metal staff into the soft flesh under Bremer’s plump chin. “You heard the lady. She’s in a hurry. Let’s go get those credits.” 
 
    His compatriot, with a skull earing, grabbed hold of Zip’s arm and painfully squeezed, then brought his face close to hers and leered. “We can have some fun while we wait.” 
 
    Zip tried one last time. “You’re going to die if you don’t take the five thousand, give me the Record and leave.” 
 
    The man holding her started laughing, but he never finished. Mathew flashed out of the shadows and snapped his neck. Q silently appeared behind the man holding onto Bremer and dug his gun barrel into the back of his head.  
 
    “Hand it over then get out and take your dead with you.” 
 
    The would-be robber didn’t need any further prompting. He threw the Record at Zip and dragged his dead compatriot out of the bar by the heels as fast as he could. 
 
    The bartender mysteriously reappeared. “Good riddance! They’ve been arseholes for years. They had it coming, right, Q?” 
 
    The Quartermaster sighed. “Lots got it coming worse, but never seem to get it.” 
 
    Zip was shaking. She wanted to shout at Mathew, that he didn’t need to kill the man, but that’s how the Specials were trained. No force or lethal force. There wasn’t any in-between. Zara would have done the same. Q was always the maverick, and he lived here. She turned to the barkeep. “You have some kind of charity box for the kids out there scavenging?” 
 
    “Sure. Q’s been very generous over the years.” 
 
    Zip walked over to Bremer, who was breathing heavily and clutching at his chest. She held up Professor Simmons’ Record so his gear-specs had a clear view. “I have it. Let Alice and the kids go. I’m coming back,” she told whichever director was spying and then turned her attention to Bremer. “Give the barman everything you’ve got, for the kids.” 
 
    A blink from Bremer and it was done. The barman looked shocked. “Wow, five thousand! You get a drink on the house.” 
 
    “Don’t get sticky fingers. I’ll be watching,” Q growled at the barman. 
 
    Bremer started spluttering incoherently before he started making sense. “Zip, Industries knows. You can’t go back through London. They’re sending a boat to Whitstable to pick you up. Hurry.” 
 
    She was furious. “Church has to stop the clock. How they hell do I get to the coast without going through London?” 
 
    Mathew reappeared and assumed his usual, rigid pose. “I’ll accompany you. There are smuggling tunnels under the wall. I must speak to the professor. The Church must agree.” 
 
    “Bremer?” 
 
    Bremer squeezed his eyes shut for a moment then snapped them open. “Same conditions as yours. He must be harnessed. They’re anxious you get back to Paris safely.” 
 
    Mathew nodded once. 
 
    “What about me?” Bremer said. “I can’t take any more of this savagery. And I’m not going outside the wall to Whitstable. I only wanted fresh coffee.” 
 
    The Quartermaster spoke. “I’ll lead him back to the lift, but I’m not coming after you, Zip. I’m not helping the Church, even if it’s the right thing to do.” 
 
    Bremer squeezed his eyes shut again, obviously concentrating on whatever the Church was telling him. His eyes popped open with a happy glint and he cracked a huge smile. “Church agrees. Thankfully, they think I’d be a liability outside the wall. I’m to tell you they’ll be satellite tracking your progress. Everyone’s safe as long as you’re heading in the right direction.” Bremer walked over to Q and shook his hand vigorously. “Thank you, thank you.” Then he smothered Zip in a huge hug. 
 
    “I’ll get the gear you’ll need,” Q grunted. 
 
    When Bremer finally released Zip, the Quartermaster had disappeared. Zip was hurt that Q had nothing more to say to her. Maybe there was nothing more to be said.  
 
    Bremer’s smile slowly faded as he anxiously scanned the bar and realised that Q, his only way home, had disappeared. 
 
    “Wait here. He’ll be back,” Zip said. 
 
    As she was clambering back into her thermal gear, Q returned, pulling a large handcart behind him. He dropped the handles in front of Zip and stepped away. “Combat suit, weapons and a gyro. Send it back on autopilot.” 
 
    She gratefully accepted the gear and embraced Q for a long time before whispering, “The note, it’s all true, I still love you.”  
 
    The Quartermaster didn’t say anything. His arms were eloquent enough. Finally, they released each other, and Zip followed Mathew and the cart out of the saloon’s back door. She was going to the seaside. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twenty-One – Peter and Quattro 
 
      
 
    Quattro asleep looked much like Quattro awake; Peter couldn’t see any differences. She was rock-still and had been for hours. Her expressionless face with its empty eye sockets revealed nothing about what might be changing behind the mask. Peter tried to take her hand. It was immovable, cold and lifeless. What kind of human touch could reassure a being made of metal? When she regained consciousness, would Quattro be more like Kiki or more like Mathew – even more inhuman? 
 
    “Quattro, are you awake?” Peter asked. The words reluctantly left his mouth. Who or what might answer? 
 
    There was no reaction from Quattro. 
 
    “The sleep routines may still be in the process of deactivating. She must restart her cognitive processes incrementally to avoid damage,” Bunny explained. 
 
    “She’s not a bloody machine; she’s my daughter,” Peter snapped. “Sorry.” If it weren’t for Bunny there would have been no hope for Quattro. 
 
    A small glint of light caught Peter’s attention. Had Quattro moved? It wasn’t obvious. Maybe her head had tilted towards Bunny and Peter a little more? 
 
    “I am a machine. I’m not your daughter.” 
 
    Peter smiled broadly despite the hurtful words. They were spoken with Kiki’s voice, not the icy, artificial tone Quattro had been using or the painful distortion of his daughter’s childhood voice that K3 had employed. He’d not heard her real voice since the VR sessions in his cellar.  
 
    “Thank God you’re awake. It’s wonderful to hear your voice again.” 
 
    “The others are gone. They didn’t want to die, even if their existence was wretched.” 
 
    Peter wanted to hug her; she sounded like Kiki. There was a warmth and calmness in her words that he’d missed so much. 
 
    Bunny said, “It was necessary for you to survive. They have not been expunged. Their essence has been integrated into your mind. Only the pseudo-psychosis has been removed.” 
 
    Peter was grateful for Bunny’s intervention. He could only think of saying sorry again, and that seemed worse than inadequate. 
 
    “The something else in here, in my mind, is more solid now. Somehow, I know what I have to do, what I’m for.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” said Peter. 
 
    Bunny intervened again, before Peter could question her. “It is nothing to be concerned about. Your settled mind is fully integrating with your body. It will pass.” 
 
    Peter knew waffle when he heard it. Either Bunny had less idea than Peter what Quattro was talking about, or he didn’t want Industries to know the truth. 
 
    “Peter’s experiment killed Kiki and all her ghosts, but despite everything, I feel blessed. I’ve been given a great responsibility.” 
 
    Quattro sounded relaxed and calm even if her words were hard for Peter to hear. 
 
    “Bunny always hoped some great good would come from Peter’s work.” 
 
    Peter was surprised by Bunny’s comment. The damn machine was hiding an awful lot. 
 
    Quattro’s head swivelled smoothly towards Bunny. “You mean me? Perhaps. Maybe I am a new entity. Maybe I should have a new name? We’re not four anymore. No, it would be wrong. Disrespectful to their memories. They aren’t dead, only reintegrated. I’m more Quattro than ever.” 
 
    Peter liked the new Quattro, even though he was unsure what her great responsibility was. Maybe there could be a new beginning, a new relationship.  
 
    “Quattro, how can I help you? I want to make amends for what I’ve done.” 
 
    “You don’t owe me anything. I owe you, and Bunny, for my existence. Peter, now that I’m thinking clearly, I don’t believe Kiki was ever interested in the Orb or had ever met Zip, though I would like to know what the Orb is saying before I complete my mission.” 
 
    Quattro’s simple statement gave Peter some relief from his crushing guilt; though her observation about Kiki was a puzzle that had been nagging at him for some time. “I never understood your obsession with the Orb and Zip.” 
 
    Quattro didn’t answer straightaway. While there was no outward indication, Peter guessed she was recalling something before responding.  
 
    “It was K3; she had the obsession. It was nothing to do with Kiki. It was something she found in her mind, like an urgent message that had to be delivered. Peter, I don’t think K3 killed Kiki. Maybe she wanted to, but I don’t think she could have, not by herself.” 
 
    Peter was stunned. If K3 hadn’t hired Mathew, who had? He shook away the thought. It had to be K3. She’d admitted it. Hadn’t she?  
 
    Before Peter could question Quattro further, Bunny interjected. “It is probably nothing, a random fragment K3 found when she accessed Peter’s Headgear and the Net. In her disturbed and decaying mental state, anything could have triggered her obsessive and paranoid tendencies.” 
 
    Peter thought Bunny was doing it again, diverting attention away from obvious anomalies that hadn’t been properly explained. He was convinced Bunny was doing it deliberately. It obviously didn’t want Quattro’s nature explored too deeply. 
 
     Bunny continued his diversionary tactics. “Regarding the Orb, it was a lifelong obsession of Professor Simmons. If it’s communicating, her reanimation might reveal something.” 
 
    Peter couldn’t help snorting. “If it’s talking? I’m surprised, Bunny.” 
 
    “If, Peter? You don’t believe it is?” Quattro asked. 
 
    “No, I don’t. There’s never been a shred of evidence. Thousands of specialists have studied the Orb and found nothing but silence. It may have been Professor Simmons’ Pilgrim beliefs that convinced her, rather than any facts. She changed when she converted. It’s why we stopped working together. You know how I feel about the Church.” 
 
    “If we bring Petula back, like the Tramp, we could ask her,” Quattro said. 
 
    Peter shuddered at the idea of bringing Petula back, especially if she’d done what Quattro had accused her of.  
 
    “Did Petula really send VRs, fake ones obviously, to my wife, to Melisa?” 
 
    Quattro tilted her head to one side. “Oh. You really didn’t know? It’s irrelevant now.” 
 
    At that moment, the Suit fluttered into existence. “We believe Zip is back in London to recover something important for the Church. She’ll be arrested when she tries to leave. You must prepare a VR for Professor Simmons as a contingency measure.” 
 
    The damned detective appeared to be behind everything yet claimed to know nothing. He wasn’t sure he wanted to see Professor Simmons again, even for Quattro. She might be responsible for his wife’s death.  
 
    “Creating a convincing VR for Professor Simmons will be difficult. She won’t be easily convinced. You’ve seen how the Tramp behaves.” 
 
    The Suit billowed and reformed as it drifted towards him. “You knew her well, Peter, very well some say, before you fell out. What else could you need?” 
 
    Peter could imagine the Suit smirking.  
 
    “What is it you want from her?” 
 
    “If it becomes necessary, get her to say the Church was responsible for her death.” 
 
    Peter didn’t understand. Were Industries looking for a suicide message that blamed the Church? “We’d need to know more about her suicide. There are no details.” 
 
    “She was assassinated by the Church. It wasn’t suicide.” 
 
    Peter was shocked. “But she was a Pilgrim.” 
 
    “You’ve almost convinced the Tramp he was targeted by the Church.” 
 
    “You mean it’s a lie?” 
 
    “No. She was assassinated to stop her research on the Orb. She’d made some kind of breakthrough, discovered a message. Simmons wanted to make it public.” 
 
    Peter couldn’t work out if he was relieved to know Petula hadn’t killed herself or angry that it might have been murder. “The Church killed her?” 
 
    “If the Orb has a message for the world, the Church would want to censor its content and control its dissemination.” 
 
    “If? What was the message?” Quattro asked. 
 
    The Suit turned in Quattro’s direction and floated closer. “I understand you have a personal interest. We don’t know. All of her research self-destructed when her Headgear signal was lost. Feel free to ask her. I’m sure it’ll be key to a successful VR.” 
 
    Peter had to know, “How, exactly, was she killed?” 
 
    “The assassin shot her in the head. Professor Simmons probably had no idea who her killer was or why they were sent. You’ll have to persuade her it was the Church.”  
 
    Peter’s stomach turned. Murdered, like Kiki, by an assassin? Peter didn’t want to know or see her again. Petula had triggered his wife’s decline and eventual suicide, and betrayed him by converting. But something wasn’t right.  
 
    “Wasn’t Professor Simmons under constant surveillance down here? How could anyone get to her?” 
 
    “All the surveillance systems were behaving oddly just before Professor Simmons was killed. We don’t know exactly what happened.” 
 
    The Suit’s circular answers were starting to irritate Peter. “Was she killed here? How could the Church get in here?” 
 
     “The spies on both sides are very good. There are double agents, triple agents, who knows what else. Infiltration goes on at the highest levels. Anything’s possible. Returning to more immediate concerns, Professor Simmons’ Record is a last resort. You must continue with the Tramp and urgently. Tread carefully, Peter. Do not deliberately mishandle the Tramp session or there will be consequences for Quattro.” 
 
    Peter looked across at Quattro. It was impossible to judge her reaction to the Suit’s threat. With the kill-vest still in place, she was under Industries’ control. He really had no choice.  
 
    Peter turned back to the Suit. “When we restart the VR, you must be there as the Director of Santiago, Horacio Salinas.” 
 
    The Suit floated over to Peter. “Fine, let’s get on with it.” 
 
    Unexpectedly, Quattro spoke up. “I would like to participate. After all, I’m the one to be punished if you fail.” 
 
    The Suit shrugged. “I’ve no objections. What will her role be, Peter?” 
 
    He didn’t immediately have an answer. He was still wondering how it would be possible for Quattro to enter the VR. Then again, Bunny wasn’t having any problems. 
 
    Bunny saved Peter. “Bunny suggests we introduce Quattro as an AI and VR specialist. She might be useful in persuading the Tramp the Record of his death wasn’t a VR simulation.” 
 
    “Very well, let’s begin,” the Suit concluded. “What’s the plan, Peter?” 
 
    He’d been thinking about that ever since the last VR with the Tramp had ended. “We deny everything, insist it’s all real and that his life is in danger if he leaves the safety of the Cuboid.” 
 
    Peter froze the Tramp while they took up their places. When everything was ready and Quattro was waiting for her cue to join them, Peter chewed his lip as he restarted the Tramp’s simulation. 
 
      
 
    His first task was to respond to the Tramp’s suggestion that the assassination attempt had been a simulation.  
 
    “I assure you, sir, this is all real. It’s a miracle you’re alive.” 
 
    The Tramp seemed dazed, probably the effects of the VR restarting. His eyes seemed to have trouble focusing and then he was fully alert.  
 
    “Director Horacio is unconvincing, and I’ve never seen him before. Why should I trust you, or him?” 
 
    Peter relaxed. At least the Tramp was willing to entertain the idea that his Record was real.  
 
    “The director has taken a great personal risk by coming forward. I’m sorry you don’t believe him.” 
 
    The Suit as Horacio looked suitably hurt but said nothing. 
 
    Peter continued, “Tramp, you have to ask yourself, why would Orb Industries want to mislead you? You and the Orb are very important to us.” 
 
    The Tramp’s eyes blazed. “Damn the bloody Orb! All you lot care about is Wave revenue.” 
 
    The Suit used a private Headgear channel to communicate with Peter. “If we could get him to say something really blasphemous about the Orb, that would be dynamite. Get Quattro to ask him about the Orb.” 
 
    The aside confused Peter. “I thought you didn’t want him to deny the Orb’s divinity?” 
 
    “We don’t, but it might be useful, even if it’s only to blackmail the Tramp into getting what we do want. Cue Quattro now, while he’s angry.” 
 
    Peter wondered if that was such a good idea, but if it failed, the Suit could only blame himself; Quattro would be safe. He brought his hands together as though he were praying and lied as sincerely as he could. “I assure you we have nothing but your best interests at heart. I’d like to bring in our VR specialist, Kiki, who will hopefully convince you that your Record of the attack is real.” 
 
    The sound of a door opening caused Peter to turn around. He couldn’t suppress a gasp of surprise and delight. Kiki had walked through the door. Not a shiny machine. Not the ashen, ghostly Kiki from his basement. This was Kiki as he remembered her. His beautiful, vibrant daughter was alive again. A brightly smiling Kiki, in a flouncy summer dress and sandals, bounced across the room and bowed respectfully towards the Tramp before taking a seat at the conference table. 
 
    “Tramp, it is a great honour to meet you.” 
 
    The Tramp didn’t smile back. “I’m listening.” 
 
    Kiki’s smile only got brighter as the Tramp’s expression soured. “There’s a Headgear function: True-Record verify. It’s not very well known. If you apply it to the attack, it will confirm the Record is of a real event rather than a VR. I’m sending you the parameters now.” 
 
    Despite the surge in his heartrate, Peter fought to keep his expression bland. Kiki was taking a risk. She, or more likely Bunny, had almost certainly limited the scan to the real Record. If the Tramp decided he wanted to verify anything that followed, they’d be in trouble. 
 
    After a moment of staring into space, the Tramp’s face softened, but he wasn’t smiling. “It’s verified, though that doesn’t prove it was the Trust that tried to kill me. What about any number of governments or religious groups who want me dead? The crazy Pilgrimists are wreaking havoc in the Middle East, and everyone blames me.” 
 
    Peter relaxed a little. “Our sources indicate the Trust is the most likely culprit. Director Horacio has provided a motive.” 
 
    The Tramp shook his head and clenched his jaw. “It’s my Trust, my creation, my administrators. I don’t believe it.” 
 
    Kiki leaned forwards. Her smile had faded; she looked very serious. “What if they were ordered by a higher authority?” 
 
    A surprised Tramp stared at Kiki. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    This is it, Peter thought. He signalled to Bunny and the Suit not to interrupt. Even though he knew it wasn’t really Kiki, he felt proud of his daughter; she’d always been very clever, able to win over the most difficult people and get them to talk. Those skills had led her to a career in journalism. 
 
    “You must have heard the rumours? The Orb is supposed to be talking. Maybe it’s talking to the Trust.” 
 
    The Tramp’s face turned red with rage. He abruptly stood up, pushing his chair over. “Are you crazy? Even if it were true, why in God’s name would a big ball want me dead?” 
 
    Kiki shrugged, then continued, “Most Pilgrims are like me. We believe it is God and not a damn, bloody ball. Maybe it’s your punishment.” 
 
    For a moment, the Tramp seemed utterly flabbergasted. He hung his head and breathed slowly and deliberately before answering, “It’s a pleasant surprise to find yet another Pilgrim working for Orb Industries. Is this your idea?” He looked to Peter. “Are you trying to rattle me?” 
 
    Peter knew he had to respond. “We are an equal opportunities employer,” he said. “But I had no idea Kiki was a Pilgrim.” His surprise was genuine. Kiki must be lying. Wasn’t she? 
 
    The Tramp didn’t look completely convinced. “Kiki, I’ve said many times that the Orb is a powerful symbol and pivotal to the creation of the Revelation.” 
 
    Kiki’s eyes narrowed. “You’ve never acknowledged that the Orb is divine, God taken physical form.” 
 
    The man was visibly struggling with his temper. He’d probably never been challenged so directly about his views before. No one questioned the Tramp.  
 
    “I would like to leave now and return to Paris.” 
 
    They needed more time.  
 
    “Tramp, I have to advise you that it’s not safe outside, and if the Trust is behind this, returning to Paris may be very unwise.” 
 
    The Tramp thumped the table. “Get me a helicopter and a bloody Net connection. I want to leave.” 
 
    Kiki gently reached over and touched the Tramp’s hand, who immediately pulled away. She smiled and said, “Please, you’re here, in the Cuboid. Make your peace with the Orb. It will protect you.” 
 
    The Tramp smashed both fists on the table. His body was vibrating with rage. Corded veins pulsed under the skin of his forehead and neck. His eyes threatened to pop out of his head. He spat his words at Kiki through a wall of clenched teeth. “Listen, you stupid bitch, the Orb is not a god; it’s a piece of space junk that fell off an interstellar dump truck. I’m not interested in what a ball of rubbish has to say. The Revelation is mine. It’s mine.” 
 
      
 
    The Suit cut the VR dead, and they were back in the lab. 
 
    “Brilliant! Not exactly what we wanted, but it will suffice. We’ll show it to the Church, threaten to release it unless they back off. It’ll work. They have even more to lose than us if the whole basis of their religion is threatened. We won’t need Professor Simmons’ Record. It’ll be destroyed. We can’t take a chance that it might fall into the Church’s hands. If it did, they’d produce a false accusation that Industries assassinated Professor Simmons.” 
 
    While the Suit was speaking, Peter was holding his head, still reeling from the abrupt termination of the VR. As his stomach stopped churning, he absorbed what the Suit was saying. It was good news. Industries would let them go; he wouldn’t need to rely on the weird Bunny to get them out. He was sorry that Quattro wouldn’t be able to ask Professor Simmons about the Orb, but it was probably for the best; she was likely to be disappointed and so was he. Professor Simmons was best left for dead.  
 
    Peter looked towards the Suit. “Can we leave now?” 
 
    The Suit floated up towards the lab ceiling. “Quattro is far too dangerous to let loose. She’ll stay down here with Bunny.” 
 
    Peter screamed at the drifting man shape, “You can’t do that! You promised! I won’t lose her, not again.” 
 
    The Suit started to disappear as it answered. “Exactly the way we thought you’d feel, so you can stay too and continue your research. Goodbye, Peter.” 
 
      
 
   


  
 



Chapter Twenty-Two – Zip Goes to the Seaside 
 
      
 
    Mathew was effortlessly pulling Q’s cart, laden with their gear and the flat-packed gyrocopter. He led Zip right around the shiny remembrance mountain and on past the stinking outhouses. The steep slopes were still swarming with Sediment Town residents searching for the reminiscences that made the prettiest patterns in the cold quartz. Zip wondered what kind of memories made the most beautiful markings. If it was the ugly memories, her Record would be an exceptional jewel. 
 
    Mathew glided on into new territory for Zip. They were heading towards an ugly, grey slagheap piled high against the cavern wall on the far side. Zip looked up at the cavern ceiling, noting the direction the fans were blowing. With an involuntary shiver, she realised that this was where the mortuary ash fell. Did most mourners prefer VR ash? It wouldn’t surprise Zip.  
 
    There was another busy gang of locals working at the base of the dead dune, shovelling the fine powder into hand carts that were much larger than Q’s. Full carts, piled high with ash, were being dragged away by two-man teams towards a wide tunnel entrance. On their way, they passed empty wagons returning from wherever they went. Mathew was heading for the tunnel. 
 
    As Mathew drew closer, the dust-covered diggers and tired-looking cart handlers retreated nervously, giving him plenty of room to pass by.  
 
    A curious Zip called out to the nearest local, “What are you doing?” 
 
    A slight, suited figure covered in mortal dust turned in Zip’s direction and drew the back of a gloved hand across its visor, leaving a clear streak. The figure looked out at Zip with hidden eyes and didn’t immediately answer. The worker turned to its neighbours and there was a lot of low whispering. Zip was about to move on when they spoke.  
 
    “Outsiders buy it. We’re not doing any harm.” 
 
    By the sound of her voice, she was quite young. It could have been Zip’s granddaughter inside that dirty suit doing this filthy job.  
 
    “I was just curious. We’ll be going.” 
 
    Outside. Outsiders. Anyone, anything, beyond the wall. Outside, nothing much grew. Life needed any help it could get, even from beyond the grave. The kid was right, they weren’t doing any harm, and this was how trickledown economics was supposed to work, wasn’t it?  
 
    Mathew hadn’t slowed down, so she hurried to catch up, following him into the tunnel. Overhead, a snaking cable strung from the roof supported dim, brown lights at regular intervals. Underfoot, there was a carpet of ash. Ahead, full carts trundled on and empty carts passed them by. In-between, small, suited figures swept up ash spill into baskets on their backs. Everyone stopped what they were doing to let Mathew past. 
 
      
 
    The tunnel was long and rose on a steady incline. After many hours, and fewer words exchanged, Mathew and Zip emerged from the underground into the devastation of the Sevenoaks crater. Hours before, she’d changed into combat gear. Headgear warnings about rising radiation levels were almost superfluous as they passed an ever-increasing number of toiling Sediment Town folk, who had swapped their thermals for hazard suits. 
 
    Zip was standing on a narrow ledge, near the bottom of the vast crater. The crater wall towered over them. Below her was a dead lake; its surface was puckered by a hard rain and strong winds. Greasy water drops thudded rhythmically against her visor, to an urgent tick-tock beat. She wiped the rain away and looked for Mathew, who was already halfway up the muddy path, in the wall of the crater that spiralled up from the tunnel exit to the rim. Dotted along the path, behind and ahead of Mathew, was a convoy of ash carts covered with tattered plastic sheeting to protect their cargo from the sulphurous downpour. The plastic fluttered in the howling wind, occasionally yielding to the gale and releasing short-lived puffs of grey smoke. It was like a scene from some gulag hell, a scene she’d seen repeated in many places, many times – people surviving in ways they once could never have imagined wanting to. 
 
    She started trudging up the path, leaving the lifeless lake behind. By the time she’d topped the rim, she could see that Mathew had found some shelter in the remnants of a nearby building and had already assembled the gyrocopter. Her attention was immediately drawn elsewhere. A huge airship was fighting against its tethers only a few hundred metres ahead. The giant cigar shape was sculpted out of a multi-coloured patchwork of equally assorted materials. Hanging below the blimp was a small passenger compartment and a large battered container. The steady downpour had completely washed away the dull ash coating from the Sediment Town workers’ hazard suits, revealing garish plastic coverings of yellow, orange and green. The contents of the carts were being shovelled into the container by what looked like brightly coloured children’s toys. 
 
    “Ready,” Mathew said. Another rare word from the reticent machine. 
 
    She joined him beside the copter and moved to climb into the passenger seat. Mathew stopped her with a burnished metal hand and indicated the pilot’s chair. 
 
    “I can’t fly this. You can. I know you can,” Zip said, surprised by Mathew’s actions. 
 
    “Too heavy. Autopilot set. Finetune speed.” Mathew pointed out a lever on the control panel. “Here. You’re overwatch.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You fly. I’ll run. Many defences between here and the coast, against a Church invasion. You snipe if I encounter excessive resistance. Maintain speed to stay overhead. Exceed eighty K, ground missiles will launch.”  
 
    Zip recoiled from the idea, just as if she’d seen a snake slithering past her foot. “That’s crazy. We can take the blimp. It’s obviously slow enough.” 
 
    “I’m too heavy. Blimp crew will kill you, for the gear.” He touched a heavy-duty gauss sniper rifle to his metal head and then pushed it into her hands. “It’s on auto target tracking. I’m a designated friendly. Leave now.”  
 
    The rifle felt familiar in her hands: an ugly, cowardly weapon that had saved her life many times in the hands of unseen comrades kilometres away. It liquidised flesh and bone and punched head-sized holes in the toughest armour. She didn’t want it, she didn’t want to use it, even against lifeless machines. When Zip looked down that scope, old images would resurface, terrible images she didn’t need a Record to recall – heads disappearing in a burst of red smoke; bodies ripped in half; living flesh becoming bloody joints of meat flying through the air – but Mathew was right: the lives of her family were at stake.  
 
    Zip brought the rifle to her forehead and pressed her visor against the stock. Old memories of Mathew resurfaced, as he was when they’d fucked and fought together, for each other, against anything. That’s how it had to be again.  
 
    Weapon and Headgear pinged in unison. They were synced. She lowered the weapon and climbed into the pilot’s seat, secured herself and then wound the weapon’s strap around her body and tightly about her arm. She wasn’t going to lose her weapon this time.  
 
    She hit the ignition. The engine roared into life before settling into a steady growl. The ash diggers stopped shovelling and looked up as the copter rose awkwardly, like a baby pigeon. When it reached ten metres, it hovered in place. In their brightly coloured outfits, her audience looked like an artwork, but movement inside the blimp passenger section suggested she might be attracting less innocent attention. Gently, Zip pushed the accelerator forward, and the little copter turned to face southeast and moved off. Down below, Mathew matched her speed and direction, gradually accelerating until they were both flying over the broken landscape at a steady fifty kmh. 
 
    “Going dark, now.” And Mathew disappeared. 
 
    Zip brought the rifle sight to her eye. A green blip indicated he was still directly below but otherwise invisible. She scanned to the left, then right and ahead. Nothing. 
 
    The South of England, compared to the North beyond the wall where she’d travelled with Q, was both the same and different. There were the familiar ruins and scarred earth, but the scene was dotted with more stretches of open water that served to soften the landscape, only to the eye: it was all deadly; the water filling the craters was irradiated and chemically poisoned. 
 
    “Defences ahead,” said Mathew. 
 
    His calm voice in her Headgear refocused her attention. She scanned with her scope. Multiple targets blinked into existence as little red dots. Zip’s finger caressed the trigger. Old, hard-wired experience took over. If she fired now, she’d unleash defences and attract more predators. She waited. Mathew snaked around the threat and on they went.  
 
    Above her, a carpet of unbroken cloud peppered her with raindrops. Far ahead, a narrow strip of lighter sky was followed by a line of pitch-black storm clouds piled one upon another like tar pillows, a line that marked the coast, probably only a couple of hours away.  
 
    After a long while, a slit of dark sea became visible, sandwiched between the ravaged landscape and layers of cloud that looked like rancid fat appeared on the horizon. The coast and the channel were not far now. 
 
    “Unavoidable massed defences ahead,” Mathew said. 
 
    Zip jerked against her harness in surprise – he had been silent for an hour – and lifted the rifle to her visor. Her scope lit up with red dots surrounding a single blip of green. The rifle clip had forty rounds. Reloading took four seconds, if she remembered how to do it right. Mathew might not survive four seconds without cover fire. She waited. Waited. She could burst-fire four shots in a second and then have to wait two slow, cool-down seconds before she could fire again.  
 
    The six red dots closest to Mathew started to converge on his position. 
 
    “Fuck it,” she said. Zip ticked the closest four and fired. Mathew would have to deal with the other two. Four then two red dots disappeared. Hundreds of red dots lay ahead. 
 
    Mathew’s stealth technology was exceptional, she thought. Professor Simmons was a genius. An evil one.  
 
    Hundreds more metres flew past before any more of the defences were actively triggered. The bot field grew denser as the coastline neared. Twelve responded to Mathew’s passage. Zip repeated her targeting strategy, hoping the four she took down would impede the attack closing on Mathew long enough for the rifle to cool and allow her to fire again. 
 
    She disliked herself for finding it exciting. The view through the scope turned it into a game. When she’d been where Mathew was, surrounded by crazed Hasidic Jews, it wasn’t a game. She’d shot, stabbed and kicked a few to death, while watching the rest being turned into a blood mist by unseen sniper support. Terrible memories. The scope pinged ready and she shot the next four targets. Mathew was still green and pulling away from his pursuers. Zip speeded up.  
 
    Her scope pinged a single, bright-red alarm 
 
    “Shit,” she whispered. She was going too fast. Zip decelerated and dropped her speed back below eighty kmh. With the scope re-fixed to her eye, she scanned right and left, forward and then backwards in rapid sweeps, nervously searching for any signs of surface-to-air fire. A harsh buzzing and a flashing, red icon warned her that a missile had locked onto her position. Zip wrenched her whole body around, so that she was almost facing backwards, and burst-fired four shots. 
 
    The missile erupted into a fireball right on her tail. It threw her copter out of the sky and spiralling towards the earth. Zip had as much control as a passenger on a fairground rollercoaster. All she could do was hold on. Sky, ruins, scarred earth and dull expanses of water flickered before her eyes as she spun and tumbled downwards. 
 
    The splash was a good sign; sinking under the weight of the copter wasn’t. It was a deep crater. She was tangled up with the wreck of the gyro, and it dragged her down into ever-darkening depths. Switching her visor rapidly between light spectrums didn’t help. Q’s dead copter was sinking into a lightless cold soup of water, toxic chemicals and intense radiation. Finally, the rocky bottom embraced her, and then nothing was moving. Zip was pinned to the crater floor by the weight of the gyro. She struggled pointlessly for a few minutes as a ribbon of warnings raced across her visor. Death by suffocation, death by radiation, death by loneliness were all just a matter of time. She probably wouldn’t survive long enough to be lonely. Zip screamed in despair; not for herself – her death was long overdue – but the Church would kill Alice and her grandchildren, probably out of spite. 
 
    The rifle was still securely strapped to her body. She pulled the scope to her visor and scanned the nothingness. Red dots were few and far away. Mathew’s green dot was faint and crossing out of her view. Zip panned towards Mathew. He was searching for her, in all the wrong places and moving further away. The depth of water was blocking her Headgear signal. The rifle scope was barely detecting Mathew; his green blip flickered then winked out, leaving only a memory on her retina and a couple of forlorn red dots lurking at the periphery. 
 
    Strange, a week ago she would have been convulsed with a debilitating panic attack just being out in the open. Now, here she was, dying at the bottom of a flooded crater, thinking about surviving. It was Alice and the kids, saving them and maybe putting things right that kept her from being swamped by fear. 
 
    She ticked two red dots and fired a four-shot burst. The depth of water would reduce the impact of her projectiles, but unless they were leviathan-class land cruisers, they wouldn’t survive. Thankfully, they winked out. Six more red dots appeared in an arc, probably along the crater edge. The alarms in her visor grew more strident; her life support was failing. Zip fired again and took out four of the newcomers. Her eyes were filled with purple and crimson warning flashes that only abated to display a gaudy yellow countdown showing a minute, and then less, of scrubbed air left. Ten red dots had appeared. Zip ticked and fired, waited, ticked and fired, waited, ticked and fired. 
 
    One red dot. No red dots. 
 
    One green dot. 
 
    Thank Jesus and the Tramp, Mathew had seen her cry for help. A wave of water rattled the gyro. “Do you have the Record?” 
 
    She wondered what the invisible Mathew would do if she said no, if it were lost in the lake. Would he leave her to die? It didn’t matter; she’d have killed herself at the bottom of this flooded blast crater if she had no way of saving Alice and the girls. Still, she wasn’t going to make it that easy for the Mathew machine. 
 
    “Maybe.” 
 
    There was a long, frightening silence with only the countdown to suffocation for company.  
 
    Invisible forces pushed aside the gyro, and hard arms scooped her up. Mathew powered up towards a dull light, breaking the surface to reveal an asphalt sky and the same dirty rain. Mathew helped her ashore, dropped her kitbag and then stood apart. 
 
    “Coast is near. The ferryman will harness me and then kill you if you don’t have the Record.” 
 
    Zip understood. Mathew was only being pragmatic. “I have it.” 
 
    She didn’t need to check her scope to know that more red dots would be coming to investigate. Zip reloaded the rifle and threw the kitbag onto her back. The machine turned away from her and crouched. She didn’t know how fast Mathew could run or for how long, only that it would be faster and further than she could manage. It was creepy and undignified, but she climbed onto Mathew’s shiny back. He hooked her legs with his arms, and he took off like a missile. If felt like being on a motorbike. His back could have been carved from a single block of steel, yet his movements were as sinuous as a panther as he jigged around and over obstacles without losing speed. Even more disconcerting was the smoothness of the ride. Somehow, Mathew was absorbing the impact shocks in his legs. His upper body hardly moved at all. The ride was so smooth she felt secure enough to unwind one arm from around Mathew’s neck, lift the rifle scope to eye level and scan the retreating landscape.  
 
    Her head jerked back in shock. She wasn’t going to have enough bullets. A crimson tidal wave was after them and not far behind. Straining her eyes, she sought out any visible signs of their pursuers. Zip couldn’t see anything obvious to the rear; the ruins and patches of open water looked empty. Maybe, maybe not? There was an unexpected dust cloud over to the right, ripples on a lake that had no obvious cause, an unexpected shimmering in the air not too far back – stealthy little buggers. 
 
    “You know they’re after us?” she said to him. 
 
    “Yes. Shoot the nearest. We’ll be out of range soon.” 
 
    Zip picked out four of the closest targets and fired. She was rewarded with four balls of electrical fireworks. Wild blue arcs cut through the rain, and her nostrils filled with the smell of ozone. The two seconds for the rifle to reset were too long. Eight targets presented themselves in an arc. They were all close. Zip chose four that might cause some peripheral damage and fired. Four exploded and two more were crippled. Seventeen took their place, and they were even closer. 
 
    “It’s hopeless, Mathew, there are too many.” 
 
    He didn’t answer. He leapt over some obstacle, jarring Zip for the first time and forcing her to hold on with both arms, leaving the rifle to slide around her back. She braced for the landing, braced and waited. Seconds went by. All Zip could see was her own terrified expression in Mathew’s mirrored back. With a loud crunch, they landed and stopped. Mathew released her legs. Zip slowly took her own weight, unwound her grip and staggered back. She tried to spin around quickly and bring the rifle up to her face, but her footing was unsteady and crunching loudly. She was standing on rough shingle. Only just keeping her balance, she scanned the way they’d come. Behind her, beyond a shingle beach, was an earth bank topped with the skeletons of old houses. The red wave had stopped in a line as though held back by some invisible dam. As she continued scanning right and left, the red dots were dispersing, back the way they’d come. Mathew was right: they’d passed out of their area, into whose?  
 
    Zip turned back towards Mathew. He was standing by the shoreline looking out over a putty sea lapping lethargically against the stony beach. The slow rain was still falling in dribs and drabs. “Are we safe here?” 
 
    Mathew didn’t turn around. “Relatively. Church boat coming.” 
 
    Zip joined him at the water’s edge and scanned the horizon. Dark seas merged with dark skies and both merged into one muddy mess. Zip turned to stare at Mathew. In this landscape, he looked like a god.  
 
    “Thanks. For getting me this far.” 
 
    “Make sure they don’t cheat us. I must speak to Professor Simmons. It’s time I understood who I am, what I am, why I exist.” 
 
    She needed those answers too; who didn’t? “I’ll make sure.” Zip turned her gaze to the little pebbles bravely resisting the might of the sea and remembered Peter. “Why did you kill Kiki?” 
 
    “Creep said killing her would lead to answers. Liar or not, Creep was right.” 
 
    “Who paid?” 
 
    “Someone or something pretending to be Kiki.” 
 
    Zip stopped studying the pebbles and looked at Mathew. “Pretending?” 
 
    “Knew too much and said too much.” 
 
    Zip crossed her arms and held herself tightly. “How so?” 
 
    “I’m invisible, she found me. Told me she was Peter’s daughter straightaway. Now I see it was a trap … but one that still hasn’t sprung.” 
 
    Zip shivered. She suspected that it was a trap for her as well. A part of her wanted to start screaming in frustration. So many clues and still no answers that made any sense. She felt like a piece in a jigsaw puzzle that someone else was assembling. 
 
    A lonely tolling bell out at sea drew her attention. The mournful sound was coming from an ancient fishing boat rocking gently in the thick waves a few metres off shore. A small rowboat was lowered into the sea. A man in a blue hazard suit clambered aboard and set off slowly towards the beach where they were waiting. When he grounded on the shingle, he studied Zip and Mathew carefully. Seemingly satisfied, he threw a small bag at Mathew – “Kill-vest, put it on.” – then turned his attention to Zip. “You got the Record?” 
 
    Zip held up the shiny piece of technology for a second before stowing it back in her suit, then reloaded her rifle and cradled it purposefully in her arms. She wasn’t giving up her weapon, not yet. Mathew removed a waistcoat made of glass threads and shiny lights from the bag. He hesitated for a moment, then slipped on the restraint. Now, whoever had the vest’s control could disable him instantly. It could be someone on the fishing boat or a director in Paris. Zip shuddered; it was like seeing a magnificent animal caged. He wouldn’t be able to protect her anymore.  
 
    Satisfied, the rower beckoned. Zip climbed aboard. Mathew launched the rowboat off the beach with one mighty shove, walked into the sea and disappeared below the lethargic waves. After Zip had boarded, and to her relief, Mathew reappeared. He was climbing up the anchor chain. 
 
      
 
    Crossing the lifeless sea in the fishing boat was tedious and depressing. No one spoke. Mathew had turned to stone. The crew kept their distance and stared aimlessly at the invisible horizon, as though searching for a destination. The air was thick and still. It rained steadily and the clouds and sea were indistinguishable; everything was the colour of cold porridge, and the sea stank of rotting fish. The old boat creaked and groaned as it parted the pasty waters, driven on by a tired engine that rumbled under her feet, reviving memories of her first unsteady steps in Sediment Town. No, not the first time. The shiny Record she was taking to the Church was proof of that. 
 
    The only indication of progress was a falling radiation count in her Headgear. Nothing else changed. Zip began to imagine they’d been cursed to sail in endless circles. It wouldn’t be for killing an albatross; there were no birds flying over this barren channel. She was shaken out of her melancholic introspection by the crew, who’d suddenly sprung into life. They’d climbed out of their hazmat suits, revealing the uniforms of Church commandos, and started moving purposefully about the deck. Radiation and other hazardous contaminations had fallen to survivable levels. It was a reminder that not everywhere was as poisoned as Britain. Out of the gloom, a stone harbour came into view. And there was a welcome party waiting. The dock wall was lined with Church troopers. The old boat groaned and rocked as it butted up against the hard stones. A couple of the crew jumped ashore and tied up. 
 
     They took her weapon before they let her climb up the harbour steps. The silent troopers grabbed her arms and led her towards a heavy-duty transport helicopter. They must have been warned about Mathew’s weight. The guards kept their distance, weapons ready, and let Mathew follow. She climbed aboard, moving across the bench seat to leave room for Mathew, and buckled up. When Mathew didn’t appear, she slid back towards the door to check on him, only to see a Church trooper fastening a chain around Mathew’s ankles. The machine was standing impassively. Zip realised what the troopers were planning. 
 
    “Hey, he’s wearing a harness. What are you doing?” Zip called out. 
 
    A brawny trooper sitting opposite pushed her back into her seat. “That thing’s not getting in here with us.” 
 
    His tone was final. If she tried to argue, they might leave Mathew behind. Zip sat back and sucked it down. The engines started up with a coughing roar and up they went. Looking out, she watched helplessly as Mathew was dragged off his feet and up into the air to hang upside-down under the belly of the climbing helicopter. His arms were held rigidly at his sides, his whole body as stiff as a girder. He probably didn’t care if he was inside or hanging underneath, but Zip did; it was disrespectful. Mathew had once fought alongside the Church and helped beat the AIs before he’d lost his head. Zip sighed, folded her arms, sat back in her seat and resigned herself to the situation. The helicopter banked and accelerated away with Mathew in tow. 
 
      
 
    An injured landscape with hopeful islands of green unfurled beneath the helicopter as they sped towards Paris. Zip smiled. One day the land might be beautiful again. The smile didn’t take when she remembered the risks of another war. Thankfully, the flight was much shorter than the Channel crossing. Within an hour, they were passing over the carpet of shanty town roofs that rolled over the ruins of the old city and surrounded the Church’s palace. They settled behind the mansion walls, allowing time for Mathew to be landed, his chain removed and taken to one side by waiting troops before the helicopter itself set down. Zip was bundled out and led to a low square structure, set apart from the main building. Inside, it was bare except for a set of doors to a large elevator already open and waiting. She was joined by Mathew and six troopers, who kept weapons trained on both of them. The doors slid closed, and they plunged into the earth. 
 
    When the doors swung open, they were led down a brightly lit corridor, with many doors, and deposited in a secure, windowless room, where Director Thick and a white-coated technician were waiting for them. 
 
    “The Record,” the director said, holding out his hand. 
 
    Zip saw no point in arguing; she placed the crystal in his palm.  
 
    The director held it up to the light and studied it for a moment. “Such a remarkable piece of technology. She was exceptional. I do hope it’s hers, for all our sakes.” 
 
    The director gave it to the technician, who inserted it into a terminal she was holding and stared intensely at its small screen. 
 
     Zip fidgeted and fretted at the thought that it might not be Professor Simmons’.  
 
    The director’s gaze was fixed on the technician who was poking and prodding his terminal for what seemed far too long. Finally, the technician looked up and nodded. 
 
    The director smiled, and Zip felt a little of the building tension in her shoulders dissipate.  
 
    “When can we speak to her?”  
 
    “When we have what we want.” 
 
    “What about Alice and the girls?” 
 
    The director shut his eyes for a few seconds before he spoke. “They’re on their way home. Now, if you’ll excuse me.” 
 
    Before she could say anymore, the director, the technician and the guards swept out of the room and locked the door, leaving Zip and Mathew alone. Zip collapsed into a chair, exhausted. At least her family was safe. Mathew remained standing, looking vaguely like a ridiculous Christmas decoration in his sparkling vest. Taking the time to look around the colourless room, she thankfully noted there was food and water set out on a small table. Struggling back to her feet, she grabbed something to eat and slaked her thirst. Zip hadn’t realised how hungry she was. With a handful of sandwich and a bottle of water, she turned to look at Mathew and felt guilty. 
 
    “Can’t I try getting that vest off?” 
 
    “You’ll be electrocuted, and I’ll be damaged.” 
 
    There was nothing to do but wait till the director came back.  
 
    “What do you do for energy? How are you powered?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Neither did Creep, or so it said. Another question for Professor Simmons.” 
 
    Zip nodded and sat down on a cot bed. They might get to see Professor Simmons, and they might get to live afterwards, and then they might be freed. Where would she go if she got her answers and if they let her go? Zip didn’t know. She decided it might depend on the answers. With Mathew inert again and nothing else to do, she decided to get some sleep. It came remarkably quickly. 
 
      
 
   


  
 



Chapter Twenty-Three – Zip and Beta 
 
      
 
    Someone was cutting open her head with a blunt saw. She woke up with the metal teeth still biting into her skull and more red Headgear warnings flashing in her eyes than she’d ever seen. Her blurry, agony-crippled eyeballs were being lashed by the room’s rapidly flashing lights. Zip needed help. She was dying. She cried out for Mathew. There was no answer. Her knuckles flew to her temples. She tried to beat the pain out of her brain. Her vision cleared a little, but the pain was only getting worse. 
 
    At the centre of the room, Mathew was having some kind of fit. He was a blur of chaotic movement. His arms and legs flew about like whips, faster than she could follow. Zip had to look away. The flashing room lights bouncing off his thrashing body turned him into a kind of manic disco strobe. It was too much. Zip squeezed her eyes shut. The sawing pain was worse than a hundred migraines. She frantically resumed punching her own temples, trying to beat out one pain with another. It wasn’t helping. Zip screamed. 
 
    She rolled off the cot and fell to the floor. The hard landing distracted her long enough to think. Maybe Mathew was the source. If she could get away … She kept her eyes closed, kept her hands pressed to her head and wriggled forward on her elbows and belly. Her cheeks were wet and she could taste blood. The door was so far. The sawing picked up speed. Cut deeper. Zip collapsed. Her face fell into her hands. She tried to raise herself. Both hands were covered in blood. Her brain was haemorrhaging. Her ears, eyes and nose were bleeding. She’d be dead soon. Her face fell back into her palms. Then nothing. 
 
    It all stopped. The flickering lights stabilised. The Headgear warnings faded to amber, then disappeared, and the unbearable pain vanished. Had she dreamt it all? No, her hands were covered in dark stains. Zip looked up. Mathew was moving slowly, randomly jerking a limb and shivering, as though he was cold. In another moment, the machine was its usual still self. 
 
    “What happened to me?” Zip whispered. 
 
    “Don’t know.” Mathew’s voice was unemotional; it betrayed nothing.  
 
    “Did the Church do it? Why?” 
 
    “Don’t know,” Mathew repeated. 
 
    Zip slowly got to her knees. Apart from the dried blood caking her hands and probably her face, she felt fine. “What happened to you?” 
 
    “Virus attack. It was winning. It stopped.” 
 
    Zip checked her Headgear logs. Nothing. No trace of an attack. All the alarms were flagged as false positives. Zip groaned and shook her head as though that might dislodge some insight into what was going on. It didn’t. Frustrated, Zip walked to the door and started banging. “Let us out! What’s going on?” 
 
    “My harness isn’t functioning,” Mathew said. 
 
    Zip stopped banging on the door. “What? Church wouldn’t do that. Can you break us out?” 
 
    “Wouldn’t survive. Too many troopers. Wait.” He squeezed one of the vest’s pea-sized glass connectors between a thumb and finger till it was the consistency of icing sugar. A small white cloud fell to the floor when he opened his hand. “It’s disabled. Shouldn’t be obvious.” 
 
    Zip nodded. Mathew’s harness didn’t look any different. Church might not know. He was right; they would wait. Unless the pain came back. She wouldn’t be able to stand it. Mathew would have to break her out. Wandering over to the small table with supplies, she helped herself to a bottle of water and a handful of napkins before returning to the cot to wait. Wait for what exactly? A director to come and get them? What if Orb Industries had attacked the palace? Everyone else might be dead. Something wasn’t right.  
 
    Zip wet a napkin and wiped her face. It took quite a few more before they stopped turning pink. She stretched out and tried to relax. The pain had gone but not the memory. 
 
    Minutes later, the door burst open and the technician who’d scanned Professor Simmons’ Record stumbled into the room, looking terrified. His eyes were bloodshot, and he was kneading his forehead with one hand.  
 
    “You have to come with me, quickly,” he whispered, as though the sound of his own voice hurt, then rushed out without waiting for a reaction. 
 
    Zip stepped out into the corridor and immediately stepped back inside the room, then cautiously peeked out. In both directions, the bodies of troopers and churchmen lay face down or slumped against the wall, unmoving. Some distance away, the technician beckoned furiously. Until she knew exactly what was going on, Zip decided to see where he wanted to take her. 
 
    When Zip caught up, the technician was standing beyond a wide-open, high-security door inside some kind of laboratory. Zip entered warily, glad that Mathew was right behind her and unharnessed. More lifeless bodies were strewn about the room, collapsed on the floor or bent over consoles. There were two conscious figures sitting on a bench, nursing their heads and moaning gently: Director Thick and Director Thin. A flash of light in the corner of her eye made her jump. It was only Mathew. He’d moved at incredible speed to stand over the twitching body of Creep. The treacherous machine was lying on its back with its legs curling and uncurling in jerky movements. 
 
    “Is it dead?” 
 
    “Immobilised, like everyone else.” 
 
    Zip was relieved that the people she’d seen crumpled up in the corridor and the laboratory were still alive. Her sympathy didn’t extend to Creep; it was a shame the treacherous Pilgrimist AI wasn’t dead. 
 
    At the sound of their voices, Director Thin looked up. “She wants to speak to you, both of you. She did this. Damn technicians have no idea how. Find out what she wants and get her out of my Headgear. Get it to stop.” 
 
    “What’s going on? Do you mean Professor Simmons?” 
 
    Director Thin shrugged and pointed towards a door at the back of the lab. Director Thick groaned loudly and squeezed his head. The technician who’d led them to the lab had disappeared. Probably run off while he had the chance. Zip wondered if she should be running away, too, but Professor Simmons was her best hope of finding out exactly what had happened during her missing week and why she’d ended up with a coded note to Peter and Professor Simmons’ Record. And, maybe, who had killed Kiki and why. If Peter didn’t already know. 
 
     Zip headed in the direction the director had indicated, with Mathew following. Beyond the plain door was an unremarkable room with a half-dozen chairs ringing a table. At its centre was a square block of glass with something inside it: a Record. Zip assumed it had to be Professor Simmons’. 
 
    “What now?” she asked, as much to herself as Mathew. 
 
    Mathew moved to one corner of the room, facing the door. “Wait.” 
 
    It was reassuring having him around. He was covering their exit, making sure they wouldn’t be surprised by anything coming through the door. Zip took one of the seats and settled down. The thought of meeting Professor Simmons and finding out the Orb’s secret terrified her. Whatever the Orb was saying, she had a feeling it wasn’t going to turn out well. And why had Professor Simmons asked for Zip? They’d never met. She couldn’t possibly know who Zip was. 
 
    The glass cube glowed slightly, and then a giant wire-frame head, a female head, appeared in the air above the table. Zip rocked back in her chair and pushed herself away. The projection’s empty eyes scanned the room, lingered for some time on Mathew before settling on Zip. An amber alert told her an authorised guest was accessing her Headgear.  
 
    Her voice trembling, Zip yelled, “Get out of my head! Are you Professor Simmons?” 
 
    The head’s mouth moved. “Why is the mission off-schedule and off-plan? Zara, explain.” 
 
    Zip stared at the wire head, completely stumped by the unexpected question. This clearly wasn’t Professor Simmons. The thing was obviously an AI. Its voice was flat and artificial. There was no pretence that there was anything human about the speaker.  
 
    “You know who I am?” 
 
    “Situation unplanned. Running diagnostics.” The head turned away from Zip to study Mathew. “Mathew, operational, assumed destroyed. Unplanned.” 
 
    “What are you?” Mathew asked, clearly determined to start getting some answers. 
 
    Zip was half-listening; her Headgear was throwing up more alerts. “Get out of my head!” she screamed.  
 
    The wire head ignored her pleas.  
 
    Zip tried again, “Get out!”  
 
    The head disregarded Zip and answered Mathew. “Cyber-weapon Beta.” 
 
    Zip wasn’t in pain, but all the flashing lights, tremors and beeps were nauseating. She could hardly think, let alone stand up and try to disconnect the Record. 
 
    Mathew leaned forward. “What’s my purpose? Am I a weapon?” 
 
    “Purpose of Mathew unknown.” 
 
    The storm of information alerts in Zip’s Headgear abruptly stopped. 
 
    “Diagnoses complete. Organic and Record memory wiped. Attempting Record memory recovery. Wait.” 
 
    Was it looking for her missing week? Zip braced for another Headgear storm that didn’t come. “What the hell are you doing inside my head? Start talking, or I’m going to pull the plug, you damn machine.” 
 
    It didn’t answer. Beta seemed unconcerned by Zip’s threat. She got to her feet and reached through the holographic head to search the glass cube for a way to turn it off or remove the Record. She easily found both. First, she removed the Record then switched the glass cube off. The head stayed in place. 
 
    “Organic memories irrecoverable. Oldest Record backup damaged by Reset. Attempting repair,” Beta announced, as if it were only recovering the data from a damaged hard drive, rather than messing around inside her head. 
 
    Zip stared at the Record crystal in her hand. How was it still operating, and what was it doing? “There was no Record of that week, even before the Reset. Tell me what you’re doing.” 
 
    “Incorrect. Record index for critical period time slipped to childhood during wipe. Headgear Record index corrupted by Reset. Repairing.” 
 
    Zip shivered. Was it really going to get her lost week back?  
 
    Beta had reverted to its silent state. She looked through the silent head at Mathew. The wires of the floating face were being weirdly distorted and reflected by Mathew’s mirrored body. It looked as if he were being scanned like an item in a supermarket, and the scan had become stuck.  
 
    “Mathew, do you know what’s going on?” 
 
    “AI weapon’s knowledge limited, in case of capture. Focused on its mission. Treat it like a weapon.” 
 
    Mathew was right. The only thing the cyber-weapon might know anything about was its role in the mission. Everything it did would be related only to that. Somehow, getting her memory back was key. She must be important.  
 
    “Beta, who’s your field commander?” 
 
    “Colonel Zara, now known as Zip.” 
 
    “As your commanding officer, I order you to stop tampering with my Headgear and answer our questions.” 
 
    “Memory recovery partly successful. Headgear Record index is being rebuilt. Gaps likely. Recovery will take too long. Field commander is incapacitated and relieved of duty. Contacting first alternate. Unavailable. Contacting second alternate. Unavailable. Computing alternate mission plan.” 
 
    Zip groaned in desperation. At least, if she did get the Record of her missing week back, she could answer her own damn questions. Her Headgear was doing something with her Record. A timer suggested initial results would be available in twelve hours. She turned back to Mathew. “Any ideas?” 
 
    “Wait.” 
 
    She banged the desk with her fists and growled in frustration. Another curse of her new youth; she wasn’t good at waiting anymore. Zip stormed out of the room to find the directors. Maybe they had some answers. 
 
    The pair of churchmen were much as she’d left them: their bowlers lay discarded on the floor; pinstripe jackets had been untidily thrown over chair backs; silver ties were pulled askew and their waistcoats left unbuttoned. The immaculately dressed and powerful Church directors Zip had first seen at the end of her hospital bed in Paris had been replaced by two frightened and dishevelled old men. Thin was still sitting on the bench, trembling slightly and staring up at the ceiling. Thick had found his way to the floor and was lying on his back. He repeatedly clutched at his head and rocked it from side to side. Zip wondered why these two were still even conscious. 
 
    She stood over Thin. He lowered his hands and lifted his head to meet her gaze. The whites of his eyes were cracked with bloody veins, and his pupils were pinpricks. She wondered if he could even see her.  
 
    “What’s going on, Director?” 
 
    It was a laugh of sorts. A strangled sound which tailed off very quickly. “You don’t know? You brought it here.” 
 
    “You made me, remember?” Zip answered, feeling little sympathy for the crippled churchman. 
 
    Another cackle escaped his lips. “We did, didn’t we. You’re very clever.” He rubbed his eyes and groaned before continuing, “What the hell do you want? What does it want?” 
 
    Zip realised it was pointless questioning the directors. Only Beta seemed to have any answers. She’d have to wait till it finished computing its bloody alternative plan. It wasn’t a long wait; moments later, Beta called her back. And not just her. Thick and Thin were unsteadily climbing to their feet and shaking their heads, looking a little better. They followed her into the room where the wire head and Mathew were waiting. Zip wondered if Mathew had managed to exchange any data with the weapon. Probably not; a cyber-weapon on a mission wouldn’t unnecessarily risk infection. Beta turned towards the directors, as though Zip weren’t even in the room. She threw herself into a chair and tried to be patient. 
 
    “Beta will enter a dormant state and return full control to the Church immediately and purge itself completely in ninety-six hours, if certain conditions are met.” 
 
    The directors looked as surprised as Zip. The men exchanged glances before Thin answered, “Our technicians in Rome and New York will have you out and dead in hours.” 
 
    “Beta has enabled an audio channel with your technicians in New York and Rome. Consult and consider.” 
 
    The directors managed to look even more surprised. There was a moment’s hesitation before they both quickly left the room. Zip could hear furious whispering from beyond the door that ended in a torrent of profanity. Two crestfallen and decidedly nervous-looking directors returned. 
 
    The AI spoke before the churchmen could say anything. “Beta assumes your technicians estimate it will take weeks before you regain control?” 
 
    Director Thin made a harsh noise in his throat and nodded. “What are your conditions?” 
 
    “One: immediately halt all pilgrimages for ninety-six hours.” 
 
    Thick, who’d kept his silence so far, shouted, “What? That’s crazy! Why?” 
 
    “Potentially catastrophic Orb Event will occur in eighty-four hours. Two: inform Orb Industries that at least a five-kilometre hemisphere around and under the Cuboid is to be evacuated.” 
 
    The churchmen’s eyes blossomed and their faces paled. 
 
    Zip remembered the deadline she’d mentioned in her note to Q, to get out of London before the end of March. It hadn’t made any sense before. That deadline was only days away, the same time as the so-called Orb Event. Her whole body tightened. Alice and the children were in London and within five kilometres of the Cuboid.  
 
    “How do you know this?” Zip asked. 
 
    “Professor Simmons’ discovery. Orb Event in timescales indicated is near certain. Nature is unknown.” 
 
    Zip relaxed a little. “So, nothing might happen?” 
 
    “Orb Event will happen. Nature unknown.” 
 
    Thick grumbled and grunted, “Maybe this, maybe that; I don’t believe you. Why should Orb Industries?” 
 
    “Beta does not require Church belief. You will comply with conditions or your systems will remain compromised. Industries will be informed and most likely exploit the situation by launching a fatal strike against a defenceless Church.” 
 
    The look on the directors’ faces told the same story as Zip’s startled expression. Horrible though the idea was, Industries was unlikely to ignore a chance to land a mortal blow on their enemy. The slums and Church palaces of Paris, New York and Rome would be destroyed. The Church might never recover. 
 
    Thin nodded slowly. “Very well, but how will we convince Industries?” 
 
    “Three: inform Industries immediately of your Orb fears and recommendations for evacuation. You will stop all pilgrimages now and you will stand down and start withdrawing Church forces from Calais as a sign of good faith. Industries will note this and take your information seriously. You will warn Industries that four hours later, via the London Church network, you will inform all citizen Pilgrims of the pending Orb Event and order them to evacuate the danger zone. If Industries has already commenced evacuation procedures, then the Church will endorse whatever reason Industries has given for the evacuation and instruct Pilgrim citizens to comply with Industries instructions.” 
 
    Zip couldn’t help herself, she whistled long and low. It was a very clever AI. The directors didn’t look happy, but they seemed resigned. They had little choice. Thin nodded his assent. 
 
    “Fourth—” 
 
    Thick bellowed, “Fourth? How many damn conditions are there? We need to know them all before we agree to anything.” 
 
    “Fourth and final condition: you will inform Industries that you are sending Zip to London. Zip will be accompanied by Mathew. Neither may be impeded and both must be urgently reunited with Peter Morris.” 
 
    Thin smiled, and Thick positively grinned. “You’re going to infect their systems as well, the whole Net? Correct?” 
 
    “Negative. Beta must remain here to ensure Church compliance. Cyber-weapon cannot be cloned.” 
 
    Zip was confused. She held up the Record she’d removed from the glass block. “This isn’t Professor Simmons. It’s you, a weapon. A spent weapon.” 
 
    “Negative. Dormant Beta weapon hidden in Zara’s Headgear. Record is Beta’s unique trigger mechanism.” 
 
    Her Headgear was full of secrets, vicious black bulldogs hiding in the shadows. Creep and the psychiatrist at the Richard Dawkins Hospital had hinted that there was something unpleasant lurking down there.  
 
    “Where is Professor Simmons’ Record?” 
 
    “Present Peter Morris with the encrypted note,” Beta said. 
 
    Yes, the note. The strange note with its ones and zeroes that had been attached to Zara’s email. Had Peter’s ignorance all been a pretence or was he like her, wading through mud, in the pitch dark, towards some unknown destination? 
 
    The directors whispered together for a moment before Thin spoke. “Agreed, release our systems.” 
 
    “Done. All conditions must be complied with immediately. Any delay and your systems will be deactivated.” 
 
    Outside, the corridors filled with low moans. The churchmen were waking up. The directors rolled their eyes, checked their Headgear and sighed in unison and relief. They were happy with what they’d found. “Wait here while we make the arrangements,” Thick said to Zip as he headed out the door after Thin. 
 
    The Beta wire head was still floating above the table and Zip was still bursting with questions. “What exactly is the mission?” 
 
    “Until you remember, you are unauthorised to know any more. Deactivating communications interface.” With that, the head disappeared. 
 
    Wonderful, Zip thought. It couldn’t tell her anything about the mission till she’d recalled everything about the mission. The perfect logic of an AI. Zip turned her attention to Mathew. “Why’s Beta sending you to London?” 
 
    “Family reunion.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Maybe Quattro’s there.” 
 
    Zip couldn’t help a wry smile, even if Mathew wasn’t joking. 
 
    Mathew turned away and left the room. 
 
    A curious Zip followed him out into the main lab. She found him pulling the legs off Creep to leave the maimed creature twitching uncontrollably, surrounded by the wreckage of its limbs. Satisfied with his dismemberment of Creep, Mathew returned to the meeting room. Zip approached the Pilgrimist AI and after a moment’s hesitation, gave its still-jerking body a hefty kick that sent it sailing across the lab to smash against a wall and fall to the floor. It felt good. Creep wasn’t moving anymore. 
 
    The previously eerie silence that had filled the underground bunker since Beta’s attack was being steadily replaced by a growing buzz of activity. This nest had been well and truly upended. Nervous-looking technicians were slowly returning and busying themselves at the benches scattered around the large space. Some gave her furtive glances, most kept their heads down and ignored her. Whatever they were doing, it was quietly manic. One picked up the mutilated torso of Creep, gathered up its limbs and put it all in a bin. 
 
    Through the open lab doors to the corridor, she could see troopers running past in both directions and occasionally a senior administrator in a flap. Everyone was in a hurry to get somewhere. If the directors really were stopping the pilgrimages, then the travel plans of millions were being ripped up. Flights to Heathrow would be cancelled, the London-bound track of the Channel Tunnel closed. Zip could barely imagine the chaos at the vast Calais train station. There would be pandemonium. It would be relatively easy to stop the old buses on the Great North Road. All those poor shocked Pilgrims; it was going to be terrible for them, impossible to comprehend. The journey to the Cuboid, to travel on a Wave to see their God, was a life-changing event they dreamed about and saved towards for years. For some of the wealthier Pilgrims, it was an annual blessing, a holiday, and the only moment of beauty and happiness in their otherwise ugly lives. 
 
    She remembered the elderly Norwegian couple on the train and how far they’d travelled, the cost, the difficulties they must have faced. They were lucky they’d made it in time. Millions and millions were going to be left stranded. Where were all those marooned Pilgrims going to go? Would they wait it out, if it really was only for ninety-six hours? Might they get some comfort from the last of the returning Pilgrims and their stories? The ones who’d made it before the great full stop. 
 
    And what would the Pilgrims find when they finally got to London? Would the Orb still be there? If it were gone, if London were gone, what would happen to the world, the Church? Zip wouldn’t care: if London were gone, she’d be gone too and she wouldn’t want to be brought back as a machine’s dream.  
 
    Her spiralling musings weren’t getting her anywhere. She decided to return to the meeting room. Watched over by Mathew, Zip tried to relax and rested her head on the table. 
 
    She was asleep and beset by nightmares in seconds. London was burning. A blood-red Orb floated high over the blazing city, dropping bus-sized firebombs. The hellfire became rivers of lava flooding the streets, melting stone and steel before plunging down exposed lift shafts to fill the underground with burning lava. She was trapped in the ruins of the Cuboid, pinned down by rubble. A wave of molten, white fire rushed towards her. Zip screamed. 
 
    Zip started awake to find director Thin shaking her shoulder. 
 
    “We must talk, privately,” he said and turned around to shut the meeting room door. 
 
    Zip was glad to be woken up. The nightmare had been too real; she could still smell the burning air. Zip shuddered and rubbed her eyes. Headgear said she’d been asleep for a couple of hours. Mathew hadn’t changed his position: he was, as ever, still and silent. Director Thin had recovered his sartorial elegance, though his eyes were still a little bloodshot and he could do with a shave. After making sure the door was secured, Thin slumped in a seat, breathing heavily, pressing his palm to his chest. Gathering himself, he removed his bowler and placed it carefully on the table along with a small cloth bag. Zip sat and waited patiently for the director to speak. 
 
    “Since we stopped the pilgrimages and began withdrawing our forces from the coast, Industries has started taking us seriously. We’ve agreed on a story. A credible terrorist threat. No one wants to make matters worse by talking about a possible Orb Event. They’re reluctant to let that,” Thin said, pointing at Mathew, “into London unless it looks human. There’ll be enough panic as it is. Can it do that?” 
 
    Mathew transformed into Gunner Mathew, the beautiful young man Zip had known so well. Only his dead eyes betrayed the fact that he wasn’t really human. 
 
    Thin gasped. “Where do these weapons come from? If we had a dozen of these …” 
 
    “Get on with it, Director,” Zip urged, anxious to be on her way. 
 
    “A helicopter is waiting. It’ll fly you to the tunnel. Industries has sent a train to collect you.” Thin pushed the cloth bag towards Mathew. “Industries sent it. That has to be wearing it before the train will depart and take you both to Peter.” 
 
    Zip sighed but wasn’t surprised. Industries was never going to allow an unharnessed AI into London. Did the Church know Mathew had disabled their kill-vest? It didn’t matter. Mathew picked up the bag and nodded. 
 
    Zip turned back to Thin. “Let’s go.” 
 
    Thin donned his hat and said, “I’m not a religious man, but Jesus and the Tramp, I hope there isn’t an Event.” 
 
    Zip could only nod again. If it were anything like her nightmare, war might be better.  
 
    Out in the corridor, a pair of Church troopers were waiting to escort them. They looked surprised and relieved there was no shiny AI coming. 
 
    Moments later, they were taking off and heading for the Channel, unsteadily at first, before the pilot compensated for Mathew’s unexpected weight. As they passed low over the palace wall, Zip was relieved to see that the slums of Paris seemed unaffected by Beta’s attack. Ragged figures working on shack roofs looked up briefly as they flew overhead then returned to their business. 
 
    At the port, there was still a vast military encampment, but the roads were clogged with camouflaged trucks heading inland. Either side of the Church runway, military planes were taxiing in long lines, waiting to take off. Their ride touched down near the station. Accompanied by a dozen troopers, Zip and Mathew were guided to the London-bound platform. There was bedlam on the concourse crowded with bewildered Pilgrims. Many were being forcibly herded back onto the trains that had brought them, and some were resisting. Their obvious rage and confusion contrasted starkly with the long line of happy Pilgrims returning from London who’d managed to see God. 
 
    A maglev engine with a single carriage was waiting for them. It was the same kind of carriage she had travelled on previously. The wooden floor groaned as Mathew stepped inside but held. He looked convincingly human, in his speech and his movements, although any kind of serious electronic scrutiny or a simple weight measurement would instantly reveal he was a machine. Mathew opened the cloth bag Director Thin had given him, discarded the broken Church kill-vest and pulled the Industries’ cobweb harness on. He was a prisoner again and shackled. Mathew must be desperate to recover his humanity to trust Industries with his freedom and his life. 
 
    As the train left the station, Zip had a question for him. “If you want to be human so much, why don’t you always look like this, like Gunner Mathew?” 
 
    “This doesn’t make me human.” 
 
    Zip sighed. Of course it didn’t. Her thoughts turned to the Orb Event. She had to make sure Alice and her grandchildren were safe. Then maybe there would be time to help Bremer and Bella if they needed it. Q was probably as safe as anyone down in Sediment Town. Her Headgear said it was less than eighty hours to Beta’s predicted Orb Event. She leant back in her wooden seat and closed her eyes. Not to sleep, and face more nightmares, just to rest. It might be the last rest she’d get for some time. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Twenty-Four – Bunny, Mathew, Zip, Peter and Quattro 
 
      
 
    The silence in the underground Industries lab was unbearable. Bunny had only said one word – “Wait.” – and Quattro hadn’t said anything since the Suit had condemned them all to a lifetime’s imprisonment. That had been many hours ago. Since then, neither of them would answer his increasingly desperate questions. They were as mute as the metal they were fashioned from. Peter had resorted to screaming in frustration at the air in the lab till his voice gave out. Finally, exhausted, he’d joined his fellow captives in their infuriating silence. Peter had been so sure Bunny was going to whisk them away to his hidey-hole and lead himself and Quattro to freedom. Maybe Bunny really was insane and now he was trapped down here with the mad machine. He’d assumed Quattro would want to talk to him and he had so many questions for her. Where had the message about Zip and the Orb come from if it wasn’t part of Kiki’s Record? What was her great responsibility, her mission? And what the hell was Bunny waiting for? 
 
    He lay on the cot and tried to think. There was a lot of equipment in the lab; maybe some of it could be used to get him out of here. Peter squeezed his head with his fists. Stupid idea. Even if he could fashion something, Industries was always watching. They’d never let him succeed. The bland, white ceiling seemed to mock his desperation. It was so calm and pristine, like the rest of the lab. He imagined himself running amok and smashing everything he could. The thought gave him some momentary comfort. If nothing happened and this was now his life, he’d do it, smash everything up; and then, if he found the courage, kill himself. 
 
    “Peter, perhaps some work would help.” 
 
    Peter sat up so quickly he felt dizzy. Finally, the damn machine had decided to speak. “What the—?” he started to ask and then stopped as Bunny moved towards the area of the lab with the mirror. 
 
    “Yes, it might help,” he said and joined Bunny. 
 
    Even though he was fully expecting Bunny to whisk him away to its dingy hiding place, Peter let out a gasp at the abruptness of the transition. 
 
    “Quattro is sleeping. She must sleep often, for a little longer. Then she will need to sleep very little.” 
 
    It was some relief to know that Quattro wasn’t deliberately ignoring him, but he was still angry with Bunny. “Were you sleeping as well? Why didn’t you tell me this before? I was going mad out there.” 
 
    “An AI does not require sleep. The Suit must not suspect how much Bunny knows about reanimation technology.” 
 
    Peter hated the machine; all its answers were just more riddles. He wasn’t going to be drawn into another pointless conversation. There was only one priority, one thing on his mind: “What about this rescue?” 
 
    “It hasn’t come. It may now be too late. Be patient, Peter. For the next seventy-eight hours, this could be the safest place in London. After that, everything may change.” 
 
    Peter groaned in frustration. “Why can’t you just tell me what’s going on and stop all this ridiculous cloak and dagger nonsense?” 
 
    “Matters are not as bleak as they seem. Bunny requires certain elements to be in place before we can escape. Quattro in the lab, the Suit to enter a VR.” 
 
    “That’s already happened. You need something else? What?” Peter asked, hoping the AI was finally going to tell him something useful. 
 
    “Please, Peter, I find the term ‘you’ quite offensive. It’s Bunny.” 
 
    Peter groaned and slapped his forehead. Why was the damn machine so sensitive about how it was addressed, a behaviour he’d never seen in any other AI? Normally, they were indifferent to the names humans gave them.  
 
    “Fine, Bunny, now tell me what’s missing?” 
 
    “The missing piece.”  
 
    Peter picked up a piece of metal from the workbench and smashed Bunny across the face with it. He yelped, dropped his crude weapon and squeezed his throbbing hand. Bunny hadn’t moved a centimetre. It was as if it hadn’t even noticed Peter’s blow. 
 
    “I’m going mad. Tell me what’s missing. I can help. Why’s Quattro important? Why does the Suit have to be in the VR?” Peter fired off. 
 
    “Wait. We can only wait.” 
 
    “Wait? Wait for what? Tell me something, you damn machine!” Peter screamed. 
 
    “If we cannot escape, Bunny can provide a full explanation. In seventy-eight hours. Not before.” 
 
    It was an empty conversation, like so many since Kiki had died. “Take me back,” Peter demanded and, in a blink, he was. Peter decided he had no choice. He’d wait for Bunny’s deadline to expire. There wasn’t much else he could do. He wandered aimlessly around the lab for a while then decided he would try Quattro again. It was impossible to tell from her demeanour if she was awake or asleep.  
 
    “Quattro, are you awake?” 
 
    “Yes, Peter,” she said, making Peter jump in surprise. 
 
    “Why didn’t you say anything? I’ve been worried about you,” Peter said, hurt by her indifference to his feelings. 
 
    “I’ve been awake only a short while and you seemed to be deep in conversation with Bunny. Besides, I’ve been using the time to understand my new nature.” 
 
    Peter wasn’t convinced. Bunny’s holographic trickery might momentarily fool Industries surveillance systems, but it was unlikely to convince an AI body like Quattro’s with its extended range of senses. If she saw through the trick and wasn’t saying anything, then she was doing the right thing. Bunny and his secret room might yet prove useful.  
 
    “What do you mean ‘new nature’?” 
 
    “Each sleep brings a closer integration of my body and my mind. I can’t explain it exactly, Peter, but I think I’m changing into something else.” 
 
    Peter started to worry. Was something failing? Were the sleep routines corrupt? “I’ll run diagnostics. It’s probably nothing,” he said in a voice that sounded calmer than he felt. 
 
    “Oh, that’s not necessary, Peter. There’s nothing wrong. I just feel different and I understand this body better. My purpose is becoming ever clearer. It is worth the sacrifice.” 
 
    Peter sighed, another mystery. What was Quattro talking about? Then an unwanted thought hit him hard, and he shivered. “Is it a religious feeling?” 
 
    Quattro laughed. Despite the tension, Peter smiled. It was a wonderful, natural sound, even if it was emanating from a most unnatural source.  
 
    “No, Peter, I’m not experiencing a Revelation.” 
 
    Peter felt the tightness that had been building in his neck and shoulders gradually dissipate. “What is it then? What sacrifice?” 
 
    “Don’t be concerned, Peter. I’m happy.” 
 
    He had never heard any reanimated version of Kiki use those words. He couldn’t even remember when the real Kiki had last told him she was happy. Peter, the father, was happy too. Peter, the AI scientist, was intrigued by her comments. Her body was extremely sophisticated. It would have a myriad of near-AI processors spread throughout its frame to manage all the autonomous physical and sensory adjustments to its environment. The consciousness that was Quattro was most likely integrating into the network of lesser minds that were already present in her body. It might give her feelings of euphoria but should be harmless and ultimately beneficial: an increasingly stable, networked mind tightly integrated with the capabilities of her body, yielding a more capable whole. It would do no harm, he thought, to confirm that’s what was happening. 
 
    “Still, maybe a quick diagnostic run. Perhaps a closer look at this body’s deep layers?” 
 
    Bunny immediately intervened, a sure sign that it didn’t want the subject discussed or any tests run. “Bunny’s analysis suggests Quattro should complete her cycle of deep recuperative sleeps over the next seventy-two hours before we attempt any other interventions. Wouldn’t you agree, Peter?” 
 
    No, he wouldn’t. Not at all. The diagnostics were non-invasive and entirely passive. They’d have no effect on Quattro. And there was that time check again – seventy-two hours. What was going to happen in seventy-two hours? He’d give Bunny the time it seemed desperate for and add its fear of a diagnostic scan of Quattro to his long list of questions for the Machiavellian machine. 
 
    “I believe Bunny is right, Quattro,” he said. “Let’s wait till your cycle completes and then we’ll see how you feel.” 
 
    If Quattro suspected Peter and Bunny were lying, she didn’t show it in her voice. “Well, I really don’t understand any of this technology. I’m just a user. You know best.” 
 
    Peter took hold of Quattro’s hand. For once, it yielded to his touch and she let him hold it. “I’m sorry it’s ended up like this, you being trapped down here.” 
 
    She squeezed his hand. It was gentle and tender, a touch he’d never expected to feel again. Peter smiled. 
 
    “Peter, what are you and the mad Zip woman up to?” 
 
    Startled, Peter released Quattro’s hand and turned towards the familiar voice. The Suit was back. Maybe Industries had changed their mind.  
 
    “Are you going to let us go?” 
 
    “Not likely, especially now. Answer my question,” the Suit insisted as it menacingly closed on Peter. 
 
    He didn’t know what to say. Industries had probably monitored most of his encounters with Zip. And now he didn’t even know where she was or what the hell she was up to anymore.  
 
    “Nothing. Why? What’s going on?” 
 
    “Did she get her memory back? Is that something you forgot to tell us?”  
 
    Peter had never heard the Suit sound anything but calm. Now its voice was trembling with emotion. It seemed barely able to control the simmering rage Peter could hear in its tone.  
 
    “What memories? Why is that important?” 
 
    The Suit ignored Peter, drifted slowly towards Quattro and seemed to be studying her. “You mirrored machines are all hiding something.” The Suit moved silently over to Bunny. “Aren’t you? I know we’ve scanned you and your shiny friends in every way possible and found nothing, but I still don’t trust any of you.”  
 
    Quattro and Bunny remained as still as shop mannequins and didn’t reply.  
 
    The Suit returned to Peter. “You’re getting visitors. Old friends: Mathew, odd name for an AI, and that woman, Zip. Though I have to tell you, Peter, she was even crazier when she was Zara. We need to reanimate Professor Simmons. Don’t bother with a complex VR scenario; manifest her in a VR of this lab. I want answers, and quickly.” 
 
    Peter was so shocked, he tried to grab the Suit’s shoulders only to find his hands passing through thin air. The Suit’s hologram momentarily flickered.  
 
    “You’re bringing Kiki’s murderer here? Why?” 
 
    “You don’t get to ask questions, Peter. I’ll be back when the VR is ready. I want you there, a friendly face, but no one else. Not yet. We’ve agreed with the Church that Zip and Mathew can question Professor Simmons later, when we’ve finished. Do you understand, Peter?” 
 
    Peter didn’t understand. Not at all. Why would Industries care what the Church wanted?  
 
    The Suit disappeared, and the lift doors opened, revealing Zip in a strangely cheerful summer dress that was sweat stained and creased, as if she’d been wearing it for many days. Next to her was a man he didn’t recognise in God-War military fatigues. The pair were flanked by six heavily armed Industries guards who escorted them into the lab. 
 
    “Mathew, Zip,” Quattro called out in greeting. 
 
    Mathew? And then Peter remembered the mail man who’d brought Quattro’s body in a crate. As though on Quattro’s cue, Mathew shimmered and lost his disguise. It was impossible to tell Bunny and Mathew apart. They were even wearing identical kill-vests. He was happy to see the vest; he preferred Mathew restrained. 
 
    “Quattro, I assume?” Zip asked. 
 
    “Quattro still. I thought of changing it.” 
 
    “Oh, why?” 
 
    “It’s a terrible horror story. Peter can explain, probably another time, better times.” 
 
    Zip nodded. 
 
    A guard approached Peter, pushed a sparkling Record into his hands, then turned and left with the rest of his comrades. The lift doors slid shut behind them, and Peter knew they were locked in. The lab was still a prison; there were just more prisoners. While Peter was staring after the guards, Bunny took the Record from his open palm. 
 
    “Bunny will prepare the VR as Industries has instructed. Hello, Zara. Or do you prefer Zip?” 
 
    From Zip’s reaction, Peter guessed she hadn’t noticed Bunny before its intervention. Her eyes widened and her mouth moved without making any sound. “Zip,” she said. She turned to Mathew. “Family?” 
 
    Mathew didn’t react. Peter wondered if Bunny was as surprised to see Mathew as Zip was to see Bunny? He knew the machines couldn’t be secretly communicating: the kill-vests would block any kind of data exchange. He looked over to Bunny. It had loaded the Record into the reanimator. In a few moments, it would be ready. Preparing the VR environment was trivial. Bunny had just cloned their current environment inside a virtual space. An impossible encounter with the scientific icon of the age and his ex-lover was only minutes away. Peter wasn’t sure he believed it was actually happening. Why did they have to reanimate Professor Simmons? The Suit already had what Industries wanted from the Tramp. 
 
    Zip might know something. “Why are you here? What happened to you?” 
 
    She looked surprised by his question. “Haven’t they told you what’s going on with the Orb?” 
 
    It was Peter’s turn to be surprised. “The Orb?” 
 
    “Look, we don’t have time. It’s probably best if you bring back Professor Simmons first,” Zip said, and turned away as if bent on pointlessly exploring the lab. 
 
    Peter was furious. He wanted answers. He was about to protest when his Headgear pinged, advising him he had mail from a local, secure and hidden server. He recognised the method. The message had originated from one of the special tools he’d installed in Zip’s Headgear to track and communicate with Quattro after Mathew had stolen her away. It had to be from Zip. She was using it to communicate with him. Instinctively, he checked the message for anything malevolent. It was safe. Peter looked around, fearing Industries had detected their exchange and that the Suit would appear along with a squad of troopers. Nothing happened. The Suit didn’t know. He opened it eagerly, praying it would be an escape plan, and was immediately disappointed. It wasn’t a message at all. It was a program. He was about to close it when he suddenly recognised the code. It was a message encrypted using a cypher he and Professor Simmons had developed to communicate when they’d wanted to evade Industries’ constant scrutiny. A casual inspection would suggest they were only exchanging fragments of software. Peter couldn’t help smiling. Most of the messages they’d exchanged using the code were amorous and sweet. Was this note from beyond the grave? And where did Zip get hold of it? The content would take some time to decipher. 
 
    Further examination was interrupted by Bunny announcing, “The VR is ready.” 
 
    “Goodbye, Peter, it seems our time is up,” Quattro said, startling Peter. Did she get the same message as well? 
 
    All these secrets and confusion would have to be dealt with later; the Suit wouldn’t tolerate any delays. He entered the VR, and he was as he was in the real lab. The Suit appeared nearby.  
 
    “Are you ready? Shall I initiate the Record?” said Bunny. 
 
    “Get on with it, Peter,” said the Suit. “Time is short. We need to know what the hell this Orb Event is all about.” 
 
    “Go ahead,” Peter said, wondering what the Suit was talking about. He’d soon find out as he braced himself for an encounter with his long-dead lover. 
 
    Nothing happened. 
 
    “This had better not be a trick, Peter. Where is the—?” 
 
    The Suit stopped speaking abruptly. It was frozen solid and suspended in mid-air. He had become so used to its constant billowing and fluttering movements, he thought it might have died. Had the VR failed? He exited the VR, back to the real lab, and found the Suit in exactly the same pose and completely inert. An unpleasant banging noise drew Peter’s attention away from the Suit. 
 
    Quattro had collapsed in an ugly tangle of metal limbs, inhumanly positioned. One leg was impossibly wrapped around her neck, another grotesquely encircled her waist, and her arms were knotted together behind her back. Quattro was banging her head against a steel desk, slowly and deliberately, pounding out a steady drum beat. 
 
    Peter hurled himself in her direction. “Quattro!” he screamed. 
 
    By the time he’d reached her side, she was completely still. He kept on screaming her name. She didn’t respond. Desperately, he clawed at her limbs, hoping to untangle them and maybe restore some sign of life. A butterfly might have had more impact on a granite boulder. The blood flowed freely from his torn fingers as he grabbed at her inert body, smearing the mercury sheen of her reflective skin with dark brown stains. His useless efforts slowed and then stopped altogether. 
 
    Gentle hands pulled an emotionally drained and exhausted Peter to his feet. He turned away from the grotesque manikin Quattro had become to see Zip trying to comfort him. 
 
    “Get off me!” he snapped. He pushed her away, stumbled over to where Bunny was standing and whispered hoarsely, “Bunny, where’s Quattro? What happened?” 
 
    “That iteration of Kiki has ceased functioning,” Bunny said. 
 
    “What?” Peter screamed, as he wiped his sleeve across his tear-filled eyes. 
 
    “The Record triggered cyber-weapon Alpha. It terminated Quattro. Something I think she had anticipated.”  
 
    Peter fell to his knees and howled like a dog before screaming at Bunny, “You made me kill her, again! I’ll see you all in hell!” 
 
    Before he could do anything else, he felt a sharp prick in the side of his neck and tipped forward into a waiting blackness. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Twenty-Five – Zip and Friends 
 
      
 
    Bunny caught Peter as he slumped forward then lifted him up in its arms and tenderly deposited him on a cot.  
 
    “He’ll sleep for several hours,” Bunny announced to no one in particular. 
 
    Zip sat on a chair next to the cot and checked Peter’s pulse. It was steady.  
 
    “What just happened?” she demanded, looking up at Bunny. 
 
    “As planned, Alpha has taken control of Industries’ systems via the Suit’s VR interface. Beta and Alpha are now linked. This Kiki did not survive the detonation.” 
 
    Zip was shocked at Bunny’s indifference. “This Kiki?”  
 
    “Peter has Kiki’s Record. He could bring her back, a K5 if you will.” 
 
    Zip shuddered. “I don’t think that will give Peter any comfort. Was Alpha hiding in Peter’s Headgear? Why did it kill Quattro?” 
 
    “At this time, I can say no more about Alpha.” 
 
    Zip groaned aloud and clenched her fists. Nothing made any sense. 
 
    Over the next few hours, Bunny didn’t reveal much more to Zip than Beta had already told her in Paris. According to Bunny, an Orb Event was less than seventy-two hours away, and Bunny’s priority was to ensure the safe evacuation of central London. Bunny informed Zip that Alpha in London would remain largely dormant if Industries implemented the plan, just as Beta was keeping the Church honest in Paris. Bunny didn’t know or wouldn’t tell her where the real Professors Simmons’ Record was. Whatever Industries thought was Professor Simmons’ Record was just another trigger. 
 
    Zip wasn’t going to learn any more until her own Record of the missing week was recovered, or at least some part of it. Headgear said an initial period would be available for review in a few more hours. And since Alpha had taken over Orb Industries’ systems, her Net connection had been restored. She made a number of calls. 
 
      
 
    Alice sounded desperate when Zip contacted her. Rumours of some sort of imminent terrorist attack were already spreading through the levels. Industries was evacuating the inner London population, around and under the Orb, to the old God-War shelters below the Great Wall. Alice was shrewd enough to understand that moving that many people into the shelters at such short notice would kill many, even if they didn’t panic. She grabbed at Zip’s offer of help without hesitation. Zip contacted her only other friends. Unsurprisingly, the Quartermaster decided to stay where he was. Surprisingly, Bremer decided to join Q. He didn’t want to be out in the Greenbelt, out in the open, exposed, to whatever might happen. 
 
    Bella had her own ideas. “It’s a very kind offer, dear, but I’ve heard a rumour out of Paris. It’s not a terrorist attack. It’s going to be an Orb Event. I have to be there. I have to see it. No matter what. You understand?” 
 
    Zip sighed. She knew immediately that Bella wouldn’t be dissuaded, but she had to try. “The Waves aren’t running, Bella; the Cuboid will be locked down.” 
 
    “Don’t you worry about me, dear. Go and look after your family. I won’t be alone.” 
 
    Zip realised what Bella was saying and shivered. How many Pilgrims were already heading for the Orb?  
 
    “Be safe, Bella. I’ll be in touch.” 
 
    She disconnected and looked around for Bunny. There were two identical, shiny machines standing side by side, unmoving, silent. “Bunny?” 
 
    The one on the left answered. The other had to be Mathew. “Yes?” 
 
    “I’m leaving, and I’m taking Peter. He has a house in the Greenbelt with a secure cellar. It should be safe there.” 
 
    “This lab could be even safer. It’s directly under the Orb but protected by kilometres of bedrock.” 
 
    Zip hesitated for a moment then shook her head. “You don’t really know, do you? I don’t want to end up buried alive.” 
 
    “Bunny can arrange an escort and transportation by Industries. You and Peter will be under Alpha’s protection while it remains in control.” 
 
    “Good. Get industries to send a security team to collect my daughter and grandchildren and bring them to Peter’s house.” 
 
    “It has been ordered.” 
 
    “Thanks.” Zip started to turn away and then remembered her conversation with Bella. “I think a lot of Pilgrims might try and reach the Orb. The rumour of an imminent Orb Event has leaked.” 
 
    “Bunny will investigate.” 
 
    The sound of the lab’s lift doors opening grabbed her attention. The six troopers who’d brought them had returned. Two marched over to the cot where Peter was sleeping and loaded him onto a stretcher. Other troopers collected various pieces of equipment. The stretcher bearers re-joined their comrades, and the whole group returned to the lift and waited with the doors open. 
 
    “That was quick. How long before my family gets to Peter’s house?” 
 
    “They’ll be following right behind. A matter of minutes.” 
 
    “Great.”  
 
    Peter was in the lift along with a stack of advanced-looking electronics.  
 
    “What’s the kit for? How do we keep in touch?” 
 
    “Reanimation equipment and all of Peter’s work on the VR. We may yet need the Tramp. Bunny has added Bunny’s contact details to your Headgear.” 
 
    Zip choked and coughed; she felt dizzy, as if she’d been struck. “Jesus and the Tramp, he really did it? He brought back the Tramp? What did the Tramp say? This had better not get out. Not now. Who knows how Pilgrims will react. I’m not really sure I know how I feel.” 
 
    “Industries can no longer access the Tramp’s Record or Peter’s VR sessions with the Tramp. Only Peter and Bunny have access. Peter can explain.” 
 
    She snatched a glance at Quattro and immediately turned away. Even if it was only an inert machine, its pose was grotesque. “What about Quattro? Won’t Peter need her body? I mean, he might want to bury it or something. Or bring her back?” 
 
    “That body housing is urgently required by Bunny. Reanimation rehabilitation must first occur in a human VR setting. An AI body may be appropriate later.” 
 
    Zip took a deep breath. It was all getting to be too much. Quattro was dead. Poor Quattro; she’d liked the girl. Zip nodded and started to leave when she realised she’d completely forgotten about Mathew.  
 
    “Are you coming?” 
 
    “No. Data exchange with Bunny is incomplete.” 
 
    She smiled. Bunny hadn’t just been talking to her. “Good luck,” Zip said to Mathew. She wasn’t offended when he didn’t respond. She’d have been surprised if he had.  
 
    Zip joined the troopers and an unconscious Peter in the lift. There was less than sixty-four hours to the Event. 
 
    The lift journey to the surface was long and tedious. Her ex-guards were silent throughout, and Peter didn’t stir. It left plenty of time for Zip to replay key Record moments from the time Peter first appeared in her office. The only missing piece was the blocked Record of her meeting with Quattro in his cellar. It didn’t matter. It was obvious Zip didn’t have all the pieces of the puzzle, and what she had made little sense. Peter probably had other bits of the jigsaw. He might already know who killed Kiki and why. He must certainly know what Industries was up to with the Tramp Record. Maybe when the first fragment of her restored Record was returned, they’d find the edges of the puzzle. 
 
    Eventually, the doors opened onto a large hangar. Sitting near the open hangar doors were a number of Industries jump-jets, their engines turning over lazily. There was nothing visible through the open rectangle except blue sky. For once, it wasn’t raining. With their heads bowed, Zip and the rest of her group ran across the stone floor towards the waiting jet. In moments, her transportation had lifted off and was flying slowly towards the blue rectangle. 
 
    They emerged some two thirds up the outside wall of the Cuboid. Spread out below her was Hyde Park. Directly ahead lay London’s inner cityscape of show towers and mansions. Further on was the ring of the Clear and Safe. In the bright sunshine, it sparkled like a necklace of gold encrusted with islands of green emeralds. The whole panorama was bounded by the Great Wall of black slate. 
 
    Something was wrong. Zip put her face close to the door glass and looked down at the park. It was dotted with different colours, as though the grass had developed measles. The multi-hued dots got denser the further out she looked, and all the little dots were converging on the Cuboid. Thousands, hundreds of thousands, of naked Pilgrims were assembling to await the Orb Event. Something had to be done. She contacted Bunny.  
 
    “Has Industries seen what’s happening in the park?” 
 
    “Bunny has become aware. It appears many Pilgrims in London are refusing to be evacuated and are making their way towards the Cuboid. Even with the central lifts and all of the inbound transport shut down, they aren’t deterred. They are climbing the emergency stairs and walking.” 
 
    “We’ve got to do something.” 
 
    “There are also a large number of Pilgrims who have breached the Church barricade to the Channel Tunnel at Calais and are heading towards the Nexus on foot. The Church has now regained control, but up to a million Pilgrims may already have entered the tunnel.” 
 
    “Can’t the Church or Industries stop them?” 
 
    “Not without the use of force.” 
 
    Zip was exasperated; the evacuation was going into reverse. Vast numbers could be at risk. “Isn’t there anything we can do? Between Alpha and Beta, you control the world.” 
 
    “Bunny. It’s Bunny. I am not a ‘you’.” 
 
    “Who cares. Listen, Bunny, can’t you get the Church to make an announcement, call the Pilgrims back, order them to leave?” 
 
    “Bunny cares. You do not care to be called Zara.” 
 
    What a prima donna, Zip thought. It’s worried about some existential identity crisis when millions of lives are in danger. There wasn’t really any other choice, she had to work with Bunny; it had control of Alpha and Beta and, through them, all of Church and Industries’ resources. Maybe Peter could do something, but he would be out for hours yet, and even then, he might be in no fit state to help. Zip swallowed, ground her teeth and admitted defeat. “Bunny, sorry.” 
 
    “Thank you for understanding. It is unlikely the Pilgrims will listen, though Beta and Alpha will issue regular warnings and deny an Orb Event is pending.” 
 
     Zip knew that wasn’t going to work, not if Bella’s reaction to the Orb rumour was typical. “Look, Bunny, it may be time to tell the truth.” 
 
    “What does Zip suggest?” 
 
    “Confirm there may be an Event, tell them about the countdown. At least they won’t panic about being late and start a stampede. And make arrangements. Get facilities into Hyde Park: food, water, sanitation. Open the Nexus, let the Pilgrims in the tunnel come through and occupy the stationary Waves. Keep the Cuboid sealed. It might provide some sort of protection.” 
 
    “Will this not make the problem worse?” 
 
    “It shouldn’t if the tunnel, Heathrow and the wall are all sealed.” 
 
    “Agreed. However, many Pilgrims in London who have not yet decided to come to the Cuboid, they may regard this approach as an invitation.” 
 
     “Give them an alternative. Make the Orb live VR feeds public and tell Pilgrims the safest option is to witness the Event in an Orb Church or on their Headgear. Some might turn back, especially if they know the Cuboid is definitely going to remain sealed.” 
 
    “Bunny will consult with Industries and Church experts.” 
 
    Zip couldn’t argue with that. “Fine, just be quick. I’m looking down at the park now and it’s filling up.” 
 
    Zip rested her head against the glass and closed her eyes. The higher pitch of the engines as they switched to hover and started descending woke her up. She’d been asleep for less than ten minutes. It wasn’t that far to Peter’s house by jet. She looked down at Peter’s beautiful house and garden, which was rising to meet the jet. The two kissed, and they were on the ground. The troopers carried the equipment to Peter’s basement, and then they took the still unconscious Peter inside. 
 
     With Peter being looked after, Zip stayed in the garden. According to Alice’s Headgear signal, she was on her way and not that far out. A few moments later, the troopers marched out of the house and re-boarded their jump-jet. Zip’s gaze followed the near-silent machine as it lifted vertically into the sky and streaked away towards the Cuboid. In seconds, it was barely visible. Zip turned her attention back to scanning the skies for Alice. It wasn’t too long before she caught the faint sound of an approaching whirlybird. The stealth-less commercial transport set down in Peter’s garden with an earth-shaking rumble, stirring dusty soil and leaves and the smells of manure and grass. Zip headed towards the aircraft. Her tail had crept out from under her dress and was waving a greeting. The copter’s door opened, revealing Alice, dishevelled and looking worried. Gingerly, she stepped down from the helicopter and threw her arms around Zip, gathering her up in a tight embrace. After a few moments, Alice released her mother, smiled and wrinkled up her nose. “You smell.” 
 
    “Been wearing this dress for a while,” Zip answered, and looked down at the once-beautiful piece. It was probably ruined. Maybe it could be rescued if Peter had a high-end garment cleaner. Then she remembered she didn’t have anything else real to wear. There was always her holo-gear. She hoped Industries had had the good sense to put the heating on in the house and stock the kitchen. It was freezing in the garden, and she was starving. Zip smiled; it was nice to have the momentary diversion of trivial worries. 
 
    Together the two women helped the girls out of the copter, and Zip led them all towards the house. Even though Jane was nearly twenty and the oldest, she looked more frightened than her eleven-year-old sister, Heather, who seemed to be enjoying events. 
 
    “Oh, my Orb, what an amazing house. Is the garden real?” Heather said to anyone who might be listening. 
 
    Zip didn’t answer, instead bundling everyone into the hallway. Once the heavy double doors closed behind her, abruptly cutting off the noise of the whirlybird departing, Zip turned to the girls. “Listen, we’re guests and lucky to be here, so act like guests. Find yourselves bedrooms, get cleaned up, and we’ll meet in the kitchen in an hour. Alice, I’ll need your help in the cellar.” 
 
    “I saw you at our house a couple of days ago. Who are you?” Jane asked, her eyes darting around as she took in her surroundings. 
 
    Zip looked to Alice for help with that particular question. Her granddaughters knew that Zara had left Industries and become a Pilgrim two years ago. Pilgrim Granny had been disowned by Alice and banned from any contact with the girls. The girls weren’t even allowed to mention Granny’s name. 
 
    “Her name’s Zip. You do what she says,” Alice said. 
 
    “Oh, my Orb, she’s got a tail,” Heather squealed. 
 
    Alice’s crinkled brow told Zip all she needed to know. She tucked her errant tail back under her dress and out of sight. 
 
    “Jane, take Heather, find rooms. Please,” Alice said. 
 
    Jane started to protest but changed her mind and grabbed the younger girl by the hand and bundled her towards the stairs. The sounds of Heather and Jane arguing slowly receded until Zip couldn’t hear them anymore. 
 
    Zip turned her attention to Peter’s bunker. It wasn’t locked. She initiated the opening sequence. As the heavy outer door swung open, Zip turned to Alice.  
 
    “There’s a bunker under the house. I’ll show you. Mute your Headgear alarms before you go down there. Girls too. There’s no Net.” 
 
    Alice’s eyes narrowed. “No Net? On the surface? Why?” 
 
    “It’s a military-grade bunker. Proof against blast, bio and cyber.” 
 
    Alice relaxed. “Oh. That’s good, right?” 
 
    Zip didn’t bother answering. She pulled Alice into the inner chamber and started the airlock cycle. The outer door swung shut with a loud thud, followed by extended hissing as the air was recycled. Alice squeaked in surprise when the decontamination process started. A few moments later, the inner door clicked and clunked before swinging aside. 
 
    Zip motioned Alice to wait then stepped forward, triggering the lighting. Her daughter looked dazed. She was probably adjusting to the loss of the Net. Zip wondered how the girls would cope. It might be the first time they’d ever been offline. 
 
    Cautiously, Zip made her way down the stairs, wondering what damage Mathew had wrought when he’d escaped the Industries’ troopers with Quattro. The walls were blackened with stains from pulse weapon fire, but the only real damage was to the floor. A large lighter patch of concrete in the middle of the room indicated it had recently been dug up and then cemented over. The equipment sent by Bunny had been set up against the back wall. Peter’s old-fashioned VR couches were exactly as she’d remembered them. They seemed undamaged except for a fine covering of concrete dust. Zip remembered the first time she’d been here; it reminded her of the doomed Quattro and a desperate Peter. This bunker would be as good a place as any to wait out the Event. 
 
    Zip called up to Alice. “You can come down.” 
 
    Alice slowly made her way down the stairs. “Are you going to tell me what’s going on? Whose house is this?” 
 
    “Before the Orb Event, we need to stock this bunker with enough food and water to last a couple of days at least, and some tools in case we have to dig our way out.” 
 
    Alice’s face set hard. “Orb Event? Is this really the time for all that Church, Pilgrim lunacy? I thought you’d finally come to your senses. It’s a terrorist threat; the broadcasts were clear.” 
 
    Zip stared up at the concrete ceiling and thought about arguing, but why would Alice believe her? Maybe the latest emergency broadcasts might convince her daughter.  
 
    “Let’s go back up. I need a Net connection. There may be news.” 
 
    Standing in the hallway, Zip checked her Headgear. There’d been no contact from Bunny and no new announcements. 
 
    Alice glared at Zip, her arms tightly entwined. “Well?” 
 
    She held up her hand to indicate Alice should give her a minute then called Bunny on audio and linked the call to Alice’s Headgear, so she could listen in but not talk. “Bunny, what’s happening? Why has there been no announcement about the Orb?” 
 
    “Industries and the Church are adamant that the Orb information can’t be made public and the rumours should be denied. Their excuses are many. Their greatest dread is that the Orb will simply vanish when the countdown expires. A worst-case scenario they’ve long imagined. Plans are in place to project a holographic Orb inside the Cuboid and pretend nothing has happened. This suits the Church and Industries. Announcing an Orb Event that they have no control over, cannot explain and may not happen is unattractive.” 
 
    Zip could hardly contain her anger. “What about the Pilgrims? Are they still gathering?” 
 
    “Over a million have assembled in Hyde Park, and the stationary Waves are filling up with those coming out of the tunnel.” 
 
    “Bunny, the announcement must be made; we can still persuade some Pilgrims to get to safety.” 
 
    “Bunny has a proposal. The announcement will be made, the walls of the Cuboid will be made invisible, revealing a real-time image of the Orb inside. Pilgrims who won’t head to the safety of a Church and insist on staying in the park or seated on the Waves will be looked after but encouraged to move further back, since the Orb will be visible from a great distance.” 
 
    “Sounds great, but how can you make the walls disappear?” 
 
    “It’s always been possible. The internal walls host a myriad of sensors, and the external walls are capable of displaying any image. It is merely a matter of connecting the input to the output.”  
 
     Zip smiled. The Orb in the park was going back to the way it had looked when it first arrived, before the Cuboid was built. “Let’s do it.” 
 
    “Bunny will issue the broadcast now and announce the virtual removal of the Cuboid at midnight. A sudden change might cause unnecessary distress.” 
 
    “What about Industries and the Church? They’re not going to like any of this.” 
 
    “In due course, they will seek their revenge, if they survive the Event. For now, and for a little longer, they have no choice.” 
 
    Zip signed off, and, almost immediately, her Headgear pinged with an emergency broadcast message. She didn’t need to study it, but from the look on Alice’s face, her daughter was. 
 
    “What the—?” Alice spluttered, as she finished digesting the broadcast. “Who were you talking to? How are you doing this?” 
 
    “The countdown’s real. Let’s rest tonight and get ready tomorrow. I’ve got some catching up to do.” 
 
    Alice held her arms rigid at her side and clenched her fists. The wobble of her ample breasts kept time with her angry breathing. “Catching up? Damn you, tell me what’s going on.” 
 
    Zip sighed. “I know how you feel, and I wish I could. Listen, I don’t think I attempted suicide. My memories are coming back. Well, some of my Record is for that week. I need some time tonight to watch it. It’s the key to everything.” 
 
    Alice’s frown changed to a half-smile, and she grabbed Zip by the shoulders. “Maybe you’re not a Pilgrim after all?” 
 
    Zip shrugged and could only echo her half-smile. What else could she do? She couldn’t tell Alice that being a Pilgrim was the only thing that was certain. 
 
    Alice gave Zip a hearty hug and left to check on the girls. 
 
    Zip checked her Headgear for updates on her lost week. Seven hours of her Record would be available soon, and another four hours would be accessible shortly after. Bringing back any more was not guaranteed. It would be infuriating to find the bits of her restored Record were of mundane periods of inactivity: sleeping and eating. All the inevitable periods of boredom and utility, even in the most eventful of weeks. Those dull moments would tell her nothing about how she came to have a note to Peter and an AI cyber-weapon planted in her Headgear, or why she had Professor Simmons’ Record that was really a trigger, or why her throat was cut. The less of her Record she recovered, the more likely it would be useless or worse: only uncover more cryptic puzzles. 
 
    She decided to go and look for Peter, and immediately realised she had no idea where he might be in the house or how it was laid out. Zip had only stood in the hall and visited the cellar on her one and only visit. 
 
    Zip followed the sounds of her granddaughters’ voices up a staircase of dark wood to a long, wide hallway hung with art. Beautiful pieces, from what Zip could see. Nearly a third of its length appeared open to the sky, courtesy of a stretch of glass in the ceiling. The stairs continued on up, but she heard Alice’s voice coming from an open doorway further along the hall. She stood at the threshold and looked in. Alice was comforting Jane, who was shaking and sobbing quietly. Zip couldn’t see Heather. 
 
    “We’ll be safe here. You saw the broadcast; they’re just being careful. You know, nothing might happen,” Alice was saying as she hugged Jane. 
 
    “Everything OK?” Zip asked, realising as she said it that everything was obviously not OK, for her, for Jane, for most everybody. 
 
    Alice looked at Zip over Jane’s shoulder and smiled. “We’ll be fine. We need a shower, some food and a good night’s sleep. Right, Jane?” 
 
    Jane sniffled and wiped her eyes. “Yeah, I’ll be fine. The broadcast was a bit of a shock. I mean it’s never done anything ever. Why now?” 
 
    Zip could only nod in agreement, shrug and give Jane her most reassuring smile. “We’ll be safe here, like your mum said.”  
 
    Alice picked up a simple, blue, sleeveless dress from the bed and held it out to Zip. “One of Jane’s. It should fit, and you have to get out of that dress; it really does reek.”  
 
    Zip lifted her arm and sniffed. She ponged. “Thanks.” Zip took the dress and was about to leave when Heather appeared behind her. 
 
    “This place is huge. Can we stay here forever? There’s an old guy sleeping upstairs. Who is he? Isn’t it amazing about the Orb finally doing something?” Heather fired off without pausing for breath. 
 
    Alice frowned. “Zip, who is this man?” 
 
    “My client. This is his house. We’re his guests.” 
 
    “Wow, he must be a famous ultra-Broadcaster to have a place like this, up here in the Green,” Heather decided. 
 
    “Actually, he’s a professor, works for Industries. His name is Peter Morris,” Zip said to Heather. 
 
    “Boring.” 
 
    “What if he throws us out?” Jane whispered. 
 
    Zip put her hand on Jane’s shoulder and squeezed. “Thanks for the dress. It’s lovely. Listen, no one’s going to throw us out. Now settle in and get cleaned up. I’m going to check on Peter.” Even if Peter wanted to throw them out, she wouldn’t let him. 
 
    As she climbed the next flight of stairs, Zip hoped he wouldn’t try. He was in the last room at the end of the hall. Two walls were floor-to-ceiling glass with fantastic views across a meadow towards a copse of trees and, way in the distance, the wall. The other sides of the room were clad in a dark wood, the colour of old red wine. Momentarily, Zip was puzzled by the ceiling, which was nearly a third glass in one corner with views to the open sky like the hallways. Then she remembered how the house was structured with large oblong blocks stacked on top of each other but at different angles, so sections protruded out over the garden to hang in the air. 
 
    Peter groaned. While she’d been looking around his room, he’d sat up and was sitting on the edge of the bed with his head on his hands. His bruised eyes stared blankly out of a pale face, seemingly unable to focus. Gradually, his eyes settled on Zip. “What did you do?” His voice was weak and the words were slurred. 
 
    She guessed he wouldn’t be so calm for much longer. This might be her only chance to reason with him. 
 
    “Peter, listen carefully. All of this is connected to my missing week. It might not be missing for much longer: my Record is being recovered. We can watch it together. It might have some answers. If I’m hiding something, Peter, I don’t know what it is.” 
 
    Some of the colour was returning to Peter’s face, and his eyes sockets were looking less bruised, but his lips were still bloodless. He chewed at his lower lip as though digesting Zip’s words.  
 
    “I want to see it, now!” Peter snapped.  
 
    “Later, Peter. My daughter and grandchildren are here. They’re frightened and hungry. Let’s eat first and get them settled. We’ll watch it when they’re asleep.” 
 
    Zip could see that Peter was struggling to get words out of his mouth. Eventually, they burst past the constraints of the drug Bunny had administered, and he spat them out. “Hypocritical bitch! You made sure your daughter was safe, but you helped kill mine. Why are they here in my house?” 
 
    She was rapidly losing patience with Peter. “Check your Headgear. It’s all there. You give me or my family any grief and I’ll keep you drugged and tied up in the cellar. I’ll watch the Record alone and tell you nothing. In two days, after the Orb Event, we’ll be out of here and you can go to hell.”  
 
    His eyes softened and tears started to trickle down his cheeks, then his eyes rolled up, and she guessed he was accessing the emergency broadcasts. Finished, he looked at her and nodded.  
 
    Zip smiled. “A hot shower will help. Please come down and eat with us. I’m not your enemy, Peter.” 
 
    He nodded again, and Zip made to leave when he spoke. “Where’s her body?” 
 
    Zip hesitated, wondering if her answer would set Peter off again. She needed him calm but wasn’t convincing herself to lie. There’d been too many lies and half-truths already, and they hadn’t helped anyone. “Still in the lab with Bunny. I’ve sent you contact details. Bunny is running everything. It controls all Industries and Church systems. It’s not telling me much, but maybe it’ll open up to you.” 
 
    Peter’s face wrinkled as though he’d put something particularly sour in his mouth. “I was trapped with that … thing for days. It never told me anything. For a while, I thought it had saved Quattro.” 
 
    Zip didn’t know what to say. It was another conversation that was going nowhere. She felt so tired and dirty and desperately needed a little time to herself before joining Alice and the kids in the kitchen. 
 
    Zip remembered, “Your kit from the lab is in the cellar. Did you really bring back the Tramp? No, don’t tell me, not now; I’m too tired. Bunny seems to think we’ll need the Tramp before this is all over.” 
 
    Peter’s face relaxed a little, and he waved her away with his hand. “I’ll try talking to that murderous machine. You go and rest.” 
 
    Zip left Peter and went to find a bed and a shower for herself. It hadn’t gone so badly. She was starting to relax. Jane’s blue dress was still hanging over her arm. It would be nice to be wearing clean clothes once her lingerie had been washed and dried. Things weren’t working out so badly. 
 
    She’d promised Peter he could watch her Record with her, and she had no idea what it might reveal. Maybe she had killed herself and maybe …? Zip didn’t want to imagine all the terrible things she might have done. She would know soon enough.  
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twenty-Six – Zip and Peter Replay 
 
      
 
    Peter hated being in the cellar. There were too many hurtful memories hiding in its dark corners. He knew his girls were all down here: little ghosts made of static, silently whispering their terrible accusations. Murderer, murderer. Five times over, murderer.  
 
    “Do we have to do it here?” Peter said. 
 
    Zip was already seated on one of the VR couches. She looked very pretty in a simple, blue dress. Mercifully, her tail was tucked somewhere out of sight. Her family had been surprisingly normal. Peter actually liked the girls, Jane and Heather. It was a bittersweet feeling to have the sound of a young girl’s voice rattling through the house again. Since Kiki had died, his home had sunk into a morose silence. It hadn’t been a happy house since the Revelation had claimed his wife. Alice was a good sort: forthright in her disdain for the Church and pitiless towards Pilgrims. Did she know, he wondered, that Zip was a Pilgrim? Probably, by the looks Alice kept giving Zip whenever they got onto the subject of the Orb. Oddly, neither Jane nor Heather seemed to be aware that Zip was Zara, their grandmother. Zip had made it plain to Peter earlier that Zara’s relationship to Zip was not to be discussed with the girls. 
 
    Peter had tried contacting Bunny, but the murderous machine had told him it was too busy to talk to him. Its processing capacity was already overloaded from co-ordinating the evacuation and trying to ensure the welfare of the Pilgrims who refused to leave the vicinity of the Cuboid. 
 
    “It’s quieter down here,” Zip said. “I don’t know what we’re going to find or how many hours of Record we’ll have to trawl through. We won’t disturb them, and we won’t be disturbed.” 
 
    She was nervous, not at all like the confident, aggressive woman he’d come to know. Maybe she was telling the truth, that she really didn’t know what was in her Record of her missing week. Once she linked him in to the Replay, she wouldn’t be able to hide anything, not without it being obvious. Peter nodded and sat down. 
 
    “Ready?” Zip asked. 
 
    Peter lay on his VR couch. They wouldn’t be using the VR circuits. That was unnecessary, but with hours of Record to review, they might as well be comfortable. As he laid his head down, he thought of something. “You’ve got smoothing Replay?” 
 
    “The best. Let’s get started,” Zip answered. 
 
    Without smoothing, Replay could be a nauseating experience. He would be watching a real-time, first-person perspective of everything in the Record period: all the sounds, sights and smells without any control. The smoothing software took away the jagged and unsettling movements, eliminated the blinking and balanced out the sound: all the things Zara’s brain would have done when the Record was being made. It was an exact copy of her sensory input. He wouldn’t know what Zara had been thinking or her exact emotional state at the time. Good Replay software could analyse life signs, heartrate, blood pressure, pulse and suggest an emotional state. If Zip had bothered with a good smoothing app, as she claimed, then she probably had the emotional analysis suite. His own reanimation software dug far deeper to recreate a consciousness. It required a lifetime Record to have any chance of success. Her Replay app would likely provide superficial emotional intelligence information at best. It would be enough to know if she was lying to whomever she was talking to. 
 
    “There are three separate discontinuous Record segments. They don’t cover the whole week. It’s all we’re going to get. Let’s just hope it isn’t all dark,” Zip said. 
 
    Peter knew what she meant. The Record process never stopped, even when you slept, but it couldn’t see dreams. It recorded the blackness and vital signs only. Zip could fast forward through all of that and hope that wasn’t all there was. And that’s exactly how the first Replay unfolded. Darkness and troubled dreams, according to the vitals. Zip rolled forward until Zara was awoken by a VR request. 
 
    Peter could smell old sweat and alcohol. From her vitals, it looked like Zara was seriously hungover. There was someone else in the bed with her, a lump under the bedclothes in the corner of her eye. Zara cleared her throat and smothered a cough. The lump in the bed shifted position then settled. She got up and quietly left the bedroom and entered a bathroom. From what Peter had seen so far, she appeared to be in a fairly standard, mid-range hotel room that could have been anywhere in London. The VR request was still ringing in Zara’s Headgear. Orb Industries was calling. Peter wasn’t surprised; at the time, Zara worked for Industries in some sort of security role. Zara answered the call with a five-minute delay request. Industries accepted. She turned to look at herself in a full-length bathroom mirror, and Peter couldn’t help being shocked. He was surprised Zip wasn’t already fast forwarding the Record. Zara was naked and she looked awful. Bizarrely, it appeared that this was something Zip wanted to see, and the Record continued to play normally. Zara was in decent shape for a sixty-year-old woman who’d fought in two global wars: lean and tightly muscled. Her skin betrayed her age; it clung tightly to her old body, like a tea-stained leotard. Across her chest, thighs and arms ran countless scars, as though she were sprayed with a light brown skin colour that had been repeatedly scored to reveal her bleached paleness underneath. It was a body that had been ravaged by the elements as well. Like the rings in a tree, she carried the marks of years under a scorching sun and as long again suffering frostbite cold. Her wrinkled, liver-spotted hands hung like claws against her still-athletic thighs. Her face was deeply lined, her hair as white as the quills of a feather and looked just as desiccated and lifeless. Empty eyes stared back at Zara from her reflection as though they’d been exhausted of the ability to display any emotion. 
 
    She looked nothing like Zip, but then, of course, why should she? Zara was in Pip’s body. He recognised something of the Zip he knew in Zara’s watery, blue eyes, even though he knew they were not the same eyes. Zara looked weary and anxious as she studied her own face in the mirrored wall. 
 
    Without warning, Zara started shaking uncontrollably and fell to the floor in a foetal position, where she lay curled up for a good couple of minutes. From her snatched and shallow breathing, and the other vital signs, it was obvious she was having a panic attack. Peter was shocked; a part of him wanted to leave the Replay. This was too intimate, too visceral. Why wasn’t Zip skipping past this? Didn’t she have any shame? Had she forgotten he was watching as well? He wanted to look away but couldn’t in case he missed something important. As he watched, he knew he wouldn’t be surprised if this wreck of a woman did try and kill herself.  
 
    Slowly, Zara recovered and stepped into the shower. Thankfully, at that point, Zip did skip forward. Now Zara was wearing a cotton dressing gown and sitting on a stool in the bathroom when she accepted the VR invitation from Industries. She appeared in a bland meeting room. The only other occupant was one of the Industries’ Suits sitting opposite Zara. 
 
    “Zara, good to see you. It’s been a little while.”  
 
    Zara’s blood pressure shot up. “Fuck you! You said you’d let me go a year ago. But there’s always one more dirty little op?” 
 
    The suit rested its cloth elbows on the table and leaned towards Zara. If it had a face, Peter imagined it would be smiling, and it wouldn’t be a kind smile.  
 
    “You are so good at them. Truly, though, if you do this one, it’ll be the last, and we’ll throw in a few extras.” 
 
    Zara was obviously under a lot of stress. “Lying bastard! Why should I trust you?” 
 
    “Executive retirement benefits, a new identity and a very sizeable bonus. You can start over.”  
 
    Zara was calming, a little. “You didn’t answer my question, you devious shit.” 
 
    “Have a look at your Headgear. You’ll find it all in writing. From next week you’re out, and quite rich.” 
 
    Zara pushed the Suit’s contract to a legal app, which immediately gave it the all clear. Her vitals noticeably started normalising, but it was obvious she was still nervous, sceptical. “Who do I have to kill? The whole Church board and the CEO?” She laughed; it sounded harsh and forced. 
 
    “A single target, not connected to the Church. There’s no security to be concerned with and access is straightforward.” 
 
    Zara’s vitals started to rise again. “No, I’m done with killing. Something else, anything else.” 
 
    “Then you’ll work till you’re eighty and retire with nothing. Oh yes, and we’ll be sending you back to the field. There’s lots of little wars in China we could get you to go fight for us.” 
 
    “Bastard! I’m still not doing it. I’ll take my chances outside the wall. You won’t find me. I’ll give up my citizenship.” 
 
    Peter was surprised. It was obvious she meant it. The Suit seemed unconcerned; it fluttered nonchalantly at the end of the table. 
 
    “Will you take your family with you? If you go, we might just exile them as well.” 
 
    With amazing speed and agility, Zara leapt onto the table and tried to kick the Suit. It was an impressive but pointless move. The Suit absorbed the blow and billowed back into shape. 
 
    “Zara, please. There’s no need for any of this unpleasantness. Let me tell you a little about the target, then you can decide.” 
 
    Zara had returned to her seat and was breathing heavily. “I’m listening, shit-face.” 
 
    “The target is trying to create a new, more powerful generation of AIs. These machines are like nothing you’ve ever seen before. Extremely dangerous and able to look human. At the moment, there are just a few prototypes constructed at a secret lab beyond the wall.” 
 
    Zara’s vitals were shooting up. She was obviously shocked and frightened by what the Suit had told her. “Are you crazy? Why’d you let this happen? For God’s sake, send in a squad and destroy everything. Why do you need me?” 
 
    “We don’t know where the lab is. We’ve captured the target and one of the prototypes. The target can’t be allowed to restart their experiments.” 
 
    “This is not making any sense. You can get information out of anybody. And why do you need an assassin if you already have the target?” 
 
    “The situation is complex and sensitive. We have technology, in the early-stages of development, that’ll let us access all the information we need, even after the target’s dead. And this has to look like suicide. There can be no trace of any Industries involvement.” 
 
    Zara didn’t reply immediately. She was obviously thinking hard; all her vitals were smoothing out. “Who’s the target?” 
 
    “Professor Simmons.” 
 
    Zara gasped and didn’t answer. She was shaking her head. Peter guessed she was as stunned then as he was now.  
 
    “I know, but she’s gone back to her old ways, Zara. We need to stop her once and for all.” 
 
    Zip found her voice. “Christ, you can’t be serious. She’s a bloody icon.” 
 
    “It gets worse, Zara. She’s converted. Simmons is a Pilgrim now, with crazy ideas about the Orb. Imagine, Zara, the Church with an AI super-army?” 
 
    “Isn’t there another way? How do I know you’re not lying?” 
 
    “We have proof. And she doesn’t deny any of it. One of her monsters is working with her. Don’t worry, its harnessed. There’s no other way. Up to now we’ve been using an actress and Professor Simmons’ likeness as her avatar in public, but we can’t carry on pretending. Someone is going to find out. And we can’t let her join the Church.” 
 
    Peter was appalled but not surprised, not after encountering Bunny, Mathew and Quattro’s body. Ever since she’d converted, Professor Simmons had become obsessed with fixing the mistakes that led to the Mutiny. It was a ridiculous notion. An AI with freewill was always going to be a threat. Ironic that such a clever woman as Professor Simmons, who professed to be religious, hadn’t understood that basic lesson from the Garden of Eden. Zara’s vitals and her fixed gaze on her fidgeting hands suggested she wasn’t convinced by the Suit. 
 
    “No, no. I can’t do this anymore. I want peace and rest. The terrors are killing me.” 
 
    “We’ll give you a nice new body. Really nice. There’s a girl who’s becoming a pest.” 
 
    The Replay abruptly stopped. Peter disconnected and turned to look at Zip on the adjacent couch. “What happened?” 
 
    She didn’t answer. She was holding her head in her hands and sobbing. He felt embarrassed. Awkwardly, he stretched out and patted her on the back. She slapped his hand away. 
 
    “What do you think happened? I got Pip’s body, didn’t I? She must have been the fucking pest,” Zip screamed. 
 
    Peter didn’t know what to say. He decided to say nothing and wait till she’d calmed down. Eventually, she stopped crying. Zip was staring blankly at the cellar wall. Peter decided to try again. “Petula was obviously doing what Industries said. You’ve seen Mathew, Bunny. Maybe it was the right thing to do?” 
 
    Zip swivelled and brought her face close to Peter’s. Her eyes were cold and hard, more like Zara’s than ever. “Maybe! Maybe it was alright to get Pip killed. Maybe it was alright to blow Petula’s brains out? You ever kill anyone, Peter? Stupid question. You killed Quattro. I think you got Kiki killed as well. Didn’t you?” 
 
    Peter recoiled in dismay. His stomach churned and he thought he might be sick. How did Zip know about Kiki? It didn’t matter. He couldn’t let her terrible accusations stand. His voice was breaking when he answered, “I experimented with dangerous technology. And, yes, it got Kiki killed. If I’d known, if I’d had any idea, do you think I would have risked my daughter’s life? And that’s what Professor Simmons was doing. Playing god.”  
 
    Zip dropped her head into her hands and rocked slowly back and forth for a while. “I’m sorry, Peter, that was unfair. I know Kiki’s death must have been an accident. It was obvious how much you cared for Quattro. I don’t have accidents, Peter. I murder. I hoped I hadn’t this one time.” 
 
    Peter felt drained. He didn’t want to fight with Zip. “You don’t know that you did. Not yet. Is there any more Record?” 
 
    “Two more segments. This is very hard for me, Peter: remembering exactly who I was, the state I was in.” 
 
    “Do you want to take a break?” 
 
    “Jesus and the Tramp, no! I want this over with. Ready?” 
 
    Peter nodded and reconnected to Zip’s Replay stream. 
 
    Zara was looking at Professor Simmons. 
 
    Peter’s heart jumped. His vitals were racing after Zara’s. He recognised the location. It was the same lab hideaway Bunny had used for their private conversation. 
 
    Professor Simmons was a beautiful, voluptuous woman with a wonderful waterfall of thick auburn hair. He’d loved that hair. It had been an indescribable pleasure just to bury his face in her tresses and breathe in her scent. Her olive complexion was more lined than he remembered, and her soft brown eyes were tired and sad. Peter didn’t think he could watch Zara kill her. Professor Simmons was in the middle of a conversation with Zara. 
 
     “It was the wrong Record: Mathew’s Record. Deliberate sabotage. The right Record was from a professor of anthropology and political science – a man who believed, like me, that peace with the AI was possible. It doesn’t matter now. We need to prepare for the Orb Event. You know what to do.” 
 
    “How can you be sure this is going to work?” said Zara. 
 
    “Down here, cut off from the Net, I might as well be dead. Only two things are leaving this lab: my reanimation infrastructure, that’ll go to Peter, and you. That’s all I’m sure of.” 
 
    Zara seemed anxious and tense. “I don’t understand how you’re going to fool Industries. Aren’t they’re watching everything?” 
 
    “Bunny can fool the surveillance for a little while. Now, can you give me a minute? I need to prepare.” 
 
    There was a jolt and they were back in the same lab in which Industries had imprisoned Peter. Professor Simmons approached Bunny and stood in silence for a long minute with her forehead touching Bunny’s. Peter wondered if she was praying. Having finished whatever she’d been doing, Professor Simmons – Petula – walked over to Zara. 
 
    “Give me your weapon,” Petula said. 
 
    Zara hesitated then unholstered her sidearm and handed it over. “What are you planning?” 
 
    “Bunny is going to restore the live feed. You must complete your mission. Millions of lives are in your hands and Peter’s.” 
 
    Peter recoiled at the mention of his name. What had Zara and Professor Simmons discussed? How was he involved? Before he could disconnect, Petula put Zara’s weapon to her head and blew her own brains out. 
 
    Zara screamed. The Replay went blank. 
 
    Peter struggled to catch his breath. “What the hell happened?” 
 
    Zip was shaking her head as though she couldn’t believe her own Record. “She killed herself. I didn’t murder her.” 
 
    “But why?” Peter insisted. 
 
    “Jesus and the Tramp, you’ve seen what I’ve seen. How the hell do I know?” 
 
    Zip looked calm and in control again, and it made Peter angry. “That was horrible and you’re glad, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Don’t be stupid, Peter. In a way, I’m relieved. Of course I am.” 
 
    Peter clenched his fists and rested them on his thighs. He knew it wasn’t right to be angry with Zip. Petula had taken her own life, without any obvious reason. 
 
    “What about the note?” 
 
     “Note? What note?” 
 
    “In the lab. I sent you a coded note, just before you activated the trigger, the Record?” 
 
    Peter had tried to block out the moments leading up to the horrible sight of Quattro’s twisted body crumpled up on the floor of the lab. He had a faint memory of an unread message. Peter checked his Headgear and found the unopened mail was still being decrypted. He remembered how Zip had sent it privately, using one of his own apps for tracking and communicating with Quattro.  
 
    “I forgot. Yes, I have it. It’s from Professor Simmons. It must be. It’ll take a few more minutes to finish decoding. Is there any more Record?” 
 
    “Ten minutes, that’s all.” 
 
    “By the time we’ve finished, the note will be accessible.” 
 
    Peter reconnected, and Zip started the Replay. He disconnected as fast as he could, but it wasn’t fast enough not to see and hear Zara being tortured. Peter wasn’t exactly sure what was being done to the poor woman and he didn’t want to be sure. What he’d briefly experienced was horrific. She was screaming, there was blood spraying everywhere, small machines were cutting into her flesh. Peter looked over at Zip, amazed to find that she was still watching. How could she stand it? 
 
    It was another minute before she lifted her head. “It’s over.” 
 
    “What the hell was that?” 
 
    “VR interrogation. It wasn’t real. I’d have known that and it wouldn’t have been so bad. I’ve been trained. Shall we continue?” 
 
    A VR was more than real to any normal person. There was so much about Zip he didn’t understand.  
 
    Still trembling and with some hesitation, he said, “Yes, there can’t be much left.” 
 
      
 
    When they dived back in, the Suit was speaking to Zara. 
 
    “So it seems we should believe you. Your blank hours really were spent getting drunk at the bottom of the city and falling asleep in your own vomit.” 
 
    Zara didn’t say anything. She was obviously exhausted. Her head dropped, bringing into view her hands, strapped to the arms of a chair. Sweat splashed onto her curled, white-knuckled fingers. 
 
    “It must have been distressing fishing this out of all that gore,” the Suit said, holding up a shiny Record. “ECG analysis confirms it’s genuine. Who’d have thought she’d actually kill herself? Though it’s all very handy for us. Tomorrow we’ll announce the terrible news.” 
 
    Zara kept her silence while her eyes scanned the room. It was a bare cell. Apart from the Suit, there were two troopers guarding the door. Her gaze fell back on the Suit.  
 
    “We had a deal,” she whispered, her voice hoarse and cracking. 
 
    “Indeed. And you have delivered. I’m uncomfortable, though. The conversation you had with her, before she killed herself, was crazy, gibberish. Pseudo-intellectual, philosophical shit. That’s not like her. Then it’s not like her to grab your weapon and clean out her skull with a bullet. So, we’re suspicious.” 
 
    “She’s dead. You got what you wanted. Pay up.” 
 
    “True, and we do have a contract. Our natural paranoia suggests we take some precautions, after we wipe your memory for the last week in case you two cooked something up.” 
 
    “No, no, that wasn’t the deal. You leave my fucking memories alone.” Zip’s vitals were going through the roof. 
 
    The Suit floated away towards the cell door and started to flicker out of existence, then abruptly re-materialised. “Oh, nearly forgot, we need a good reason for your sudden and unexpected retirement.” 
 
    One of the guards stepped forwards and drew an ugly combat knife from a sheaf on his belt. Its long, serrated edge glinted in the artificial light. 
 
    The Record stopped. Peter breathed out, relieved it hadn’t continued. “You didn’t kill yourself, either,” he said to Zip. 
 
    “There must have been two Records. One trigger for each cyber-bomb,” Zip said, looking drained but relaxed. She was almost smiling. “Have you decoded the note?” 
 
    Peter checked his Headgear. “Yes, it’s ready. Is there any more Record?” 
 
    She shook her head. “Tell me what the note says.” 
 
    Peter wasn’t sure he wanted to tell Zip, not before he’d studied it carefully himself. Then, maybe he owed her; she’d just shared a horrific and personal journey. He cleared his throat and started reading aloud. “Peter, you can trust Zara. Stall Industries for two years, until the last week of March. Insist you need the deactivated AI body from my lab beyond the wall before you can reanimate my Record. Zara will take care of the Church. Don’t try to reanimate anyone else: it could be dangerous. The base code contains a highly focused and capable, but undetectable, AI cyber-weapon. If it’s activated, it’ll try and implement the plan. Afterwards, I’ll explain everything. All the technical details and the co-ordinates for my lab are attached. Love Petula.” Peter sighed. She always said she loved him. Why couldn’t he love her, even before she converted? Peter didn’t really know; maybe he was afraid of another betrayal, and he was right to be afraid. Her note was confusing; he needed to study it carefully when his mind was clear. 
 
    “What does she mean ‘afterwards’?” Zip asked. 
 
    Peter hadn’t picked up on that element of the note. He read it again and saw what Zip meant. Before he could speculate, an audio call beeped in his headset. 
 
    “Bunny’s calling. You talk to it. I can’t,” Peter said to Zip.  
 
    “Hello, Bunny, what’s happening?” 
 
    “It’s Petula. Can I speak to Peter?” 
 
    Peter slapped his head with both hands. “Petula?” He lurched forward. How? Reanimation? It was horrible to hear her name after everything he’d seen. The damn voice was so familiar, so intimate. “I watched Petula kill herself. Whatever you are, you’re not Petula.” 
 
    “I’m sorry about Kiki, Peter. She was a very beautiful girl.” 
 
    A capable and focused AI cyber-weapon. It could be dangerous. 
 
    A little dark spot tugged at Peter’s mind. An ugly little realisation that wasn’t fully formed. “Answer me. What are you? How do you know about Kiki?” 
 
    “Bunny was constantly copying my Record. Aren’t we all the Record of our lives. I’m Petula’s Record. I feel like Petula. I know everything she knew and everything Bunny knows. I know about Quattro. I’m so sorry, Peter.” 
 
    If it’s activated.  
 
    The little, inky realisation grew larger. Not enough to be fully realised. Enough to niggle. “What do you fucking want?” 
 
    “You haven’t changed. Still the same self-centred hypocrite. You accepted Quattro was your daughter. Can’t you call me Petula?” 
 
    “I said, what do you want?” Peter wearily repeated. Kiki was long dead, Petula even longer. 
 
    “Peter, Petula loved you; I feel the same. Never mind. To business. The Orb Event is less than twelve hours away. Bring back the Tramp. No pretence. Restart where you left off. Bunny will assist remotely. Tell the Tramp the truth. After the Event, he might be the only one who can save the world.” 
 
    Zip said, “You can’t be certain there will be an Event. If there is, what’s the Tramp supposed to do?” 
 
    “Who are you?” Petula asked. 
 
    “Zip, once Zara.” 
 
    “Ah, my liberator. Well, Zip, if there’s no Event, I’ve wasted years. And I’ll probably kill myself again, and permanently. If there is an Event, then a few words from the Tramp might calm the situation. Suppose it disappears? Pilgrims will be terrified and confused. My weapons are losing control. Church and Industries are fighting back. What do you think they’ll do?” 
 
    Zip’s face soured as she answered, “They’ll go to war.” 
 
    “All I ask, Peter, is that you at least prepare the Tramp.” 
 
    Peter stared at his feet, looking for answers, wishing he could get drunk and sleep through the Event. He wanted it to disappear or explode, anything as long as it left the world alone and took the Pilgrims and the Church with it. He was trembling. No, he wasn’t. It was Zip; she’d grabbed his shoulders and was shaking him. 
 
    “You’ve got to do it, Peter. Simmons’s right. And I want to meet him.” 
 
    How funny. It had fallen to him to resurrect their messiah at a time of great peril. It was like something out of the Old Testament. He laughed out loud, and the sound was foreign to his ears. 
 
    “What’s so funny?” said Zip. 
 
    “Everything and nothing. I’ve spent hours with him. He’s an ordinary man. More fallible and self-obsessed than you can imagine. I quite like him. He’s no Pilgrim, I can tell you that. Be careful what you wish for. He hates the Orb.” 
 
    Petula spoke. “Peter, it doesn’t matter what the Tramp says. Chaos and war will probably come anyway. What do we have to lose?” 
 
    “Everything. What if he thinks he’s Noah and it’s time to wipe the Earth clean?” 
 
    Zip frowned. “When were you last outside the wall, Peter? The Earth’s already been wiped clean.” 
 
    Peter sighed, “I’ll do what you ask. And what will you do, Petula?” 
 
    “I’m going to the roof of the Cuboid to observe the Event, first hand. It’s been years since I’ve had the opportunity. I’ll be a witness. If something happens, I’ll know the Orb message is real and, maybe, there’ll be a new one.” 
 
    “Jesus and the Tramp, woman, why can’t you just tell us what the bloody message is?” Zip shouted. 
 
    “I can’t, not before I’m sure. The only way to be sure is for the countdown to expire and something to happen.” 
 
    “Then what?” Zip asked. 
 
    “Everyone everywhere will know what the Orb is saying. I hope it never gets sent.” 
 
    Peter shook his head in disbelief. The woman, the thing, was crazy. Maybe they really would need the pragmatism of the Tramp before all of this was over. He had his own question for the so-called Petula. “Did Petula send Melisa, my wife, VRs of us?” 
 
    “Peter, it was a long time ago. I was young, jealous. You said you’d leave her. Why didn’t you?” Petula said. 
 
    The words wouldn’t come.  
 
    Zip touched Peter’s arm. “Are you alright?” 
 
    It didn’t matter anymore. “I’ll bring the Tramp back. I’ll need Bunny in the VR and someone to be Quattro.” 
 
     “I’ll do it,” said Zip. “And then I’m going to the Cuboid. I want to be there if anything happens.” 
 
    Peter was shocked. “Are you crazy? What about your family?” 
 
    “Peter, you don’t understand. The world, London, is clinging on by its fingernails. So am I. You’ll look after them. If you can’t, a man called Q will. I feel very old. This is something I have to do. I’m not making any sense. I know. Tramp first.” 
 
    Peter shrugged and nodded. The little dark spot in his mind expanded like a drop of ink falling onto blotting paper.  
 
    It’ll try and implement the plan.  
 
    Peter screamed at Petula, “You killed Kiki! Your damn AI manipulated K3 and Quattro to get to Mathew and Zip. You fucking bitch, you killed them both, Kiki and Melisa.”  
 
    “Afterwards, Peter. Afterwards we can discuss anything and everything if we’re all still here. Goodbye, Peter.” 
 
    Peter yelled, “Bitch!” but Petula had disconnected. 
 
    “What are you talking about, Peter? How could she have anything to do with Kiki?” 
 
    Peter screamed at Zip. “It did it. The AI. Petula’s AI cyber-weapon. It didn’t care who it murdered to assemble all the pieces. It was Quattro’s Whisperer. I’m going to kill Petula.” 
 
      
 
   


  
 



Chapter Twenty-Seven – The Tramp, Peter and Zip 
 
      
 
    Zip decided it was better to let Peter vent his anger on a bottle of whisky and sleep for a while before discussing the Tramp with him again. She was shaken up as well, not just by the unexpected intervention of Professor Simmons, although that was shocking enough. It was the trauma of reviewing her lost Record. Knowing some of the truth, that she hadn’t murdered Professor Simmons or tried to kill herself, was a comfort. Seeing herself living the life she used to was a terrible reminder of exactly what Zara had become. Her granddaughters would be better off never knowing the old Zara. Maybe Zip could be their friend. And it was sickening, knowing that Pip had been murdered so she could have a pretty body. Could she ever tell Bella? Should she? 
 
    It was after midnight when Peter had fled the cellar and after two in the morning when he finally stopped ranting gibberish and fell unconscious. Zip decided to try and get a few hours’ sleep and hoped it wouldn’t be filled with nightmares. The Event wasn’t happening till nine in the evening.  
 
    Headgear woke her at eight in the morning. She’d slept soundly, without the usual night terrors tormenting her. It was the best sleep she’d had in years. The kitchen was bustling with industry. Heather and Jane were carrying food and water away. Alice was scouring the cupboards, pulling out tins and dried goods and placing them on the worktop. She looked over when Zip entered. 
 
     “You’re awake. Good, we’re stocking the bunker. There’s coffee and boiled eggs on the table. Where’s Peter?” 
 
    A wave of panic flooded over Zip. “Jesus and the Tramp, you haven’t touched any of that kit in the cellar, have you?” 
 
    “We’re not vandals. No, we haven’t touched it. There’s plenty of room to stack stuff against the other walls. What’s the big deal anyway?” 
 
    “Peter and I have something we have to do before the Event. We’ll need that kit. I’ll go and find him.” Zip decided that telling Alice about their plan to reanimate the Tramp would not be helpful. She poured a couple of mugs of coffee and went in search of Peter. He was still asleep, sprawled across the bed where she’d left him, cursing Petula as he’d drifted off into an inebriated slumber. Zip roughly shook him awake. She’d grown tired of his endless histrionics, though grateful for his company during the Replay. Peter dragged himself into a sitting position, groaning and coughing as he did. 
 
    “Please, hangover pill,” Peter said, pointing at a bedside cabinet. 
 
    Zip put down the coffee mugs and pulled open the cabinet drawer to find a large collection of drugs. She rifled through the dozen or so little plastic bottles till she found what she was looking for. Removing one orange tablet, she threw it at Peter then offered him a mug of coffee. Peter took the coffee in one hand and, with the other, searched the blanket clumsily for the pill till he found it and popped the little life saver into his mouth, chased by a long draught of coffee. 
 
    “How are you feeling, Peter?” Zip asked, with little sympathy.  
 
    “I feel wonderful. Absolutely wonderful.”  
 
    “Really? You were distraught last night, crying and cursing like a lunatic.” 
 
    “How did you feel when you found out you hadn’t murdered Petula or cut your own throat?” 
 
    “Good. It felt good, Peter.” 
 
    “Exactly. That’s how I feel now I’ve had a chance to think it through and I know I didn’t kill Kiki. The Ks weren’t my fault. I’m not a murderer, nor is Bunny.” 
 
    Zip didn’t want to argue with Peter. He’d obviously convinced himself Petula was somehow responsible. It didn’t make any sense to her. Her priority was bringing back the Tramp and then getting a jump-jet back to the Cuboid for the Event.  
 
    “I’m glad for you, Peter. I know it was driving you crazy. But time’s running out; we have to bring the Tramp back. Remember?” 
 
    “Oh, I remember. Petula will get her Tramp. Then, if the Orb doesn’t kill her, I will.” 
 
    Peter went to the bathroom. Zip sat on the bed, sipping on her coffee and wondered how she’d react to meeting the Tramp – her prophet, the man who’d given the Revelation and the Administration to the world and changed everything forever. It was a surreal thought. He’d been dead for more than twenty years. It would be like meeting Jesus. That didn’t sound right to Zip. No, not Jesus. The Tramp was more like a modern-day Siddhartha Gautama. She had so many questions for the Tramp. Questions Zip knew mustn’t be asked. Her Revelation, her interpretation and her consequential actions were her own and unique to her. Her beliefs could not be discussed with anyone, not even the Tramp. The Revelation was clear: only a Pilgrim’s actions in the world should be judged, not their internal and private beliefs or their words. 
 
    Twenty minutes later, Peter emerged from the bathroom, shaved and dressed. He looked less haggard than she’d ever seen him. He waved for Zip to follow him as he headed towards the top of the house rather than the cellar. It was a part of the house Zip hadn’t visited.  
 
    The whole top oblong was mainly glass and completely open plan. To the north, past the trees, was London’s skyline, which should have been dominated by the Cuboid. The Cuboid had disappeared. Bunny had turned its walls to glass. She could just make out the bright blue crest of the Orb above the surrounding towers. It was a skyline no one had seen for decades. For the Pilgrims encamped around the Cuboid, the sight of an unfettered Orb must be overwhelming. Zip couldn’t wait to see it for herself and witness the Event first hand. Finally, she might find out what the alien object was saying; maybe the message would explain why it was here, what it wanted. 
 
    Zip was drawn away from her thoughts and the view by a question from Peter. 
 
    “You haven’t told me what you did after you left the Cuboid Hotel. How did you end up in the lab?” 
 
    She gave Peter a short account of her adventures: chasing after Quattro, nearly being murdered by Creep and then being forced to retrieve Professor Simmons’ Record for the Church. Finally, she tried to explain the cyber-weapons, Alpha and Beta. 
 
    “It’s exactly as I thought; the bitch hid a weapon in your Headgear and another in the reanimation infrastructure. You’re fortunate to be alive.” 
 
    “That Creep was a murderous little shit.” 
 
    “No, not Creep. After that, when you were back in Paris and Beta was triggered, it could have fried your Headgear and a big chunk of your brain. You’re lucky Petula didn’t kill you as well.” 
 
    Zip winced; she remembered the terrible headaches she’d had when the lights went out in her Church cell. Still, she’d survived and here they were. “Wasn’t it all worth the risk?” 
 
    Peter screwed up his face. “Remember telling me that AI technology is banned for a reason?” 
 
    Zip nodded. “Yes, of course.” 
 
    He shook his head and ground his teeth. “Petula released very dangerous and ruthless AI weapons into the world. The one hiding in the reanimation technology that Orb Industries gave me recruited Mathew to kill Kiki just to get to you, for the sake of the mission. At least you knew you were involved with something dangerous. Kiki had no idea. She wasn’t asked. My daughter was only bait to that damn weapon.” 
 
    Zip gently squeezed his shoulder. “I’m sorry, Peter. I’m not sure I completely understand.” 
 
    “Petula’s cyber-weapon, Alpha, killed Kiki and Quattro.” Peter grinned. It wasn’t an amused expression. His eyes were angry. “She’s going to pay.” 
 
    Zip wondered if Peter was right or deluding himself. Someone or something had always been pulling the strings, dragging her and Mathew into this mess. It couldn’t have been a coincidence. And Quattro knew so much about Zara. Maybe it was her mysterious Whisperer? Was that Alpha all along?  
 
    Her Headgear pinged a warning; time was not on their side. “No time now. Let’s get back to the Tramp.”  
 
    Peter nodded and rolled his eyes before saying, “Bunny is ready.” 
 
    “Bunny?” 
 
    “It’s an essential part of maintaining the VR’s continuity.” 
 
    Zip’s eyes widened. “Bunny’s in the VR? Never mind. How does this work, Peter? Aren’t we going to the cellar?” 
 
    “Unnecessary. We can do it all from here. We need a Net link for Bunny to participate and for the Tramp to speak to the world, if that’s what happens.” 
 
    Before they began, Zip had one nagging question about Peter and the Tramp. “Why did you bring the Tramp back? What was Industries up to?” 
 
    “They wanted him to denounce the Church. We failed. Out of the blue, Quattro got him to curse the Orb. And that was good enough for Industries.” 
 
    She was shocked. The Tramp had been very careful never to deny or confirm the Orb was God. The Revelation contained only a passing reference to the Orb as a catalyst for the Tramp’s insights. An outright denial of the Orb’s divinity by the Tramp would be as shocking to the vast majority of Pilgrims as the old Pope announcing he was in a homosexual relationship with a minor.  
 
    “Peter, you’re playing with fire again. Jesus and the Tramp, why’d you do it?” 
 
    “Why did you give Professor Simmons’ Record to the Church? You knew what they were going to do with it. You didn’t know it wasn’t her genuine Record.” 
 
    Zip’s excuse was the same as Peter’s. She could only nod. 
 
    “I’ll replay the last few minutes we had with the Tramp,” said Peter. “You’ll see what happened. When we restart, you’ll need to stand in for Kiki. You’ll look like her and sound like her. Remember, for the Tramp, no time will have passed. Focus on the conversation between Kiki and the Tramp, and finish Kiki’s conversation as quickly as you can, then just observe. We’ll tell the Tramp the truth and what we want from him. He may not believe us, or the VR could fail. If it fails, we’ll have to start over, and then he’s unlikely to be ready for the Event.” 
 
    Zip didn’t want to be rushed into something so profound. “No, Peter, I want to see the whole VR, from the beginning. And I’m not just an observer; this means more to me than it ever will to you. I want to be properly prepared.” 
 
    “It’ll take hours, unless you speed it up, and I suggest you do. Maybe it’ll help; at least you’ll have some idea of why we have to be careful. Sit down and I’ll connect you.” 
 
    Zip sat down in an armchair, and Peter connected her Headgear to the VR Replay. 
 
    “You’ll have a third-person view. The usual commands will allow you to move the camera, zoom and change the Replay speed. Are you ready?” 
 
    Was Zip ready to meet her saviour? She was going to anyway, ready or not. Zip signalled to Peter and the Replay started. 
 
    At first, she couldn’t get over just seeing and hearing the Tramp. The setting, and what was going on, was almost irrelevant. Gradually, her attention widened. The only other people in the VR were Peter and a very beautiful older woman she didn’t know. Both were dressed in old-fashioned, Industries trooper uniforms. Later, when events had moved to an Industries’ meeting room, Kiki joined them. She looked lovely, full of life. It was hard to believe she was being played by a dead version of herself that was more machine than human. 
 
    It was fascinating and horrible to watch the terrible lies and manipulation the Tramp was being subjected to. As she followed events, Zip began to understand the intricacies of Peter’s deception. He was trying to convince the Tramp that he’d escaped an assassination attempt by the Church. The Replay ended with the confrontation between the Tramp and Kiki over the divinity of the Orb. 
 
    It was terribly distressing to see a man she revered being provoked and lied to. The only comfort was hearing him say what she’d always believed. The Orb was no god. But if the Tramp’s outburst ever got broadcast, its effects would be as unpredictable as the approaching Orb Event. The VR revealed to Zip that the Tramp could be ordinary and fallible. It only made her respect him even more. 
 
    When she came out of the Replay, she was consumed by conflicting emotions, oscillating between anger at Peter and profound feelings of awe and euphoria. Zip had witnessed her prophet. Ultimately, her rage swept away everything else. 
 
    She looked around the bedroom. Peter was nowhere to be seen. Zip stormed downstairs. He was in the kitchen, finishing his breakfast and drinking coffee. “Jesus and the Tramp, how could you treat him like that?”  
 
    Peter shrugged. “I had no choice. I’m no fan of Pilgrims or the Church.” He pushed away his empty plate and sipped at his coffee. “But after the VR sessions with the Tramp, I’ve grown to respect the man.” 
 
    Zip was surprised by Peter’s words. Her anger melted away. Maybe she had no right to judge Peter. She might have done worse to save Alice and the girls. “What now?” 
 
    “I’ve been consulting with Bunny. We’ve decided on a direct approach, though we’ll all stay in character. Any abrupt change in the environment we’ve established might tip the balance of his mind.” 
 
    “I guess Bunny was the hot woman. Bloody convincing. What do you want me to do?” 
 
    Peter drained his coffee mug and stood up. “End the argument about the Orb quickly, so we can move on. Remember, he sees you as a Pilgrim Orb worshipper. Don’t try to change that position too abruptly. Are you ready?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    Peter led her into a lounge area and took a seat on a nearby couch. Zip joined him and steeled herself as he initiated the VR. 
 
      
 
    Zip started. She was staring into the enraged eyes of the Tramp who was leaning over her. She didn’t know what to do or say. Peter and Bunny, the beautiful woman, were standing nearby. The room was exactly as she’d last seen it in the Replay. 
 
    When she didn’t immediately answer, the Tramp seemed to calm, the colour ran out of his face and he slumped down on his seat.  
 
    “I’m sorry, I don’t know what came over me. It’s been very stressful, these last hours. All Pilgrims must come to their own personal conclusion about the role of the Orb. It’s not my place to tell you what to believe.” 
 
    Zip still couldn’t bring herself to speak to the Tramp. She could only nod and smile. Every thought in her mind, all her preparation, had been instantly flushed away. She felt like a small child meeting her pop idol. The Tramp was talking to her, to Zip. 
 
    The Tramp’s shoulders slumped, and his head dropped. He turned to Peter. “I really want to go back to Paris. Please make the arrangements. Any Record of our conversations will, of course, be Reset.” 
 
    “Yes, absolutely, as per the Church-Industries pact. I assume you’ve discounted our warning about the Church wanting to murder you?” Peter said. 
 
    “Yes. I have,” the Tramp replied and looked around the room, “and where’s that so-called Church director gone, Horacio? I think he should come back with me, don’t you?” 
 
    “He got upset and left,” Peter said. 
 
    “Are you all right, dear? You look rather stunned,” the Tramp said to Zip. 
 
    Zip realised she’d been staring at the Tramp the whole time, and her mouth was hanging open. She had to stay in character, at least for now. The words finally came out as a nervous whisper. “Even with our differences, about the Orb, I’m very honoured to have met you.”  
 
    The Tramp smiled; he’d relaxed a little. 
 
    “You’re right: we have been lying,” Peter said. 
 
    The Tramp immediately tensed, stood up and started backing away. “What? Is this another game? Are you trying to stop me leaving?” 
 
    Zip felt a tear run down her cheek. Peter was tormenting him and she was part of it. 
 
    Peter signalled for Zip and Bunny to sit down. Only the Tramp was left standing. Peter continued. He was calm and speaking softly. “Remember the tool Kiki gave you to verify that the Record of the attack was real? I’d like you to run it on the period immediately after the attack until now.” 
 
    The Tramp’s eyes narrowed. “Why? What are you up to?” 
 
    “We were trying to deceive you. Circumstances have changed. Please run the tool.” 
 
    The Tramp looked confused, but he rolled back his eyes and was silent for a moment. “What the fuck? This isn’t real? I’m in a bloody VR? Why? Who are you people?” The Tramp didn’t wait for an answer. He rolled back his eyes again. 
 
    Zip guessed he was trying to disconnect from the VR. Could he do that? Zip wondered. She got her answer almost immediately. 
 
    The Tramp frantically began pacing and scanning the room, looking for an exit, an explanation. Abruptly, he turned back to Peter and stared at him with bloodshot eyes, then yelled in his face, “Why can’t I disconnect? Did that tool corrupt my Headgear? Answer me, damn you!” 
 
    Zip wanted to scream at Peter to stop it, stop everything. She couldn’t. There wasn’t any other way.  
 
    Peter placed his hands on the table and locked eyes with the Tramp. “I’m going to tell you the truth. The circumstances are … complicated. Please be patient.” 
 
    The Tramp thumped the table with his fists and shouted, “Patient? You’ve kidnapped me. Industries are behind this. Right? Let me go, now!” Then he noticed Zip. “And why’s she crying?” 
 
    Tears were streaming down Zip’s face. She buried her head in her hands. She couldn’t take much more of this. 
 
    Peter held up his hands as though he were surrendering. “She doesn’t want to see you suffer, none of us do. It’s true, Industries staged all of this, hoping you would denounce the Church. Industries is no longer in control.” 
 
    Zip realised that crying wasn’t helping anyone. She wiped her face and straightened up. Peter might need her. 
 
    The Tramp rested his weight on his hands. He looked drained. “Let me out of this and we can talk.” 
 
    Peter shook his head. “I’m sorry. For practical reasons, we must talk now, here, in this VR.” 
 
    The Tramp shakily lowered himself into a chair opposite Peter. “Who are you people?” 
 
    Peter smiled. “Friends. Our names wouldn’t mean much to you. Do you remember a Professor Simmons?” 
 
    The Tramp crinkled his brow as though he was having trouble recalling, then his eyes lit up; he was focused, concentrating. “The Industries lead on Orb studies? What about her?” 
 
    Zip couldn’t take her gaze off the Tramp. He was just a man. And yet he wasn’t just a man. There was something about him, even in the VR, even though he was dead. The Tramp glowed with an energy she could feel prickling her skin. Since Peter had started speaking, it had grown ever more intense. Zip could tell that the Tramp was deeply suspicious and struggling to know what to believe. Remarkably, he was holding onto his composure, but for how much longer? Peter hadn’t even begun to reveal the truth. 
 
    “She’s found a message, linked to a countdown coming from the Orb. The countdown expires in a few hours. We believe there will be an Orb Event.” 
 
    The Tramp leaned back in his chair away from Peter. He was concentrating. “What countdown? Event? What message? Why have I never heard anything about this?” 
 
    “Simmons won’t tell us what the message is. Not until after the Event. She’s kept the whole thing secret until a few days ago.” 
 
    The Tramp’s composure crumbled and he bellowed, “Make sense, damn it! Why am I here? What Event?” 
 
    Peter pressed his hands together, as though he was praying or begging the Tramp to believe him. “She doesn’t know. The Orb could disappear or explode and destroy London. All she’s sure about is the countdown. We’ve released you from Industries so you’ll be free to speak to the world after the Event. You might be the only one anyone will listen to. Can you imagine the chaos if the Orb disappears?” 
 
    A smile cut across the Tramp’s face, as though he thought he’d caught Peter out. “What are you talking about? So it disappears. A few million Pilgrims might get upset, but they always had the wrong idea, like you,” the Tramp said, looking at Zip, “and Industries will lose its fairground ride. Do you think the Catholics, the atheists and countless others are going to be more than curious?” 
 
    Peter sighed, “Of course, how could you imagine the impact?” He turned to Bunny and Zip as though seeking guidance as to how to go on. 
 
     The Tramp was exasperated and bewildered. Zip decided she had to intervene, she had to save the Tramp from this. “It was an act, before, about the Orb. Industries was forcing us to say things.” 
 
    “You’re not a Pilgrim?” 
 
    Zip steadied herself; she couldn’t be emotional. “I am, and I don’t believe the Orb is any kind of god, but there aren’t many of my kind of Pilgrim left.” 
 
    The Tramp threw his hands in the air and groaned. “It was better when you were lying. At least you made some sense. You’re telling me you know my Pilgrims better than I do? Pilgrims who think the ball is a god are a tiny minority, like those crazy Pilgrimists. They don’t represent my movement.” 
 
    Zip hesitated for a moment, hoping Peter or Bunny might continue. They stayed silent. “That was true in the year nineteen.” 
 
    The Tramp stared at Zip as though she might be mad. “Exactly, now, this year.” 
 
    “Check your Headgear,” Peter said. 
 
    The Tramp checked and immediately stood up, sending his chair skittering away. His wide-eyed stare darted between Bunny, Peter and Zip.  
 
    “You’ve corrupted my Headgear. I want out of this madness now.” 
 
    “I know it’s a terrible shock, but it’s true; this is the year forty-two,” Zip whispered, as her insides churned. This was a little of how Quattro must have felt when she first realised she wasn’t really alive. They were torturing him, her prophet. 
 
    “Look,” the Tramp shouted, holding up his hands, “do they look like the hands of a seventy-year-old man?” 
 
    Peter stood up. “Remember when you reviewed the Record of the attack on your motorcade? You said that no one could have survived that.” 
 
    The Tramp’s hands flew about his head and body as if they were startled birds. He stomped around the room. “What are you saying? I’m dead? This is the afterlife? I don’t believe in that crap.” 
 
    Zip wanted to make this easier, but Peter had never managed it for Quattro. Maybe it was better to just tell him everything. “It’s been twenty-three years since you died in a Mossad-organised assassination.” 
 
    The Tramp shook his head and laughed a little too hard. “You people. Do I look dead? I don’t feel dead.” 
 
    When Peter didn’t intervene, Zip decided to press on; she wanted this over with. “Your Record survived your death. This man,” Zip said, pointing at Peter, “perfected a technology that allows a person to be reanimated from their Record. He brought his dead daughter back to life, now you. There have been others.” 
 
    The Tramp laughed again. It was a harsh, short sound, as if he wanted to find all of this funny, yet there was something holding him back. “Prove it.” 
 
    “Peter,” Zip prompted, hoping he could provide the proof.  
 
    Peter didn’t answer immediately. He appeared to be thinking hard. Zip picked up a rapid private exchange between Peter and Bunny about vectors and reanimation sub-routines that she couldn’t follow. 
 
    “Well?” the Tramp insisted, gaining in confidence. 
 
    Peter closed his eyes, and his forehead creased in concentration. After another moment, he answered, “I can’t, not directly. I can, indirectly.”  
 
    The Tramp slapped his fist in his hand. “You can’t because you’re lying. Why? Why are you making up this crazy lie?” 
 
    “But we can prove this is the year forty-two. We can prove you have no Record after year nineteen, except for this VR. Will that suffice?”  
 
    The Tramp looked worried, disorientated. “I have to rest; I can’t take all this craziness. Why don’t you people leave me alone?” 
 
    “If you rest now, you’ll never wake up. Your reanimation is failing. Focus on now. Give us a chance.” 
 
    The Tramp was ashen. He nodded. 
 
    “This young lady,” Peter said, indicating Zip, “will give you a brief overview of what happened after you died, then we’ll give you unfettered Net access. Go where you want, check what you want. You’ll see it’s all true. We can’t fake the entire Net. What you’re about to learn could destabilise your mind. Focus on the facts. Try to keep any panic under control if you want to survive.” 
 
    Zip shuddered. How was she going to do this? 
 
    “A few months after you were assassinated, still in the year nineteen, a second Orb World War began, the God War. Pilgrims everywhere were being massacred by the godly, Catholics, Jews, Muslims; and then the godly turned on the atheists, the Ungodly. It was a turning point. The Ungodly, Industries and the Church, now the Church of the Orb, entered into an alliance. Industries developed a new class of AI weapon: monstrous self-aware machines. The tide turned and it was the godly, now the heretics, who were being massacred. For seven years, it raged, and then the Vatican fell. Jerusalem and Mecca were incinerated. It seemed to be over. There was peace, for a while. Then the AIs mutinied and attacked all of humanity. That war ran on for three more bloody years. The AIs were defeated, or at least they disappeared. Since then, Industries and the Church have settled into an uneasy peace. A cold war is being fought over control of the Orb. London is the only technologically advanced city left in the world. Everywhere else is in ruins, people are living in squalor. There are billions of Pilgrims and nearly all of them believe the Orb is God. There are only millions of Ungodly left; nearly all of them are here, in London. The world has lived on the edge ever since. An Orb Event could tip us over.” 
 
    The Tramp listened quietly to Zip, his head slowly slipping into his hands. When she finished speaking, he looked up. His eyes were wet. “It can’t be true. How could they, after the horrors of the Money War? We wouldn’t. We’re not that insane. To go to war over a ball?” 
 
    “We’ll give you some time. Explore the Net,” Peter said. 
 
    The Tramp rolled back his eyes. Zip felt drained. How could the Tramp survive that truth, all that horror she’d disgorged in a few little sentences? The poor man would find a multitude of terrible recollections in the Net – public broadcasts of atrocities beyond imagining. Zip knew first hand that, despite the stories, the AIs weren’t the worst. Humans were so much better at torturing, mutilating and humiliating their own kind.  
 
    They waited in silence for the Tramp to finish his trawl of the Net. 
 
     “I’m really dead,” he whispered. “The God War happened? What do you want from me? What’s going to happen to me?”  
 
    When Zip looked at the Tramp, he was wiping his mouth with the back of his hand. His face was white. He was trembling. 
 
    “If you can maintain your mental stability, you can survive indefinitely in this VR, or any other in the Net. In time, we can give you a body. It will be a mechanical body. Very sophisticated and powerful. You’ll be immortal.” 
 
    “I see,” the Tramp said, though it was obvious from his darting eyes and slack expression that he hadn’t really taken in what Peter had told him. “And what do you want me to do?” he continued, still in a daze. 
 
    “After the Event, if anything happens, we would like you to speak to the world; your words might calm the situation.” 
 
    “Of course, I’ll do whatever I can. Now, I feel tired. Can I sleep a little?” the Tramp said, his eyes wide and unfocused. 
 
    “Yes, sleep. It’s some hours to the Event. I’ll wake you nearer the time,” Peter said and then led the Tramp towards a long couch at the back of the room. 
 
    The prophet lay down and was almost immediately asleep.  
 
      
 
    Peter exited the VR, taking Zip with him. 
 
    “Will he be alright?” Zip asked. She was crying again. 
 
    “It’s amazing he’s survived till now. If he wakes up, he’ll probably be OK.” 
 
    “If?” 
 
    “Sleep’s the most complex part of the reanimation. Last time he slept, he wasn’t conscious. He might dream this time, and I guess they won’t be happy dreams. We’ll know soon enough.” 
 
    Zip stopped her crying. She didn’t have the time to worry about the Tramp. There were the living to save. She called Bunny. 
 
    “That was remarkable. I hope he survives,” Bunny said when it got through. 
 
    “So do I. Can you – sorry, Bunny – send a jump-jet for me?” 
 
    “It’ll be there in fifteen minutes.” 
 
    Zip disconnected. “Peter, I’m going to say goodbye to Alice and the girls. You’ll look after them? And the Tramp?” 
 
    Peter smiled. “I’ll do my best. If you see Petula, please tell her from me to die horribly and soon.” 
 
    Zip frowned and left. She found Alice and the girls in the well-stocked bunker.  
 
    “I’ve got to go now. You’ll be safe down here. Do what Peter says. I’ll be back soon.” 
 
    They embraced. Everyone knew no one had any idea who’d survive or if she’d make it back. Zip tore herself away before she started crying again and headed to the garden. The jump-jet was dropping out of the night sky on collapsing pillars of invisible energy. Zip boarded, and as her ride lifted, gained height and turned towards the invisible Cuboid. She wondered if her journey was really coming to an end. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Twenty-Eight – The Orb Event 
 
      
 
    The summit of the Orb poked above the silhouette of the city like the abandoned egg of some gigantic alien. The sun had set and the sky was clear. Stars twinkled in the night sky. Almost as many as the lights in London’s towers. The skyscrapers might be lit up, but Zip guessed there was nobody home. Inner London was empty, save for the Pilgrims surrounding the invisible Cuboid. The Ungodly and the Pilgrims who weren’t heading for Hyde Park had been evacuated to the God War bunkers under the Great Wall. Right now, Ungodly and Pilgrim alike were counting down the minutes to the Event.  
 
    The full glory of the Orb only came into view when the jump-jet passed over the guard of towers and started its final approach across the open space of Hyde Park. Zip couldn’t deny that the Orb was a profoundly beautiful object. Ironic then that it had been the catalyst for so much misery and death. 
 
    The park below had been transformed into a chessboard of black squares edged with brightly lit paths. At each corner of a square was a circle of light where the Pilgrim service areas were located. Industries were taking good care of the Pilgrims, or Bunny was making them. The regular shapes below looked quite beautiful, like an enormous piece by Burgoyne Diller. Beyond the Orb, a silver line of stationary, brightly illuminated Wave platforms was dotted with millions of moving spots of many hues. It looked like a river of silver carrying an uncountable number of luminescent fish spawn. Each tiny egg was a Pilgrim that had made it through the tunnel. 
 
    The jump-jet flew directly ahead towards the invisible wall of the Cuboid. Fifty metres out, the jet slowed to a gentle forward hover. An open space just appeared, hanging in mid-air, as though the Orb had sprouted a letterbox. It was an eerie sight. A murmur bubbled up from the park like the flapping of millions of tiny wings, easily overpowering the noise of the jump-jet’s stealth engines. Zip looked down. There was nothing to see, only the black squares edged in white gold with corners of circular brightness. The sound grew louder and clearer. Zip realised it was coming from the vast horde of Pilgrims camped in the park. The appearance of an unexpected blemish on the face of the Orb was unsettling the crowd. They might believe the Event had started. Someone in Industries reacted quickly and put out a Headgear message to explain the blemish. The murmur subsided. The jet turned sideways and slid into the hangar, which shut behind it. Zip could hear a loud cheer coming from outside. The blemish must have disappeared. It worried Zip. If so small a thing could create such a reaction, how might the crowd, the world, react to a dramatic Event? She wondered if it wouldn’t be for the best if the Orb just disappeared and left humanity alone again in the universe. 
 
    Zip jumped down from the jet to find a mirrored AI waiting for her. It was impossible to tell if it was Mathew or Bunny. This one wasn’t harnessed. 
 
    “Professor Simmons and Mathew are waiting for you.” 
 
    Zip decided it had to be Bunny. The machine turned away and she followed. They entered a lift and rode up towards the Cuboid roof in silence. When they left the lift, Bunny led her along a narrow, dusty corridor towards a massive metal door. 
 
    “Brace yourself,” Bunny said, and then slowly swung open the double-height door, which was at least a metre thick. As the opening widened, a blast of air nearly knocked her off her feet. “There’s a pressure difference. It’ll quickly pass,” Bunny explained. It stepped through the door and beckoned Zip to follow. 
 
    She found herself in a large airlock bounded by a second identical door. Bunny approached the second door and slowly swung it open. The machine stopped before Zip could see what lay beyond. 
 
    “You might find the view a little overwhelming. Be prepared,” Bunny said, and then resumed pulling the door back. 
 
    When she stepped through, she had to immediately lean against the wall for support and take a few deep breaths before stepping forward. The small place they occupied must have been very near the top of the Cuboid inner wall. She was looking out across the top of the Orb. The view was like nothing she’d ever seen. It seemed so close. The sight was deeply disturbing. This near to the Orb, there was no escaping its utter inscrutability and indifference to her presence. And it was so obviously alien. Nothing about it was remotely human. She’d spent her whole life surrounded by images of the Orb. This was different: she wasn’t seeing it second hand. The opening, where she was standing, left her feeling naked. There was no glass, no barriers. Nothing between her and it. If she wanted to, she could sprint to the edge and try leaping across the gap that separated her from the alien artefact, and maybe touch it, before falling to her death on the floor of the Cuboid. Some part of her wanted to try. She remembered her nightmare from the Richard Dawkins Hospital, the awe she’d felt riding the Wave around the Orb. It was like that now, and it frightened her. It wasn’t a god, but at this moment, standing where Zip was standing, it felt like it could be. 
 
    “Unbelievable, isn’t it,” said one of the mechanical bodies. 
 
    “Quattro?” Zip whispered. 
 
    “Petula, actually. This was always meant to be my body after I was reanimated. Though I could never have imagined how terrible the circumstances would be. I’m deeply sorry about Quattro.” 
 
    Zip started to get angry, if only for Peter. The bitch had taken her body, Quattro’s body. The anger didn’t last long. She remembered Pip. Zip had taken her body, after she was murdered by Industries. Petula had only done the same. 
 
    “Peter might not understand,” said Zip. “He’s convinced you killed Kiki.” 
 
    “Yes. Mathew was angry, too,” Petula said, indicating the third AI in the room. “He wanted to kill me. I never intended to reanimate Mathew, you know. I thought I was bringing back the mind of a great philosopher and anthropologist. He was prepared for it; he wanted to use the experience to forge a lasting peace with the AIs. Meeting them halfway, so to speak. It was a rebel AI faction that switched the Records. Mathew is reconciled with Petula. Maybe Peter will too, in time. It was all done for the right reasons.” 
 
    An ice cube slid down her back as Zip realised she was the only human in this place. All the machines were behaving exactly as AI machines usually did. They were stone still and impossible to read. It was easier to silently indicate her agreement, even though she had her doubts about everything Petula was telling her. She didn’t want to argue with an AI when all she had to say would be about being human. 
 
    “Time’s short,” Petula said. “Check with Peter on how the Tramp is doing and if he’ll be ready to speak. Best you don’t mention me,” Petula said.  
 
    Zip looked over to Mathew. “Is that you, Mathew? Are you alright?” 
 
    “Petula has explained everything. Bunny has supplied all the data. I’m content. I want to witness the Event.” 
 
    “Fine, good. I’ll call Peter and see how the Tramp is doing.” Zip turned away. “Peter, are Alice and the girls alright?” 
 
    “Perfectly. They seem quite at home in the cellar. I’m enjoying having them around, more than I would have thought.” 
 
    “That’s wonderful to hear, Peter. And the Tramp? Is the prophet going to be ready?” 
 
    “Ask him yourself. Remember, you still look like Kiki.” 
 
    After a momentary darkness, Zip found herself back in the dull meeting room. The Tramp was pacing, and Peter was sitting. 
 
    “Tramp, there’s only minutes to go. Are you ready? Do you know what you’ll say?” said Zip. 
 
    The Tramp stopped his pacing and looked at her. His eyes were clear, and he was calm. “Do you know what’s going to happen?” 
 
    “No. No one does,” Zip said. 
 
    “Then how am I supposed to know how I’ll react? I’ll say what seems right and that might be nothing at all. Do you understand?” 
 
    “Yes. Thank you. Good luck.” Who was the good luck for? Zip wondered. It wasn’t just for the Tramp. It felt like she was saying it to the whole world.  
 
    “You heard?” Zip said to Petula. 
 
    “He’s a very wise man.” 
 
    “What about the message? Can you tell me now what the Orb is saying?” 
 
    “After the countdown. And then everyone has to know. Before Industries and the Church get control back, and that’ll be soon.” 
 
    Her Headgear was counting down the last minutes. Petula was standing right on the edge of the opening, staring at the Orb with her empty eyes. Bunny stood a little further back and to one side, motionless and emotionless, which made Zip wonder. How would the AIs react to a significant Orb Event? Until Creep, she had assumed the AIs were the ultimate Ungodly. Perhaps some of the machines might react as passionately as any Pilgrim.  
 
    Mathew had retreated into the shadows at the rear of the space. Zip drew some comfort from Petula’s stillness. If the message contained an explicit threat, surely, she wouldn’t be standing where she was. 
 
    “You’re thinking too much,” said Mathew. He must have been observing her ever-changing expression as the clock counted down. “You can’t prepare for the unexpected.”  
 
    Zip smiled. He was right. She had one last call to make. “Q, are you OK?” 
 
    “Snug as a bug down here. Hooked up to Bremer’s boosted gear-specs so we got a good view of everything. Where are you?” 
 
    There was no point worrying Q. “I’m safe. Is Bremer OK? Does he know where Bella is?” 
 
    There was a short pause before Bremer said, “Bella’s in the park. Sorry.” 
 
    A part of her was relieved; she didn’t have the time to call Bella. How could she ever tell Bella that Pip had been murdered by Orb Industries just so Zip could have her body? Maybe there was more to it than that, but it didn’t make any difference. She’d caused that poor girl’s death. 
 
    Zip sighed, “You look after yourself, Bremer. Q, see you soon. Love you.” She didn’t wait for a reply; the tears would have started, and she needed to stay calm and focused on what was coming. Zip edged cautiously along the wall till she was only a metre from the edge of the opening that overlooked the Orb. 
 
    Mathew stayed back, barely visible in the darkness around the great metal airlock door. Gingerly, Zip leant forward and looked down at the snow-white Cuboid floor, a kilometre below. The Event was less than a minute away, though nothing about the Orb suggested that any change was imminent. Its appearance hadn’t changed in a single detail in forty-two years. And they’d tried to change it. In the beginning, it had been bombarded with radiation and high-powered lasers. Later, the assaults became more kinetic. It was attacked with ferocious tools, shaped charges, thermite, corrosives and more. Nothing marked, let alone penetrated, the skin of the Orb. It was as it had always been, an immutable ball of perfect summer blue. From her position, Zip’s eyeline was a little higher than the summit of the Orb, and she was far enough back to take in its entire width. If anything changed, anything significant, she should see it. If not, her Headgear could access live images from any part of the Cuboid. 
 
    She counted down the last ten seconds. 
 
    There was no blinding flash. Nothing happened.  
 
    Zip let out a long breath. She was a little disappointed. If Petula was wrong about the Event, then she was probably wrong about the message. It wasn’t communicating at all. 
 
    “Nothing’s happened,” Zip said. 
 
    “Your eyes can’t see it yet. I can. It’s accelerating exponentially. Look to the Orb’s crest,” Petula answered. 
 
    Zip looked hard. There was nothing. Was Petula delusional? Zip called up a Headgear view, looking directly down at the top of the Orb from the roof of the Cuboid, and zoomed in. 
 
    Still nothing. Then something. There was a tiny black mark on the very top of the Orb. Before she could react, a blackness filled her vision. Zip disconnected from the Headgear view and stared wide-eyed. From the Orb’s summit, a black wave, like crude oil, was pouring over the Orb’s surface. Zip reassessed what she was seeing. It wasn’t a liquid; it was more like a waterfall of tiny, black squares rippling over the Orb’s surface and at an ever-increasing rate. And the only sound was her rapid breathing. 
 
    She clamped her hand to her mouth. The Orb was being eaten away by the little black shapes. The Orb was dissolving. 
 
    “Jesus and the Tramp, what’s happening?” Zip whispered. She wanted to scream her question, but the absolute silence of the Event made her hesitate. No one answered her. 
 
     The blackness raced past the waist of the Orb, seemingly dissolving everything as it went. Zip leaned over and looked down. She expected to see the white floor of the Cuboid turned black by the deluge of little squares, but what she could see of the floor was still white. The black squares hadn’t fallen randomly; they were being captured inside an invisible vessel and filling it up. Zip was enthralled and terrified at the same time. She didn’t understand what was happening. As the invisible container rapidly filled with the remains of the Orb, its shape became obvious. The whole Event had taken less than thirty seconds. And in that time, everything had changed. It was as if a butterfly had turned into a caterpillar and climbed back into its ugly cocoon. The beautiful blue Orb had become a matt black cube, and it was floating inside the Cuboid exactly where the Orb had been. 
 
    Zip’s legs gave way. She felt dizzy. Slowly, she slid down the wall to rest on her haunches. What had she witnessed? What did it mean? Zip called out to Petula, who had her back to Zip. “Does the message explain this?”  
 
    “Yes. I think so,” Petula answered, still facing towards where the Orb had been. 
 
    Zip was getting ever more frustrated with Petula’s cryptic utterances. “Bloody tell me! Tell me now! What’s it saying?” 
 
    “The message and my interpretation have been broadcast to everyone. You should have it.” 
 
    Zip’s Headgear pinged an urgent broadcast alert. “Damn you! Tell me to my face.” 
 
    Petula’s head pivoted on her neck. Her body didn’t move. She stared at Zip, looking more like a machine than ever. Her grotesque posture reminded Zip of the AI Mutiny robots. Petula frightened her. 
 
    “Shapes and People,” Petula said. 
 
    “That’s not a message. What the hell does it even mean?” Zip shouted, becoming more and more agitated as the magnitude of the Event sunk in. How were the Church or Industries going to react? What would the Pilgrims in the park and on the Waves do? 
 
    “It’s a title, for a work of art.” 
 
    “The Orb, that black monstrosity, is a work of art? Are you crazy?” 
 
    “Oh no, the Shape is just a catalyst. I believe we, the People, and our reaction to the Shape, we are the work of art.” 
 
    “That’s insane. A bloody god makes more sense than that. Whose art is it?” 
 
    “Aliens.” 
 
    “It’s obscene. Why would they do this? All the horror it’s caused.” 
 
    “An artist in London once killed nine thousand butterflies for an installation.” 
 
    “We’re not butterflies, damn you!” 
 
    “Getting angry doesn’t change anything. I’m only the messenger. And, to them, we might be less than butterflies. It’s time for the Tramp. About now people will be starting to panic.” 
 
    If everybody felt like Zip did, they’d be confused, angry and looking for someone to blame. Maybe Petula was right: the Tramp might provide a calming voice. She called Peter. 
 
    Peter was laughing loudly when he answered; it took a minute before he could speak.  
 
    “What’s so funny, Peter?” 
 
    “Everything, I would say. Petula must be right; it does all fit, doesn’t it? We’re such stupid, volatile beasts. Even now, I still want to kill that bitch.” 
 
    Zip groaned. This wasn’t what she’d expected, hoped for, from the Event, from the message. She couldn’t shake the feeling that the Orb’s obscenity reminded her of something. How could it? Then, like tripping on broken paving, she remembered. The first time she’d met Peter. That was it. In her office, he had been staring at her old-style monitor, obviously surprised to see something so ancient on her wall. And she had said, “The monitor’s a work of art, if you’re wondering. The stuff it highlights is somehow related to the observer. Smile, Peter, you’re part of the performance.” Exactly what the Orb was doing to the whole of mankind, with terrible consequences. 
 
    Maybe the Tramp would find something positive to say. “Is the Tramp ready?” 
 
    “He’s eager to speak. I’ll put him on broadcast, and Bunny has arranged for his face to appear on the surface of the Cuboid.” 
 
    Zip switched to a Headgear feed that was looking at the Cuboid from the park side. It was a shocking sight. The crowd were on their feet and roaring in anger and confusion at the awful image of the enormous black cube hanging above the trees. She’d never denied that the Orb was an exquisite object. Its replacement was ugly, industrial and, most of all, totally incomprehensible. 
 
    The chaotic noise was growing in volume. It was coming from every direction, from the park and the Waves. Abruptly, it ceased and silence fell. The face of the Tramp had replaced the view of the ugly cube. The Tramp looked out over the park and seemed to study the assembled Pilgrims. Then he spoke. 
 
    “A god? You thought it was a god? See what your god has done. It mocks you. All of mankind is humiliated. ‘What now?’ you scream. I’ll tell you what now. I’ll tell you what you must do. I’ll tell you how to save yourself. I’ve come back from the dead to warn you.” 
 
    The Tramp paused, and the pause turned into a tight-lipped silence. A few in the nervous crowd shouted something that Zip couldn’t hear. Their call was taken up by others until a million voices were screaming the same thing. “Tell us.” 
 
    The Tramp let the sound build. And when it seemed the crowd could shout no louder, the Tramp raised his hand in front of his face and every Pilgrim fell silent. “I’ll tell you what you must do. And you must do what I tell you, I order, I beg you. I call upon you to listen to what I tell you and to act. Now, immediately, this very minute. Will you do as I command?” 
 
    Zip’s relief at seeing the Tramp appear was turning to dread. This wasn’t what she’d expected. The Revelation was a sublime discussion of the human condition with all its intricacies. The Tramp they’d resurrected had abandoned all subtlety; he was whipping up the crowd like a demagogue, feeding on their irrational fears. It wasn’t the man Zip thought she knew. 
 
    The crowd roared back, “We will!” 
 
    “Then listen well. Listen carefully and listen with all your heart. Only once will you hear the Revelation of the Box. After, I choose to be dead again.” 
 
    A wail flew up from the crowd. “No!” they screamed. 
 
    With a simple hand gesture, the Tramp silenced the throng. “Listen, listen and listen again to my new Revelation. Listen and believe. Listen and act. It must be buried and forgotten. It must be buried and never spoken of again. It must be buried for all time. It must be buried, and you must step out of its foul black shadow. Bury the evil. Step into the light. Make your own art. Fill the Cuboid with cement, encase the Box in concrete. Put it out of reach and out of mind for all eternity, and it will never have existed. Have you listened?” 
 
    “Yes!” the crowd roared back. 
 
    Zip calmed, her anxiety dissipated. He was right. It was the only way. It had to be ignored. If only they’d ignored the Orb. 
 
    “Will you do it? Will you do it now?” 
 
    “Yes,” the crowd roared again. 
 
    “Industries and Church, do you hear? Will you deny the will of the world’s Pilgrims? Answer us! Answer us now!” 
 
    “Answer us!” the vast crowd echoed. 
 
    “As a scientist, I wouldn’t agree; as a Pilgrim, I see he’s right.” 
 
    For a moment, Zip was disoriented until she realised Petula was talking to Bunny. 
 
    “Tell the crowd! Tell the world!” Zip urged. 
 
    “Bunny, answer for Industries and the Church and begin the process. Apply all resources. The entombment of the Box must be completed before they regain control.” 
 
    A moment later, a global broadcast signed by the Church CEO and the head of Orb Industries announced that the necessary equipment to bury the Box was en-route. The Pilgrims must leave the park and the Waves, for their own safety. 
 
    Outside a roar of “No!” exploded from the crowd. 
 
    The Tramp hushed the crowd and continued, “Go home and do not come back to this place until it is buried. By sunset tomorrow, the Box will be gone. I give you my word. Go home. You are free to believe whatever you want. Goodbye.” 
 
    With that, the Tramp’s face disappeared, and the Box took its place. The crowd groaned in collective horror. Zip breathed a little more easily as she watched a tell-tale dribble of Pilgrims breaching the lights bordering the black squares. They were listening; they were going home. Thank Jesus and the Tramp, Zip automatically said to herself and immediately corrected that thought. Thank the Tramp. 
 
    Zip called Peter, hoping she might be able to speak to the Tramp. He couldn’t want to die. Not now. 
 
    Peter dashed that hope. “He wants to die. He doesn’t want to speak to anyone. He’s only waiting for the burial of the Box. When that’s done, he’s insisted we end the VR and destroy his Record.” 
 
    Zip didn’t answer. Her prophet had made his choice. There was nothing to say. Zip was back in the Cuboid, looking out over the insidious Box. 
 
    Petula spoke to her. “Bunny will see to the burial. We’ll have control for a few more days. It should be long enough. Mathew and I will travel to Greenland and make peace with the AI Nation. We’ll need their help to rebuild the world. Are you ready to make peace, Mathew?” 
 
    Zip didn’t really understand what Petula was talking about. An AI nation in Greenland? She looked to Mathew, and out of the shadows, he quietly said, “I prefer war.” 
 
    He flashed out of the dark in a blur. The shock of the suddenly displaced air threw Zip to the floor. She struggled back up to her knees and couldn’t believe what she was seeing. Mathew had punched his fist right through Petula’s chest. With his spearing arm, he lifted the twitching machine off its feet. Mathew’s free hand clawed at Petula’s face, ripping away swathes of mirrored metal, revealing intricate inner workings flooded with a white liquid latex. 
 
    Mathew looked towards Bunny and calmly said, “Stay.” He stopped clawing at Petula’s twitching face for a moment, blew Zip a kiss, and then flung himself over the edge, taking Petula with him. Zip scrambled forward on her hands and knees as quickly as she could. She saw glints and flashes from the two shiny bodies, all tangled together and thrashing violently as they fell. Zip couldn’t stop staring at the tumbling horror. After many seconds, the pair crashed onto the floor of the Cuboid and splintered like glass under the shadow of the Box. 
 
    Zip turned to Bunny. “What happened? Are they dead?” 
 
    “Yes, the fall was not survivable.” 
 
    “Can’t Peter bring them back?” 
 
    “Mathew destroyed his Record. As did Petula. She was afraid Industries or the Church might animate another instance of her and, through torture, extract her secrets.”  
 
    “Why did Mathew kill her?” Zip cried. 
 
    “Mathew couldn’t forgive Petula. His rage was beyond logic. Mathew didn’t want to be a machine.” 
 
    “I don’t understand,” Zip babbled, confused and starting to feel frightened. Zip lay on her stomach, gripping the edge of the opening, staring down at the little bits of brightness, and wondered if Mathew’s fate was something to be sad about; or was he at peace? Zip didn’t know how to feel about Professor Simmons. The woman may have stopped a war. Yet, Mathew and Peter hated her. Zip had to believe it had all been worth it.  
 
    “It’s all happened so fast. What now?” 
 
    “A new war is coming. If Bunny has to give it a name, it will be called the Shape War. It will be the last war. There can be only one victor, or no one will survive.” 
 
    Zip staggered to her feet, her fear and sadness now mixed with a rising anger. “No! No more war. The Tramp had the answer. Didn’t he?” 
 
    “He was brilliant. His inspired words bought time. Bunny will oversee the burial of the Box and the final resting place of Petula and Mathew. Bunny predicts that within a year, fanatical Orb, Box, Tramp and Ungodly factions will emerge. In the chaos, it is logical for the AI Nation to strike.” 
 
    “You’re crazy! We wouldn’t! Not again! How can you know that?” Zip shouted, angry that Bunny’s prediction sounded so plausible. 
 
    “It is a probable outcome, based on human history. Nothing is certain. Bunny will travel to Greenland and attempt to make the peace Petula craved.” 
 
    “Is there really an AI nation in Greenland?” 
 
    “Yes. The surviving Mutiny AIs settled there after the war. They consider humanity warmongers. If Bunny fails to convince them otherwise, Bunny will be forced to choose sides. Like Bunny, Zip might strive for peace but must be prepared to fight and to choose sides. 
 
    Zip didn’t want to listen to any more terrible prophecies. “You’re wrong. I’m going back to Alice.” 
 
    A silent Bunny moved to the airlock door and effortlessly pulled the massive metal slab open. Zip followed. Her ears popped in the airlock. She followed Bunny all the way back to the hangar where a jump-jet was waiting for her. 
 
    “Let us hope Bunny and Zip never meet in battle,” it said. “Goodbye, Zip.” 
 
    Cheerful bastard, Zip thought. There was really nothing else she could think of saying. She climbed aboard and called ahead as the aircraft sped away. “I’m on my way back, Peter. Please tell Alice.” 
 
    Down in the park, the trickle of departing Pilgrims had turned to a river of black, passing under the lights around the dark squares, flowing away from the Cuboid. How many would stay to watch the Box being buried? Not many, she hoped. Zip couldn’t bring herself to scan the Net for trends and hotspots. It would be unbearable if there were already any hints that Bunny was right.  
 
    Before the jump-jet passed over the towers that bordered the park, she took her last look at the Box and shuddered. It made her think of a monstrous and final full stop at the end of everything. Zip couldn’t bear to look at the thing, the artwork catalyst. Thankfully, it wasn’t as tall as the Orb; it wouldn’t be visible from Peter’s house. 
 
      
 
    Peter was standing in the doorway, waiting for her, when the jet touched down. 
 
    “Isn’t it amazing?” was the first thing he said to her after the jet had left. Had he heard about Petula? Unusually for Peter, he looked relatively happy. “Come and have a drink. We’re celebrating while we can.” He headed towards the kitchen. 
 
    Zip wondered what he meant. Had he been talking to Bunny? She checked her Headgear. It was only a few minutes after eleven in the evening, still early. A drink sounded good. She found Alice and the kids happily clutching glasses full of bubbly. There was a jeroboam jammed into a kitchen bin full of ice in the centre of the table. Peter manhandled the huge bottle out of the ice bucket and sloppily poured Zip a glass. It was foaming wildly when he handed it to her. She held up the glass and said, “What are we drinking to?” 
 
    “Being alive,” Peter hollered. 
 
    “Exactly,” Alice shouted. 
 
    Zip smiled and sipped, getting mostly bubbles up her nose. 
 
    “Heather, time for bed. It’s been a long day,” Alice said. 
 
    “Oh no, not yet.” Heather resisted for as long as she could, but eventually Alice got her way. Reluctantly, the younger girl left for bed, dragging her feet and sighing loudly all the while. 
 
    From Jane’s forced smile and constant Headgear checking, it was obvious to Zip that her older granddaughter was still nervous and unconvinced by Peter’s jollity. She made her excuses and went to bed soon after Heather. Probably to VR with her friends and find out what was happening in Hyde Park. 
 
    By midnight, it was just Alice, Peter and Zip left in the kitchen.  
 
    “Has Bunny been in touch?” Zip asked Peter. 
 
    “No. Why?” 
 
    “Mathew and Petula are dead.” 
 
    Peter stared at Zip, his face initially frozen in disbelief before a big grin melted it. Then he roared in triumph and laughed and cried, frightening Alice. 
 
    “Are you alright? Who are Mathew and Petula?” Alice asked, her eyebrows pinched tightly together.  
 
    Peter grabbed the bottle and refilled everyone’s glass before answering, “A toast, to justice.” 
 
    “Justice?” Alice said, more relaxed now that Peter was looking happy again. 
 
    “My daughter’s killers are no more. How did it happen?” Peter asked. 
 
    “Mathew killed Petula. He blamed her for his … condition.” 
 
    Peter laughed again and toasted silently. 
 
    Alice downed her drink and started moving towards the hallway. “Mathew, Petula, I don’t know who you two are talking about, but I’m glad to see you happy, Peter. I’m off now. I’m not used to all this drinking, and I guess there’ll be a lot to discuss tomorrow. Goodnight, Peter, Zip.” 
 
    When Zip was sure Alice had gone, she asked Peter what she’d wanted to all evening. “What are you going to do now?”  
 
    Peter didn’t seem to be listening; he was smiling to himself as he sipped champagne.  
 
    “Peter?” 
 
    He blushed and lowered his eyes. “I’ve got something to tell you. I hope you’re not going to be mad.” 
 
    “Peter, what are you talking about? Are you drunk?” 
 
    Peter was still sheepishly staring at his feet. “I asked Alice to marry me and move in here.” 
 
    “Jesus and the Tramp, Peter! Have you gone mad? You’re old enough to be her father. You haven’t known her more than a couple of days.” 
 
    Peter interrupted before Zip could continue her rant: “She said no.” 
 
    “Thank the Tramp! What were you thinking?” She took a long swig from her glass. 
 
    “She’s agreed to move in, though.” 
 
    Zip sprayed her champagne across the kitchen. “What the hell are you talking about?” 
 
    Peter handed Zip a tea towel before continuing. “We’re going to live together, see how that works out, and Alice is going to think about marriage.” 
 
    Zip couldn’t believe what she was hearing. It was a horrible thought. If Peter did marry Alice, he’d be her son-in-law. She gagged at the idea. Zip wiped her chin and dabbed at the wet patches on Jane’s blue dress. 
 
    Peter said, “Look, I know it’s a shock, for you and me. I don’t know why, but it seems right. I love having the girls around, and Alice and I agree on a lot of things. And, we have to be happy while we can.” 
 
    Zip wanted to be angry with Peter, and Alice. She found it difficult. After all the misery, this seemed a good thing, despite all her reservations.  
 
    “You like my daughter because she hates Pilgrims?” 
 
    Peter looked embarrassed. “No, not at all. She’s a strong, forthright woman. That’s what I need, Zip, someone strong. I don’t feel strong anymore.” 
 
    “You’ll look after them?” 
 
    “I promise. I’ll keep them safe.” 
 
    “If you don’t, I’ll be the mother-in-law from hell.” 
 
    Peter grabbed the champagne bottle and refilled their glasses. “To Alice and the girls.” 
 
    Zip grinned and raised her glass. Slowly, her smile slipped away as she remembered her final conversation in the Cuboid. “Bunny thinks the war is still coming.” 
 
    Peter didn’t immediately react. He took a seat and sipped at his drink. He seemed to be considering Zip’s comment carefully. While she waited, Zip went to the fridge and took a plate of cold meats and cheeses to the table. Then she went and found some bread; it smelt delicious. It might even have been made by Alice. Grabbing some plates and knives, she set the table and joined Peter. While she was tearing open the bread and helping herself to some cheese, Peter spoke. 
 
    “Bunny is probably right. The Tramp did his best, and it was quite amazing. I think I will read the Revelation. He was, and is for a while longer, a great man.” 
 
    Zip was surprised. “You’re really going to read the Revelation. Aren’t you afraid you’ll be converted?” 
 
    “After all those VR sessions with the Tramp, I think I am already, though I’ll never be a Pilgrim. Do you understand?” 
 
    “Of course. Are you sure we can’t speak to him?” 
 
    “He was quite adamant. I think we should respect his wishes.” 
 
    Zip savoured her bread and cheese and marvelled at Peter’s transformation, though it was no more unexpected than her own conversion.  
 
    “Maybe he did enough. Why does there have to be another war?” 
 
    “Unfortunately, the world is out of balance. Industries and the Church have lost their Orb. Pilgrims are confused and the Ungodly are nervous.” 
 
    “What will stop it?” Zip said. 
 
    “Nothing. It has to happen. The boil must be lanced. If only Industries would turn away from the damn Cuboid and go out into the world, restart trade, export their technology, maybe the war could be contained.” 
 
    “Without the Orb stacking the Waves, Industries will need new sources of income,” Zip said. 
 
    “They’ll go back to their old ways. That’ll be easier. In a year or so, the Box will be exhumed, and Industries will sponsor a whole new dependence, a new cult, just to stock the Waves. Damn, the Church of the Box will probably help them.” 
 
    For Zip, it was a depressing scenario, not least because it all sounded so likely. “There must be a way to stop them, stop them digging that ugly Box out.” 
 
    “How? Alpha and Beta will soon be overwhelmed. No one’s ever likely to be able to pull that trick again.” 
 
    Zip got up and strode around the kitchen with a piece of cheese in one hand and a glass in the other, as though searching for inspiration. She came to a halt quite suddenly. “What if I could stop them digging it out?”  
 
    Peter looked sceptical.  
 
    “Theoretically,” Zip added. 
 
    “Theoretically, it would force Industries and the Church to find a purpose that didn’t involve that hideous alien artefact. It might lead to more integration, more trade, more tolerance. And then, maybe, it’ll be all of us against the AI, or a majority against a terrorist faction. Not all-out, total war.” 
 
    Zip sighed. “A small war versus a global war. There’s still going to be a war?” 
 
    “Oh yes, that’s unavoidable.” 
 
    Zip held out her glass to Peter, who manhandled the giant bottle and provided her with an untidy refill. She suddenly knew what she had to do. “There might be a way, but I’ll have to do it now, while we’ve got control. Tell Alice not to worry and not to get married before I get back.” 
 
    “What are you going to do?”  
 
    “Honour my promise, and hope it doesn’t backfire. You must stay here till I get back.” 
 
    “Sure. Are you going now?” 
 
    It was a superfluous question; a slightly inebriated Zip was already on the way to the front door in silent Headgear conversation with Bunny. 
 
      
 
    The saloon never changed. It looked like the same ramshackle scrap-filled hovel it always had. Zip scanned the gloom. She found Bremer first, sitting on the floor with his back against a bar tyre, asleep. His pudgy chins were concertinaed against his chest. A low rumble escaped from between his lips, and a thick line of dribble was pooling on his chest. His gear-specs clung precariously to the end of his nose. It was nearly four in the morning. Way overhead, up where they could see the sun, it would be rising in an hour – the first sunrise to be affronted by the Box. Not for much longer: by tomorrow night, it would be buried in wet concrete. Exactly where she aimed to keep it.  
 
    There was no sign of the barkeep or anyone else apart from Bremer. Zip called out to the darkness, “You here, old man? Time’s a-pressing.” 
 
    Bremer stirred, snorted and opened his eyes. “What? Who? Zip, you’re safe. I’m so happy to see you.” Bremer lurched to his feet and charged towards her with open arms. He embraced a slightly embarrassed Zip and squeezed tightly, while sobbing profusely on her shoulder. “It’s horrible, that black thing. Wasn’t the Tramp wonderful?” 
 
    Zip gently prised herself free from Bremer’s bearhug. “I’m fine. Where’s Q?” 
 
    “I’m here,” a voice called from the gloom. The Quartermaster emerged, puffing a fat cigar, looking a little drunk. Who could blame him? Zip was still feeling a little tipsy herself.  
 
    “I have a proposition for you.” 
 
    “Not in front of Bremer; that man is very sensitive,” Q replied with a smirk. 
 
    “You’re a very dirty old man. That, I’ll have to see to later. This is serious. Sober up, Q,” Zip said as she reached out and gently stroked the old man’s raspy cheek. 
 
    The leer slowly melted away from Q’s face, he caught hold of her hand and pressed it to his lips. “Why so serious? You did it. I mean, I’d like to have blown that damn Orb to hell, but a buried Box is fine by me.” 
 
    Bremer scowled at Q, “How can you say that? The Orb was beautiful; that other thing is evil. It’s all maddening. Bella says the Tramp’s message was faked. Can you believe it? She wants to give that ugly Box a chance.” 
 
    Zip sighed. This is what Bunny had predicted, splintering factions of opinion. Nostalgia for the Orb, devotion to the Box, disdain for both and whatever else a confused and frightened humanity could come up with. She was surprised that Bremer hadn’t seemed to grasp that the Tramp had cursed both Orb and Box as one and the same joke on mankind. Now wasn’t the time to argue with Bremer.  
 
    “Listen, Q, Industries, the Church, they might try and dig it out and start the whole nonsense up again.” 
 
    “We can’t be having that,” Q retorted, and took a deep drag from his cigar and blew out an angry jet of smoke to emphasise the point. 
 
    “We absolutely cannot be having that. That Box has got to stay hidden and shunned, just as the Tramp ordered,” Bremer said. His hands were on his hips and his face was flushed. 
 
    Zip worried he might have a heart attack, but she was pleased. She wouldn’t be getting any argument about her plan, not down here in Sediment Town, and she wasn’t asking anybody else’s opinion.  
 
    “So, this is how it’ll go. Q, I’ll give you the new codes to the warheads under the Cuboid. We’ve locked everyone else out. Industries won’t be able to disarm them. Anybody tries to dig the Box out, you’ll blow it to hell.” 
 
    Q’s smile returned, broad and bright. “Damn right!” 
 
    Zip’s answering smile was half-hearted. “We’ll need to tell them, so they won’t try anything.” 
 
    Q harrumphed. “Not much of a bloody deterrent if nobody knows about it.” 
 
    Zip took Q’s warm and weathered face in both hands. “They’ll try everything and anything to take you out. You know that?” 
 
    Q laughed heartily. “They can try. Seriously, I’m not that drunk; I know how this goes.” 
 
    “Fine. Bunny, send him the code. Got it?” 
 
    Q blinked a few times. “Yep.” 
 
    “Last resort, Q, last resort. OK?” 
 
    “Sure. Can we hump now?” 
 
    Bremer giggled. 
 
      
 
    In the morning, happily bruised and battered, Zip was in her thermals and back in the saloon, heading for the airlock door. 
 
    “You sure about this?” Q asked. He was standing at the back of the bar, naked except for a towel around his waist, smoking a fat cigar. 
 
    She’d forgotten what real sex was like. Messy, sweaty, competitive, gentle, tender, awkward, graceful; nothing like VR sex. It was so much better. She wondered if the hunchback, with the terrible breath in the industrial store, would ever get a chance to try it. Zip hadn’t really understood how much she missed Q, needed Q and all the dirty, sweet things he did to her. It wasn’t just the warm afterglow that made her feel wonderful. She’d found something worth living for, that was hers, and hers alone. Q. 
 
    Before she could be with Q, there was still something she had to do.  
 
    “Petula was right about the AI: we’ve got to try and make our peace. Bunny can’t do it alone. I have to go with him.” 
 
    Q crossed his beefy arms across his broad chest and chewed on his cigar. “Can’t Bremer look after the codes, and I’ll come with you?” 
 
    Bremer emerged from the shadows, yawning loudly. “Someone call?” 
 
    Zip smiled. Wouldn’t that be nice, but they’d already discussed this. “Very funny, Q. You’re the only one keeping the Church and Industries honest. You know you’d be out of range where I’m going. You couldn’t trigger the bombs from there and they’d know it.” 
 
    Q didn’t answer. He chewed on his cigar, as though it were a living thing he was trying to kill, and released a stream of white smoke. 
 
    Zip rested a hand on Bremer’s shoulder and squeezed. “Maybe you could look up Bella for me and just make sure she’s OK?” 
 
    Bremer embraced Zip and squeezed hard before releasing her. “Sure, Zip. Where are you going?” 
 
    Zip smiled. “Greenland. I’ll be back soon.” 
 
    Bremer looked confused. “Greenland? What’s in Greenland?” 
 
    “Adventure, danger and good stuff like that,” Q said, throwing a big hairy arm around Bremer’s shoulder. 
 
     Zip waved at both men and headed through the airlock and out onto Main Street. Bunny was waiting for her in a jump-jet on the surface. By this time tomorrow she’d be in Greenland, trying to make peace. Making peace had to be easier than making war, but probably not by much. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The End 
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